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        Party boy meets his match and sparks fly.

      

      Noah Cartwright owns a successful bistro in a southern Brazilian beach as he struggles to put together his rock band. He was burnt by betrayal years ago, but hasn't given up on finding Miss Right.

      Ana Oliveira hides dark secrets from her past as she attends tables and studies to get her teaching credentials. She knows Mr. Right is a fantasy. She stopped believing in fairy tales a long time ago.

      They've got little in common, except for a sizzling hot chemistry, which could jeopardize their future plans. Yet they gravitate towards each other and the resulting collision changes both forever.

      Knight's Edge is a series of standalone romances without cliffhangers and with guaranteed Happily Ever Afters. If you love hot rockers and their sassy ladies, you must read this series. 

      One-click this book today to get Noah’s story and learn how the Knight’s Edge began and made it to the top.
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      One of the favorite parts of my writing process is the interaction with the volunteer Alpha readers. Those brave souls who receive a first (and often very rough) draft, read it, and send feedback about their reactions to the text. These people always function as a compass indicating if I am on track or have wandered.

      Every once in a while, their feedback move me to tears. When readers tell me they connected to the story because they had struggled in ways similar to the characters and the narrative felt realistic, I’m humbled and honored. That was the case with this book and it made me so proud of Noah and Ana’s story.

      Thank you Amanda, Angie, Bri, Sam and Tiffany. You’re the best groupies a fictional rock band could ask for.

      Hugs, L.
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        Present Day

      

      Ana Oliveira woke up to a throbbing headache. Used to crippling migraines, she feared getting up abruptly would trigger the habitual nausea, so she took a deep breath and relaxed her tense muscles, opening her senses to her surroundings. A refreshing whiff of salty air filled the room and the distant rumbling sound of crashing waves against rocks soothed her. Those were familiar to her, after living by the ocean for the last four years. Her lips curved up as she smoothed the soft bed linen under her palms. As she stretched on the mattress that hugged her body, she reached up and tucked her hands under the pillow. Extra soft, probably stuffed with goose feathers.

      Her stomach dropped. She didn’t own silk sheets or a memory foam mattress and her old pillow would feel much harder under her head than the softness of a feathery nest she was currently experiencing. The subtle shuffling sound of another body moving against the silk sheets, dipping the mattress towards its center, stole the air from her lungs. Her heart forgot to beat for a couple of seconds. Afraid to open her eyes, but knowing she wouldn’t be able to avoid doing so for long, Ana crinkled her nose and squinted her eyes before allowing them to open. Just a little. When she recognized the room, her jaw dropped, making her mouth open into a perfect round shape. How the hell had she ended up in Noah Cartwright’s room? In his bed? With his boyish face buried between her thighs? Panic couldn’t begin to describe her feelings.

      “Finally! I’ve been waiting rather patiently for you to regain consciousness,” he offered her as if she had a clue as to what he meant. Apparently ignoring her confused state, Noah kept gliding his long fingers down her thighs, then lifted her knees before encircling her soft flesh and squeezing it.

      As if hypnotized, she lay there and watched. Blaming it on the marching band playing inside her skull, Ana didn’t resist his wandering hands. She chose not to acknowledge the effects his trademark smile, complete with perfect white teeth and endearing dimples, had over her. The surge of hot liquid flowing down her body had nothing to do with that grin. She hoped.

      She also said nothing to stop his scorching hot lips from tracing a wet trail from her elevated knees, down towards the top of her thighs. As if detached from her body, she observed his dirty-blonde head move dangerously close to her most private part. That was when she realized she was wearing her date lingerie. The silk black set of panties and bra she reserved for special occasions. What the hell did she do last night? She didn’t go out with Noah Cartwright, that was a given. Or was it?

      When she tried to focus, her head threatened to explode like an atomic bomb, so she decided to take it slow. Baby steps should be the norm today. She would get answers, if she asked him the questions colliding in her mind. She just needed to stop him and talk. The fact that her body seemed to hum under his fingers didn’t help that part of her plan, though. As tempting as his intentions were, she needed to stop him.

      Before she could utter a word, his sultry voice filled her ears. “I wouldn’t take advantage of you while you were sleeping, no matter how tight you held me to your chest. You’ve no idea how tempting you were, gorgeous. I behaved, though. Now it’s time for our delayed fun to begin.”

      The promise of pleasure in his voice and the intense heat in his sparkling eyes tempted Ana to allow herself a taste of what Noah offered her. As long as she kept it brief, she would be safe. That was her story and she intended to stick with it. She read somewhere that orgasms helped combat migraines. That was a treatment she would gladly adopt.

      As Noah’s tongue circled her belly button, she bunched the sheets in her fingers and hissed. She felt his smile against her soft skin, his stubbled chin tickling her senses, as his teeth grabbed the thin strap of her panties. When they sank into it and Noah pulled his head as if to tear the fragile elastic band, she shook her head. He stopped, but rubbed the tip of his nose against the tiny piece of cloth that covered her entrance. Just once. It was enough to make the fabric wet from her body’s reaction to his touch. She was in trouble.

      “We can’t do this, Noah. It isn’t right,” she moaned against the fist she stuffed in her mouth. Her teeth left deep marks on her skin. Maybe the pain would remind her why it was wrong. “You’re my boss, for crying out loud.”

      “That’s your best argument?” His soft chuckles got muffled by her round thighs as he ignored her words and kissed his way down one leg before turning to the other and tracing the inside of her thigh, dragging his wet lips towards her entrance. Ana’s belly fluttered with anticipation, but she needed to stop him and tell the truth before they went too far. He had the right to know.

      She bolted upright and grabbed his thick hair to stop Noah’s mouth from getting to his obvious target. Out of breath and disheveled, he was temptation incarnated. She felt the strong pull of physical attraction tugging at her midriff. She could easily drown in his emerald eyes. Mentally slapping herself, she shook her head and looked away, searching for another spot on which to focus. Her gaze fell to his chest. Naked. Not a good move. Then again, she got to see six-packed males on the beach on a regular basis. She could deal with those. For some reason, Noah’s ripped muscles did funny things to her girly parts. She forced her eyes to slip further down and she gasped when she found out Noah’s lower body was just as devoid of clothes as his torso. Damn! Mother Nature had been generous to him in that department as well.

      “See anything you like?”

      The smirk on his face didn’t infuriate her because the man had reasons to be proud. Still, she pretended. Maybe fake fury would get her out of a mess she didn’t even remember getting herself into.

      Sighing loudly, hoping he’d take it as her trying to regain control, Ana locked her stare with his amused eyes. “That’s beyond the point. I work for you. What were you thinking dragging me to bed when I was too drunk to know any better?”

      “First off, you weren’t drunk at all when we started the night,” he sounded hurt. “I didn’t drag you anywhere you didn’t want to go.”

      If she concentrated, she could see flashes of the previous night. “I remember a bar, you, lots of people and lots of loud music,” she described the images that popped up in her mind. When he lifted an eyebrow clearly expecting more, she added, “And too much drinking.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Noah grazed her inner thigh as he lifted his eyes to meet hers and asked in his best bedroom voice, “You forgot us fooling around?”

      Her mind drew a blank on that part, but her body seemed to recognize the truth in his words because her skin felt on fire and her breathing faltered. She framed his face to stop his movements. “For the most part. I don’t remember anything specific.”

      “Let me revive your memory.”

      The flesh is weak, as they say, and Ana allowed herself to indulge in the sensations for a little while. She couldn’t help herself. Despite her flirtatious attitude, the truth was it had been a long time since she had a man in her arms. Her toys got the job done, but nothing beat the real thing.

      Despite the amazing sensations he offered her, guilt rammed her conscience until she surrendered to reason. Covering his hands with hers, she flattened herself on the mattress, distancing her body from his soft, expert lips. Life was so not fair. “We’ve got to stop this.”

      His amused expression told her loud and clear he didn’t take her protests seriously. She knew him. He wasn’t disrespectful of women. He had an immense advantage over her in that moment, though. He remembered the previous night. She did not. That made all the difference. What the hell had she done? Why was he so cocky?

      “Why should we stop, gorgeous? Because I’m your boss?”

      “That too.”

      “I’m more than that, wouldn’t you agree?” His dazzling smile was almost her downfall.

      His dimples put a serious dent in her resistance, but she steeled herself and insisted, “You’re a good friend, I’ll give you that.” She was not sure where he was going with that comment. A frown settled on his face, marring the perfection of his features, but Ana ignored it as she added, “This is still wrong. We’re just going to hurt each other. Come on, it’s us. That’s what we do, remember? We break people’s hearts.”

      She knew that wasn’t true about herself, but that’s how other people saw her. As for her boss, she had witnessed him doing exactly that countless times.

      “Fuck, Ana! We went over this shit last night. That’s a stinking pile of bullshit others say about us, that’s simply not true.”

      She shook her head, offered him an apologetic sad smile and cupped his cheek. Leaning down, she pecked his lips and rested her forehead against his. “I wish I could remember our conversation. I don’t, though. The way I see it, you’re still my boss and a good friend. I don’t want to jeopardize either. So, let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

      As she motioned to get off the bed, Noah’s warm hands seized her tiny waist. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You actually don’t remember what happened?”

      The urgency in his voice gave her pause. He was serious. And he sounded seriously pissed too, maybe even a little hurt. What the heck had she done? As a prickling feeling crawled up her stomach and gripped her by the throat, she fought to get the words out. Not a surprise when her voice amounted to little more than a whisper. “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “We got married.”

      She felt suffocated. The walls and ceiling seemed to close in on her, so she tried to fight the panic attack the only way she knew how. These attacks were not new to her. All she had to do was shut the world out, go to her safe place. She drew her knees up and rocked back and forth, humming softly. She just needed a moment to gather her scattered emotions to be able to articulate intelligible phrases and sentences again.

      When she reopened her eyes, she found Noah sitting a good couple of feet away from the bed, on the thick caramel rug. He had pulled his shorts up, but didn’t bother to button them, which offered her a tempting view. This time her body didn’t react to it, though. Her overwhelmed mind couldn’t process it. Too much going on, too many hurtful memories. None of them involved the man sitting in front of her, not patiently, waiting for Ana to get a grip on herself.

      Noah looked hurt, probably misunderstanding her reactions. How could she tell him she wasn’t shutting him out, only the whole wide world? She believed the band-aid ripping technique worked best for all painful situations, so she blurted out, “That’s just not possible. I can’t marry you.” When his eyes turned into small slits and his nostrils flared, she added, “I just can’t.”

      It was official. She sucked at explaining herself. How could she ever be a good teacher?

      “Well, you should’ve thought about it before saying your vows.” The words erupted from his tight lips as if he had lost a battle with his own will. “What’s wrong with me, anyway? How come the idea of marrying me makes you physically ill?”

      “Oh, God, no. Don’t say that. I didn’t mean it like that at all. It’s not you, I can’t marry anybody. I am married.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”
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        15 years earlier

      

      Pulling up to the first available spot, Noah hopped out of the burgundy convertible Maserati without bothering to open the door. Too eager to reunite with his lifelong friend. After the shitstorm that had hit Tristan Knight’s life back in California, Noah didn’t have the heart to deny some sort of emotional asylum to his best friend. Big T had no idea how shitty Noah’s own love life was, but that was not the time to talk about it. Tristan needed sympathetic ears and a shoulder. That’s what Noah was going to offer him.

      As he walked from the parking lot to the small yet modern terminal, Noah inhaled the fragrant morning air and let the air leave his lungs with a smile, feeling invigorated. He had grown accustomed to the warm tropical weather of Florianópolis, a lovely city set on a beautiful island in the southern coast of Brazil. It was not like that at all when he first arrived one year before, traveling on a student visa. Officially, he had come for his MBA degree. In fact, he chased after a college girlfriend who decided to return to her hometown after graduating from UCLA, despite his multiple pleas.

      Don’t go there, dude. Focus on Tristan. There’s plenty of misery there, you don’t need to add your own.

      As if his thoughts had conjured up his friend, Noah bumped into Tristan’s wide chest as he crossed the sliding glass door and got inside the terminal. When he stepped back to get out of his friend’s personal space, Tristan’s arms encircled him and pulled him back. Blaming the recent memories, Noah hugged his friend tightly and swallowed hard to keep from tearing up. Just a bit, but still.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      “Missed you, man,” Tristan whispered or so it sounded like because his voice was muffled by Noah’s shirt.

      “Likewise,” Noah replied and tried to pull back, but was held for a moment longer.

      When he finally stared into Big T’s dark blue gaze, he noticed the black circles under his eyes. More than that, sadness had stolen their natural sparkle and hurt had saddened Tristan’s expression. Izzie Anderson’s betrayal had broken so much more in Tristan than his heart. He looked much older than his twenty-five years of age. Silent communication born from years of close friendship passed between the two men. Noah shook his head and opened his mouth, then closed it. Words failed him. At twenty, he possessed no wisdom or insight to offer his friend. He felt like an epic failure.

      “I know, believe me. There’s nothing you can say that I haven’t already heard from my mom or thought on my own,” Tristan assured Noah as they headed out of the building towards the parking structure. “Fuck, it’s hotter than I expected. I mean, we grew up in freaking SoCal, I thought I’d be fine. This is brutal!”

      Noah accepted the change in topic with grace and deep appreciation because he knew it wasn’t accidental. “You haven’t seen anything yet. We’re in spring, dude.”

      “It feels like fucking Miami on steroids. I don’t want to know what it is like in the summer.”

      “Humidity is the worst. It’s hard to get used to it, but you’ll get there eventually.”

      “You’re aware this is temporary, right? I’m here just to visit.” Tristan offered him a lopsided smile and Noah counted it as a blessing, even though it was so weak it seemed like his friend’s facial muscles had forgotten how to pull his lips up.

      “Can’t blame a friend for trying.”

      “Dude, we haven’t even gotten to the car. Give me a break. Where is it, by the way?”

      “Two rows to your left.”

      When he pressed a button on the smart key to turn the alarm off, Noah studied Tristan’s face for his reaction to the car. He bought it the day Tristan called asking if he could come over. That was not to say that Noah didn’t like sports cars or that he bought his new toy to make his friend envious. On the contrary. He had always wanted a car like that and so had Tristan. The timing was perfect, though. It would help Noah distract Tristan from his hurt and entice him with the possibilities that the new city he now called home offered to people whose income was generated in American dollars.

      “You’re fucking kidding me, man!”

      Mission accomplished. Tristan’s face lit up and a boyish expression split his lips into a wide grin. Noah laughed out loud. Maybe he was also overcompensating for his own recent troubles with the fairer sex, but he felt good putting a smile on his friend’s face. God knew Tristan deserved it.

      “I know, right?”

      Popping the trunk up, Noah grabbed Tristan’s suitcase from his limp fingers, as he moved around the shiny speedster, open-mouthed and speechless. When he spoke, a playful glint twinkled in his eyes. “Living large, are we? Offed your parents? Or robbed a bank?”

      They settled in the front seats, buckled up and Noah revved the engine a couple of times before putting the car into gear. Men and their toys and all that shit was true, he thought as he backed the car out of its spot. They left the parking structure and merged into the northbound traffic, not heavy at that time of day. Not heavy at all if you grew up around L.A., facing packed freeways and dirty exhaust smoke on a regular basis.

      “Funny,” Noah finally replied, elongating the syllables like he used to do as a kid, whenever his friend said something he didn’t find amusing. It would annoy the heck out of Tristan then. It did nothing now, except make Tristan chuckle. Noah smiled and replied, “Mom and dad are just fine, thank you very much. They sent you their best, by the way.”

      The shadows returned to Tristan’s expression and Noah mentally kicked himself in the shin for being so dumb. His parents lived next door to Izzie’s. “I know. I saw Reggie and Olivia the other day when I…”

      He never finished the sentence and he didn’t have to. Noah knew all about what happened that day. His mom and dad had witnessed Tristan’s last attempt to talk to Izzie. When she refused to go out of her parents’ house, or let Tristan in, he lost it. It wasn’t pretty, but understandable. Noah didn’t feel ready to discuss details, so he pretended Tristan didn’t say anything.

      “What’s the plan? Stay for a month? Maybe two?”

      “Return ticket says two weeks; we’ll see about that.”

      “No way! I can’t even begin to show you around on that schedule. You’ve got to give me more time. I mean, there’s freaking forty-two beaches in the island alone. And they’re all amazing. Then, there’s another gazillion gorgeous places on the mainland within a two-hour drive radius, in both directions.”

      Tristan’s uncompromising shrug spoke volumes. When he rested his head on the seat and turned to look out of the window, Noah focused on the road. After over a year living away from family and friends, he was eager to talk his head off, but he respected Tristan’s choice. He sympathized with his pain. His best friend needed time to lick his wounds and the least Noah could do was shut up and drive. That’s what he did.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Even though Noah lived in a beachfront property in Mole Beach, one of the hippest beaches in the island, there were other stunning beaches to the south and around Conceição Lagoon. That meant the two friends rarely stayed in the house. Each day, Noah took Tristan to a different beach. His friend gradually fell in love with the striking beauty of the island and the welcoming nature of its inhabitants. Just like Noah had hoped he would.

      Two days before Tristan was scheduled to take his homeward bound flight, Noah took him to Matadeiro beach, a secluded stretch of fine white sand accessed only by water or a narrow trail through the wildness. It was his favorite spot in the whole of Floripa, as the locals called the city of Florianópolis. He had chosen to take Tristan to that destination on the last full day he was to spend in the island for a reason. And a goddamn good one at that.

      Parking the car in a private garage, Noah greeted its owner with an affectionate hug as he handed out the car key. He exchanged a few words in Portuguese with the older man, then translated the conversation to Tristan, who had grabbed their beach gear from the trunk and stood beside them wearing a curious expression. It was obvious they were talking about Tristan, even before the man took off his large straw hat and pointed it his way.

      “Seu Jorge wanted to know why you were angry on such a beautiful day. I explained to him you must go back home the day after tomorrow. He said he’d be miserable too, if he was to be cast out of Eden.”

      Tristan nodded at the silver-haired man, whose wrinkled tanned face spoke of many years of hard work under the sun, and gave him a thumbs-up. The universal gesture bridged the language gap and Seu Jorge engulfed the tall youngster in a tight embrace.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Noah guaranteed a stunned Tristan as they turned to walk out of the parking lot.

      “Don’t think so.”

      “I’ve met Brazilians from other cities and even they think Floripa’s inhabitants are the best. I mean, in a country where the citizens are famous for their warmth and laid-back attitude, I’d say the people in this island stand out. And most of them like to hug. Just saying.”

      When they came out of the garage, they stepped straight onto the small stretch of beach covered in the finest white sand. Tristan stopped in his tracks and took in the view. His eyes swept from left to right, then left again. Noah nodded when their eyes met, but chose not to comment on the other man’s slack jaw. He had a pretty good idea of what was probably going on in his friend’s head. Not long ago, Armação beach made the exact same impression on him. If he were to be honest, its effects on his senses lingered even after all his frequent returns.

      The brightly painted houses spread along the beach to the left, the small fishing boats dotting the ocean, the rocky promontory covered in light green grass right ahead. Add the clash of the breaking waves against the high walls of the ridge of rocks and the shrill cry of the seagulls flying low around the boats and one would have Noah’s idea of paradise.

      “Wow! Dude, this is the most beautiful place I’ve seen so far.” Tristan’s voice dropped a couple of octaves as if he feared he would disturb the perfection of their surroundings if he spoke louder.

      “Agree. Then again, you said that every single day as we drove back home. Not sure I should believe you now. Ouch!” Noah feigned pain when Tristan punched him on the shoulder. “What? It’s true.”

      He laughed as he slung the strap of their cooler tote over his shoulder and began to walk towards the narrow trail to the right, but Tristan didn’t follow.

      “What the heck? This is the end of the beach. We should go left, if we wanted to find a place to sit down.”

      “As gorgeous as Armação is, we’re going over to Matadeiro. Armação is a two-mile-long stretch of beach shared by fishermen and surfers. We don’t want to fight them for a spot in the water.”

      “Fair enough,” Tristan agreed as he turned to follow Noah along the path that led to the neighboring beach.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A couple of hours later, as the two men savored their third Caipirinha and contemplated the beauty of the semi-deserted beach, Tristan asked, “How long did it take you? To feel at home here, I mean.”

      “Why? Planning to stay?” Noah didn’t try to hide the hopeful tone.

      “Jury’s still out on that. It’s not like I’ve got a lot going for me back in the U.S. at the moment.”

      “You can say that again. I’ll be honest with you. I brought you here for a reason. See that?” Noah turned to his right and pointed to an abandoned structure that the tropical jungle had claimed for itself, covering it with vines in bloom. “It’s an old restaurant, the only one ever built in this beach. Because the owner didn’t get to convince local administration to build a pathway between Armação and Matadeiro beaches, his business went belly up for lack of customers. The building has all the fixtures necessary to operate a restaurant and I’ve got the right connections with authorities to get the trail built. All I need is a trusted friend to be my partner.”

      Tristan eyeballed the structure, then frowned at his friend. “That old thing? Is it even safe to enter that?”

      “Don’t be fooled by all that green stuff. The guy closed the restaurant less than a year ago. I got to eat at the place once or twice before Nelson gave it up. He’s looking for investors and I’ve got some money. Plus, foreigners need a local partner if they want to open a business in Brazil. It’s a win-win thing. I’d love for you to invest with me.”

      Tristan stared at Noah for a long moment before looking out at the green-blue ocean in front of them. He seemed lost in thoughts, so Noah didn’t push the subject.

      “You mean to say you gave up on the band?” Tristan asked after a while longer.

      His tone was so flat that Noah couldn’t tell if Tristan was glad or not at that perspective, so he decided to give him straight. “No, but now isn’t the best time to discuss that. I believe starting a rock band is the last thing you’d want to do right now, correct?

      Tristan nodded. And offered nothing else for another long stretch of time. When Noah was about to veer the conversation back to the restaurant, his friend reminded him, “You never answered my question. How long did it take you to feel at home, Baby Face?” He used his nickname for Noah for the first time since he had arrived.

      “That’s a tough one. At times, I’m not sure I feel at home at all. Most of the time, it’s great, though.” He paused to search for the best way to explain his feelings to a person who had never lived away from home. “During the day, I can pretend I’m still home. I mean, even the ocean is cold here, just like Zuma or Ventura.”

      Tristan took a long sip of his drink and smiled. “Interesting. I always thought the ocean would be warm in a tropical country, right?”

      “In other places along the Brazilian coast, it is. Here, there’s too many ocean currents moving up from Antarctica. Water gets pretty cold in many spots, even during summer.” Noah stopped again until the right words came to mind to describe how he felt about his new zip code. “Nights are the hardest. When I look up at the sky, I don’t see the same stars I used to see when I was a kid. The stars are different below the equator, you know?” His voice broke off and he whispered, “I miss the stars the most.”

      “Whoa! There’s a poet in you after all.”

      Noah felt his cheeks burn, so he hid his face in the glass of the delicious lime-and-sugar-based drink. “I don’t know about that. You’re the lyricist in the band.”

      “Since it’s a non-existing band, I won’t dispute. If and when we go back to that project, I’d better watch out for the talented Noah Cartwright. Playing multiple instruments and writing the lyrics, you might not need me after all.”

      Glad to hear his friend mentioning something connected to the music industry without a derisive side comment, Noah replied, “No worries. I’d be glad playing the drums. Besides, we can’t call it Knight’s Edge if Tristan Knight isn’t in the band.”

      Tristan shook his head and didn’t hide a smile. “Dude, you’ve barely managed to talk me into starting a restaurant together. Don’t push your luck.”

      “I did? You mean you’ll stay?”

      “I need to call my accountant and my lawyer to see how much I can afford to invest, but I’m in.”

      Noah contained his enthusiasm. He didn’t want Big T to mistake him for a hysterical high school girl, but inside his head he was screaming at the top of his lungs. “Cool. Do that when we go home,” he managed to say in a non-committal tone. “We should go out later tonight to celebrate our partnership.”

      “Deal.”

      Tristan’s face had lost a great deal of gloom in the last half hour or so. Noah believed his plan to entice him to stay had much to do with that. His reasons for doing so were partially selfish, in the sense that he felt miserable for not having friends and family around him. He loved Brazil and the people he had met, but a friendship like the one he had with Tristan took years to be built. He hated the fact that it had taken a mind-numbing betrayal for Tristan to become his business partner, but he was thrilled that he had decided to stay. How twisted was that?
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* * *

      John Bull was a brand-new rock bar that Noah had been dying to check out, so he convinced Tristan to celebrate their business partnership there. His choice proved to be great as the bar’s clientele was basically young college students. That didn’t surprise him because Floripa housed three major university’s campuses.

      Halfway through the night, after several rounds of Caipirinhas, Noah and Tristan felt the weight of their heartaches become less debilitating.

      “You ever going to tell me what she did to you?” Tristan asked when Noah returned from a visit to the restroom.

      “What the fuck are you driving at?”

