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            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      No matter the level of success and wealth he achieved in the world of venture capitalism, Logan Harfield would never get used to paying twelve dollars for a churro and a plastic cup of beer.

      His roots were humble enough; he’d been raised in Los Angeles by a single mother. Before he entered high school, he knew more about financial welfare than most people ten years his senior. First and foremost was the importance of cutting unnecessary expenses. Expenses like an eight-dollar beer and a four-dollar churro.

      As he set the plastic cup atop a concrete barrier that separated the concession stands from the downward slope of the arena, he took his first bite of churro. Four dollars or not, it was a damn good churro.

      Whenever he and his mother had gone to any event that sported a concession stand, they had always splurged on churros. Of course, that was only after she had obtained her undergraduate degree in industrial engineering.

      When Logan had started high school, he and his mother had experienced a marked improvement in their standard of living. All of a sudden, the food in the pantry was brand name, there was fresh produce on the counter, and his wardrobe had tripled in size.

      The stride forward had been well-deserved. For close to five years, his mother had worked two low-paying jobs while she attended night classes. As far as Logan was concerned, if anyone deserved a lavish lifestyle, it was Sarah Harfield.

      Logan had carried on the churro tradition with the woman he married when he was twenty-four—Caron, the mother of his only child and the love of his life.

      Three years had passed since she died after a complicated pregnancy and delivery, and he was still certain he would never find another who could come close to the stunning, brilliant woman he’d met during his second year at Stanford. Though her pursuit of a degree in criminal justice was a far cry from his interest in business analysis, he could still recall how perfect their first interaction had been. It was like they’d known one another for a lifetime, not one semester of a general education course in world history.

      The booming sound of an announcer’s voice cut in through the recollection, and Logan gritted his teeth to return his thoughts to the present. The electric pulse that thrummed through the mixed martial arts fans jammed into the crowded arena was an energy he had been unable to find anywhere else.

      MMA fighting had piqued Logan’s interest more than six months earlier, but each time he walked into a crowded stadium at the start of a match, he felt like it was all brand new. From the smell of fried food and beer to the drone of the crowd, the environment was as much of a draw as the main event.

      He spent his days in posh offices and lounge areas where he met with potential clients and interested buyers. While he enjoyed the risk and the satisfaction associated with his job, he felt like the men and women packed into this mid-sized arena were his people.

      Though he hadn’t participated in an MMA match himself, he could relate to the adversity and challenges faced by many of the fighters in the pursuit of their dream. When the bell rang, each jab, each kick, and each blow felt to him like the physical manifestation of life’s trials and tribulations. Watching the matches in person was a strange sort of relief from the hardships that plagued his life outside the crowded stadium.

      The ghosts of his past didn’t follow him through the doors of the arena.

      About a month ago, he had felt the inexplicable, albeit cathartic, hold of the sport loosen its grip on him. At first, he was sure he would be forced to look for a new method to occupy his spare time—of which there was increasingly little.

      Then, he saw her.

      As he had flipped to the local San Bravado news station one night to check the weather forecast, a sports reporter had been in the middle of an interview with a local MMA fighter. Pieces of her chocolate-brown hair were matted to the sides of her face, her black eyeliner had been smudged over her eyelids, and the stadium lights had glinted off the sheen of sweat on her forehead. But no matter how disheveled she appeared after an intense round at this same stadium, he had frozen in place at the sight of her.

      Even now, more than two weeks after he’d stumbled across the interview, he could still remember how the corners of her amber and green eyes had creased when she smiled. Her grin had widened as she waved to the camera to say hello to her mom and her younger brother.

      Some athletes, even seasoned basketball stars, faltered when they were met with the white lights and the intensity of a live, on-camera interview. But not her. Not Mariah Penn. Her movements were fluid and relaxed, and she spoke with the same level of articulation he would have expected from a potential high-dollar investor at work.

      In the days that followed, he kept an eye on the goings-on of the young, up-and-coming fighter. His business partner at Harfield and Wellner had perked up when he first mentioned Mariah. Aaron Wellner’s wife followed both men’s and women’s MMA almost religiously, and according to Aaron, Mariah was a future women’s champion in the making.

      Despite the diligence with which Logan had followed Mariah’s recent career activity, tonight was the first opportunity he’d had to watch her in person.

      Brushing the cinnamon and sugar from his fingers, he tossed the piece of wax paper into a trash can and retrieved his over-priced cup of beer. He knew the first sip would taste disgusting after the churro, but he wasn’t about to meander down the steps to his front-row seat with a precariously full beverage in hand.

      As he took a quick drink, he pulled his phone from the pocket of his dark-wash jeans. At almost any other time of day, he was clad in a suit and tie, but he didn’t want to stick out at an event largely filled with middle- and working-class people. Chances were good that if he donned an expensive suit and tie to an MMA match, onlookers would think he belonged to the mob.