      “See that cute brunette over there?” Tristan’s head tilted to the left and his chin seemed to point to an attractive woman sitting on a table not far from them.

      She nursed a Cosmopolitan and looked bored. Or something that Noah couldn’t identify. She glanced their way then quickly focused her stare on the glass in front of her.

      Noah frowned and turned back to face Tristan. “What about her?”

      “She’s been eyeing you for the past hour. She even found a way to cross paths with you when you went to take a leak just now. And you didn’t notice. What’s the matter with you? I get it you and Brenda didn’t work out, but I thought you’d have moved on by now.”

      It was a surprise to find out that hearing her name still hurt him. He also thought he had moved on. At least, he often told himself that he had moved on, hoping his brain would eventually get the message and his heart would follow suit. Truth was, he was still recovering.

      “You’ve been through enough, Big T. I don’t want to drag you through my shit.”

      Tristan’s laugh sounded more pained than amused. “Ever thought focusing on someone else’s shit might help me forget mine?”

      Noah stared at his almost empty glass of Caipirinha. “I need another drink before I get into that. Pedro, glass is empty.” He was on a first-name basis with the bartender half an hour after they arrived at the bar. He was aware of his ability to be a people person and he wasn’t afraid to use it. “So is my friend’s. Two more, please.”

      “Prá já,” replied the bleached-haired bartender in his native Portuguese.

      “Coming up,” Noah translated to a puzzled Tristan. “Man, we’ve got to find you a tutor or something. You suck at this.”

      “Suck at what?”

      “Picking up a new language. I’m here a little over a year and speak fluently.”

      “Not fair. You had training before coming over. Now, quit stalling.”

      Noah weighed different ways of telling his friend what had happened and decided that going straight to the point would be the best tactic. Tristan had witnessed most of the story, anyway. He missed out only on the final drama.

      Noah met Brenda Safra when she was a sophomore at UCLA. During the following three years of her major in Film and Television, they became the on-and-off-and-on-again couple that common friends dread. They never knew if they should invite Noah and Brenda for social gatherings, for example. If they were on a break and both attended the same party, chances were that the night would end in drama. So, their friends avoided inviting them altogether. Except for Tristan and Izzie.

      When Brenda decided to return to her hometown in Brazil after graduation instead of pursuing a Master’s in the field, Noah did all he could to convince her to stay. He even considered asking her to marry him and bought a ring to surprise her at a farewell dinner he organized at his parents’ house. She never showed up and when he called, she told him there had been an emergency in her family and she had to take a flight one day earlier than she had planned.

      Despite his parents’ advice against the idea, and Tristan’s insistence that Noah had gone insane, he applied for a Brazilian university, got accepted in their MBA program and came to Floripa.

      “You’re right. I’ve been avoiding the subject. Brenda was nothing like I thought she was.”

      “That much I guessed from that drunk-dial call I got in the middle of the night.”

      “Sorry about that, bro.”

      “No problem. You just told me that time that Brenda was a lying bitch who had ruined your life. Then, you hung up. Just like that,” Tristan snapped his fingers and Noah noticed his coordination wasn’t as sharp.

      Caipirinhas tasted sweet, but they could mess with you pretty badly. He knew it very well. That’s how he had ended up calling Tristan that time.

      “I guess I owe you a better explanation. When I got here, I enrolled in the program, shopped for a house and found that one in Mole Beach quite quickly. I wanted to be settled before I contacted her. When I did find Brenda, she told me she didn’t want to have anything to do with me. I was shocked. She was super cold and distant. She practically hung up the phone on me. I thought I had done something to hurt her. Maybe I had offended her in some way.”

      Noah stopped to sip his drink. Its strong alcohol component, pinga, burned his throat as it traveled down, but he welcomed the sensation.

      “Silly me. I gathered information about her like a sick stalker and decided to surprise her one day during her lunch break. I found out she worked at a bank downtown. I even bribed a receptionist to discover when Brenda made a reservation to eat at a nearby restaurant. I showed up with half-a-dozen red roses and the stupid ring I had bought. What was I thinking, right?”

      Tristan patted his back and offered, “You were in love, man. You weren’t thinking.”

      “You can say that again. Long story short, as I was on my knee proposing to her, someone grabbed my collar and pulled me up. It so happened that Brenda had a fiancé for most of the time we were together in college. She got engaged during a vacation trip to Brazil, but never mentioned it to me. She never mentioned me to the poor sap either.”

      Tristan’s shock rendered him speechless. When he found his voice again, he asked, “Why did she lead you on like that?”

      Noah snorted a humorless laughter before replying. “Because I’m an ass, that’s why. I loved her, I thought she was the one. She never felt the same way and I didn’t realize it. She confessed she had hoped that dating me would help her career.”

      “What did she expect? That your parents would put in a word for her with a producer or something like that?”

      “Something like that. She figured my parents knew tons of important people in Hollywood, being award-winning actors and all. She thought hanging out with me would eventually lead her to meeting these people. When it didn’t happen, she decided to go back home and resume life as before.

      “Let me guess. She never thought you’d follow her.”

      Noah nodded. “Let alone propose to her. I’ve never felt so humiliated.”

      Tristan swirled the drink in the glass a couple of times, staring intently inside it as if looking for his next words. “Izzie did me in too, in multiple senses.”

      “Bro, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      “Tell you what, we talk about it now and never again. Deal?”

      Noah feared the booze was doing the talking for his friend, but maybe Tristan needed to get it out of his system, whatever ‘it’ was. Even though never mentioning the issue again might not be good for his mental health, Tristan had always been great at compartmentalizing. So, Noah accepted the terms. “Deal.”

      “That night at Mark King’s party, the one he threw for me when I signed up with the recording company?”

      “Yeah, I was there. A week before the party, we went to the jewelry store together and bought the rings for our ladies.”

      “Exactly. Only you knew I was going to propose to Izzie at the party. The thing is, when I went looking for her, I found her on her knees with Mark’s cock in her mouth.”

      “What the fuck? You never told me that. I mean, you guys split, but I didn’t know it was that bad.”

      “You were dealing with your own shit, I just couldn’t add to it.”

      Feeling lousy he didn’t support his friend as he should have, Noah threw his arm around Tristan’s neck and pulled him into a tight hug. No words necessary.

      Pausing as if to choose his words, Tristan dragged his stare from the glass into Noah’s eyes. He had never seen defeat as deep and it clawed at his guts. To think he once considered Izzie like a sister. What did the little hag do to his friend?

      Tristan wrapped up his tale in a matter-of-fact tone that did nothing to hide the hurt in his expression, “She begged forgiveness and I caved. You and I started recruiting for the band and I thought all was well again. Izzie went on tour and you bailed on me to come looking for Brenda.”

      “I was going to go back soon,” Noah defended himself, feeling mortified.

      “It’s all good. Now I understand why you didn’t. Anyway, a couple of months later, Izzie came home one weekend in the middle of her tour, just to let me know she was leaving me and marrying Mark. It took me a while to make my peace with that. Not even sure I have, honestly. The only thing I’m certain of, at this point, is that I can’t be in L.A. right now. I mean, I wrote most of her songs and they’re all over the charts. I can’t turn on the fucking radio or TV without listening to her singing my words. I just can’t deal with it. Even buying groceries has become a nightmare. I never thought people were paying attention to me. I was always in the background of her success. But leave it to the paparazzi to make a stupid breakup front page news.”

      Noah shook his head then tossed it back as he drained the rest of his drink. Signaling for Pedro, the bartender, to hit him with a fresh one, he stared at Tristan, fighting for words to describe his thoughts. He failed. “Dude, I can’t even.”

      Nodding, his friend offered the saddest smile. “I’m this close to swearing off women. I don’t want to go through this hell ever again.”

      Noah mulled those words over before suggesting, “Let’s not be too radical here, agree? We’re too young to swear all women off. Let’s say we go a different route. New rule: only no-strings-attached dates allowed. We’re open and clear about that upfront, so we enjoy them just as they enjoy us. Afterwards, we part our ways and no harm done. When we’re old and can’t pick up women at bars, we revisit the plan and consider settling down. Sound good?” He inquired, raising his glass.

      Clicking his glass against Noah’s, Tristan slurred, “Sounds like a great plan.”
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        11 Years Later

      

      Excruciating pain overwhelmed her mind when Ana tried to move her head to the right to check the time on the nightstand. Still, she did so to find out it was almost time. The night shift would finish in less than a half-hour. Anxiety threatened to make her hyperventilate, so she focused on positive thoughts. Her go-to place for peace of mind, the little fishing village on the coast of Santa Catarina where she would spend her best vacations as a child, popped up in her head in its splendor. The wooden houses lining the narrow strip of white sand and the boats coloring the ocean. An image that soothed her frantic emotions, but did nothing for the physical pain. For that, the nurses had been adding some strong shit to her IV for the last couple of days.

      If only the meds could change the bad choices she had made in the past, she wouldn’t be in that conundrum. Committing a crime to escape a criminal situation wouldn’t sound like the best solution to most people. It certainly didn’t appeal to Ana up until a couple of weeks ago. Paulo left her without a choice. If she stayed, he would end up killing her, she had no doubt about it.

      Out of instinct, her right hand splayed on her belly and she caressed it. Her brain gradually registered the faint old bruises under her skin as her eyes followed the slow movement of her hand, where a needle collected the dripping IV and injected it in her vein. Paulo had put her there. Even though she was carrying the child he said he desperately needed, he had beat her to a pulp. Once again. What would he do to her now that the baby was gone?

      Marriage hadn’t protected her innocence from his abuse and violence. Her parents turned a blind eye to the real situation, saying she needed to grow up and deal with her marital issues, as if she were to blame for Paulo’s behavior. What did an eighteen-year-old, overprotected girl know about the real world? So, she bought into their view of how things should be and tried. She did her best, but it was never enough. Paulo had married her for the shares of her father’s company and made that quite plain. He called her names and made her feel as if she wasn’t good enough or pretty enough. When his mistresses didn’t satisfy his sexual drive, he would go home to impose it on his wife, regardless of her own disposition in the matter. Marital rape was difficult to prove when one’s husband had a powerful and wealthy family to support his devious behavior. It would have been impossible for Ana to get anywhere with a sexual assault charge against Paulo. His buddies from the Brazilian Society for the Defense of Tradition, Family and Property, commonly known as TFP, littered the upper echelons of both the police force and the judicial system.

      If her father hadn’t belonged to that same society, he might have seen things in a different way. The way it was, he believed the sole duty of a wife was taking care of her husband’s needs, which meant making sure he enjoyed his creature comforts and bearing his children. Besides, he cared about the family name and business more than anything or anyone else. Alvarengas had helped build the nation, so they had a traditional reputation to protect. And Fonsecas were the perfect business partners, upon whom her father had set his eyes years earlier.

      Given the circumstances, she couldn’t count on her mom and dad to back her up, if she filed for divorce. Her trust fund meant peanuts against Paulo’s fortune, if his judge friends decided to stall the process. She wouldn’t put it past him to destroy her family either. Despite any resentment she might have felt towards her parents, it wasn’t in her nature to willingly inflict pain on another human being. Besides, she had siblings she loved. It wasn’t their fault they were dealt such a lousy hand as far as parents were concerned.

      Things had improved for Ana when Paulo met a young woman he liked. He had set her up in a high-end condo in the best neighborhood in São Paulo, where he spent most of his free time. The permanent mistress meant Ana was free from his abusive presence. The few times they interacted, Paulo was even civil to her.

      A couple of years later, when Paulo was forced by his father to produce an heir, she found herself on the receiving end of a beating, sexual assault or both, on a nightly basis. Hoping it would stop once she got pregnant, she was shocked to learn it did not. Paulo’s mistress abandoned him when he didn’t choose her over Ana to have his precious heir. He blamed his wife for that and the cocaine he consumed didn’t help him think clearly.

      Hitting a dead end, Ana had contemplated drastic measures to gain freedom. She didn’t have it in her to kill her husband. Or hire someone to do it. Despite her shitty life so far, she loved being alive too much to choose suicide. She decided for the next best thing.

      When her reminiscences brought her back to the private hospital room, the best money could afford in a country where the health system had collapsed a long time ago, Ana’s nurse came in, as if on cue. Her partner-in-crime handed her a brown manila envelope. Pulling out the sheet of paper, her ticket to freedom, Ana eyed the municipal coat of arms on the top and skimmed over the text. The death certificate looked legit and the information matched what she had told the nurse she needed. According to it, Ana Alvarenga Fonseca had died a horrible death as the result of multiple fractures and internal bleeding. The attending physician would recommend a closed casket for the funeral proceedings to spare the sensitivities of immediate family and friends. The mortician would fill up the coffin with the correct amount of stones, or whatever other object of his choice, in order to reach her weight, so nobody would suspect the lack of a corpse.

      The second sheet of paper was a birth certificate with her real birth information, but under her grandmother’s maiden name. Ana Alvarenga Fonseca had just become Ana Oliveira. It was far from a perfect plan, but Ana was confident it would work. On one hand, she bet Paulo wouldn’t want the police to look deeply into the case. Upon the death of his beloved wife, all her company shares reverted to him, without the additional hassle of having to deal with her. He would be free to pursue whoever he saw fit to have the heir his father wanted him to produce. On the other hand, she doubted her parents would press the officers to investigate a crime that would taint the family’s immaculate name. Better to be perceived as grieving parents of a prematurely departed child than the absent mother and father of an abused daughter.

      “Everything fine, Mrs. Fonseca?”

      “It will be. I appreciate your help with this. You’ll never know just how much I do. Would you mind handing me that wallet on the armchair? I want to transfer the money to your account. Then, I’ll transfer it to the others as well.”

      After helping Ana sit up against the pillows, nurse Cristina Lopes handed her the leather wallet, where a red and green logo by a famous Italian designer stood out. “To be honest, I’ve accepted your money because it’ll help me pay for my kids’ education. Having witnessed your multiple visits to this clinic along the years, I’d have helped you escape that sadist for free.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Twenty-one-year-old Ana Oliveira headed south on a regular interstate bus. She figured if anybody tried to track her, they would stalk the airport instead of the bus terminal. People in her world probably didn’t even remember buses existed. The long twelve hours the bus took to arrive at her final destination allowed for her to reflect on her situation.

      Even if the three years of hellish marriage had not alienated her from former friends, she would not have involved anybody she cared for in her plans to escape. She had committed a crime by forging her death and the documents to allow her a new identity. Granted, none was for personal gain as the letter of the law described it. Still, there would be consequences. The way her life had turned out, without close friends or relatives she could count on, Ana faced a lonely future.

      At least it was a future. Looking out the window at the rolling farmland that flew by the road, she couldn’t control the chill that ran down her spine. She had cast off all that she once knew, her world of privilege and comfort. She wouldn’t be able to touch her trust fund or even her regular bank account. She had saved some money over the last year tutoring a couple of acquaintance’s kids. The tutoring sessions had started as recommendation from her therapist, a way for her to strengthen her self-esteem and develop a sense of self-worth. Paulo’s long-lasting abuse and neglect had convinced Ana she didn’t deserve better in life.

      When they got married, his authoritarian presence, combined with the fifteen years of age difference between them, had made quite an impression on young Ana. At eighteen, and with the kind of upbringing she had had, she worshiped the man. At first, he seemed to like the attention and even treated her with warmth. She mistook it for love and believed it would last forever. Her handsome husband would give her beautiful children to fulfill her life.

      Until the novelty wore off and she became a nuisance for him. A constant reminder he wasn’t a bachelor anymore. The beating and the cheating followed suit, but by then Ana had lost touch with the few Brazilian friends she had made in the private school she had attended in Switzerland. All the other people she knew outside her family were either Paulo’s relatives, business associates or friends. None she could call a real friend.

      For some odd reason, realizing she was completely on her own hadn’t scared her during that trip from São Paulo to Floripa. Encouraged by the positive results of the therapy sessions, she replied to a social media message she had received from an American who went to St. Galen Institute with her. Vanessa Foster was about to graduate with a degree in journalism and had landed a dream job with a big magazine. She was looking for a place to live in São Paulo, where she would be the magazine’s correspondent covering politics. In the couple of months after the two women reconnected, Nessa did more for Ana’s mental health than any meds could have. As if their outings for coffee or shopping were a complement to Ana’s regular therapy, Nessa showed her what the real world had to offer for women. The possibilities were endless; she merely had to find those that best suited her abilities. She loved kids, so she decided to get her credentials to become a teacher.

      When the bus slowed to a stop in front of the small colonial church, she stepped out and stretched her stiff back and limbs. Filling her lungs with the salty air, she exhaled slowly. The warmth of the afternoon sun spread over her back and she closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the sensations. Armação Beach had never felt more like home to her.

      The small village of her childhood memories had changed very little. The houses and boats were exactly as she remembered them. Checking the piece of paper she had unintentionally crumpled inside her hand during the trip, she found the name of the place and the instructions to get there.

      A brief walk through a narrow dirt pathway took her to Matadeiro beach and the site she was looking for. As she stood in front of the one-story building, no signs on its façade, she wondered if she were in the right place. A glance around confirmed there were no other options, so that had to be it.

      She was almost thirty minutes early for her two o’clock appointment, but she figured she should go inside and ask if the owners could interview her. If not, she wouldn’t mind waiting in the cool shade as opposed to standing in the hot weather outside.

      Controlling the butterflies, she muffled the inner voice who told her nobody would hire a person without any sort of experience. Or references, for that matter. As she pulled the heavy wooden door by its loop-shaped metal handle, Ana also squashed the annoying voice that reminded her she had never interviewed for a job. Like ever!

      Instead of panicking, she squared her shoulders and summoned her inner warrior, who turned out to be quite a kickass amazon princess or something. She felt she could conquer the world. When her eyes adjusted to the dimness inside, she distinguished an electrifying smile on the most devastatingly handsome face she’d ever seen. A green pair of eyes gave her the once-over of her life and the smile broadened as he offered her a hand in greeting.

      “Deve ser Ana,” he inquired about her identity in a broken Portuguese.

      “I’m Ana Oliveira,” she confirmed in a flawless English, so that he knew she could speak his language.

      “Noah Cartwright. Welcome to Chez Nous.” His hand engulfed hers and his firm handshake spoke of professionalism. Until he uttered the next words, “When can you start?”

      His intense stare took her breath away. She had never met a more charismatic person than the boyish-looking man standing in front of her. Life was taking a swift turn to surreal and she wasn’t sure she was comfortable with that.

      “You sounded desperate on the phone when we scheduled the interview. Considering the time a bus takes to get to Floripa from São Paulo, I’d say you came here straight from the bus terminal. On top of that, you look forlorn. It’s a safe bet to assume you’d do anything for this job.”

      Hair standing on her nape and arms, she frowned. “Not really.”

      “I’m sorry. That came out wrong.” His guilty expression convinced her of his sincerity. “I meant to say you’d do your best to keep the job and a staff member’s best is all a boss can ask, don’t you think?”

      “I suppose,” she shrugged, still trying to read his intentions and finding out she had zero prior experience on which to base her attempt. She decided to go with her gut instinct. It seemed to like Mr. Cartwright because she felt funny things inside her belly every time their eyes met.

      “Besides, with all the tourists coming in, we’re in desperate need of a fluent English speaker as a server. Desperate bosses tend to do their best to keep staff happy. See? Desperation again working its magic.” His wink didn’t kill the butterflies in her stomach, only multiplied them exponentially.

      Ana called out her inner princess warrior to shield her vulnerable self against the wicked sensations she experienced at that moment. The man was right about her being desperate to get a job that offered great pay, plus sleeping quarters for staff who lived far from the restaurant. Seeing as she didn’t own nor rent a place to live, she was sure she would qualify for that benefit. All she had to do was keep away from trouble and fooling around with the boss was a sure way of losing her chances at that.

      Instead of walling Ana in some protective psychological fortress, the warrior chose an unexpected approach. Before she knew what she was doing, Ana winked back at him and tossed her long hair over her shoulder in a flirtatious attitude she had never had. “Who am I to question magic? I’ll take your offer, sir. Just know you’re in for a bumpy ride.” Her confident tone fooled even her own ears.

      “Just the way I like it,” he assured her with a mischievous grin, as he tossed her an apron with the restaurant’s logo. Pointing to a dark wooden door to the left, he informed her, “Staff room is through that door, your shift started ten minutes ago.”

      “On it, boss.”

      Sashaying her way to the staff room, Ana couldn’t help mentally high-fiving her inner warrior. Thanks to her, Ana Oliveira had risen from the ashes of Ana Alvarenga Fonseca like a phoenix. It was up to her to make Ana Oliveira bolder and stronger than her predecessor. She felt like she was off to a great start.
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        3 Years Later

      

      Tristan and Noah’s apartment on Beira-Mar Norte Avenue offered a breathtaking view of the bay. The sun setting behind iconic Hercilio Luz Bridge set the metallic Golden Gate replica on fire against the autumn sky. Deep tones of purple, red and orange reflected on the calm dark waters. Noah never got tired of watching the sunset from their living room floor-to-ceiling glass windows.

      His bare feet disappeared in the thick carpet as he turned away from the window and went to the kitchen to get a beer from the fridge. There wasn’t much more in it, by the way. Owning a restaurant had turned them into lousy grocery shoppers. They never bothered going to the store for that since they ate at the restaurant or brought take-outs home.

      The powerful guitar riffs of U2’s Bullet the Blue Sky hit him in the chest as he opened a door at the end of the corridor that led from the dining room to the bedrooms. Noah and Tristan didn’t need four bedrooms, so they had had one of them soundproofed and converted into a home studio. Noah had hoped that having a convenient place to rehearse would jump start their musical career. Big T appeared to have different plans. Putting a band together always came in last in his priorities. It had begun to get on Noah’s nerves.

      He got that Izzie Anderson had stomped over Tristan’s heart, breaking it in an irreparable million pieces. He got that she was once a sweet girl whose international rock stardom changed her forever. He even got that his friend mistrusted music biz people in general. He had his reasons. Good ones, too, but all that happened freaking fourteen years ago. It was about time Tristan got his shit together and moved on.

      He hadn’t had much better luck in the love department himself, but he didn’t sit around moping all day about Brenda. The fact that she wasn’t on every cover of every fucking magazine helped. Tristan didn’t have that luck since he was constantly reminded of Izzie’s betrayal and how further from him she had moved on, getting married to Mark King and having a kid with him. All that Tristan had planned for the two of them, she had built with another man. The cherry on top of that cake, though, was that most of her biggest hits had been written by Tristan when they were still a couple. That sucked big time and was one of the reasons Big T didn’t want to commit to getting a band together for the long run.

      “Please, tell your buddy there’s more to Ireland than these guys,” Aidan pleaded with Noah, nodding towards Tristan, who seemed lost in the soulful sounds he was making with his guitar.

      Aidan Gallagher, a tall, dark-haired and blue-eyed Irishman, had met Noah and Tristan a couple of months earlier at a concert they attended. About ten years younger than the two friends, Aidan had become Noah’s ally in the campaign to convince Tristan it was about time they started playing their own gigs.

      Sitting on the corner top of a tower of speakers, the young Irishman held his bass guitar loosely, not playing along with Tristan. Just watching him as he plowed through a particularly difficult set of riffs. Noah smiled at his ability. The guy was a fucking guitar god; why the hell he didn’t want to play in front of audiences was beyond his comprehension.

      When he finished playing and snapped his head up to look at the other two men, Tristan had a vacant expression. Noah knew he got transported to a whole new dimension when he played, so Tristan’s mind needed a moment to return to their studio. “What?”

      Noah shrugged. “Aidan’s got a good point, man. You should play one of your own songs. We should be writing our own stuff. I mean, we’ve got our own Irish rock star. Why use another one’s material?”

      “I can’t use my songs,” Tristan replied, then muttered under his breath, “you know that.” But Noah recognized the ‘don’t-go-there’ warning in his tone.

      Too bad he wasn’t feeling generous that day. “You wrote for more than only one fucking big star. We could totally use those other songs. I’m not talking about that, though. We could write our own new material. You’re a virtuoso guitarist with a beautiful singing voice, I play drums like a mad man and Aidan here doesn’t totally suck with a bass in his hands.”

      “Thanks, pal. I guess,” Aidan interjected. “We’ve got all we need. Let’s do this.”

      Tristan stared at them both, his expression hard to read, except that he didn’t seem convinced.

      “We’ll see about that,” he finally offered, in a non-committal tone that didn’t reassure Noah.

      “You always do this, man. You say we’ll talk about it at an undisclosed time in the future, which never comes to be. I’m kind of sick of it.”

      “What do you want from me, Noah? I’ve got too much going on right now. The restaurant, my mom’s health and some investments going south. We’re not twenty anymore, dude. We’ve got responsibilities. Well, at least, I’ve got them.”

      Noah resented the accusing tone. Tristan’s past couple of years might have been shitty, but it wasn’t his fault. “Where’s that coming from? Not my fault your life sucks more than mine.”

      Tristan ran a hand over his face and neck as if to control his temper. Still, his nostrils flared when he spoke again, “My bad. You’re right. It’s just that I don’t need the extra pressure right now. Can we leave it at that? For now?”

      Noah reined in his own temper and nodded. “Just don’t take another ten years or so to make up your mind. As you said, we’re not twenty. I worry it might be too late for us.”

      Many years of friendship and close contact made words irrelevant for the two friends at times. They locked stares and nodded curtly as if they had communicated telepathically.

      “Care to share? I swear the both of you freak me out sometimes with this silent talk thing you do,” Aidan glanced from Noah to Tristan and then back, just like he would do in a tennis match.

      “That’s a good one,” Noah chuckled and patted the Irishman’s back, before turning to leave.

      “Never heard that,” Tristan added with a broad sincere smile as he gently set the guitar against its stand on a corner and followed Noah out of the room.

      “Hate when they do that,” Aidan whispered to himself, but loud enough to be heard.

      When they reached the living room, Aidan grabbed his coat. Noah frowned. “I thought you’d stay longer. Want a ride? Tristan’s about to leave for the restaurant.”

      “About that,” Tristan started, but was interrupted by his cell phone.

      Noah recognized the ringtone he used for booty calls and shook his head. He thought the upstairs neighbor was cute and all, but he really would rather Big T focused on other stuff. Like the band, for instance.

      “I’ve got just a couple of hours before my shift at the restaurant. It takes half-an-hour to get there,” Tristan checked his watch as he walked around the room collecting wallet and car keys. A slow smile hitched the corner of his lips as he shrugged. His voice dropped to a low rumble when he added, “If you say so, gorgeous. Be there in a jiffy.”

      “Seriously?”

      “What now? You going to control my sex life as well?”

      “That’s not it. See what you do? Two minutes ago, you said you didn’t have time for the band. Someone calls and you’re out the door. I get it, sex is great. No-strings sex is even better, I’m all for it. The thing is the band’s nowhere on your radar. You just don’t care.”

      Tristan stood by the door, fisted hands on his hips, blue eyes turned even darker than usual. He opened his mouth then closed it again, as if changing his mind. “I don’t want to do this now. We’ll end up fighting. If you don’t get why I’m not ready, I don’t know how to explain it to you.”

      “I get more than you think. Fucking half the town won’t make the pain go away,” he said as Tristan opened the door to leave. Freezing at the doorway, Tristan didn’t look back or reply. Noah added, “Believe me, I’ve tried.”

      A loud bang as he shut the door behind him was all Tristan offered. Noah was aware he had hit a nerve there, but sometimes one must nudge a friend into action as opposed to sitting idly and watching them throw their life away.

      Poor Aidan stood in the middle of the room looking stunned, coat hanging from his hands, forgotten.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get him around, even if it’s the last thing I do. Just stick around and I’ll make a rock star out of you.”

      The young Irishman nodded, still seeming dazed, and left. Noah plopped into the nearest armchair, propped his feet on the low coffee table, crossing them at the ankles. Leaning his head against the overstuffed headrest, he closed his eyes and sighed. He had been feeling antsy for a while about the band. He was convinced that his family contacts in the entertainment business could put them in front of audiences and their talent would do the rest. He had no doubt about that part. It was just harder to begin a career in rock after a certain age. Tristan had just turned thirty-eight. His thirty-third birthday was around the corner.

      “Shit, we don’t have much time,” he punched the armrest to release some of his frustration. Not enough. Getting up, he decided to hit a bar nearby. On his days off, he was a regular there. A great place to pick up women, especially the college students that hung out there after classes, since the largest university campus in the city laid less than five-minutes away.
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* * *

      Going down in the elevator, he realized his coping mechanism was exactly the same as Tristan’s. The difference being that Big T used casual sex to silence his demons, while Noah used it to fill a void.

      Brenda had certainly dented his faith in women, but not enough to make him give up on his search for the perfect match. Different from most of his friends, when he was a kid, Noah’s parents had a happy marriage. He grew up in a household built on love and trust. That was not to say his mom and dad never quarreled. Reggie and Olivia Cartwright were too strong-willed to avoid confrontation. They always respected each other, though. That meant whatever differences of opinion they had, they wouldn’t hold a grudge. In fact, Olivia used to say they never went to bed before smoothing out whatever wrinkles they came across during the day.

      That ideal relationship had always guided Noah’s search for love. He believed two people who had enough common interests, including moral standards, would be able to bridge any differences that might arise along their path. The trick was finding that one person, apparently. As the persistent man he was, he had not given up that quest.

      Maybe that night was his lucky break. He smiled at the thought as he spotted an empty stool at the otherwise crowded counter. After ordering his beer, Noah scanned the room to gauge his odds of finding true love. He frowned when he recognized the redhead slow dancing with a college guy. His jock jacket gave his status away and his wandering hands made Noah’s blood boil as they grabbed Ana’s ass. He held the cool beer mug tighter to control the urge to go over there and toss the guy’s ass onto the sidewalk outside. He didn’t do so because his waitress seemed to have the situation under control. She swatted the guys hands and pulled them up to the middle of her back, away from one of her strongest assets. Noah could relate to the guy wanting to squeeze those round cheeks, but you’ve got to respect the lady’s wishes.

      He dragged his eyes away from the couple and back to his drink. He glanced over to his left, where a tall woman with white-blonde hair and denim blue eyes was trying to catch his attention. His tentative smile got a wide grin in response and he made a mental checklist of topics to strike up a conversation. She didn’t look local, but with all the Northern European immigrants who had settled in that part of Brazil in the end of the nineteenth century, it was very hard to tell by looks only.

      He was aware he had a thing for tourists. He sometimes wondered if Tristan had a point when he nagged Noah about that subject. Tristan’s theory being that Noah would get involved with the least attainable women possible to avoid falling in love. To him that concept didn’t make sense. He was looking for Ms. Right. He wasn’t to blame if he only managed to find an endless series of Misses Right Now, was he?

      Raising his beer glass to the stunning woman, he wasn’t surprised when she responded with her Caipirinha in the air and gestured for him to go over to her table. In a couple of strides, he found himself at the end of a promising once over. “Boa noite,” he wished her a good evening in Portuguese.

      She frowned and replied in English with a hint of a Nordic accent, “Beg your pardon.”

      Noah mentally fist pumped and widened his smile as he pulled a chair and sat opposite her. “I’m Noah Cartwright.”

      She shook his hand with a firm grip and he couldn’t avoid thinking the night had just turned even more promising. “Brigitte Erickson.”

      “First visit to Bar do Chico,” he queried and raised his head to look around them for emphasis.

      That’s when a flurry of activity drew his stare back to the dance floor, in time to see Ana Oliveira knocking down the jock with wandering hands. In the blink of an eye, she grabbed his arm, twisted it behind his back and had him face down on the dusty floor. Her stiletto heels pressed against his cheek.

      Noah jumped from his chair and got to her side in time to hear her speak with the man in Portuguese. Her murderous stare wouldn’t need translation if Noah didn’t speak the language. It did funny things to his guts, though. She spat out, “No means no, jackass. Be glad I didn’t knee you in the balls as you deserved.”

      As the crowd closed in on them, Noah spied a group of jocks wearing the same basketball team gear as Ana’s aggressor. Unfortunately, they weren’t whimpering like Mr. Jellyfish-on-the-floor. Their pill-pumped biceps threatened to burst their shirt sleeves as they approached Ana. Her stare focused on her prey, Noah would bet she hadn’t noticed them.

      Snaking an arm around her midriff, he yanked her against his body and whispered in her ear, “I’ve got you. Let’s get out of here.”

      It took her a nanosecond to get the seriousness of the situation, in which time she resisted Noah’s pull. That changed when her eyes widened at the sight of the other college basketball players a couple of feet to her right.

      When he shouted “Run!”, she followed him out of the bar. Noah grabbed her hand and veered towards a side street. His apartment was less than a block away, so that was the logical place to go, under those circumstances.

      He noticed Ana didn’t have difficulty keeping up with his strides and that her arm movements were in perfect sync with her legs. When the elevator doors closed behind them, as the group of disgruntled men banged their fists against the lobby glass door, Noah said a silent prayer for electronic locks.

      “You jog?”

      “And do yoga,” she replied, her breathing even as if they had finished a stroll along the promenade that ran along Beira-Mar Norte avenue. “And Krav Maga.”

      Noah burst out laughing. “Makes sense. That jerk didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Gah, I wanted to break his arm in three parts, but then I’d have to deal with the police.”

      Still smiling, Noah opened the door to his apartment, stepped aside and bowed with an exaggerated hand gesture towards the doorway. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      “I appreciate your help.” She hesitated, standing in the hallway.

      “Ana, you know me. We’ve worked together for three years, right? You’re safe here.”

      “Tell that to all those women lining up outside Chez Nous, trying to get a hold of you.”

      “It’s not that bad,” he replied as he closed the door behind her. “Grab a seat in the living room. Beer?”

      “Beer’s fine, thanks.”

      “Be right back.

      When he returned with their drinks, he found her perched on one of the armchairs that faced the panoramic windows. She accepted the glass and smiled up at him. “I stand corrected. The line of grieving women isn’t that long. Most of your dates don’t live in the island. Like that lady you were with tonight.”

      Not sure if he was more stunned by the realization she had noticed his dating pattern, or the fact she had seen the woman he was with for a couple of minutes, he didn’t find words to reply. He ignored the buzz in his ears as his blood rushed to the lower parts of his anatomy at the possibilities.

      Ana’s youth and beauty combined with strong will made for a tempting package. One Noah wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole. She spelled trouble he couldn’t afford.

      At the restaurant, she had a reputation for being a flirt. She was sassy, had a quick tongue and rarely let her opponent have the last word. After what he had just witnessed, Noah wondered if her attitude was smoke and mirrors to hide something, maybe a shy personality. Her trembling hands suggested the altercation on the dance floor impacted her more than she was willing to let on. He would be curious to discover why she had taken up self-defense classes in a city known for its low crime rate. Despite the time they’ve been working together, he realized he knew very little about Ana’s past. She talked about her classes and future plans often, but never mentioned her life in São Paulo.

      “Tell you what; it’s late and you live far. We’ve got a spare room, so why don’t you crash here for the night?”

      She hesitated and eyed her evening clothes.

      “You can borrow one of my t-shirts. No big deal. Also, each bedroom has its own bathroom, so you don’t need to worry about running into naked dudes in the morning.”

      Ana’s cheeks flushed and the glow spread down her neck, disappearing under her low neckline.

      “Funny,” she elongated the word and his head snapped up. Tristan was right, the sound was annoying. He noticed it because, for the first time, his eardrums were on the receiving end of it.

      He showed her to the room and as she closed the door, he winked. “I wouldn’t mind waffles for breakfast. Just saying.”

      Her soft chuckles followed him to his bedroom and way into his slumber.
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      Clicking the glasses together in one hand, Ana wiped the counter with a large white cloth. Shaking her head at her colleague, she chose a humorous tone to take away the sting of her words. “Come on, Moira Romano. You’re not the prototype stupid blonde. On the contrary, you’re smarter than that. I mean, they’re his kids. He should be helping support them.”

      Moira stopped sweeping the floor to look up into Ana’s eyes, one hand holding the broom while the other clutched at her hip. Their difference in height gave Ana a physical advantage that at the same time, toned down Moira’s indignant attitude. “I don’t need his charity. I can take care of my kids, thank you very much.”

      “And you’ve been doing a great job at that. Nobody would dispute it. Dani and Filipe are what, three and four?”

      Moira nodded, her expression still closed as she resumed cleaning the floor. They were getting the bar and the restaurant main room ready for the day. “What about their age?”

      “I mean to say they’re young kids, who get sick and can’t go to school. Then, you need someone to take them to doctors’ appointments. Without an extended family, you’ve been counting on your neighbor’s good heart, since you can’t afford a full-time nanny. See where I’m going?”

      “No,” Moira’s tone would have made any person change the subject.

      Ana was on a mission, though. She felt very strongly about parents who abandoned their kids. Plus, she liked her co-worker too much to stand by and watch her work herself into a nervous breakdown.

      “You rarely take days off, you work the busiest shift at Chez Nous, you bust your ass to provide for your children. I get it. Now, if your ex-hole were to pay alimony, which is the least he should do for his kids, in my humble opinion, you’d have more time to spend with them. You wouldn’t be so exhausted all the time either. When was the last time you sat down to play with them?

      The short blonde didn’t reply for a while. Ana thought she had gone too far and her friend wouldn’t acknowledge her input. She was wrong. Pulling a chair, Moira slumped on it, then rested her elbows on her knees, burying her face in her hands. “I feel overwhelmed. Like I’m not sure what I’m doing anymore, you know? My neighbor, Mrs. Oliveira, is a sweetheart for keeping an eye on Dani and Filipe for me, but she’s got her own shit to take care of. Like tomorrow, for instance, she’s got a thing and won’t be able to take Dani to a doctor’s appointment it took me two months to get. I can’t cancel it. If I miss work, I don’t get the money from the tips either.”

      Before Ana had a chance to say that was the point she was trying to make, that if Moira’s ex-husband paid alimony, she wouldn’t be in that tight situation, the office door opened and out came Tristan and Noah. The dark-haired owner usually worked the last shift, but had swung by to get Noah to sign some papers. Sensing the tension between the two women, he frowned. “Is everything okay with you two?”

      “We’re fine,” Moira mumbled as she unfolded from the chair and resumed her task.

      “It doesn’t seem like it.”

      Ana waited for her co-worker to reply to their boss, but when she didn’t, she explained the situation to Tristan. “Apparently, Moira’s neighbor has a conflicting schedule tomorrow and won’t be able to take Dani to the doctor.”

      “You need the money, so you wouldn’t ask another person to cover for you, right?” Tristan swung around to face the blonde. “You need the whole shift off?”

      Moira shook her head. “A couple of hours would do it.”

      “What if I covered for you? I haven’t bartended in a while, so it’ll be fun,” Tristan offered. “That way, you still get part of the tips.”

      “What about the band? We just got that gig, we need to rehearse for it,” Noah’s upset tone took Ana by surprise. He wasn’t the selfish type. “Sorry, Moira. I sympathize with your problem, but Big T always finds excuses to ditch the band.”

      “Don’t be an ass. I’ll do both. I’ll leave rehearsal early and come here to cover for Moira.”

      “You’d better.” Noah returned to his office as Tristan left the place.
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* * *

      Later that afternoon, Moira and Ana sat on a leather couch in the staff room during their break. Each one checked their phones instead of talking, but they had patched whatever tension transpired between them before their shift started.

      “Yes!” Ana celebrated louder than she had intended, so she stole a glance at Moira. “Sorry.”

      “Why so happy?”

      “The professor has just posted the grades for a test we took last week. I aced it.”

      “Good for you! It isn’t easy working and going to school at night.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “You seem to be doing a good job.”

      “I’ve got the right motivation, I guess. I mean, I love you guys and Chez Nous is the best place to work and all, but teaching is my passion.”

      Moira rolled her eyes and laughed. “A room full of little kids? You’ve got to love it with a passion to get through the day. I admire those who do.”

      “Having a steady income as opposed to depending on tips is certainly appealing. But the kids are the main reason I’m getting my credentials.”

      “Careful, you sound like a woman wishing to get pregnant,” Moira teased. “Believe me, it’d be easier if you had a steady man in your life before you start dreaming of chubby babies.”

      “Not really. I could always choose independent production and the guy would never know he had fathered my child.”

      “Yeah, right. So, what was all that talk about making my ex take responsibility for his children?” After a long pause, when Moira’s stare drilled Ana to the point she started to feel uncomfortable, the bartender shook her head and smiled. “I guess I’ve got you all figured out, Ms. Ana Oliveira. You put on this slutty show, act all flirty and stuff. Nobody ever sees you with a steady boyfriend and they assume you’re this big sex-craving woman. I mean, you’re young and gorgeous, with long legs that go on forever. You just brush the topic off, kind of letting people think whatever they want. Now I realize it suits you, right? Granted, between night classes and Chez Nous, you don’t really have time for dating, but it’s more than that. You don’t want to go steady, do you?”

      Ana pondered if she could confide in Moira, but decided it wouldn’t be fair to burden her friend with her shit. “Let’s just say I once was very young and naïve, but have learned my lesson the hard way.”

      “Oh, honey. I’m sorry. Men can be such jerks,” Moira squeezed Ana’s hand as she checked the watch on the wall. “We should be heading back. Just know I’m here for you if you ever feel like sharing.”

      Ana nodded and said nothing. She didn’t trust her voice. The other woman’s sincere concern had moved her. She might have isolated herself from the world for far too long.
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* * *

      Happy hour was the busiest shift at the bar, so Noah usually stepped up to lend a hand. That day, it wasn’t different. When the crowd waned, he hung around instead of returning to the office. Sitting on a stool, leaning his back against the counter, he made the other men in the room fade, or so it seemed to Ana. She did her best to avoid drooling, but his tanned skin made the crisp white shirt stand out and his radiant smile look even brighter. It wasn’t fair that such an attractive man was also intelligent and sensitive. Even though she knew Noah Cartwright was out of bounds, a woman was entitled to admire a fine male specimen. Right?

      “What is?” he asked her as she wove her way between the tables and the bar counter while keeping the tray full of empty glasses intact.

      Parking the tray to his left, she proceeded to empty its content on the counter without looking his way. Still, she felt his stare on her as if it were branding her skin. “What’s what?”

      “What’s right? You looked at me and said ‘right’. I want to know what I did right this time.”

      Feeling her ears burn, Ana could only pray she wasn’t blushing. Judging by his smug expression, she wasn’t that lucky. “I didn’t say anything.”

      Noah tipped his head to look at her when she turned her face to the side and pretended to arrange the glasses. “The color suits you, not the lie. I never pegged you for someone who’d give up a fight.”

      Her mistake was biting his bait and snapping her head up to face him. The million-dollar smile, dimples and all, told her he was teasing her and that she had fallen for it. Before she could reply, Moira appeared on the other side of the counter to rescue her. “Stop tormenting the staff, will you? I can’t afford to lose Ana.”

      “Me neither,” his low voice, meant to tease her further, connected with some primal part of herself Ana had ignored for a long time.

      Out of breath, she managed to quip, “Not going anywhere. At least, not until I finish college.”

      Always immune to Noah’s boyish charm, Moira swatted his forearm. “Stop tormenting the poor girl. Don’t you have enough groupies drooling all over you as it is? You don’t need to break Ana’s heart as well.”

      For a moment, their stares locked making Moira and the room around them fall to the background. Ana convinced herself the glint she spied in his green eyes had nothing to do with feelings he might have for her. That would be insane. They had a good boss-staff relationship, one could even say they were friendly, but that was it. She shouldn’t expect anything else from a man like Noah Cartwright. A player, if she had ever seen one. No room for silly dreams where he was concerned.

      As if affected by the same pull that Ana felt, eyes still on her face, Noah sounded distant when he replied, “I’d never break her heart.” Then, smiling and resuming his playful attitude, he turned to Moira. “For the record, I don’t have groupies. Not yet.”

      “Come on, boss. Women fall for your charms like flies on honey.”

      Winking, he threw his hands up. “Not my fault they like what they see. I never mislead them, though. They know exactly what they’re getting into when they go out with me.”

      Ana wished Moira would drop the case and frowned at her, trying to get the message across. She was ignored.

      “Meaning?”

      “Best sex of their life, no strings attached,” he tapped the counter and winked at them both, before jumping from the seat and turning towards his office. “Ladies, you know where to find me if you need me.”

      Ana wished her body would stop humming at the endless possibilities his words had brought to her active imagination. Unable to control her response or take it out on the source of her discomfort, she glowered at Moira.

      “What? I’m entitled to some fun, aren’t I? And it’s a hoot watching the two of you pretend there’s nothing going on between you.”

      “There is nothing,” her indignation made her voice pitch. “You nuts? He’s my boss, for fuck’s sake. I won’t fool around with him. I need this job.”

      “You’re both single and gorgeous. What’s the problem?”

      “Seriously? I could come up with a list, but let’s just focus on breakups. How many steady girlfriends have you met since you’ve started working for Mr. Cartwright?” When Moira shrugged, Ana added, “Exactly. None. They come and go just like that. You think I’d be able to keep working here if I dated Noah and he broke up with me?”

      “Good point, well made. FYI, I was only teasing you. It seems you’ve given it some thought, though.”

      “Fuck off,” Ana turned towards the kitchen, but Moira’s laughter followed her.

      She couldn’t be mad at the woman for saying the truth. She had been thinking about their boss, more than she should. For the most part, the thoughts didn’t affect her, but in days like that one, when he decided to flirt with her, Ana needed to be extra careful. She knew the romantic eighteen-year-old, who had once believed in love everlasting, had never died inside her. That Ana was still there, nudging at her every time she dared to dream.

      Handing the tray to the busboy, she mentally slapped herself on the forehead. There was nothing intrinsically wrong in dreaming about a future, wishing she found true love. As long as she didn’t look for it with Noah Cartwright. He wasn’t looking for love and he had made it painfully clear.
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      Nelson Razzini, the owner of the previous restaurant at that site and Tristan and Noah’s Brazilian partner, was at his desk when Noah returned to their office. Over twenty years their senior, Nelson had taken upon himself a fatherly role to both his younger partners, regardless of how the Americans felt about it. Noah wouldn’t say he hated that attitude, but sometimes it felt intrusive. It was reassuring to have an older person watching out for you when all your family was thousands of miles away, but Brazilian families’ boundaries seemed more fluid than Americans, in Noah’s experience with Nelson. The older man would often offer advice he didn’t ask for.

      “Not very wise,” Nelson muttered as Noah sat down, without turning his eyes from the computer screen.

      “Care to explain? I don’t get where you’re coming from.”

      Nelson was in charge of numbers in their partnership. He looked the part, resembling an accountant with his conservative suit and tie and bifocal glasses. Pausing, fingers hovering over the keyboard, he looked over the top of his glasses to meet Noah’s stare.

      “Ana is a lovely young girl. You’re a healthy young man. If circumstances were different, I’d be the first to congratulate your taste in women. I’m afraid I can’t do it in this case.”

      “Not that it’s any of your concern, but there’s nothing going on between the two of us. If we were to date, why would it be so wrong? Afraid of a sexual harassment suit?”

      Nelson raised his hands, fingers entwined, then rested his chin on them. He pinned his younger partner down with an analytical stare and took his time to reply. When he did, his voice sounded sad. “That’s not what I meant. I’m sorry you thought I would value such petit things. Ana has gone through hell and survived. I worry if you broke her heart, she wouldn’t recover that easily. She cares about you.”

      Noah frowned and studied the other man. Finding only sincerity in his expression, he inquired, “What do you mean? Ever since I helped Ana escape those jocks, we’ve gotten close. We even hang out sometimes, but there’s nothing going on between us. We’re friends, nothing more.”

      “If you say so.”

      “What do you know about her past, though? I’ve the feeling it was rough, but she’s never confided in me.”

      Nelson hesitated for a moment, shrugged and said, “She didn’t tell me anything in particular. I put two and two together, that’s all. I’m not even sure my conclusions are accurate, but I’d say they’re close to the truth. However, that is something only the young lady would be able to disclose to you, if she sees fit.” They resumed their tasks, but Nelson turned to Noah after a little while and added, “You’d also have a hard time recovering if she dumped you.”

      Noah glared at the other man, then inhaled and exhaled before saying something he would regret. “There’s nothing going on between Ana and me.”

      “If you say so.”

      Rolling his eyes, he focused on the email inbox in front of him. Before he was able to reply to any of the messages, he had to shoo the images that his mind conjured up. Not for the first time, he wondered what it would be like if he went out on a date with Ana. They got along well and shared many interests. However, he had never worked up the courage to ask her out. Deep down, he feared Nelson was right. He might not recover that easily if he found out he wasn’t good enough for a woman like Ana.
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* * *

      “Ready to hit the road, boss? Or can I come in? I’m sorry I’m a little late. I got caught up in the happy hour rush,” Ana popped her head in the doorway, after a soft knock on the dark brown wooden door.

      “Come on in, don’t be silly. I was waiting for you. Nelson left your paycheck with me before he went home. The others collected theirs during the shift.”

      Ana slid in, closing the door behind her, and stood by his mahogany desk.

      “Have a seat,” he gestured to a comfortable black chair in front of the desk. He didn’t consider himself a risk seeker, but he liked to play with fire on occasion. Finding excuses to keep Ana in his office qualified as a fire hazard, the type the fire department couldn’t hose down.

      “What’s up, boss?”

      “Nothing much. We haven’t talked in a while. How’s school going?”

      “Almost there.”

      “You’re avoiding eye contact,” he stated, unable to resist teasing her. “That’s so not you.”

      Her whiskey eyes locked with his. Headier than the Scotch beverage, they messed with his senses. That was the only explanation for the hurt he saw in them. Still, there was little room for a different interpretation of her expression. So, he did the only thing he could.