      He had saved a screenshot of the night’s undercard in preparation for the lack of cell service he expected beneath the concrete-and-metal ceiling of the venue. As he noted the single, flickering bar in the top corner of the screen, he was glad for the moment of foresight. With a couple taps, he pulled up the picture.

      The first trace of a smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth as he spotted the names of the two upcoming fighters. Mariah was up in five minutes.

      With one more long pull of the cool draft beer, he stepped away from the trash can and picked his way through the men and women who milled about the set of stairs. The dark jeans and button-down shirt had done the trick, he noted with some satisfaction. Aside from one woman’s coy smirk, no one hazarded a second glance in his direction.

      Logan was used to standing out, but he preferred to bring attention to himself only on his own terms. Tonight, the only person’s attention he wanted to capture was Mariah Penn’s.

      He nodded a greeting and offered a quick smile to the middle-aged couple in the two seats to the side of his, and before he could sit, the announcer’s voice filled the air.

      “Up next, our main event,” the man started, raising one arm into the air. “In the corner, the defending champion. Five-foot six, one hundred twenty-nine pounds, fighting out of Albuquerque, New Mexico—Kady Erickson!”

      A series of cheers erupted from the spectators throughout the bowl-shaped arena as the man went on to list Kady’s record, but Logan hardly heard them.

      In one languid movement, the woman on the side of the cage opposite Kady reached both arms behind her head to stretch. Her long, wavy hair was pinned into a tight bun at the back of her head, and the start of a serpentine dragon tattoo peeked out from beneath one sleeve of her T-shirt. Though her eyes looked brown from a distance, he knew the amber color was ringed with olive green.

      Her frame was slight, but shadows played along the toned muscles of her arms and legs. Despite an exercise regimen he assumed was just short of excruciating, the curve of her hips contrasted with her slim waist to form a near-flawless hourglass figure.

      “And on the opposite side of the cage,” the announcer proclaimed, gesturing to Mariah with one outstretched arm, “the challenger. Five-foot seven, weighing in at one hundred thirty-three pounds, and fighting out of our very own San Bravado, California—Mariah Penn!”

      The other woman might have been more established in her career, but Mariah was a local, and the cheers at her name surpassed those of her opponent.

      Logan cheered and clapped for the young rising star. Though he thought it was impossible, Mariah looked even better in person.

      Before the bell rang to signal the start of the fight, he had decided. He wasn’t leaving tonight until he came face-to-face with the woman whose likeness had so routinely flitted through his thoughts for the last couple weeks.

      He had arranged for his housekeeper, Estella Shinn, to stay with his daughter until around noon the following day. Estella told him regularly that he spent too much time at work. According to her, he needed to give himself more opportunities to enjoy his youth.

      Tonight, he intended to do just that.
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            Mariah

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as the match-ending chime of the bell sounded out through the stadium, the referee trotted out to the center of the mat, clasped Mariah’s wrist, and flung her arm up above her head. The entire experience was surreal, and even as the announcer declared her the winner, she was sure she would soon awake from this vivid dream. Kady Erickson was a popular, renowned fighter by both fans and critics. Until tonight, she had been undefeated.

      And, if Mariah was honest with herself, watching Kady’s previous matches had been a source of inspiration for her own career. It had been a hell of a fight, and Mariah had hardly been able to believe her own eyes when Kady had tapped out.

      The arena erupted before the announcer had even finished his piece, and Mariah felt her disbelieving smile transform into a full-blown grin. After she threw both arms above her head one last time, she returned her attention to the ref and the other fighter.

      Though she half-expected to see Kady’s lips curved down in a scowl, the corners of the woman’s dark eyes creased as she flashed Mariah a smile. From what Mariah had learned in her research, Kady Erickson held sportsmanship toward her fellow fighters in high regard.

      Mariah returned the pleasant expression as she extended a hand to the blonde.

      “That was a hell of a fight, Penn.” Kady’s voice was just below an outright shout to be heard over the roar of the crowd.

      “You’re not kidding.” Mariah laughed as the other woman’s palm clapped against hers.

      Kady gave Mariah a quick hug. “Hey, any time you’re in Albuquerque, hit me up, all right?”

      “Really?” Mariah managed. She made an effort to conceal some of her surprise, but as Kady laughed, she knew she had done a poor job.

      “Really. Our jobs are hard enough, and we’ve got enough hecklers to deal with outside the arena, you know? No need to be a jerk or a sore loser about anything.”

      As she nodded her agreement, Mariah’s smile was unfaltering. “Amen to that. I’ve never been to Albuquerque before. I’ll have to visit sometime.”

      Though the thoughts might have been the result of the endorphin high she was riding, Mariah could almost picture the scene. She could picture her and Kady swapping stories about their respective careers, sharing insight into their pursuit of success.

      Ever since Mariah had committed herself to the world of MMA, she had felt her friendships gradually slip farther and farther away. The opportunity to form a friendship with another fighter—with someone who understood the lifestyle—made the rush of giddiness even more overwhelming.

      As she and Kady made their way out of the arena’s center and into a hallway that led to their separate dressing areas, they exchanged contact information. Kady clapped Mariah on the shoulder to offer another congratulatory remark.