      Knitting his eyebrows, Noah apologized, “Hey, didn’t mean to offend. I meant it as a compliment, twisted as it came out, though. It seems to me you’re a brave woman, who doesn’t take shit from others. Avoidance doesn’t sound like you.”

      Ana had hung her head down as he spoke, shaking it as if to deny his assessment. When he finished, she lifted only her stare to meet his. She watched as he unfolded from his chair and went to sit on the desktop, right in front of her.

      She eyeballed him for a moment, then offered a sad smile. “It’s funny hearing you say stuff like that. It contradicts my self-image.”

      “Your psyche needs new glasses,” he countered, wrenching a genuine smile from her. The warmth that spread from his gut through his nerve endings at the sight of her grin must have to do with making a beautiful woman smile. Not only that particular woman. At least, that was the story he would stick with. “That’s much better. I don’t know what you’ve been telling yourself, young lady. You’re a heck of a strong woman. Don’t let insecurities convince you otherwise. You know what they say; we’re our own worst enemies.”

      “Now, this is a surprise. Carefree Noah Cartwright has depth, after all. What do I do with this information?”

      “Have dinner with me.”

      Did I just say that? His lips had bypassed his brain, apparently. Never a good sign.

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear you right. What did you just say?”

      “Have dinner with me,” he repeated, missing the opportunity to convince her she had heard wrong. The problem being he meant to say that. He had for the longest time.

      She hesitated, then queried, “Would that be wise, you think?”

      She was looking for reassurance instead of flat out denying him. Noah counted his blessings. He was aware of the effect his charm had on women and wasn’t afraid to use it to get what he wanted. He wanted Ana. That much he had known for a while. Talking to Moira and Nelson earlier had only put it into perspective.

      Slowly allowing his full lips to curve up, he pinned her with an intent stare as he tipped his head to the left. Pretending to analyze the implications of her question, he scratched his chin and raised an eyebrow. “Not sure about the wise bit, not being much of a wise man myself. But, I’ll tell you this. It ain’t gonna be boring.”

      She cracked up. “Jeez, you’re so full of it. You almost had me there for a moment. What was I thinking?”

      “That you want to go out with me and check for yourself what all the buzz is about.”

      Shaking her head, Ana dried a tear born out of too much laughter. “Oh, my stars. You don’t give up, do you? I can think of a million reasons to say no because this would be a bad idea.”

      “Still, you haven’t used any. I mean, you haven’t said no.”

      “Haven’t said yes either,” she quipped, a cocky smile on her lips and a seductive wink that did funny things to his insides.

      “Touché. Let me offer you a different angle. We’ve known each other for four years and we get along fine. I’d even say we’re friendly.” He paused to give her a chance to rebut the statements, but instead, she nodded in agreement. “We’ve bumped into each other on multiple occasions, each with their respective partners for the night. Yet we’ve never went out together or gotten to know each other better. I say it’s a shame we haven’t done that.”

      “Because I’m missing out on the wonderful man you are?”

      “Or I’m wasting my time with other women when the right one is right in front of me.” He said it playfully, but still felt too close to the truth for comfort.

      Seeming to pick up on something, Ana furrowed her brow. She opened her mouth, then closed it as if she had changed her mind about what she was going to say. “It’s tempting. I’m still not sure we should do that, though.”

      “I don’t want to be a jerk, so I’ll respect your choice. I can’t promise I won’t try again.”

      “Sounds fair,” she tossed her long red hair over her shoulder and stood up, turning around to leave.

      Unable to keep the thought to himself, he blurted before she got to the door, “What did he do to you?”

      She froze on the spot. Noah watched her struggle with her uneven breathing as her shoulders raised and fell several times before she looked at him over her shoulder. Nostrils flaring, but clearly not in anger. He had rarely seen such depths of anguish. “Who told you anything about me?”

      “You did, just now.” He covered the distance between them in a couple of long strides and turned her around to face him. Holding her gently by the upper arms, he assured her. “You’re an enigma. Nobody knows anything about you, other than what you let people see. I’m pretty sure that’s not the real you. I admire your strength, but I see vulnerability in your eyes. You’ve been hurt. Bad. Your easygoing attitude is camouflage. This is one of the reasons I’d like to get to know you better.”

      She stared back at him, a myriad of conflicting emotions playing out on her expression, but she chose to keep quiet.

      “I get it. You don’t want to talk about it. Fair enough. I won’t probe. What I’m about to say will sound crazy, but it’s the truth. I’ve been thinking about asking you out for a long time. I’d love to have a chance to show you that not all men are assholes. Please, give me that.”

      His hand grew a will of its own and rose to cup her cheek. She closed her eyes, sighed and moved her lips to plant a quick kiss on his palm. The sparks that sprung from the point of contact and spread like wildfire took him by surprise. Their intensity robbed the air from his lungs.

      “I know men are not all the same. Just as I know you’d never physically hurt a woman and enjoy doing so.” Her words felt like a sucker-punch to his guts. He’d gladly dismember the son of bitch who dared raise a finger to Ana. She must have read his intentions, because she cupped his face. “It’s in the past, buried and forgotten. Let’s leave it there.”

      He didn’t agree with the forgotten part of her assessment, as she clearly still suffered consequences of whatever had happened in her buried past. He chose to say nothing about it. For now. He nodded.

      She pulled his face down until their noses almost touched. “I hope I won’t regret this. You’ve convinced me, though. Let’s have dinner sometime.”

      Rubbing his nose against her turned-up one, he rested his brow on hers. “Not so vague, miss. I’m aware of the Brazilian way of setting up arrangements for an undetermined future time that never comes to pass.”

      “I’m not your typical Brazilian girl.” Her low rough voice scraped at his eardrums and reflected in his cock. He didn’t understand how she did it, but the damn thing was getting hard.

      You can say that again, he thought, but chose to say, “You’re unique in many ways, now stop stalling. When?”

      Intent on tempting her further, he pecked her lips, then straightened his back, watching her cheeks grow pink. Lovely shade on her tanned skin. It made her freckles stand out.

      “I need to check the school schedule.” The mischievous glint in her amber eyes suggested she liked playing cat and mouse.

      Game on!

      Another smooch and this time he allowed his lips to linger a moment longer. “It’s almost the end of the semester. You want to tell me you don’t know which days you have classes by now?”

      Her grin widened and she shrugged. “Maybe I need more convincing.”

      She stepped into his personal space, plastered her soft body against his increasingly hard one and laced her arms behind his neck. She stopped an inch away from his lips and smiled. He covered her mouth with his and pulled her hips as close as physically possible. He intended for the kiss to be a quick and playful thing, but the explosion of sensations her touch and taste evoked, wrestled control from him. He became a passenger in his own body as his hands kneaded her flesh and his lips devoured hers. Ana responded with equal passion, spearing her fingers through his hair, scraping his scalp with her long fingernails and sending his libido into overdrive.

      He needed to regain control before it went too far, but she felt so good in his arms, better than he had ever imagined. He wanted to enjoy her sweetness for a little longer before letting reality spoil things for them. Meanwhile, her fingers had pulled his shirt out of his slacks and now he felt the warmth of her palms against his lower back. He walked them to the closed door, pressing her body against it, without breaking the kiss. His hand cupped her breast over her top as their tongues caressed each other.

      Moans filled the air and a gasp escaped her throat when the door jerked open for a second before their weight closed it again. The sudden movement made her pelvis grind Noah’s groin, making him whimper. Pleasure and pain. Another attempt to open the door and Tristan’s angry voice on the other side served as buckets of icy water on them.

      “What the fuck are you doing in there, Noah Samuel Cartwright?”

      “I’m in trouble,” he whispered.

      “We are.”

      “Nope, just me. Wanna bet?”

      Circling her waist with an arm, he opened the door wide. Tristan’s gaze took in their rumpled clothes and swollen lips as he entered the room and shut the door with a loud thud behind him.

      Zeroing in on his partner, he spoke in the lowest tone of voice before a whisper. Noah knew him well to recognize the telltale sign. Tristan was royally pissed. “What the fuck are you thinking? No, wait. You’re not. If you were, you wouldn’t be taking advantage of Ana. In. Our. Fucking. Office.”

      He glanced her way as if to indicate he had alerted her to the fact his partner would blame him for the whole thing. She giggled. The damn siren actually giggled. It cracked him up.

      “What the hell?” Tristan asked, this time with less venom and a pinch of reluctant amusement.

      When the couple doubled down laughing, Tristan rolled his eyes, threw his hands up and let out a little smile.

      “Dude, you sound like my father. No, I take that back. My dad wouldn’t have given me the third degree like you just did.”

      “You’re right, he wouldn’t have. I was taken by surprise, I guess,” Tristan admitted before turning to Ana. “I worry about both of you. I wouldn’t want to see either get hurt. But, whatever you do with your lives is not my business. I’m sorry if I overreacted.”

      “It came from a good place, so all is fine,” she assured Tristan as she laced her fingers through Noah’s and moved his hand from her hip to the space between them. She squeezed his hand hard. “I’ve got to go. Next Tuesday?”

      “It’s a date. I mean, it’s a freaking whole week until then, but I’ll take it.”

      Shaking her head, Ana blew him a kiss, waved at Tristan and closed the door behind her.

      “Don’t even,” Noah pleaded with his best friend. He didn’t need wisdom. He needed the illusion that he wasn’t heading for disaster.

      Tristan’s smile lit up his face and Noah realized he hadn’t seen Big T grinning like that in a long time. Morose would be the adequate term for his disposition of late. Noah feared it had to do with recent news he had read on the internet about a certain Izzie Anderson, but he knew better than to bring the subject up with his partner. Men did the ignoring thing quite well, especially between dudes. Then, his friend burst that unwritten rule among bros into kingdom come with his next statement. “I was just going to say that you’ve struck gold with this girl. Ana is the real deal, man. Do right by her or I promise I’ll kick your ass.”
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* * *

      Their work arrangement had always sat well with Noah. He preferred to have his evenings free, while Tristan was a night owl. So, he opened the restaurant and Tristan closed it, although their shifts overlapped from time to time. On other occasions, they had to attend to other chores outside the workplace. Tristan loved dealing with suppliers, going to the farmer’s market and handpicking produce. Noah had a thing for promoting the restaurant. He contacted local news outlets and talked them into covering the bistro. He was a people person in the best sense of the word.

      Recently, he had arranged for an advertising agency to create a television commercial for the restaurant. When the filming crew turned up at Chez Nous one evening, the director laid her eyes on Tristan and decided he should be in front of the camera introducing the business to the audience, instead of a random model. With a little female persuasion and Noah’s silent threats of murder, Tristan caved in and muttered a few sentences about the restaurant. Since then, the restaurant had reached unparalleled popularity. The starred chef they hired many years ago, Herve Durand, had been a favorite with local foodies for a long time. Now, everybody and their brother and neighbors wanted to check if Tristan’s abs were real. According to Nelson’s sister, Karen Rizzini, who did the bookkeeping for them and helmed the reservations, that was the first question female wannabe patrons, as well as a few male ones, asked when they called in to book a table. Whatever the reason, they were booked for the next thirty to forty days.

      “Not bad at all,” he muttered under his breath as he opened the door to the apartment he shared with Tristan.

      That’s when he realized he had been doing his damnedest not to think of Ana since he left the restaurant. He failed miserably. Even conjuring up images of Tristan wearing a tight black shirt with Chez Nous written in golden thread over his heart didn’t keep images of Ana from popping up in his head. He focused on his partner’s wardrobe for the TV commercial, cherry picked by the director, but ended up visualizing Ana’s endless legs coming out of the black mini-skirt that was part of her server uniform.

      God only knew how many times he had fantasized about that uniform. And tasting her for real that evening just teased his senses to the maximum. He wouldn’t survive the week if he let her presence dominate his waking moments like that. Determined to get rid of that problem, he went to the bathroom for a cold shower. Needless to say, it did little to solve the issue.
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* * *

      Much later, battling finger cramps from jerking off multiple times, Noah sat at the kitchen island nursing a Guinness. The strong black liquid burned his throat and the welcomed tingling sensation that followed relaxed his muscles. For the first time in forever, he started hearing music in his head. It had been years since he last composed anything. Still, the first few notes of a beautiful melody sounded clear in his mind.

      Giving in to the muse, who often struck anywhere at any time, Noah ambled down the corridor towards the studio. He sat at the digital piano and caressed the keys. Despite his visceral connection with the drums, the piano had been his first love when he started to learn music as a kid. Playing around with random notes, he soon got immersed in the creative process. He reached out for paper and a pen from a small table nearby and scribbled down the music as he transferred it from his head to the keyboard. He even wrote a few words here and there, although they couldn’t be called lyrics in any way. To be honest, Tristan had always been the genius lyricist, so Noah never even considered writing a song. This one felt too personal, though, for him to partner with his friend. Not that Tristan wouldn’t come up with something amazing, but the song had sprung from some primal and obscure corner of his psyche. Its slow tempo and languid melody spoke of lazy afternoons in summer. Or sultry nights between ruffled sheets. In both scenarios, Ana Oliveira’s long legs and flaming red hair played leading roles.
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* * *

      Aidan checked the clock on the wall for the third time in the last five minutes and Noah’s waning patience hit minus ten in record time.

      “Guys, let’s take five. I’ll knock on Tristan’s bedroom door and wake up the bum.”

      He hammered the door until his palms ached, calling out Tristan’s name, to no avail. Duke, the Brazilian talented singer Aidan had brought that day, came out of the bathroom zipping up his jeans. His classic features relaxed and a broad smile that reached his brown eyes completed the laid-back take on life he displayed since he had arrived. “No worries, man. Let’s keep practicing without him.”

      It was sound advice, so Noah took it. They returned to the studio and resumed playing. Still, it felt wrong. Noah dropped the stick on his lap, but signaled the other two to keep going. Duke played guitar for that session, but he was nowhere as good as Tristan.

      Fishing his phone from his back pocket, Noah unlocked the screen, scrolled down the address book and pressed to call Tristan, who answered after a couple of rings.

      “What’s up, loser?”

      “That’s how you greet your business partner and lifelong friend?” Noah chose an amused tone to start off the conversation, instead of lashing out at his friend. Better give him the benefit of the doubt.

      Tristan sounded genuinely surprised. “Where the hell are you?”

      “Home, rehearsing. Where the hell are you? I’ve banged on your door so hard it stung my hand.”

      Noah heard a smack and had to smile. “Shit! Totally forgot, dude.”

      “I kind of figured that one out, man,” Noah chortled. “Clicking and swashing sounds, muffled voices. Bet you’re at the bistro. A bit early, isn’t it?”

      “Covering for Moira, remember? I’m sorry I forgot about rehearsal.”

      “One day I’ll drag you to the dark side, kicking and screaming if I have to.”

      “Been there, done that, didn’t do much for me.”

      “What the hell are you babbling about, Big T? You made a shitload of money with your lyrics and I’m not talking only Izzie Anderson.” He knew he hit a raw nerve when he heard Tristan’s sharp intake of breath. He kept talking though. “Anyway, that’s all in the past. She moved on. You moved away to another country.”

      “Not that simple,” Tristan’s reply was curt.

      “Hey, it’s me you’re talking to, dude. I was there. I know how bad it was. I’m just saying you shouldn’t dwell. It’s been fifteen fucking years.”

      “I haven’t been living like a monk.”

      “Nothing wrong with serial dating, man, but I wasn’t talking about your sex life. I meant getting back in the music biz.”

      “Give up, Baby Face. Not interested.”

      Feigning despair, Noah insisted, “You can’t stifle your natural talent forever. The band needs you. I need you.”

      Tristan chuckled, “What band? It’s just a handful of guys goofing around for the sake of it. Get over yourself. I’ve got work to do here. You know, at our restaurant, while you play rock star.” Noah had to laugh. He never stayed angry at Tristan for long. “Talk later, bro.”

      Ignoring Noah’s protests, Tristan hung up.
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      For the past week, Ana managed to keep her mind busy and her body away from Noah Cartwright. She didn’t trust herself near him. However, in moments like this, when she had to attend a particularly dull class, it became almost impossible to keep the damn man out of her thoughts. If she were to be honest, he never really left her mind. She just pretended he wasn’t there.

      As the professor went on about school budgeting in a soporific monotone, Ana fell prey to the memories. Having no alternative, but to deal with them, she decided to analyze her situation as she doodled on her notepad. Yes, she was attracted to her boss. Yes, Noah would love to fuck her senseless. In fact, that idea was quite appealing to her as well. Yes, they had always been friendly. They shared common interests and viewpoints on different topics. She had no doubt the chemistry between them would set more than the bed sheets on fire. They seemed quite a match.

      Except, she never told anyone at the restaurant, or in her new life, about the darkness she had left behind when she moved from São Paulo. Not only the abusive husband and absent parents, but the crime she had committed to gain her freedom. She trusted Noah wouldn’t snitch her to the police, but she didn’t want to burden him with that kind of knowledge. Secrets like this derail relationships, but when would be the right moment to divulge information like that to a partner? That was the million-dollar question to which she had no answer.

      On the other hand, she might be jumping the gun. Although nobody could deny the sizzling attraction between the two, that didn’t mean Noah was looking for commitment. His track record indicated otherwise. Since she had started working at Chez Nous four years ago, she rarely saw him with the same woman more than a handful of times. Interestingly enough, never at the restaurant. They had the annoying habit of bumping into each other when they went out for some fun.

      Not surprising in a small city like Floripa, where the number of quality places to enjoy the nightlife was restricted. Still, the frequency of their chance meetings was impressive. And every time they met, Noah would have his arm wrapped around a different stunning woman. That didn’t seem like a man ready to settle down in a committed relationship.

      The sound of her classmates scraping the floor with their chairs as they got up for the break brought Ana back to the classroom and muffled her inner voice. So, her conscience poked at her again. She wasn’t looking to settle down either, so what would it matter to her if Noah just wanted some no-strings-attached horizontal fun? She had done so in the past. Distrusting emotional entanglements, she had cherry picked a couple of sexual partners over the years based on their unavailability. She would do so when she got tired of using rubber toys, nothing more. So, it wasn’t as if she was looking for her Prince Charming either.

      As she grabbed her purse and stood up to go get a snack, she realized why that would bother her. Ana feared she wouldn’t be satisfied with a one-night-stand, or even several of them, with Noah. She also feared once he was done with her, she wouldn’t be able to continue working at Chez Nous. Luckily, her classes were about to finish and she would soon have her credentials. A steady job with a steady income would allow her to quit the restaurant, but that would not happen until the beginning of the following school year, if she got one of the positions she had applied for.

      The wise thing to do would be to cancel their date. She couldn’t bring herself to do that, though. She decided to go out with him and be honest upfront about needing to keep her job. That would work. It was the right thing to do.
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* * *

      On the following day, Ana’s favorite hideout got busted when Noah went looking for her inside the storage area. During the previous week, Ana had hidden in there every chance she had, when the restaurant dining room wasn’t too busy. She also stayed there for her breaks, instead of the staff break room.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve been avoiding me, Ms. Oliveira.” Noah’s voice behind her startled Ana, who almost dropped her cell phone, but caught it in time.

      Turning to face him, feeling like a naughty child caught red-handed, she explained, “I came here to return something and got distracted checking messages.”

      Big mistake thinking the storage would be a safe place to hide. The cramped space made Noah’s presence even stronger. She felt her temperature began to rise and they hadn’t even touched.

      “You’re saying you haven’t been hiding from me here?”

      “Of course, I haven’t. I’ve no reason to hide from you. Why would I hide from you?”

      The mischievous glint in his green eyes twinkled brighter as the corner of his lip raised slowly. The expression cat and mouse came to mind, but Ana set it aside. He wasn’t a predator. He was certainly studying her with close attention, though. When he finally spoke, his tone was playful. “You know what one of the biggest telltale signs is when people are lying? They tend to overcompensate, like giving more information than asked or answering the same question three times. Or answering a question with another one. You realize you did all that, right?”

      Knowing when to admit defeat was a gift, one Ana had developed through the years. “Look, I’m not proud of my behavior, but I kind of tried to stay out of your way.”

      “Having second thoughts about our date tonight? Please, don’t say you are. I’ve been looking forward to it. It’s the only thing that kept me going these days. I mean, with the shit that’s going on with Tristan and all. This week really sucked for me.”

      “No need for the puppy dog eyes routine, you know,” she couldn’t help laughing at his silly expression. “Gosh! One would think I’m denying you food or something.”

      “Affection, that’s what you’d be denying me.”

      She couldn’t keep a straight face with that amount of silliness wrapped in fake sad eyes and a dimpled baby face. She cracked up laughing and Noah followed suit.

      Fanning herself, she managed to say in between giggles, “You’re so full of it.”

      “That I am. So, we’re good?”

      “We’re good.” Checking her watch, she pocketed the phone that she had set down on a nearby shelf. “Break is over, I should go back.”

      He held the door open for Ana and followed her halfway down the corridor, stopping in front of his office. One hand on the handle, he stopped and turned to her. “The other day, I wrote a song. I hadn’t done so in many years and you were my inspiration. I think you’ve just become my muse.”

      Heart fluttering in her chest, Ana called out her inner warrior princess. She needed protection against his charm. The damn warrior must have already fallen for him because she ignored Ana’s cry for help. She was on her own, so she spurted out the first thing that came to mind, “If I were the inspiration, I bet you wrote a heavy metal piece.”

      Opening the door, he informed her, “It’s a ballad, actually.”

      Noah closed the door behind him, but Ana never found her voice or thought of a comeback. Her stupid heart skipped a few beats as she forced her wobbly legs to proceed down the corridor towards the dining room. She busied herself with work, but a thought lurked in her mind for the rest of her shift. She was so screwed.
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* * *

      Seven o’clock sharp, Ana’s doorbell rang. When she opened it, the air left her lungs in a low whistle she couldn’t keep in. Dressed up Noah Cartwright was a sight for her tired eyes. Gray flannel slacks hugged his strong thighs and were held in place by a thin black leather belt. A designer burgundy shirt tucked inside the slacks gave the outfit a touch of color and a silk gray tie gave out the illusion he could be tamed. Instead of a conservative suit jacket, he had opted for bad-boy style, so a black leather jacket hung over a shoulder held by his finger. His dirty-blonde hair looked tousled, but the kind of effect one gets after carefully applying hair products to sculpt it, not the natural wind-blown look. The total result of these parts was devastatingly handsome. Her self-control was already quite damaged judging by the approving whistle she heard herself greeting him with. She feared there would be other casualties as the night progressed.

      “I’m glad I took the time to clean up because you look absolutely stunning,” he observed after dragging his eyes over her figure from head to toe. She couldn’t be a hypocrite and get offended by the way he stared at her. After all, she had fucking whistled at him.

      Gesturing to her curve hugging, calf-length forest green dress, she dismissed the compliment, “This old thing?”

      “What’s inside,” he quipped with a seductive wink.

      It was official; she had no control over her libido anymore. That man pushed all the right buttons. Even though her inner voice shouted at her to stop, she leaned closer until their lips almost touched. “The contents of your outfit seemed equally outstanding.”

      He kept the hairline distance, but his full lips curved in a lazy smile and his eyes focused on her mouth. “We could always skip the bar hopping part of the night and just stay in.”

      She kissed him, swiftly running her tongue over his lower lip, but not letting the kiss turn passionate. Then, she straightened up and stepped out into the hall, closing the door and locking it. “Waste all this production? No way. Let’s hit the first bar. As they say, the night’s still young.”

      Throwing an arm around her shoulder, Noah brought her close and kissed her temple. “I like the way you think.”
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* * *

      By the third stop, Ana and Noah had covered all the basic general topics of a regular first date. Add the steady intake of alcoholic beverages at the previous bars and it would be safe to describe their behavior as on the verge of uninhibited. Brazilian society is known by its high tolerance to public displays of affection, so nobody batted an eyelash at their groping while they sat at a booth in a dark corner of the crowded place, oblivious to the excellent live musical performance.

      Sitting across his lap, Ana felt his body reacting to their kisses and caresses as his cock grew harder and poked her thigh. Out of breath, she leaned her forehead against his for a moment. “I need a breather or we’ll end up offering a free peep show. I’m not into exhibitionism, but it’s so damn hard to keep my hands off you.”

      Scraping his nails over the silk material covering her back, he smiled and nodded. Then he suggested, his voice rough with desire, “The only thing I can think of right now is taking you to my place and locking the world out for the next week or so. But I sense there’s something bothering you.”

      Ana straightened up and pulled back to study his eyes better. “How do you mean? I’m having a blast, more than I thought I’d have, to be honest.”

      He grabbed her waist and settled her back on the seat beside him. Tucking her long hair behind her ear, he ran his thumb over her cheek and seemed to choose his words carefully because he took a while to speak. When he did, his tone was serious, a departure from the playful one he had assumed throughout the night. “I meant it when I said I wanted to take you out so we could get to know each other better. We’ve explored many topics so far, we’ve discovered many similarities and differences between us. But, we’ve skirted around more personal issues. I know I did and I felt you avoided talking about your past.”

      “It isn’t easy for me. There’s so much darkness in my past, I don’t want it robbing me of my present. I mean, there’s no reason to dig out our pasts, right? We’re both just looking for casual fun, so why complicate things?”

      Noah joined her hands between his and locked his stare on hers. “I hope casual isn’t the only way you’d go forward because I want more for us. I don’t want to spook you declaring my undying love in our first official date, but it’s not really like we don’t know each other. Besides, feelings take time to grow, even though it seems we’re off to a good start.”

      Not sure she could trust her instincts, Ana studied him for a moment. Then, she rested her palm on his chest, right above his heart. The fast thumping against her hand told her all she needed to know. “I spent the week convincing myself that you aren’t looking for a steady relationship. It saddened me because I feel like a one-night-stand wouldn’t be enough for me. Also, I fear I won’t be able to work at the restaurant if you dump me.”

      Curling his hand over hers, he pressed it down against his chest. “See what you do to me? And it’s more than the physical side. Knowing I make you laugh, for instance, gives me a satisfaction I’ve never experienced with other women. I’m a goofball, I admit it, but seeing you smile because of something I said or did connects with a primal side of me I wasn’t aware I had. It’s like I want to make it my job to make you happy. I’ve never felt anything like that. I’d be a fool to dump someone who’s become so important to me.”

      “I want to tell you about my past, but it’s painful and personal, so I’d rather do that with privacy. My place is closer to this bar than yours. Shall we move this party there?” she invited, cupping his cheek and brushing her lips against his ear.

      “You’re killing me here, you know it, right?”

      Unfolding from the seat and reaching out her hand for him to grab, she winked. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      Leaving Gufo’s Gastro Pub, Noah kept her hand held tightly as he gave the tab and some money to the valet standing on the sidewalk. His expression was priceless when he pulled the car over for them. Ana would bet anything he had never driven a Ferrari before.

      She watched Noah as he closed her door and skirted around the car to the driver’s seat. When he fastened his seat belt and pulled away from the curb, she told him, “I never understood the fascination men have for these cars.”

      “Maybe because you’ve never driven one?”

      She thought of the green Lamborghini she got from her father for her eighteenth birthday. Along with a new husband, who also used to drive a flashy Ferrari. Only his was yellow instead of the more appealing red version Noah drove. Aware that she shouldn’t simply dump all that information on the poor guy’s head, she rested her head on the headrest and smiled.

      “Not sure I like your silence.”

      “I don’t want to start a story at its end. We’re almost home,” she dismissed the indirect request to share her thoughts as she recognized her apartment building coming up on the left.

      It was far from the deluxe condo Noah and Tristan lived in, but it was also beachfront. Campeche Beach, an extensive stretch of sand on the eastern side of the island, offered gorgeous views of the open sea. Ana loved her little home, but as he parked his ridiculously expensive sports car in the visitor’s lot, she wondered if it would be up to standard for Noah. For the first time in four years since she left her old life, Ana missed having money.

      “What’s the matter now?” Noah pinched her nose as if she were a little kid as they walked to the elevators.

      She swatted his hand away. “Stop it. Nothing’s the matter, don’t be paranoid.” It would also be helpful if he were less attentive. She’d be able to hide stuff better.
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* * *

      They had settled in her living room, overlooking the dark waters, but the conversation had stalled. She couldn’t find a way to start talking about her past, so she busied herself fetching a bottle of wine and glasses. She settled them on the table in front of the couch, then went back to the kitchen to get cheese. All the while, Noah sat patiently observing her and didn’t say a word.

      When she returned with the plate of cheese, the silence had become unbearable, but she still didn’t feel comfortable talking about Paulo. As Noah uncorked the bottle and served the wine, she babbled about the first thing that popped up in her mind. “You know, people say Saint-Exupéry used to land on Campeche Beach when he was a pilot. Some believe the untamed beauty of the place and the vast expanse of sand might have inspired him to create the Little Prince’s planet.”

      Handing her a glass of wine, Noah replied, “As much as I love children’s literature and local folklore, I’d rather talk about us.” He scooted until their thighs touched and rested his arm on the couch behind her.

      “I might need a couple more of these to loosen my tongue.”

      “Don’t think so. We’ve had enough booze tonight to get the edge off. I need you conscious for what I’ve planned for later.”

      His fingers massaging her scalp indicated the kind of plans he had for them. Closing her eyes and savoring the sensations, she had no objections to those plans. She just needed to put her act together.

      As if reading her thoughts, he teased her. “Ready when you are. Or should I go first?”

      “I doubt you have anything dark in your past, you’re always so positive and sunny.”

      “Sunny?”

      “Yeah, that’s how I see you. You make everyone feel special, you always have positive things to say about people. You’re warm and kind, like the sun.”

      “Must be because I’m a Leo?”

      His goofy smile was irresistible. She swatted his chest and kept him at arm’s length when he began to lean towards her. “Yeah, right. Like you believe in this stuff. I do, but I know for a fact you don’t.”

      “I was proving your point. I know you believe in astrology, so I was being nice to you.”

      “You were making fun of me, that’s not proving my point. You’re also very bad at receiving compliments, Mr. Cartwright. That’s probably why you were dismissing mine.”

      He sobered up, took her hand to his mouth and kissed its back. “Guilty as charged. My apologies.”

      “That’s okay. I’d love to hear your story first, though.”

      “Coward,” he teased her and took a long sip from his glass. Then, resting the glass on the table, he turned to face her. “You’re right, actually. There’s nothing sinister in my past. I grew up in a house full of love. My parents had this annoying habit of getting along well, as opposed to my friends’ parents who were either divorcing or getting restraining orders against each other. I mean, all my friends dealt with serious problems in their families. Mom and Dad, despite being huge Hollywood names, had the closest to a perfect marriage I’ve ever seen.”

      When he stopped to drink another sip of wine, she couldn’t resist teasing him. “That must have sucked.”

      “It sounds cheesy, I know. I tell you this because the only bad thing that happened to me then was intimately connected with my parents’ marital bliss. You see, I believed I found my one true love, when I was nineteen. Unfortunately, she decided to come back to her hometown when she finished her undergrad program. We met at UCLA. We were on and off for a couple of years and when Brenda told me she was returning to Florianópolis, I thought it was just another off period. I bought a wedding ring, got admitted to a university here and came over.”

      “Oh, no!”

      “Yeah, you guessed right. It didn’t turn out that well for me. I tracked her down and popped up as she was having lunch. Before she could say anything, I dropped to my knee and asked her to marry me. I didn’t know she was at the restaurant with her fiancé, who had stepped out to take a business call. He didn’t like finding me at his future wife’s feet. When I told her she couldn’t marry a guy she had just met, since she had returned to Brazil less than six months before, the guy snorted and informed me that they had grown up together and got engaged two years earlier.”

      Noah stopped talking and his expression was distant, but not hurt. Ana waited for him to finish his story. She didn’t have anything to offer at that point.

      With a shrug, he resumed his tale, “Funny, this used to hurt so bad. Not today, though. I guess when you’re nineteen and believe you’ve found the one person you want to share your life with, and this person turns out to be nothing like you thought she was, the feeling of betrayal shakes your foundations. Back then, I really believed I’d never find another woman I loved as much as I loved Brenda.” He paused again, but this time as if for effect. His eyes held Ana’s and she gasped at the emotions she thought she saw in them. She didn’t want to believe her intuition. His next words left little room for doubt. “I was naïve to believe my life was over at twenty. I have been careless with other people’s hearts for the last fifteen years. In my defense, I’ve never lied to a woman or gave her false hope. But, I guess I broke a couple of hearts without intending to.” Cupping her cheeks in both his hands, Noah pulled Ana close, but didn’t kiss her. Instead, he caressed her cheeks with his thumbs as he concluded his story. “That was until a certain redhead with endless, gorgeous legs turned my life upside down. And it’s nothing new. For the last four years, you’ve gradually occupied my mind, but in such a stealth way I didn’t realize until now. Maybe it’s the notion you might quit the restaurant after graduation. I’m not sure what triggered me, but lately, I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      When he stopped talking, she did the only thing a woman could do under those circumstances. Kissed him silly. Noah was glad to respond with the same abandon, but kept a certain distance. Although their mouths were linked and their tongues caressed each other, Noah didn’t touch any other part of her body. Ana locked her arms behind his back and tried to bring him closer, but he wouldn’t budge. Frustrated, she broke the kiss.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I want to know your story. If I let this make-out session get out of control, I might never hear it.”

      “Good point. I’ll give you the highlights because the whole thing would take too long, but you’ll be able to get the main points. I come from a traditional family in São Paulo, in the sense my ancestors were among the first settlers who came over from Portugal. That means centuries of political relations and business enterprises.”

      “Also known as old money.”

      “Very old, although not so much money recently. Still, for Brazilian standards, my family is wealthy,” Ana hesitated about how much of her marital status it would be wise to tell Noah at that point, without having to go into details about her crime. She decided to play it safe. “My father wanted to attract a billionaire business partner and thought pimping out his young daughter was a healthy decision. In my defense, I wasn’t aware of my father’s hand in the matter until much later. I thought Paulo cared for me and was flattered that a man, fifteen years my senior, found me attractive. The boys in college paled in comparison to him. I fell head over heels in love with him, but I was too naïve to see the signs.”

      She stopped to gather her thoughts. Revisiting that painful period, even if in a much lighter version, was nerve-wracking.

      Noah collected her in his arms and sat them side by side, tucking her under his arm, resting his chin on her head. Hugging her tightly, he comforted her, “I can guess where this is going, sweetie. The first time I found out you took Krav Maga classes, I thought something bad must have happened to you. Floripa is such a peaceful city for women to take that kind of self-defense class. Just tell me whatever you feel comfortable sharing.”

      A warmth started in her abdomen and spread through her body at the kindness in his voice and the gentleness in the way he touched her. His caresses aimed at soothing, not arousing. He switched from passionate to compassionate lover in the blink of an eye.

      “I appreciate your understanding. It’s uncomfortable and painful, but it’s also embarrassing. So, not looking at you will help.”

      Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say because he raised her chin with an index finger until their eyes met. His furled brow showed his concern. “There’s nothing for you to be embarrassed about. It’s me you’re talking to.”

      “I like the way it feels when you’re holding me, with your chin on my head.”

      “That’s a sneaky tactic to get your way, miss. I see right through you,” he feigned exasperation, but folded his arms around her again and resumed the position.

      She did enjoy it, but it also made her feel less self-conscious. In the last couple of hours, Noah had proven to be an excellent reader of people, at least of her. She feared he would pick up on her half-truths if he watched her facial expressions closely.

      “Not long into our relationship, he turned abusive. At first, it was only verbal. He’d make derogatory comments about my appearance and intelligence. Then, he turned to physical violence. You’ve got to understand, we never discussed relationships in my family and I had studied in a boarding school for girls in Switzerland until a year or so before I started dating him. I had no idea of what went on between a couple. My expectations were born from reading romance novels that my tutors in school and my mom called trash. My dad knew him well and was ecstatic about our relationship. I thought Paulo was a good man, so the problem must have been me. That’s what I believed, for the longest time.”

      “No way,” Noah made her look at him again, but she didn’t feel uncomfortable as she had expected. On the contrary, his eyes filled with compassion soothed her pain. “I get that a young, inexperienced girl would take shit from a grown man. But, your folks should’ve known better. I bet you had bruises.”

      “The son of a bitch knew where to hit without leaving visible marks. You’re right, though. It took me a long time to understand I couldn’t count on my own mom and dad. Even if they didn’t see Paulo was abusive, they should have seen the other signs. I lost weight and sleep. I became increasingly insecure and indecisive. I didn’t recognize myself, so I thought others close to me wouldn’t either.”

      He kissed the tip of her nose, then brushed his lips over hers. More of a reassuring gesture than a passionate one. She basked in the feeling, closed her eyes for a moment, then snuggled back against his chest. She was fast becoming addicted to the smell of his cologne coming through the warm material of his shirt.

      “You found a way to get rid of the piece of shit.”

      Thankful for the out he offered her, Ana wrapped up her story, “I got smarter, kicked his ass goodbye and moved as far away from all of them as I could.”

      “You been in contact with your folks? I know you’ve never visited them, though.”

      Bent on not lying to him, just hiding part of the facts, she spoke the truth, “I haven’t forgiven them yet.”

      “Why here?”

      “My family spent a couple of summers in Armação, when I was a kid. That place is magical. It left me with such an impression that every time I needed to find my happy place, my mind would go there. I did a lot of yoga meditation before I kicked Paulo out of my life, so coming here was the easiest choice I had to make.”

      “I hear you. That promontory with those rocks has special powers.”

      She chuckled, remembering a habit she developed in the first months she moved to Floripa and lived in the staff dorm, before renting her apartment. He would call her crazy if she told him about it.

      “What?”

      “What, what?” she pretended she didn’t know what he was asking.

      He nudged her. “Don’t play dumb. Why did you laugh? You were thinking of something funny. You know I love funny stuff.”

      “It’s not funny, just stupid. But, I know you’ll torment me until you wrench the story out of me.”

      He nodded several times, eyes popped open, tongue stuck out like a cartoon puppy.

      “You’re lucky you’re adorable because you can be such a pain in the ass, Noah Cartwright.”

      “Made you smile. Mission accomplished.”

      “For the longest time, when I still lived in the restaurant dorm, I’d walk over to the promontory after my shift, sit on the rocks and just absorb the peace of those surroundings.”

      She couldn’t see his face now that she was tucked under his chin again, but his voice sounded sincere. “The sound of the waves breaking against the rocks below, the seagulls crying as they swoop around, the smell of the ocean coming on the wind. It’s always windy there.”

      “Exactly. You described my favorite things about that place.”

      “These are the things that made me stay.” She tried to move her head to look at him, but he kept her ear pressed to his heart. It was beating like crazy. “Those rocks healed me, in a way. They sure helped the process. I fell for Floripa, but that promontory cast the spell.” He paused and let her look at him.

      She wasn’t ready for the avalanche of emotions she found in his eyes. She didn’t know what to say, so she raised her hand and rested her palm on his cheek. He turned and kissed it.

      “It’s going to sound so cheesy, perhaps because it is, but I’m starting to believe in destiny. I mean, remember Floripa is nicknamed magical island, right? What are the odds that the same exact spot in the whole island had the same effects on both of us, when we needed it the most? I could’ve gone back home after I found out Brenda was a lying bitch. You could’ve gone anywhere in the world, but you chose my restaurant. I’ve got to believe in magic.”

      “I like the way you think.” She brought his face to hers and kissed him gently.

      He invited her in, caressed her tongue with his, then pinched her lower lip between his teeth. Her gasp of surprise was muffled when he covered her mouth again, this time with passion and hunger. She scraped his scalp as his hands kneaded her breasts. Both moaned when his fingers teased her nipples over the thin silk material of her dress.

      She broke their kiss, got up and stretched out her hand for him. He grabbed it and she guided him to her bedroom.

      “Before we go any further, I’d like to say one last thing.”

      He froze, a serious expression on his face. “What’s that, love?”

      “Despite what people may think of me at Chez Nous, I’m not a party girl. I haven’t been in a relationship since that disaster and I don’t go out as often as it may seem.”

      A slow, but sweet smile graced his lips. “You trying to tell me, very shyly I might add, that you haven’t had sex in a while?”

      She felt her face burn and nodded. She didn’t trust her voice. When she finally found it, it was little more than a whisper. “Don’t remember when the last time was.”

      She dropped her chin to her chest and before she knew it, she was wrapped in Noah. His scent and warmth enveloped her, she felt like melting against his strength. Closing her arms around his waist, she nuzzled the center of his wide chest.

      “Not to worry. We’ll go as slow or as fast as you want. Or we don’t go at all. It’s your call, babe. There’s no rush.”

      That sounded like the caring Noah she had come to know. Still, she was moved. “Thanks. If you don’t mind, can we just cuddle for a little while?”

      “You kidding me? Cuddling with you is all I had planned for tonight.”

      “Yeah, right,” she agreed, eyeing the bulge in his pants.

      “The little guy down there has a mind of his own. That or he didn’t get the memo.”

      Fully clothed, they lay on the covers, facing each other. After a little while, inside the warmth of his embrace and feeling his stubbled chin grazing her forehead, Ana relaxed. She chose not to overthink the reasons why she felt safe. She owned the feeling and relished in it. The thought that Noah’s arms made her feel that way crossed her mind, just to be left aside. She didn’t want to dwell on that, dissect it, as was usually the case with her. Tonight, she yearned to explore possibilities. It seemed like his ever-present optimistic take on life had rubbed off on her. She wanted to learn to be as carefree.

      For the first time in forever, she allowed herself to dream there might be a happily ever after for her. Her silly heart somersaulted at the prospect of spending the rest of her life with Noah Cartwright. She was aware of his mercurial personality and was positive he would be a rock superstar. Soon. Not only because his band had his parents contacts to kick start a career, but because they were talented as hell. She had seen them at social functions, like the Christmas parties for the restaurant staff. It was just a matter of time until the world was at their feet. And women would be lining outside his dressing room. Or hotel room. Tons of groupies.

      As if reading her mind and trying to distract her from murderous thoughts, Noah’s caresses turned from soothing to arousing. His long fingers, that moments ago smoothed the back of her dress, fading away the day’s worries, had found their way between said dress and her bare skin and were wreaking havoc with her senses. His warm breath fanned her neck seconds before he touched a sensitive spot just below her earlobe. She moaned when his wet tongue licked it as his lips sucked her skin. The exquisite sensations flooded her mind, washing away the last rational thoughts. She speared her fingers through his soft hair, gently caressing the scalp beneath it.

      His voice was rough when he whispered into her ear, “I want you so much it hurts. I’ve never felt this way about a woman,” he pulled away to lock eyes with her. If she ever doubted his words, his stare told all she needed to know to recognize he was sincere. Desire shone bright in his expression and his quick breathing denounced the effect she had on his senses. If she still doubted her eyes, his hard-on throbbed against her belly, even beneath the layers of clothes covering them both. That was undeniable proof. “I need to be sure you want to do this, though. And I need to know it now. I don’t know that I’ll be able to stop if you change your mind later. You’re killing me as it is.”

      The broad smile he offered her blasted to oblivion the last remaining walls of that fortress she had so carefully built around her heart over the last four years. She took the proverbial leap of faith, nodded and kissed him.

      “I need to hear the words, Ana,” he muttered against her lips.

      Closing her eyes, she fought the idea that there was no safety net for her after she took that leap. It certainly felt like jumping off a cliff as she searched his eyes for lenience. Was she ready to say the words? Was she prepared not to say them, though?

      “I’m sure.” She offered him her answer to learn that his welcoming arms were all the safety she needed. They pulled her in as if he never intended to let her go and she savored the feeling.

      His lips on hers as his weight pinned her to the mattress dissipated any logical thoughts. Her body and mind surrendered to the sensations his hands created as they rubbed her breasts, making her nipples hard and her sex wet. When he pulled her dress over her head and tossed it to the floor, she responded in kind, wrapping her legs around his narrow hips and locking her feet behind his back, pulling him down. Her hands bunched his shirt up, needing to feel his skin against hers.

      “I want you inside me. Right now,” she demanded when his lips left her mouth for her breasts. Her hand reached between their bodies and cupped his hard cock, squeezing it lightly over the soft flannel of his slacks.

      His chuckles heated her oversensitive nipple and she whimpered when he licked it. Once. Looking up into her eyes, mouth open and ready to swallow her pink flesh, he smiled and she thought her body would explode in multiple orgasms.

      “We’ve got the whole night ahead of us. Let’s take it slow,” he suggested as he teased her nipple with another firm lick, then trapped it between his white teeth. When she closed her eyes, he demanded, “Eyes on me. I want you to watch me worship you, see the pleasure you give me.”

      The novel concept was enticing and Ana would have enjoyed analyzing its multiple layers of meaning, if she had any brainpower left. As it was, her mind focused solely on the deliciously turgid point of contact between her body and Noah’s mouth. Sinful didn’t begin to describe the sensations he aroused in her. Wicked emotions, swinging between pain and pleasure assaulted her as he sank his teeth on her flesh, then soothed it with his tongue. She moved her body under his, rubbing her core against his erection, wrenching muffled whimpers from him with each pass.

      Since Paulo had turned her into the mess she had become, Ana dealt well with casual sex. No-strings attached suited her for practical reasons. She took care of physical needs with a human touch as opposed to the satisfying, yet colder, sessions she also had with her dildo. With Noah, she sailed uncharted, dangerous waters because she felt like he wouldn’t fit into the friends-with-benefits category. That realization hit her as she got rid of his shirt and fumbled with the belt and slacks to free his shaft. When her hand closed around the purple head and her palm registered the moisture denouncing his pleasure, Ana didn’t need to hear his rugged breathing to know how she made him feel. Yet she was aware she had the power to break his heart in a million pieces because he still didn’t know the whole truth.

      As Noah snaked his fingers and pushed the thin silk of her panties aside to search for her warm sex, all thoughts vanished and she moaned in response to the new wave of sensations that invaded her. He raised his hand to his lips and licked the evidence of her pleasure from his fingers.

      “See what you do to me?” His other hand enclosed hers, as she held his cock. “Your pleasure fuels mine. I’ve never felt about to explode like this just by kissing a woman. This is all you. I feel like this only with you.”

      She cupped his face and pulled him down, slating her mouth over his and kissing him with abandon. She didn’t know another way to express her feelings, so she tried to show him what she wanted. Besides fleeting physical pleasure, she wanted to put her painful, dark past behind her and believe the promises in Noah’s eyes could become a reality. She wished the sensations she experienced at that moment would last a lifetime. Most of all, she wanted to believe she deserved happily ever after with the sweet man in her arms.

      He kissed her back with the same passion. His hand found her wet folds again and he entered her with two fingers, searching her sweet spot, raising her temperature and preparing her for his large erection. Pleasure built up in her lower body, spreading like wildfire through her muscles and nerve-endings. She gasped as her body squeezed his fingers, so she rubbed his cock in response.

      “I need to feel you inside me, you’re killing me.”

      “No, I’m getting you ready for me,” he replied as his digits stretched her and went deeper.

      Noah had quickly become more than a one-night-stand for her. She knew casual sex wouldn’t work for either of them. She had realized that much as her heart dictated her decisions of late. For the first time in many years, she felt vulnerable like the naïve eighteen-year-old who had trusted her happiness into the hands of a selfish man who knew nothing about love. Hidden scars had a twisted way of sneaking up on people, though, so the ugly head of self-doubt raised itself and stole Ana’s confidence as flashes of Paulo’s abuse of her body popped up in her mind. She winced as her subconscious connected the budding feelings she felt for Noah with the devastating kind of heartache Paulo had introduced her to.

      Having no control over that part of her psyche, Ana’s body reacted with its automated self-defense mechanism. She froze under Noah’s delicate touch. It wasn’t fair to him, but she wasn’t thinking straight. Sensing her withdrawal, he stopped and searched her eyes. Even though he didn’t have all the facts, he gauged the situation correctly. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and frowned as if to gather his own thoughts. When he reopened his eyelids, his stare pinned her down and he whispered softly, but forcefully, “I’m not him. I’d never intentionally hurt you. You know that, you’re just not thinking clearly. Open your heart for me. Let me in and I’ll show you how a real man treats a woman.”

      Relaxing in his arms, she ran her knuckles over his cheekbone. “I’m sorry. You’re nothing like him.”

      Flipping them over, Noah gave her control over their lovemaking. Kneeling on the bed covers, she rose above him. She tugged his slacks and briefs down his legs, getting rid of his socks and eyeballing the fine specimen that graced her bed. His large and long erection stood proud, demanding her attention and admiration. When she moved down him, intent on kissing that beauty, he held her forearms and stopped her. “I’d love to have your lips around my cock, but if you do it now, I won’t last. I want the first time to be inside you.”

      In that simple statement, he said so much and it made her heart twist inside her. He told her she had such power over his emotions that he didn’t control his body. That was the kind of compliment that won a girl’s heart. Hers was halfway there already.

      Reaching inside the night table’s top drawer, she fished out a strip of condoms. He deftly unwrapped one and sheathed himself. She leaned down to kiss him, mouth and teeth devouring each other. She moved her body along his, teasing his erection with her warmth, but never enclosing it. He pushed her down flush against his chest, her nipples poking his flesh, as his hands tangled in her hair and his legs crossed behind her ass. Half laughing, half gasping, she came up for air and stared into his eyes. It was time to stop fooling around and she recognized it.

      Leaning, she whispered inside his ear, “I want you on top.”

      He flipped them again, his powerful thighs pinning her to the mattress, his strong arms bent on their elbows, bracing his weight above her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him down, as he claimed her mouth. His hand found her sex and he penetrated her with two fingers, as if to check if she was ready for him. She was ready. Her juices covered them.

      “I guess you’re ready,” he confirmed her suspicion as he licked his fingers. That was so wicked, she felt more liquid pool inside her. “I’m dying to taste this directly from your body, but not now.”

      Guiding his head to her entrance, he stopped and leaned down to kiss her again. As his tongue caressed the inside of her mouth, his cock penetrated her tight sex. He moved inch by inch, giving her time to adjust to his girth. She rolled her hips to give him better access until he was all the way in. Before long, they set a rhythm so comfortable that it was as if their bodies had known each other forever.

      Their hands explored and discovered, caressed and aroused until they couldn’t keep their pleasure inside. She felt his orgasm wasn’t far as his stabbing got more frantic and his breathing shallower. Her own was just around the corner. Her walls had started to quiver, but she didn’t mind if he got there before she did. He filled her body with so many wonderful sensations, it didn’t matter who cried out first.

      Noah didn’t seem to agree with her, as he groaned when the first warm jet of semen filled the latex protection. His fingers tweaked her clit and he whispered, “Come with me.”

      Rolling her eyes and curling her toes, Ana wanted to scream his name, but her voice had left her. She opened her mouth and gasped for air, draped her arms around his neck and just felt it. She had never experienced an orgasm so fulfilling as that one. Her whole body tingled and vibrated under his weight. She stopped moving, stopped thinking for a moment. Then, she felt like floating down until she returned to his arms. Cuddled against his chest, she raked her fingernails over his nipple and chuckled at the sharp intake of breath that made his chest undulate.

      “I need a minute, woman. I don’t run on batteries, you know.”

      “No, you don’t, sir.” She kissed his belly button. “I’m so glad you don’t.”

      “Naughty thoughts. I like those. Need my rest first.”

      She was happy to oblige. Snuggled up against his warmth, legs wrapped around his thighs, she fell asleep faster than she had in a long time.
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      Waking up to Ana’s warmth could easily become his favorite thing. He ran his knuckles along her spine, her silk skin inviting him to explore. He wanted to lose himself in her, no doubt about that. He just felt they should go slow. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her. Not after the asshole of a first boyfriend she had the misfortune to have.

      That was why he had taken it easy their first time. In fact, he wanted to taste every inch of her and make her come, screaming his name, until her throat felt sore. He wanted to wipe her past experiences and brand her as his. That way, she would know he was the only one for her. He restrained himself, though. There would be plenty of time for that.

      Considering what he would show her for their round two, he grew impatient. It wasn’t even eleven, so sleeping seemed a waste of precious time. He pulled the sheet down to expose her tanned back, since Ana slept with her face snuggled against his neck. He raked his fingernails down her body to tease her butt crack with a finger. She wiggled and groaned, but didn’t open her eyes or indicate she was awake. He nibbled her shoulder and she stirred on top of him, limbs stretching as she regained consciousness. The most beautiful smile curved her lips, eyes still closed.

      Her throaty voice whispered in his ear, “Like sleeping with you.”

      “Like that too, but waking up with you is even better,” he spoke inside her ear, licking it and feeling great when she trembled. “Let me show you what would be your wake-up call every morning, if you slept in my bed.”

      He flipped her on the mattress and moved down her body, before she realized his intention. He smiled against the sensitive skin of her thighs when she tried to close them, but his head got in the way. “Relax.”

      “Noah, I’m still sore.”

      “That’s why I won’t use my cock,” he winked and was delighted to see her blushing. “That shade looks lovely on you. Pink is my new favorite color.” He draped her endless legs over his shoulders and watched her exposed body contract in anticipation. Running his tongue over his lower lip, he stared into her eyes. “You’ve no idea how many times I fantasized about you in this exact position.” Caressing her leg, his fingers moved from her calf to the top of her thigh, then an index finger poked her clit. “I love your legs. And your ass. And your breasts.” He left a trail of open-mouthed kisses along her thigh as he spoke.

      She moaned and bunched the sheets inside her fists. Her feet locked behind him and it was all he could do not to plunge inside her like a starving man. Instead, he blew softly inside her folds before licking her once. Her taste sizzled through him like lightning. He was hooked and he wanted more. So, he pleasured her, made her writhe and moan under his mouth and tongue, just so he had more to feed on. When her body tightened around his tongue, he cupped her breasts and caressed her nipples.

      She arched her back off the mattress. “You’re killing me.”

      “Don’t hold back,” he suggested, mouth full of her.

      The tremors intensified and he knew she was close, so he trapped the hard nub between his teeth and flicked his tongue over it. She came undone, thighs pressed together, squeezing his head. Her hands pulled at his hair as she filled the room with the most beautiful sound; Ana screaming his name at the top of her lungs.

      He moved up the bed and collected her pliant body against his chest. Kissing her lips to soothe her, he felt her smiling.

      “What?”

      “You might just become my drug of choice, Mr. Cartwright. I’ve never been inclined to abuse drugs, but I’m becoming addicted.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      She cupped his face and pulled back. “Call me crazy, but I feel like going out and shouting from the rooftops.”

      “What would you shout?”

      “That Noah Cartwright makes me happy like I’ve never felt before.”

      “Nice sentiment, but we should want to be more discreet.”

      “What are you talking about?” She sat upright on the bed, her whiskey eyes twinkling and her cheeks rosy.

      He asked himself if he had created a monster, but such a lovely one. He smiled at her and replied, “You wouldn’t like to share something so intimate with the whole wide world.”

      “True. Still, I feel like going out, dancing in the street or something crazy like that.”

      “What’s gotten into you, woman?”

      “You.”

      “Now, it’s my fault?”

      “Yeah, you’ve showed me how much I’ve been missing out on. I don’t want to miss out on anything else.”

      He tried to put his arms around her to pull her closer, but Ana jumped off the bed before he had a chance. “Come back here. This is the best place for me to show you what else you’ve been missing.”

      “Very funny,” she replied without looking back, from the bathroom doorway. Then, she stopped and turned to face him. “Let’s go for a moonlight walk on the beach. I’ve always wanted to do that with the right guy.”

      “You implying I’m the right guy?”

      “Don’t get cocky. Get ready. We leave in five.”

      She shut the door behind her and he plopped himself on the feather pillows. Maybe he had created a monster, but he didn’t care. An innocent walk down the beach at night was going to be fun. He was amazed at how fast he was falling for her. He felt there was nothing he wouldn’t do for her. He would love to start by tracking down that Paulo Fonseca guy, in whatever rat-hole he called home, and tear his limbs apart. Considering he had always been an advocate for non-violence, that said a lot about how much he hated the scumbag for having put Ana through hell.

      When he heard the water running inside the bathroom, he made haste of putting on his slacks and shirt. He didn’t bother with the tie because he couldn’t find it on the floor where the rest of his clothes had landed.

      She strolled out of the bathroom and eyeballed him. “Ready?”

      “When you are.”

      “Great. Let’s do this.”

      On their way out, Ana grabbed two glasses and a bottle of red wine. “Planning to get me drunk, miss? You’ve already had your way with me tonight.”

      “I want to celebrate. This has been the best night of my life and I want to drink to it.”

      Noah puffed out his chest. He wouldn’t deny her words stroked his ego. “You’re aware that if we get drunk, the night will end too soon, right?”

      “It’s all fine. I want to learn to be as carefree as you are.”

      “I don’t need to drink for that, but I see your point.” He threw his hands up at the frown on her face. “I won’t be a party pooper.”

      “Good. I don’t need one tonight.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Holding her hand when they got to the sidewalk, he grabbed the bottle with his free hand, while Ana carried the glasses. The expansive beach with over two miles of extension made it hard for them to walk all the way to its end. They chose a nearby group of rocks, midway between the promenade and the water, and sat down, facing the sea. The temperature had dropped and the coat Ana had on over the dress didn’t seem enough to warm her up because she trembled as she hugged her legs and rested her chin on her knees.

      He scooted over and sat with Ana between his legs, her back against his chest, his arms hugging hers. His body shielded her from the wind that blew from the oceanfront avenue towards the water. He would happily stay like that forever, but the wine might help them get warmer.

      He suggested with a whisper, “Let me pour us some wine. It might help to warm us up.”

      “I forgot how chilly nights can get here.”

      They sipped their drinks and absorbed the peace of their surroundings. Ana leaned her head back against his shoulder and he watched the waves break on the sand.

      When they finished the bottle, their quiet was broken by the sounds of drums. Not the kind he played, but a tubular bass drum known as conga drum. The rhythm had a hypnotic quality to it that ignited his curiosity. About three hundred feet from them, to their left, there was another group of rocks. The quiet night allowed the sounds to reach them, but he couldn’t figure out what was going on or why they were playing drums. Ana also stretched her neck towards the rather large group of people, all dressed in white, that gathered near the rocks.

      “Let’s find out what they’re up to,” Noah said as he stood up and offered his hand to help Ana.

      She swayed and he had to steady her by holding her forearms. “Guess the wine got to my head.”

      “I’d say so. You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. A little giggly, but fine.”

      As if to prove her point, she doubled herself laughing for no apparent reason. “What’s so funny?”

      “Giggly. It’s a silly word.”

      He rolled his eyes and tucked her under his arm so she wouldn’t fall and get hurt. “If you say so. Sure you want to walk over there?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She tried a military salute, but missed her forehead completely. “I like drunk Ana.”

      “Drunk Ana is great! I like drunk Ana as well,” she slurred and they both laughed.

      As they got nearer, Noah determined the group was performing some kind of religious ceremony. In the middle of the group, a statue stood as tall as any person. He knew that image, it was Iemanjá, the sea goddess. In Brazil, many people followed Umbanda, one of the religions introduced in the country by the slaves captured and brought from Africa. The lady with long black hair and a blue dress was a constant presence along the country’s more than eight thousand kilometers of coast. She would appear in statues of all shapes and sizes since people believed she protected them against the dangers in the ocean.

      “Why are they worshipping Iemanjá in the middle of the night?”

      “Don’t be silly, Noah. It’s a wedding.”

      They stood a few feet away from the group and he noticed the bride and groom, dressed in light blue, surrounded by the others all dressed in white. Some sang in a mournful tone to the beat of the drums. He knew those were religious songs. He couldn’t make out all the words, but the result was hypnotic. Even though he didn’t profess the same religion, he felt like the music lifted his soul. Powerful stuff.

      “It’s beautiful,” he whispered to her, not wishing to disturb the solemn occasion.

      She nodded, but didn’t say anything or look at him. Her eyes were glued to the scene, her breathing became shallow. He worried she wasn’t feeling well because of the wine.

      “Want to go back?”

      “No! This is magical, so moving.”

      He noticed her tearful eyes, but didn’t comment. He held her tightly and they watched the ceremony until it ended, no more than ten minutes later. As the small group settled on foldable chairs arranged around metal tables covered in white tablecloths, the couple posed for pictures. Noah tugged her hand, thinking they’d better return to the apartment. They shouldn’t hang around a party they hadn’t been invited to.

      “I want to do this,” she whispered.

      “Do what?”

      “Marry. I want to get married. Will you marry me, Noah Cartwright?”

      There was nothing he wanted to do more. “You’re drunk. Let’s talk again when you sober up.”

      “Live the moment! Carpe Diem and all that shit. Come on! It would be fun.”

      Her pleading eyes and pout had started to have a powerful hold on him. Like earlier in the apartment, he found it hard to find arguments to counter her idea. He knew there were many, he just couldn’t come up with any. Certainly, the wine didn’t help him think clearly. Yes, blaming the wine would help. He needed to pull his shit together and get them out of there.

      “What the hell? Let’s do this,” he heard himself saying instead.

      It was official. He could not deny Ana Oliveira anything she asked of him. He spotted the Justice of the Peace as he gathered papers and put them away in a leather briefcase. He heard the man decline an invitation to stay and eat, saying it was late and he needed to go home. He pretended he hadn’t heard that part, when they came to stand close to him.

      “Excuse me, sir. This is going to sound odd, but would you mind marrying us before you go?”

      The lanky man’s gentle smile was directed at both, as his eyes took in the couple. If he noticed they were drunk, he didn’t comment. Instead, he supplied, “You’d be surprised at the number of times people ask me that. I guess weddings make people emotional or something.”

      “You can do it, then?”

      “Well, there’s a proper procedure to be followed. You would need a license and other things.”

      Noah noticed the use of conditional and the absence of a direct negative. After so many years in the country, he recognized a request for bribery when he heard one. Any other day, he wouldn’t have agreed. He was on a mission that night, though. Making Ana happy. And there was nothing he wouldn’t do to accomplish that.

      “How much?”

      “For the licenses? I’m not sure…”

      “For your service. I’ll take care of the licenses later,” Noah informed.

      “In that case, a thousand Reais should cover.”

      Aware that amount was probably much higher than what the man normally charged, Noah pretended he didn’t know he had been swindled. Maybe it wasn’t swindling if you knew what was going on.

      Noah fished in his wallet and wrote out a check. As he handed it to him, he said, “Please skip to the important part. It’s late and we all want to get out of here.”

      The man jotted down their names on a piece of paper. “You have your vows?”

      “We’ll improvise,” Ana replied, her radiant face reassuring Noah he was doing the right thing.

      “Do you, Ana Oliveira, come here freely to take Noah Cartwright as your lawful husband?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Do you, Noah Samuel Cartwright, come here freely to take Ana Oliveira as your lawful wife?”

      “I do.”

      “Let’s hear your vows.”

      “Me first,” Ana pleaded and Noah nodded. “When I thought fairytale weddings and happily-ever-afters weren’t meant for me, you came along and made me a believer again. You showed me a bright side of life I had forgotten existed. For that alone, I’d give you my heart gladly.” A loud hiccup interrupted her and Noah felt they should shorten the ceremony.

      Holding her hands, looking into her eyes, he offered his vows, “I never wanted to be your knight in shining armor because you don’t need one. You’re a courageous, self-sufficient woman. I want to be with you because I can’t go on without you.”

      He could think of another million things to say, but Ana swayed for the third time and he feared she wouldn’t last much longer. Apparently, the Justice of the Peace noticed the predicament and pronounced them husband and wife. She collapsed in his arms right after that. As he gathered her in his arms to return, the man tucked a paper in Noah’s jacket pocket. When he frowned, the man explained, “Your marriage certificate. It’s useless without official corroboration, but you can get that at City Hall.”

      Maybe the man wasn’t as despicable as he had thought. Besides, if the fee included the certificate, it wasn’t that high. “Thank you, sir.”

      Walking back to the apartment building, Ana gave no signs of recovering consciousness. Without her, he couldn’t open the main door to the building or her apartment door because he didn’t know her pin number to the electronic locks.

      His car keys were in his jacket pocket, so he decided to go back home. Ana certainly wouldn’t mind. As he drove through the deserted streets, covering the distance to his home in less than fifteen minutes, he realized he would have to move out of the apartment. Tristan was a great roommate, but newlyweds needed their privacy. A warm wave of sensation spread through him at the thought of starting his life with Ana. He couldn’t wait for more of their wedding night. The preview had been promising so far. His cock stirred to life in his pants and he smiled as he opened the automatic gate to his building’s garage. Looking over at the passenger seat where Ana was sound asleep, he believed their future was bright.

      On the elevator, going up to his apartment, he carried Ana in his arms, her head rested against his shoulder. He realized she was too drunk to wake up any time soon. He entered the apartment and went straight to his room. He laid her on the bed, careful not to hurt her or wake her up. Her soft snoring indicated he didn’t need worry about that. He kissed the tip of her nose as he took off her coat, then pulled the dress over her head. He left the sexy lingerie on. He wanted a barrier between his libido and her tempting body, flimsy as it might be. Getting rid of his own clothes, he got into bed and pulled her back against his chest, resting his chin on her cheek. Basking in the warmth radiating from her skin, he drifted into sleep.
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* * *

      When he woke up again, Ana was still sleeping, although her breathing indicated she would soon be conscious. Eager to taste her again, he ran a finger from her turned-up nose, down her lips and chin and along her neck to the hollow of her throat. Her eyes fluttered, one arm rose and fell on the sheet along her body. His plan was working. Kneeling on the bed, one leg on either side of her, he cupped her shoulders, thumbing her prominent collarbones. He wanted to lean down and kiss the hollow they formed, but resisted the impulse, not to spook her. She would probably wake up disoriented and hungover and he didn’t want to add to her stress.

      On the other hand, he wished to make love to his wife. The memory of Ana asking him to marry her filled his chest and he grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. Just as impatient to unwrap his present, his fingers fidgeted with the lacy material of her panties, but he wouldn’t take them off while she was still out. Then he remembered he had promised her a specific kind of wake-up call. He leaned down and kissed her sex over the silk of her lingerie, sucking the tiny nub of her clit just enough to stir his wife in her sleep.

      It worked. He watched as she stretched on the mattress like the most exquisite feline, reaching up and tucking her hands under the pillow. She froze for a moment and he figured she wasn’t sleeping anymore and would open her eyes, so he moved to the middle of the bed. She didn’t though. Instead, she scrunched up her nose, squinted her eyes, then opened them a little. Noah could tell the moment she understood where she was because her slack jaw was almost comical.

      Given more time, her new marital status and that they were still on their wedding night would sure come to her, but he decided to jumpstart her memories. He positioned his shoulders between her spread thighs, smiled his best grin and captured her dazed stare. Despite the obvious signs of a hangover in the way she squinted her eyes to focus on him, she looked lovely.

      He couldn’t wait any more to taste her. “Finally! I’ve been waiting rather patiently for you to regain consciousness,” he confessed, not entirely sincere since he did his best to wake her up. He caressed her thighs, lifted her knees and buried his fingers in her flesh. God, he loved her legs.

      As he kissed her skin, from the knees to her thigh, he smiled against her flesh when the strong scent of her arousal reached his nostrils. To think he did that to her was inebriating, almost as much as she was. His heart skipped a beat when her thighs trembled under the pads of his fingers. He ached to feel her quiver around his cock, which was up and ready for action.

      He wanted to fill her body and soul with so much pleasure like Ana had never experienced. The memory of her screaming his name in ecstasy the night before still lingered in his mind. He wanted more of that. So, he whispered. “I wouldn’t take advantage of you while you were sleeping, no matter how tight you held me to your chest. You’ve no idea how tempting you were, gorgeous. I behaved, though. Now, it’s time for our delayed fun to begin.”

      He licked around her belly button and had the satisfaction of watching her fist the sheets and gasp. He smiled and scratched her skin with his stubbled chin, while he closed his teeth around the strap of her panties. Planning to tear in two the barrier that stood between his mouth and his favorite meal, Noah pulled his head, but froze when Ana shook hers. Intrigued, he stopped as she asked, but couldn’t resist nosing her entrance over the thin black silk. His naughty gesture was rewarded with a new wave of hot juices from her body, evident in the dark patch on the panties and the fragrant scent that filled his nostrils.

      She fisted a hand and bit down on it. He assumed she was trying to delay her pleasure. To his surprise, she softly told him, “We can’t do this, Noah. It isn’t right. You’re my boss, for crying out loud.”

      Maybe the wine had erased more than the last moments of their night. She needed him to refresh her memory. “That’s your best argument?” He challenged her as he resumed kissing her endless legs, inching his way to her sex.

      When he was a breath away from his goal, she bolted upright, grabbing him by the hair and stopping his mouth. Trying to catch his breath, he looked up at her with a quizzical expression. All he could do was wait for her next move, so he watched her embarrassment when her eyes traveled down his naked chest to his erect cock. That should jolt her memory. He had learned over the years to be proud of his dick, not only because of its measurements, but because he knew how to use it. He planted a smug expression on his face, certain she would remember how happy she had been when he introduced her to his best friend the previous night. “See anything you like?”

      It didn’t go as he planned, she still looked confused and he began to panic. Her next words made it all worse. “That’s beyond the point. I work for you. What were you thinking dragging me to bed when I was too drunk to know any better?”

      That hurt. He controlled his temper, but not the bite in his retort. “First off, you weren’t drunk at all when we started the night. I didn’t drag you anywhere you didn’t want to go.”

      She pinched the bridge on her nose in a clear effort to concentrate. He waited for the verdict as she closed her eyes. She finally opened them and stated, “I remember a bar, you, lots of people and lots of loud music.” Expecting more, he merely arched an eyebrow. She added, “And too much drinking.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Telling himself not to despair just yet, Noah chose to stick to his original plan to revive her memories. She hadn’t been so drunk as to black out like that. Maybe the hangover was stronger than he had anticipated. He knew only too well that the headaches could be debilitating. He believed orgasms could help, so he asked against her thigh, “You forgot us fooling around?”

      Telltale goosebumps told him her body remembered. She confessed, “For the most part. I don’t remember anything specific.”

      “Let me revive your memory.”

      She relaxed under him and that was all the invitation he needed. He covered her sex with his hungry mouth, still over the silk material of her panties, and sucked at her clit. For a moment, she moaned and seemed to welcome him back, but suddenly she froze under him, covered his hands with hers and pleaded, “We’ve got to stop this.”

      Any other day, he would have accepted her request. As the desperate man he had become, he hung on to the last hope he had, making Ana remember their night. Unable to determine if it was the alcohol or some trauma blocking the memories, Noah had only one certainty: Ana should remember by herself.

      He kept trying to help her. “Why should we stop, gorgeous? Because I’m your boss?”

      “That too.”

      “I’m more than that, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Her reply robbed him of his last wind. “You’re a good friend, I’ll give you that. This is still wrong. We’re just going to hurt each other. Come on, it’s us. That’s what we do, remember? We break people’s hearts.”

      Then, he got pissed. “Fuck, Ana! We went over this shit last night. That’s a stinking pile of bullshit others say about us, that’s simply not true.”

      She offered him the saddest smile he had ever seen as she nestled his face in her hands and brushed her lips across his, then put their foreheads together. “I wish I could remember our conversation. I don’t though. The way I see it, you’re still my boss and a good friend. I don’t want to jeopardize either. So, let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

      She seemed to have settled the argument, as she tried to get off the bed. Noah wouldn’t have any of that. His hands closed around her waist and stopped her. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You actually don’t remember what happened?”

      Panic gradually swelled in the depths of her eyes. The last emotion he expected to see in them. He didn’t know what else to do when she whispered. “What do you mean? What happened?”

      So, he offered the plain truth. “We got married.”

      He wasn’t ready for her reaction and did his best to try to see it from her perspective. He failed. He understood passing out drunk and having blackouts. He sympathized with being disoriented and feeling vulnerable. She had covered all those emotions since she came to. He had close relatives who suffered from panic disorder, so he recognized an attack when he saw it. That was clearly what was happening to Ana. He couldn’t shake off the feeling he had triggered it, which annoyed him. To think that hearing she was his wife had sent her down a spiral of sheer terror, hurt like hell.

      He didn’t feel equipped to deal with that. Not wanting to make things worse and distrusting his own emotions, he preferred to give her physical space. Getting off the bed, he grabbed the first piece of clothing he found, pulled up an old pair of shorts, didn’t bother to button them up and sat down in the middle of the carpet that covered the wooden floor between the bed and the door.

      She opened her eyes and, after studying him for a long moment, she informed him, “That’s just not possible. I can’t marry you. I just can’t.”

      He swallowed hard to avoid saying something he would regret later. Epic failure. “Well, you should’ve thought about it before saying your vows. What’s wrong with me, anyway? How come the idea of marrying me makes you physically ill?”

      “Oh, God, no. Don’t say that. I didn’t mean it like that at all. It’s not you, I can’t marry anybody. I am married.”

      He lost it. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Immediately, he regretted his lack of control. For a fatal second he forgot her past experiences in the hands of her abusive boyfriend. Ana was a traumatized person who deserved to be treated with more care and consideration. Feeling like a Neanderthal, Noah kicked himself mentally as she exhibited classic symptoms of a hysterical reaction.

      She spoke fast, moving her body back and forth, jumbling phrases, without coming up for air. “I was too young when we got married. I didn’t know better. I thought Paulo loved me the way I loved him. When he turned evil, I believed I had done something wrong. I tried, I tried my best to make it work, but my best wasn’t good enough for him. My mom wouldn’t listen to me and I was too ashamed to talk to my dad. It was hell for the longest time. Then, he got his mistresses and I could breathe freely. But when his dad wanted him to produce an heir, Paulo returned to his nightly tormenting of me. It didn’t matter if I felt sick or sore, he would climb on top of me and stick his dick in me until I got pregnant. My shrink told me I learned to equate marriage with emotional distress. I also lost my sense of self. I love kids. I want to teach them. I know I will find myself again around kids.”

      Shocked to the core to find out the depths of her wounds, Noah took a while to react. Reliving that anguish must have been tearing her up inside. He couldn’t allow her to suffer again, not on account of him.

      Leaping back onto the bed, he hugged her closely, rocking her against his body, smoothing her back with his palms. She kept mumbling stuff he didn’t want to hear, so he spoke at the same time. “Shush, hon. No more. Forget it. It’s all in the past. I’m here and I won’t let anything or anyone hurt you ever again.”

      She went quiet for a moment, still burying her face in the crook of his neck, clawing her fingers on his shoulders. He thought she had calmed down. Her voice sounded muffled by his body when she told him, “I haven’t cried since I lost my baby. I guess I was too happy escaping from hell.”

      A punch to his stomach wouldn’t have hurt so much. The woman he loved had gone through hell and survived, but he wasn’t anywhere near to help her. He wished he could turn back time, meet the young Ana and whisk her away before the darkness descended on her life. That would never happen, but he could build a future with her, where she would be free to be herself and he would love her all the more for it.

      He hugged her tighter and whispered in her ear, “I’ve got you, babe. Whatever you want to do, I’m here for you. You want to punch someone, I’ll hold them down. You want the moon, I’ll pluck it from the sky. You want kids, we’ll have a fucking soccer team.”

      It started as a chuckle, but soon turned to sobs. As if a dam had broken inside her, Ana cried her eyes out for a long time. With her draped around his neck, Noah didn’t mind the tears rolling down his chest. He relished the fact that she felt safe enough with him to let her vulnerability get the best of her. A woman as strong as Ana, her courage forged in the worst kind of fire, wouldn’t open herself to just anyone. He felt honored to have gained her trust. She deserved a man who admired her strength and respected her limits. As he ran his fingers through her long red hair, he prayed he would be up to the challenge.

      When the sobbing and the tears stopped, he tried to pull her hands from behind his neck, but she held them tighter together. “No, I’m embarrassed.”

      “You’re aware we’ll have to eventually get out of this bed.”

      Imitating a brat she was far from becoming, she whined, “Why?”

      Why indeed? He would gladly spend the rest of his days in bed with her. Not feasible, though. Also, not the appropriate thing to say at that moment.

      “Here’s an idea. Jump in the shower, make yourself presentable, then meet me in the kitchen. I’ll fix us breakfast.”

      Ana disentangled herself from him and hid her face in her hands, nodding her agreement. He kissed the back of her hands, making an effort not to pry her hands open. Apparently, learning to respect her limits would be an uphill battle. He was a persistent man.

      “Go! Get out of here, so I can take that fucking shower.”

      Her spunk was back and his lips curved in a welcome.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grabbed a t-shirt from an armchair by the door and closed it behind him. Feeling like maybe, just maybe, they had passed the eye of the storm, he whistled the new song he had composed all the way to the kitchen.
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* * *

      “Catchy tune,” Tristan’s voice startled him, as Noah flipped a pancake on the skillet he held over their ceramic stove top. “Care to share?”

      Glancing over his shoulder, Noah found his roommate and best friend perched on a stool by the counter that separated the kitchen from the dining room. “I haven’t seen you in over a week and you waltz in as if nothing is going on in your little world. I know you, Big T. Spill.”

      “I know you just as well. You avoid stuff when you’re not comfortable about it. What’s wrong with the song?”

      “Nothing wrong with it. It’s just that for this once, I feel like writing the lyrics myself instead of working with you.”

      He kept his focus on the meal he was cooking, but Tristan’s silence persisted for too long. He turned off the stove so the pancake wouldn’t burn and swirled around to study his friend’s expression. He didn’t seem mad, happy or otherwise.

      Ana came in before either could speak, her hair up in a careless bun, wearing a large t-shirt he had forgotten was hanging from a hook behind the bathroom door and a pair of his bike shorts. The musky scent of his soap wafted through the air and filled his nostrils. She wore it much better.

      “Morning, Tristan. Hope you like burnt pancakes to start the day?” She teased, but nodded towards the food behind his back. Dark smoke puffed from the charcoal disc on the skillet.

      He dropped his shoulders. “But I turned off the thingy.”

      “The other thingy will continue cooking if the chef doesn’t take it away from the source of heat,” she scolded him, but added a wink and a bright smile.

      Relieved to see she had bounced back, Noah replied with his widest grin. For a moment, eyes locked, it seemed as if the world had faded to nothing.

      Tristan cleared his throat, not trying to be discreet and jumped off the stool. “I’d better leave you two lovebirds.”

      Noah dismissed him with a flick of his wrist. “Nonsense. I’ve made enough food to feed an army. Don’t be antisocial. Have breakfast with us.”

      Pretty sure Ana wouldn’t want to discuss their marriage with Tristan, Noah kept the information to himself. There would be plenty of time to share the news with Big T, after he had straightened out a few last things with his wife.

      “These are surprisingly good,” Tristan observed between bites.

      “Your mom’s recipe. How’s Lilly doing?”

      “Health-wise, same thing. She’s ecstatic that Izzie is in town.”

      “Whoa, how is that going?”

      Tristan glanced briefly at Ana and Noah understood that for some reason, his friend didn’t want to share something. He probably thought this was the morning after a one-night-stand. His next words put that doubt to rest, “I don’t want to sound enigmatic, but it’s a long and depressing story. I don’t want to spoil your bliss.”

      “That obvious?”

      “Dude, you cooked her breakfast and wrote a song.” Ana’s cheeks got a healthy touch of pink. Tristan misread the sign. “I hope I didn’t spoil the surprise.”

      “Noah told me he had composed a song.” She flipped her head to face Noah. “You wrote the lyrics too, babe?”

      The simple term of endearment made him lightheaded like a freaking hormone-filled teen. He shook his head.

      “But he will,” Tristan slapped his back, then squeezed his shoulder, leaving his hand there as he completed, “See? That’s the bliss I don’t want to meddle with. I will tell you this, though. A ton of shit happened fifteen years ago and you and I had no clue. I was totally blindsided by Izzie’s story. I’m glad I gave her a chance to tell it to me.”

      “You mean after your mom and I threatened to twist your neck if you didn’t, right?”

      Big T had the decency to look embarrassed. Good. Noah had spent the best part of a day in the previous week listening to Tristan go back and forth about the reasons he should never see Izzie again. At the time, due to his own soul searching about a certain redhead that sat beside him at his breakfast table at the moment, Noah gave his friend an earful. He reminded Tristan that life was too short and he had already spent a decade and a half pretending he had move on, when he hadn’t. He owed it to himself to try to set the record straight.

      “Something like that.”

      “Glad to help, bro. In fact, I’ll take my own advice and take care of some things before I waste more time. If you don’t mind it, Ana and I will go back to my room.”

      “Eww, too much information.”

      Noah didn’t fall for Tristan’s fake disgust. “Don’t be an ass.”

      He laced his fingers through Ana’s and pulled her out of the kitchen towards the bedroom. As they stepped inside, he confessed, “I don’t want to rush you into anything you’re not ready to face. Just know that.”

      She didn’t say a word until they locked the door and sat in the middle of his king-size bed facing each other. “I never doubted that. And just know that your strength gives me courage.”

      Hearing that from the woman he admired for her resilience made him warm and fuzzy inside. He brushed her lips with his in the briefest of kisses. Her attitude had changed from sunny to gloomy, so he braced himself for more gory details. It seemed to Noah that each time Ana revisited her past with him, he was introduced to a new ring of horrors, much like Dante’s nine circles of hell. He squeezed her hands to show his support, but felt like she needed to say whatever she still needed to tell him in her own time. So, he waited.

      With their joined fingers, she fidgeted with the hem of his t-shirt that hid her round thighs from his hungry eyes. Even in a solemn moment like that, he wanted her with a strength that was overwhelming. He believed he would never get over that hunger for Ana. It might eventually morph into another feeling, but it would always be there driving him to her.

      Ana opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, before dropping her chin to her chest and whispering, “I’m terrified of disappointing you.”

      Noah felt like vermin. He was the reason she was distressed, not the slimy bastard. “Sweetie, nothing you tell me will make me think less of you.” Out of words to make his case, he squeezed her arms and let her read his sincerity in his eyes.

      “You put me on a pedestal, but I’m no saint.”

      “Neither am I. I’ve got no interest in saints or even in righteousness.”

      “Still, seeing my dark side will shatter the illusion. I don’t want to deal with the pain of losing you to my own mistakes.”

      Knowing the answer, he posed the question, “You killed someone?”

      “No!” She sounded pissed.

      Good. That whiny person of a moment ago wasn’t his Ana.

      “That’s maybe, just maybe, the only line I wouldn’t cross for you. Still, depending on the mitigating circumstances, I could be so inclined to show leniency.”

      It took Ana a moment to see through his charade, but she did and swatted his arm. The light returning to her eyes was all that mattered.

      Sobering up, Ana stared into his eyes and sighed. “At this point, I told you bits and pieces of my past with Paulo, but putting together the jigsaw should have given you an accurate idea.”

      Noah nodded.

      “I left out the part where I escaped him. Both Paulo and my father had friends in high places in the judicial system and with the police. They frequented the same society that defended archaic values, such as women’s subservience to their husbands and fathers. They would have stonewalled any legal action I might have taken against Paulo. In my house, some topics were taboo, never to be discussed. Sex, or marital duties as mom would call it, being the top of the list. I didn’t feel comfortable telling her what was going on in my house, but I tried. Maybe I was too vague. Maybe she didn’t want to hear me. The fact is that she didn’t lift a finger to help me, even when she accompanied me to my obgyn’s appointment and saw the old greenish stains under my skin. The doctor played golf with Paulo every Thursday, so no queries were made. At all.”

      She paused as if to think what to say next, but this time her narrative flowed with coherency as opposed to the verbiage of a couple of hours ago.

      “Paulo allowed me to do therapy once a week because his mom tormented him that I was funereal. That was the term she used. She wasn’t concerned for me. She told him, as if I weren’t in the same room, she feared I was mentally unfit to have a child. She wasn’t too off, even though she had gained her knowledge of psychology volunteering at fundraisers for hospitals rather than actively studying the subject. Anyway, following her suggestion, I began my sessions. I made good use of those fifty minutes per week. Not fast enough. I got pregnant before I had devised a plan to regain my identity and my freedom.”

      Her eyes glazed over and Noah held his breath, getting ready for the blow he felt was coming to his midriff. He told himself he had heard the worst of Paulo’s atrocities. After all, Ana had told him she felt ashamed of whatever she had done. He was wrong. His skin crawled as she resumed her story.

      “One day, he got home too drunk, reeking of cheap perfume and crawled into my bed. I couldn’t care less where he stuck his dick. I was sick of him at that point. But, strong smells triggered my nausea, regardless if they were good or bad. So, I pushed him off me and his drunk state sent him flying to the floor. When he caught his breath, he pounced on me.”

      She closed her eyes and Noah felt sick to his stomach. “Ana, please, don’t go there. I’m sure reliving this isn’t good for you. And, honestly, I’m not ready to hear the details. I don’t want to end up in jail if my path ever crosses this man’s.”

      She nodded a couple of times and mouthed a thank you, before wrapping up her story, “I was almost in my twenty-seventh week. The doctors did their best to induce labor, but she never had a chance. I lost a lot of blood before and during surgery, so it was touch and go there. I stuck around, but I had lost the only good that had happened to me. Besides, I feared for my life. Paulo had invested a lot in my family’s business and he wouldn’t give up his shares before he made a profit. My father wouldn’t sell them. They were Paulo’s through the marriage because he had power of attorney over my finances. It was clear he didn’t care what happened to me and I had become a burden.” She sighed and cast her stare down. Noah’s impulse was to tip her chin up, but he sat on it, trying to respect her boundaries. She looked into his eyes again. “I had saved money in a bank account an American friend from the Swiss school helped me open. After one month living here, Nessa navigated the Brazilian bank system better than I. I used part of the money to pay off people to help me commit a crime. They forged a death certificate for me, as well as a new identity using my grandma’s maiden name. I snuck out of the hospital and used the rest of the money to come to Floripa, to start a new life.”

      He was aware that complicated their situation and Ana could face criminal charges. His feelings for her remained the same. “Ana, thank you for trusting me. You did what you had to do and it’s in the past. Now, we’ll deal with it and build our future, moving forward and none of this will matter.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive. Come here.” He folded his arms around her, kissed her forehead, then tumbled them sideways onto the pillows. He held her close, insinuating a leg between hers, but not initiating a sexual contact. That was about trust and love. She needed to hear his words, so he played with a strand of her hair, twisting it around his finger many times, before confessing, “I love you. Not sure if I’ve felt it since we first met or when you kicked that jock’s ass on the dance floor. Either way, I’ve wasted too much time. I want to be with you. I’ll do anything to make you my lawful wife.”

      “I love you, too. I love that you make me laugh. I like the person I become when you are around. I don’t change to please you, that’s not what I mean. You give me courage to dare to dream.”

      She kissed him and Noah returned it with the same intensity, but pulled back, rubbing his nose along hers. “You’ve had too much to deal with today. I want you to rest. We’ve got the day to ourselves. I’ll call the restaurant to let them know we’re not coming in.”

      “Stay with me?”

      “I’m calling them from bed,” he kissed the top of her head. “Now, go to sleep. I’m the boss of you.”

      Her wicked smile made his insides melt and his cock stiff. “You may be my boss, but you’re not the boss of me.”

      “That’s my girl,” his palm caressed her round ass, then he swatted it. Hard. “Now, do as I say.”

      She rolled to her other side, turning her back to him and wiggled her ass a couple of times as if to ask for more. He didn’t buy it. Snaking one arm around her waist, he pulled her against him and she stopped teasing him. In no time, her breathing turned even and he was glad he did the right thing. She was exhausted.

      He wasn’t tired. Conflicting thoughts and emotions chased each other around his mind. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to leave her side. He snoozed off and woke with a start. When he found Ana on her stomach in his bed, he remembered that his life was perfect, that he loved a woman whose imperfections made her perfect.

      The muse started shouting verses in his head; he couldn’t ignore her any longer. He snuck out of the bed and the room, tiptoeing to his studio next door. He sat at the digital piano and lost track of time as he played with words, moved verses around, until they told his story with the emotions he wanted to convey.

      He didn’t hear Ana until she whispered in his ear, her fingers running through his hair, “If I ever doubted that you loved me, this would be my proof. Thank you.”

      Still reeling from the roller coaster of emotions he lived while writing the lyrics, Noah crushed her mouth in a forceful kiss. For sure, this was the hardest he had ever kissed her, but he lost control over his hunger. Instead of being spooked, she got aroused, tearing at his hair, straddling him and rubbing her body on his.

      “I don’t want Tristan walking in on us,” he managed to say in between kisses. “Let’s go back.”

      Noah didn’t know if it was the song she had just heard, some dream she had had or the conversation before she fell asleep. Something had loosened inside Ana, in a good way. She seemed freer and bolder. She wrestled for the lead and he gladly ceded the reins.

      He laid his head on the pillows, tucked his hands under them and relaxed, watching Ana crawl down his body wearing nothing more than a wicked grin. He could come just looking at her move, but the gorgeous woman had other plans. She fisted his erection, pumping it a couple of times, as if he needed the extra stimuli. She pulled her lips over her teeth, then swallowed his head, eyes locked with his, and he had never seen anything so enticing. As she bobbed her head, he wanted to keep eye contact, but the feeling overwhelmed him and he buried his own in the pillows, tangled his hands in her hair and guided her to his sensitive spots. She was a quick study, so she had him arching his back and begging for mercy in no time.

      “Please, stop. I don’t want to come in your mouth.”

      “I don’t want you to either.”

      When he reached for a condom inside the nearest drawer, she sat on his thighs and wrapped her fingers around his wrist. “If you agree, I also don’t want to use those.”

      He froze and in a flash, a multitude of different scenarios played out in his head. The common denominator being his happiness raising kids with her. The variables, how many they had. In real life, he needed to make sure. “I agree, but are you positive about this, Ana?”

      She guided his cock inside her warmth, moving slowly until she found the best rhythm for her. Sticking to his conviction that she should run that show, Noah rested his hands on her hips because he needed to touch her, but waited for her lead, so he could follow. She rode him until her thighs trembled against his hips and her body squeezed his cock.

      Ana leaned to kiss him and the new angle pressed her sweet spot against his pelvis and her movements turned frantic. Moaning inside his mouth, her teeth pulling his lower lip between them, she raked her fingers over his taut nipples. She was so close. He rolled his hips, trying to push his cock deeper inside her to trigger her release. When she straightened up and dropped her head over her shoulders, moving faster up and down his cock, her sleek walls began to milk his flesh. He covered her breasts with his palms, then flicked her nipples. That sent her tumbling over the edge and he followed closely.

      She rolled them over the mattress, surrendering control to Noah as she rode the waves of pleasure. Laughing and gasping, she spread her limbs on the sheets as if they were too heavy to lift.

      As he unloaded his seed deep inside her, Noah kissed her neck and ear. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. I love you to pieces.”

      She seemed to struggle to keep her eyes open, but she whispered, “Ditto.”

      Her lights were out, but he still had some oil to burn. Pulling her over his body, he stared up at the ceiling, planning their next steps. If the scumbag and her father controlled the system, he would subvert it using the media. Not only the regular outlets, but he wasn’t afraid to use the paparazzi. He would bet her conservative father would do anything to avoid the good name of his family being dragged through the mud. He would run those ideas by her and wouldn’t proceed without her agreement.

      He smiled as he remembered the perfect ring he had found the other day. A pink diamond, princess-cut, unique like Ana.
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        Ana

        A Couple of Years Down the Road

      

      A new wave of anxiety knotted her insides as Ana left the small room where she had been waiting with the other three women. Each one lost in their own world of worries, their eyes never met. When the door opened and a man dressed in a police officer’s black uniform walked through, as tall and as large as the door, Ana unfolded from the chair.

      “Is this really necessary?” she queried, as the man stepped aside and gestured for the women to follow him.

      Expression unreadable behind his tainted glasses, his reply was curt. “Protocol, ma’am.”

      On wobbly legs and battling the butterflies in the pit of her stomach, she moved with the small group down a long tunnel. Despite the many years and constant use, the concrete floor and half-tiled walls were clean-ish. She forgot the peeling dark blue paint on the upper half of the walls when a piercing scream reached her ear. She chuckled when she recognized her husband’s name. “Dinner is on me,” she let the other band wives know she admitted defeat.

      They had an ongoing bet. The wife of the first band member’s name that a fan screamed as the women walked to the backstage area paid dinner. It was a silly game that helped them bond together in the difficult first years on the road as they balanced starting families, revamping careers and standing by their men. Today, the four women got along well.

      That year, for the first time, Knight’s Edge was touring stadiums instead of the bars where they had started or the arenas of the last years. Everyone in the crew was tense in that concert, the kick-off of the tour. None more than the four men that would perform to their largest audience to date, although their wives might come in a close second.

      Hiding behind the huge stage, the women didn’t need to see the front of the stage to know when their husbands had popped up. The roar of the crowd, the screaming from the fans at the rails in front of the stage, it all got insanely loud when Noah Cartwright beat a ruffle on the drums and Tristan Knight hurled into his mic, “Are you ready to rock?”

      The first time Ana had heard him say that old cliché at a small bar at Lagoa da Conceição, she had twisted her nose and rolled her eyes. As time went by and the crowds got bigger, their signature opening made sense and brought an avalanche of different emotions to each member of that disjointed family they called Knight’s Edge.

      As the show progressed, they moved from new songs to the older numbers and memories assaulted her. Paulo signing the divorce papers after she gladly signed off the company shares to him. Her mom crying on her shoulder, mumbling about her shame. Noah’s expression when their first daughter was born. The way he burst inside the pre-op room, rushing straight from the airport, afraid he had missed their son’s birth. The naughty boy, who had been torturing her from the inside for the previous five hours, suddenly wanted out when he heard daddy’s voice.

      The band moved to the calm section of their playlist, filled with ballads. They had collected prizes and platinum records, but their first album was still the one with a record number of top chart songs. Almost all tracks made it to the top ten of the charts, with a few making it all the way to number one, including the song Noah had written for her.

      “This is Hidden Scars.” As Duke’s sexy vocals made the fans scream the lyrics, Ana put a hand on her throat as if she could control the beating of her heart. She could not. It didn’t matter who sang it, every time she heard the song, she traveled back in time to Noah’s studio, his sweet voice promising their very own happily ever after.

      The crowd turned into a choir and her eyes teared up.

      “Still waters run deep, white waters hide murk

      You were so young and pure, so wild and free

      They should’ve protected you, sold you out cheap

      Black and blue, they didn’t want to see

      Bruised and battered, they didn’t want to hear

      You were so young and free

      They broke you, all three

      Hidden scars cut deep

      Let me love you, let me in

      Hidden scars heal from within

      Trust me, lean on me

      I’m here to stay, I’m nothing like him

      Southern Cross in the sky,

      Watch over you and so do I

      No harm shall find you, this I swear

      My arms will guard you, this love we share”

      The last chords morphed into the next song and Ana curved her lips up as she caressed her belly. Soon, their family would grow again. She had found her happily ever after with the man who had healed her wounds and kissed her hidden scars goodbye.

      
        The End
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* * *
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        His hurt. Her sorrow. No atonement.

      

      Izzie Anderson had a remarkable singing voice, an angelical face and a hot body. Too young for rock stardom, she partied too hard, stooped too low and hurt the only man who loved her for who she really was. She betrayed Tristan Knight’s trust and ripped out his heart. Yet she lied to protect him. Now she needs Tristan to save her son. Will he believe her when she confesses the truth? Or are there wrongs that can never be righted?

      Fifteen years ago, Tristan Knight found haven in a secluded beach in the Southern coast of Brazil, where he mended his tattered heart and healed his invisible scars. Away from the deceit of the music industry, he started fresh as the owner of a high-end restaurant. He never thought he would meet Izzie again, so when she walks into Chez Nous Bistro one evening, he expects to get outraged. When he doesn’t, he realizes her betrayal left him heartless. So why is it that his soul feels less hollow every time he sees her?

      Can two damaged souls heal each other? Or are some lies impossible to forgive?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Tristan (Knight’s Edge Book #1)

        

        Sneak Peek - Chapter 1

      

    
    
      Tristan stroked Bruna’s smooth back before anchoring her with one hand on her shoulder and angling himself to go deeper. His grunts matched her groans as his length slid past her G-spot. As his speed increased moving in and out of her, Tristan smacked her round butt cheeks and leaned on her back, reaching around for her wet folds.

      Bruna threw her head back. “God!” she screamed when he found her clit and tweaked it.

      “That’s right, beautiful. Give it to me,” he whispered in her ear, when her flesh began to tremble around his erection.

      A few more thrusts and she came on his cock. It didn’t take long for Tristan to unload, triggering a new series of orgasms in the brunette’s body. Her round thighs shook while her arms gave out from under her.  Bruna collapsed on the mattress, rolling onto her back. Gleaming brown eyes stared at Tristan from under heavy lids and a grin brightened her face. “Every. Damn. Time. You’re like a sex machine or something.”

      “You sound surprised,” Tristan chuckled as he knotted the used condom and hopped off the bed to dispose of it in the bathroom.

      “Honestly, I thought after a couple of dates the novelty would wear off and you’d move on.”

      “Ouch! I sound shallow when you say it like that,” Tristan sat on the bed beside Bruna, splaying his hand on her midriff. “What the hell do you mean by novelty?”

      She dropped her eyes to his hand as it drew circles on her skin. Her cheeks flushed and she didn’t return her gaze to his face as she whispered, “Well, I’m not the kind of girl who lands guys like you. I mean, look at me! I’m fat as a cow. You’re way out of my league.”

      Tristan stopped outlining the suntan lines on her lower body with the tip of his fingers to frame her face in his hands. “Hey, look at me,” he waited for Bruna to drag her eyes back to his. “I like your body the way it is. There’s nothing wrong with a pair of luscious thighs.” He released her face to squeeze her thighs and plant a naughty kiss below her belly button, then moved his hands under her body to find his favorite feature. “Or a round swattable butt.”

      Bruna sighed when his fingers teased her crack as Tristan leaned down to plant a soft kiss on her turned-up nose. She moved her head up a fraction and their lips locked in a quick, but intense kiss. Tristan broke it before he changed his mind.

      “You really gotta go? It’s not even five yet.”

      “Sorry, beautiful. I’ve got tons of things to do before heading to the restaurant and you’re a distraction,” he apologized as he went around her tidy room collecting the articles of clothing he scattered around last night.

      He pulled up the zipper on his jeans without bothering to button them. The tight black tank top covered the dangling ends of the belt. He would finish dressing as he went out. Shoving wallet and phone in his back pockets, he snatched his keys from her nightstand.

      “See you later?” Bruna’s hopeful tone sounded out of character. She was the one who made the booty call and spelled it out that it was just a booty call.

      It betrayed her insecurity though. His arguments didn’t seem to be convincing enough. At the same time, he didn’t want to be a jerk by misleading her. True, he never considered her physique to be an issue. True, they had scorching hot chemistry in the sack. True, she knew he wasn’t into long-term anything. Looking at her sparkling eyes, he couldn’t find the courage to remind her of that. Not at that moment.

      He went for the next best thing. “I’ll do my best. I’ve got a long night ahead of me. I’ll call you, if I’m not dead beat when I come home.”

      She nodded and he left. Ignoring the elevator, Tristan climbed the ten flights of stairs to his floor without breaking a sweat. Exercising regularly at the oceanfront promenade that ran along Beira-Mar Norte Avenue was paying off. He grinned as he opened the door to his apartment, grabbed his car keys and left again. Even though he barely slept a wink last night and his body begged for some respite, he couldn’t do anything about it. He was running late. He should have left for the Farmer’s Market half an hour ago.

      As he waited for the elevator, he sent a little prayer to the universe that he’d still find decent produce at the market. Chef Durand would be pissed if the delivery truck brought him subpar ingredients later today. Tristan couldn’t blame him for that. When the shining metal doors chimed open, he climbed in the elevator and pressed the garage button on the high-tech panel. He watched the bright blue numbers decreasing as he traveled from the penthouse to the underground garage.

      “Today’s going to be a fucking long one,” Tristan muttered to himself as he rubbed the back of his neck.

      He was an expert in compartmentalizing, so although he cared for Bruna and felt crappy for not having the balls to make their no-strings-attached situation clearer, Tristan had already moved those issues to the back of his mind when the elevator opened its doors and he sprinted to his car.
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* * *

      Tristan rushed out of the shower toweling himself. Splotching as many thick water drops on the floor as the ones he effectively dried off his body, he mumbled a string of colorful words about never hitting the snooze button again.

      “Motherfucker!” he yelled when his bare toes slammed against the bed post. It was going to smart throughout the evening, reminding him of how much the expression ‘just five more minutes’ shouldn’t be used when one needed to get up.

      Just what I needed. Standing up those three additional hours behind the bar counter today will be a blast. Damn it!

      He hopped around the cluttered bedroom pulling on a pair of fresh gray underwear and the charcoal gray dress pants he wore the night before. He searched for a clean shirt, ignoring the dazzling sight of a blood orange sun hovering low over turquoise waters behind the iconic Hercilio Luz Bridge. The stunning ocean views, framed by double floor-to-ceiling balcony doors, were the features that convinced Tristan to rent that oceanfront apartment in downtown Florianópolis instead of a house closer to the restaurant. Now was not the time for contemplation though.

      Having put on socks and shoes in record time, Tristan buttoned up the crispy-white shirt with one hand, while the other shoved wallet and keys in the back pockets of his pants. He crossed the spacious living room towards the front door with a few steps.

      In the elevator, he thumbed his cell phone, scrolling down the screen to call the restaurant bar. “Hey, Moira. What’s up?”

      “Tell me you’re parking,” her low growl sounded nothing like Moira’s usual sunny disposition.

      “I will be in about fifteen,” he flinched at the torrent of high-pitched graphic words that pricked his ear as Moira cussed in her native Portuguese. He learned enough of the language to gauge just how pissed she was at him. He apologized, “My bad. Sorry.”

      “Puta que pariu! Shit, man! You’re already fifteen minutes late, dude. I’ve gotta take Dani to the doctor.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” He screwed his face at his ineptitude to come up with a more eloquent reply to Moira’s concern. She deserved better, so he tried again. “Listen, you’ll make it in time. I promise. I’m on my way. Just wanted to let you know I was running late. Gotta go.”

      As the elevator doors opened, Tristan jogged to the convertible parked two spaces to the right and hopped into the driver’s seat without bothering to open the door. When he exited the garage, the sun glinted off the polished red hood, blinding Tristan for a moment. He hastily grabbed the sunglasses from a small compartment in the dashboard to the left of the steering wheel. As he merged into traffic on Beira-Mar Norte Avenue, he revved the engine of the M4 GTS and sped up towards the freeway. Luckily, all the lights remained green and he got on the southbound freeway without hassle. Late afternoon traffic was surprisingly light, which allowed Tristan to make it to the parking lot behind the restaurant in lightspeed time. Not meeting any cops on the way certainly helped.

      Moira was probably stalking the parking lot through the restaurant windows because she stormed out of the backdoor as he pulled up to his reserved spot. When she stomped by him on the way to her car, long blond curls bouncing off her back, she slowed down just enough to gift Tristan with a farewell scowl. She turned on the engine of her battered green Jetta and started backing out of her spot before he was out of his car.

      “’Bout time, man,” she shouted through the half-open window before peeling off. Tires screeched while pedestrians jumped backwards to avoid her maniac maneuver worthy of a bank robbery getaway car driver.

      After watching his employee’s red tail lights disappear around the corner, Tristan hung his head and shook it, as he walked to the door, grumbling, “Today can’t get any worse.”

      While evening shifts were the busiest at the restaurant, happy hour shifts were the busiest time at the bar. So, when he agreed to cover for Moira, Tristan knew he was in for a long, stressful double shift. Yet he couldn’t deny her request. Busting her ass off to raise her kids since the ex-husband moved to another state, Moira rarely asked for anyone to cover for her. Certainly, she needed money to keep up with the bills and happy hour tips were the most generous. As adorable as her small children were, providing for Danielle and Felipe kept Moira’s finances constantly on the brink of collapse. Not comfortable. Tristan knew all too well what it took for a single mom to raise a kid. His was loaded, money not booze, yet it didn’t mean he had an easy childhood, so he did what he could to help Moira. Another reason for beating himself up for being late.

      I shouldn’t have taken that afternoon nap. What was I thinking?

      Problem was Tristan wasn’t sleeping well. Aside from the distraction Bruna turned out to be, he wasn’t getting much sleep, even when he didn’t respond to her booty calls. Or didn’t make some of his own. Insomnia had been a thing of the past until a couple of months ago. Family issues mixed with bad investment decisions triggered old demons. He convinced himself the sleepless nights had nothing to do with recent tabloid headlines. He made a point of ignoring those anyway. He steered clear of gossip as much as humanly possible.

      No. I’m worried about money. That’s all.

      Pulling himself out of the bleak thoughts, Tristan grabbed a cloth to clean a spotless bar counter. Moira ran a tight ship and was borderline OCD with cleanliness.

      “Two Caipirinhas, table five,” Ana handed Tristan a slip of paper that he stuck to the counter as he pulled the ingredients and started mixing the drinks. “Hey, too bad Moira’s kid is sick, but I’m glad you’re covering for her. I never get to see you, boss.”

      “How’s college treating you?”

      “Getting there, boss.”

      “Good for you. High schools need more awesome teachers like you.”

      “It’s elementary, but that’s okay.” Her long, tanned fingers thrummed the counter as she waited for the drinks. Then she smoothed the front of her white button-down shirt and tucked it into her black mini-skirt. The elegant restaurant logo was embroidered in golden thread in the black apron she wore over the skirt. “Moira told me Mrs. Oliveira couldn’t take Dani to the doctor. It sucks. Depending on others,” Ana clarified.

      Moira paid a neighbor to babysit the kids and the generous elderly woman would even take them to doctor appointments whenever she could.

      “Tell me about it. The poor woman had something scheduled today and couldn’t change it, so Moira needed to take Dani to the doctor.”

      “And you just waltzed in to save the day.”

      He shrugged. “Not a big deal. Glad to help.” He put the two glasses filled with a greenish mix of lime juice and cachaça, the Brazilian sugar cane liquor, and lots of ice cubes on Ana’s tray. “There you go.”

      “Thanks, boss.” With a million-dollar smile and another wink, she swirled and flounced towards table five, attracting many approving stares as she went.

      Tristan was a night owl, which made the late shift perfect for him. His partners gladly let him take charge of closing time. Although today was an exception, he was glad to cover for Moira since bartending would keep his mind busy. It was something he loved doing, but rarely had a chance to. Focusing on preparing the drinks kept the problems at bay. Maybe the ghosts from his past wouldn’t haunt him and he would sleep better tonight.

      Answering his cell phone, Tristan tucked it on the crook of his neck holding it in place with his shoulder, while he mixed drinks for another order. “What’s up, loser?”

      “That’s how you greet your business partner and lifelong friend?” Noah Cartwright’s amused retort was buried under loud guitar riffs.

      “Where the hell are you?”

      “Home, rehearsing. Where the hell are you? I’ve banged on your door so hard it stung my hand.”

      Tristan smacked his forehead. “Shit! Totally forgot, dude.”

      “I kind of figured that one out, man,” Noah chortled. “Clicking and swashing sounds, muffled voices. Bet you’re at the bistro. A bit early, isn’t it?

      “Covering for Moira. Listen, I’m sorry I forgot about rehearsal, but it’s not like we’re going to perform any time soon.”

      “One day I’ll drag you to the dark side, kicking and screaming if I have to.”

      “Been there, done that, didn’t do much for me.”

      “What the hell are you babbling about, Big T? You made a shitload of money with your lyrics and I’m not talking only Izzie Anderson.” That name still stung Tristan and Noah should have known better. He must have heard Tristan’s sharp intake of breath because he kept talking. “Anyway, that’s all in the past. She moved on. You moved away to another country.”

      “Not that simple,” Tristan replied, tight-lipped.

      “Hey, it’s me you’re talking to, dude. I was there. I know how bad it was. I’m just saying you shouldn’t dwell. It’s been fifteen fucking years.”

      “I haven’t been living like a monk.”

      “Nothing wrong with serial dating, man, but I wasn’t talking about your sex life. I meant getting back in the music biz.”

      Tristan rolled his eyes. Noah was persistent, if anything else. “Give up, Baby Face. Not interested.”

      Tristan couldn’t suppress a lopsided smile at his friend’s fake sounding sigh. Noah insisted, “You can’t stifle your natural talent forever. The band needs you. I need you.”

      Tristan chuckled, “What band? It’s just a handful of guys goofing around for the sake of it. Get over yourself. I’ve got work to do here. You know, at our restaurant, while you play rock star.” Noah’s laughter was contagious and Tristan joined him. “Talk later, bro.”

      Ignoring Noah’s protests, Tristan hung up and returned the cell to his back pocket. Whatever good effects bartending brought earlier, Noah’s call put a serious dent on them. Tristan didn’t sulk in past grief. He didn’t dwell in past wounds. It had taken him a painful, long time to get over the damage caused by one Izzie Anderson. He preferred to keep her away from his mind. Those stupid recent tabloid headlines weren’t helping him achieve that.

      Shaking his head, he reminded himself he was better off away from the spotlight. It changes people. It destroys them, if they let it.

      Still, memories kept resurfacing as he refilled bowls on the counter with peanuts. He glanced out of the panoramic windows overlooking the beach and his heart felt less heavy. Fifteen years ago, when he hit rock bottom, Tristan was so eager to get away from Los Angeles, he thought a foreign country would make for a good choice. Thanks to Noah, who had traveled to Brazil pursuing an ex-girlfriend, Tristan decided to take a break in a quiet tropical setting. Best decision ever. Hidden away in the southernmost tip of Florianópolis island in Santa Catarina, Tristan found a small stretch of white sand framed by tropical forest. Matadeiro Beach, accessed only by water or a narrow trail through the wilderness from the neighboring Armação Beach, was worth the effort. His wounded soul found healing in contact with the generous locals, mostly fishermen and their families, and the breathtaking views of emerald sea, blue sky and white sand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Halfway through the extra shift, Tristan forgot all about self-doubt, increasing debt and past or present nightmares. In fact, he was having a blast when Ricardo, the night shift’s bartender, arrived. The tall man had an imposing figure with his wide shoulders and powerful arms, but his smiling countenance, framed by sun bleached hair that curled softly over his forehead and ears, gave off a good vibe. Surfer vibe. Well, Ricardo was a local surf champion, so the impression was accurate.

      “Did I miss the tweet where you fired me, boss?”

      “Nah. Just having fun and messing up your stuff. Maybe having fun because I’m messing up your stuff?” Tristan finished washing the glasses and folded the dishcloth neatly on the counter behind him, after wiping his hands on it. “Bar is all yours. I’ll be in the office, if anyone needs me.”

      Weaving this way through the tables in the main room, Tristan had to stop at every other one to greet the early birds that gradually filled the restaurant.

      “Lovely place you have here. Congratulations,” praised an elderly man Tristan had never seen before at Chez Nous. Judging by his accent, Tristan figured he was from Louisiana.

      “Thank you, sir. Is everything okay?” Tristan glanced at the elegant lady sitting across from the man as he inquired so that she felt included.

      “Just perfect, son,” she drawled.

      “Escaping from the cold winter back home?”

      The silver-haired gentleman stroked the lady’s hand and she squeezed his in return. The glance they exchanged spoke volumes before the man had a chance to speak. He dragged his ocean blue eyes from the lovely woman’s face to Tristan’s, then explained, “Celebrating fifty glorious years. Never a dull moment.”

      “Impressive.” Tristan fought the nagging sting in his chest and kept smiling. “I don’t know many couples who’ve been married that long.”

      “Oh, no, son. We met fifty years ago, been married thirty,” the woman corrected.

      The man chuckled. “I wasted about ten years, but have been making up for it ever since. Right, dear?”

      “Yes, hon,” she agreed, her dark green eyes reflecting the light of the small floating candles in the centerpiece.

      “Congratulations again. Enjoy your meal.”

      Another couple of feet towards the office and he heard a familiar voice to his left. It was Mario, a regular client, calling out in his thick Brazilian accent, “Tristan, my man. Good to see you.” The bespectacled, middle-aged man raised a glass of red wine in greeting.

      Tristan nodded in response, still fighting to keep a smile on his face. The interaction with the tourist couple annoyed him, yet he wasn’t willing to analyze the reasons why. Stopping beside the hostess, he peeked over her shoulder and checked the reservations for that night.

      “Looking good, huh?”

      “Booked solid until the end of the month. Good job with that TV commercial. Most of the ladies calling in asked, and I quote, if the ‘drop-dead-gorgeous guy’ from TV was the owner and if the six-pack was real or photoshopped.”

      Karen Razzini moonlighted at Chez Nous’s greeting podium at night, but her day job was as the restaurant’s bookkeeper. Nelson Razzini, her brother, was Tristan and Noah’s Brazilian partner and old friend. Although the restaurant working environment was informal, as it was typical of the Brazilian culture, Karen’s status as longtime friend warranted her getting away with that kind of comment.

      Still, Tristan’s cheeks burned and Karen taunted, “Aww, how cute is that? You’re blushing. Get out of here and let me do my job.” Karen nodded towards the door as it creaked open before adding in a low voice so that only he could hear, “You’re too much of a distraction.”

      His delighted chuckle died out and the twinkle in his eyes vanished, when he lifted his head to welcome the newcomers.

      “You!” He didn’t try to disguise the accusatory tone as he growled, “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Of all the trendy restaurants, in all the south of Brazil, Izzie Anderson walks into mine.

      It’s been almost fifteen years, but her betrayal cut through Tristan just as much as the day she told him she was pregnant. And that the baby wasn’t his.

      
        This is not the end of Tristan & Izzie’s story.
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* * *

      
        Knight’s Edge Series of standalone romance novels:

        Tristan – Book #1 Knight’s Edge Series (exclusive to Tropical Tryst boxed set in Kindle Unlimited)

        Read chapter 1 in the Sneak Peek section.

        Aidan - Book #3 Knight’s Edge Series – March 2018

        Duke – Book #4 Knight’s Edge Series  – March 2018.
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          Synopsis

        

      

    
    
      
        He’s an atheist.

        She’s a high priestess.

        Yet they were meant to be.

      

      A childhood trauma turned Detective Brandon Winters into an atheist and the tough reality of his job leaves no room for illusions about the afterlife. Or past lives, for that matter. He puts no stock in those weird dreams he often has. They are, after all, just that. Dreams. Nothing more. So when skeptical Detective Winters saves a teenager, he’s just doing his job. Little does he know, his lack of faith will be put to the test and turn his world upside down.

      Regina Quinn knows for a fact that the afterlife exists. She knows souls are reborn multiple times and that Samhain, aka Halloween, is the day when the veil between the worlds gets thinner. As High Priestess of her coven, business woman and protector of her family, she has no time for romance. A passionate one-night-stand with a stranger shouldn’t change that. Or should it? Will Regina risk it all for a fling with the hot Detective Winters? That would go against all she’s ever known about herself, yet she feels like she’s another woman when she’s with him. What kind of powerful bonds connect their souls?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Wiccan Fire (Carmel Coven Book #1)

        

        Sneak Peek Chapter 1 - Regina

      

    
    
      Thomas Quinn, a widower for fourteen years, had aged gracefully. At least, that was his oldest daughter’s opinion, as Regina eyeballed him sitting at her kitchen counter. His mane of curly red hair of youth had turned a venerable wavy silver that glowed under the dim light coming from the dining room. His dark green eyes sparkled with intelligence and sensibility in a tanned face marked by wrinkles, probably resulting from his ever-present laughter and constant squinting of eyes against the sunlight when painting outdoors.

      She shook her head to get rid of the sudden flux of memories invading her mind and tried to focus back on the task at hand: weaving a flower wreath for her middle sister Sophia.

      “What?” Her father inquired. His acute perception became annoying at times.

      “I didn’t say a word.”

      “Don’t have to. Spill.”

      Regina stopped stalling and let her lips curve up in a broad smile she had been trying to stifle. Gazing up at her father, she wiped a stray lock of raven black hair from her eyes and confessed. “It’s just that I remembered that one time I insisted you took me with you to Carmel Point.”

      Knitted eyebrows showing his confusion, Thomas asked, “Which time? You loved going there with me.”

      “Yeah, but the folks at the Tor House Foundation got really mad at you when you showed up with a nosy four-year-old in tow.”

      Thomas’s roaring laughter was contagious. “Oh, that was a riot! What was I thinking, right?”

      “In your defense, Sophia was a loud, colicky newborn and mom had her hands full. She needed me out of the house.”

      “Right, right. But, I had just landed a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity when the foundation commissioned a painting for the following year’s Garden Party and allowed me access to the property to draw my sketches. They never do that. Bringing a curious, fearless little child with me wasn’t the smartest move. I guess I hoped your rosy cheeks and sparkling blue eyes would win the staff over. In fact, it worked. They were all over you.”

      “Because I was a handful!” Regina chuckled. “I can still see Mrs. Whittier, that poor assistant, in high-heels and a pin skirt chasing after me as I ran through the gardens. I mean, I didn’t disrespect anybody. I wanted to explore the gorgeous gardens and tall stone structures. Things I had only seen in movies and fairytale books.”

      Thomas nodded as he sipped from his steaming cup of hot cocoa. “I can see the appeal. Problem was that I got sucked into some other dimension when I was drawing or painting. Still do. To the point I get oblivious to my surroundings, so I should’ve known I wouldn’t keep an eye on you.”

      “You probably thought the army of dolls you took with us would keep me busy. Too bad they paled in comparison to a real-life fairytale kingdom.”

      When the door to the backyard opened to let Sophia Quinn in, the chilly air invaded the kitchen making Regina shiver and Thomas cuddle the warm cup in his hands.

      Peeling off her heavy wool coat and scarf and draping them on the nearest chair, Sophia seemed miserable. “When will it ever get warm? Seriously? Today is April twenty-fifth, but it’s still freezing outside. Gina, I’m telling you, I won’t be Maiden anything if temperatures don’t get higher,” her middle sister informed her as she took the stool beside their father, hunching over the counter top.

      “Looking at you and how tall you’ve turned out to be, I sometimes forget your age. Then, you act out like this and I’m reminded,” Regina fought to keep her temper in check. She had obligations to fulfill and Sophia wasn’t helping.

      Thomas intervened. “Come on, you two. I don’t want to hear an argument. Sophia, don’t huff. I know you two very well. You promised to be back an hour ago and Regina has been working on your wreath because of that. She’s got her plate full as it is, you know.”

      Sophia sounded embarrassed when she apologized. “Sorry, sis. I didn’t mean to be a brat. I don’t see what the big deal is with the May thingy. And I do hate cold weather.”

      Letting a deep sigh out, Regina shook her head at her sister, more disappointed than upset. “I get you never cared to learn the lore. I even understand you not wishing to follow in mom’s and grandma’s footsteps in the coven. But, I thought you’d be able to pick up some basic knowledge helping me out in the store, at least. As long as you don’t draw your information solely from Facebook, I’m cool with that.”

      As if to lighten her sister’s mood, Sophia playfully stuck out her tongue. “Gee, you’re so old. Nobody’s on Facebook anymore.”

      “Whatever. You know what I mean. What do you tell customers when they ask about the Beltane jewelry line, for instance?”

      Winking, Sophia taunted, “That you’re a crazy hag who designs weird stuff for the sake of it.”

      Throwing a handful of dry twigs at Sophia, Regina didn’t hide her smile. “You are a brat. Now, I know you don’t mean any disrespect when you say stuff like ‘May thingy’, but others might not. Please watch your tongue around members of the coven or even random customers at the store. We don’t want to offend them.”

      “No worries, I’ll behave. I know how sacred Beltane festival is. It’s just that it’s not a festive time for me, that’s all.”

      Thomas draped an arm around Sophia’s shoulders, tugged her against his wide chest and kissed her chestnut hair.

      Regina wanted to kick herself in the shin for forgetting their mom had collapsed during a Beltane ceremony, never to recover. “I guess I could’ve been more sensitive too, So-so.”

      At the sound of her childhood nickname, Sophia sat up straight and regained her normal disposition. “Two can play this game, Little Miss Poop-a-lot.”

      “It happened one time in pre-school.” Regina rolled her eyes to play along, but she was happy Sophia had bounced back quickly. Cindy Quinn’s brain tumor had taken her away from them swiftly, but not without pain. For the whole family. Luckily, Nana Veronica Connelly was around to lend a hand.

      “That’s all it takes,” Sophia reached out her hand, palm up, and winked at Regina. “Hand it over, sis. You’re doing a lousy job of weaving the wicker with the leaves. Don’t you know anything about handicraft? Tsk, tsk, kids these days.”

      Regina mouthed a thank-you to her sister, kissed her forehead and hugged her dad. “Goodnight, guys.”

      Thomas tousled Regina’s already messy bun on the top of her head. “Don’t stay up too late, hon.”

      “Will do my best. No promises.”

      As she climbed the old black oak staircase, avoiding the loudest creaky steps not to wake up the youngest member of the family, Regina switched focus to the looming deadline she had to comply with. She paid no heed to the paintings covering the walls. They had always been part of her life, almost like a backdrop. Her father had painted them, a visual journal of their family life. The only artwork where Thomas Quinn used humans as subjects. The Northern California coast was in no shortage of dramatic scenery, so he had made a name for himself painting landscapes.

      Reaching the end of the corridor, Regina opened the last door to the left and turned on the light so she wouldn’t stumble climbing the narrow stairs that led to the attic where she shared the ample space with her dad. Half of the studio was filled with sketch pads, easels, canvases, brushes and paints. She inhaled the smell of thinner and linseed oil as she crossed Thomas’ side to get to hers. She loved those scents, pregnant with memories.

      During the day, sunlight flooded the room through the panoramic windows. At night, a bright lamp on top of her desk allowed Regina to assemble jewelry pieces or design new ones. She was working on a necklace, bracelet and earrings set for one of the coven’s elders. Betsy Daly had ordered them for the Beltane gathering and Regina had barely started work.

      Regina spread herself thin between family, the ritualistic and personal jewelry store and the coven, but she wouldn’t change a thing. As High Priestess, she took on the mantle that her grandma and mom had carried, with honor and distinction; quite big shoes to fill. In the store, she combined her passion for design and her love of the lore, catering to locals and tourists searching for a connection with the cosmos, the spiritual world or positive energies, whatever name they were called. At home, she made sure her younger sisters didn’t get in trouble and her father remembered to eat. In both cases, a full-time job she carried out without grievance.

      As she sifted through boxes of colorful beads, she cleared her mind to better listen to the universe. Drawing from years training under her grandmother, she used that connection with nature and its forces to guide the selection of materials when making her pieces of jewelry. It helped to harness the energies that surrounded all beings and impregnated all things into those pieces. Judging by her satisfied clientele, Regina was confident in her process.

      That was why she got startled at the images that popped into her head. For the first time, she didn’t see the five elements: fire, water, earth, air and spirit represented in the multiple materials displayed in front of her on the working desk. She saw a young boy, not more than ten years of age, with curly dark hair and sad black eyes crouching on a corner, hugging his knees. She had seen him countless times before, always in her dreams, ever since she was a little girl. Lately, the dreams had become more frequent. In them, when she got close to the boy or tried to talk to him, he vanished into thin air or ran away.

      Regina wasn’t sure what the connection between them was. She was sure there was one, though. It felt as if she knew him, maybe from past lives. As she grew older, she had expected the boy to appear older as well because she was convinced they would eventually meet in this life. Since the boy in her dreams never got older, she feared she wouldn’t be able to recognize him when they finally met. Then, she remembered her grandma’s teachings. Our souls lived multiple lives and had the ability to store information about each one of those periods. Our minds, connected to physical brains, wouldn’t be able to process that much information. The souls knew, so she should be able to recognize the boy or vice versa when they met. Her gut told her such moment was drawing nearer.

      
        There is more to Regina & Brandon’s love story.
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* * *

      
        Find out about the Carmel Coven Series HERE.
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