      Mariah was on cloud nine as she rounded the corner to her room, where she almost plowed right into the looming shape of a broad-shouldered man clad in an olive drab jacket, black dress shirt, and matching slacks.

      She barely stopped herself from jumping three feet into the air at the unexpected sight.

      “Mike!” she exclaimed.

      “Sorry, kid,” he said, grinning in response to her surprise. “Didn’t mean to startle you. Sorry I wasn’t out there when you left the ring, but…” He paused to hold up an index finger as the corners of his dark eyes crinkled with his wide smile.

      She lifted one eyebrow to flash him an exaggerated look of curiosity. “But?”

      “I wasn’t there because one of the top MMA promotions reps was here. Linda Boylan. Sound familiar?”

      Mariah could only gawk at him. Linda Boylan wasn’t just an MMA promoter; she was an MMA legend. Her feats in the ring had been the main topic of discussion across the entire scene until she retired a few years earlier. Now, she sought out the best and brightest upcoming fighters, and she turned them into stars. Some of the other fighters in Mariah’s circle referred to her as the Queenmaker.

      Swallowing down the sudden rush of adrenaline, Mariah finally nodded. “You met with Linda Boylan? Just now? Here? In San Bravado?”

      Mike’s laughter was enough to ward off the leftover twinges of nervousness at the mention of a woman with such a lofty status in the world of MMA.

      Mike Hernandez had a knack for setting the people around him at ease—if Mariah didn’t know better, she would have thought he was someone’s enthusiastic uncle. But without his neatly kept beard, Mike looked closer to twenty than his actual age of thirty-one. His sister was only twenty-two, and he wasn’t likely to become an uncle any time soon.

      Mike fixed her with an expectant look. “Linda and a couple folks from her team want to meet with you.”

      Mariah wrinkled her nose. “What?”

      “They want to meet with you tomorrow, nice and early at nine in the morning. You know what that means, right?” His stare didn’t waver.

      With a quick roll of her eyes, Mariah crossed both arms over her sweat-dampened T-shirt. “It means I need to be awake at the crack of dawn. No crazy parties, blah, blah, blah.”

      He started to chuckle. “You can celebrate, just keep it reasonable, all right? This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, kid. I know you’re smart, and I know this means even more to you than it does to me. And that’s saying something because this is a huge deal to me.” His infectious grin was back, and Mariah’s defiant stare melted away.

      “Okay,” she huffed in feigned indignation. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go take a shower for this ‘modest celebration’ I’m going to have.”

      Mike snorted out a laugh and stepped to the side. With one arm, he waved at the nearby door. “I’ll send you the address. Nine in the morning, all right?”

      She waved a dismissive hand but felt a huge amount of gratitude. “Yeah, yeah. Thanks, Mike, for arranging it!”

      After a wink and a salute, Mike made his way back around the corner.

      Mariah held in her sigh until she was sure he was out of earshot. Blinking as her eyes adjusted to the low light of the dressing room, she glanced around the space until she spotted her bag. As she fished around for her phone, she dropped to sit on the cushioned bench, the vanity mirror to her back. She didn’t need to look at her reflection to know how sweaty she must have appeared.

      Once she’d entered Kady Erickson’s phone number, she scrolled through her contacts list. She sent a variation of the same message to three different friends to ask if they could meet her for drinks to celebrate the first major victory of her career.

      With a light clatter, she set the phone atop the polished wooden vanity and pulled out the clothes she’d selected for herself earlier in the day. The outfit wasn’t extravagant, but the summer-friendly clothes showed off just enough of her fair skin to be eye-catching all while avoiding the realm of tackiness. Not that Mariah had a problem with revealing outfits, or the women who wore them—she commended the confidence of women who sported slinky dresses or skimpy tops around town.

      Mariah wasn’t short on confidence herself, but more often than not, she wasn’t keen on being forced to contend with the potential catcalls or hoots. The last thing she needed was to jeopardize her career because she’d punched some pervert in the face for making a lewd comment.

      In the spacious shower stall of her private bathroom, she let out a contented sigh as the warmth of the water ran along her tired muscles. Her body might have been tired, but her mind hadn’t slowed down since the bell rang to signal the end of the match.

      Mike had advised against any intensive partying, but Mariah’s instinctive reaction was screw that.

      She was twenty-six, in her physical prime, and she’d just overcome a major hurdle in the advancement of her MMA career. Though she didn’t drink more than any other woman her age, she’d long ago mastered the art of the hangover remedy. After all, she hadn’t always worked a job she loved.

      From the time she was eighteen to twenty-three, Mariah had worked in a customer service call center. For the first three years of her employment, she’d used a fake ID to go to the bar with her older coworkers after they finished an eight-hour shift in the dismal office building.

      The work was just short of soul-sucking, and in those five years, she was confident she could have drunk a frat boy under the table.

      She had earned an undergraduate degree in literature by taking the majority of her courses online. Once she wrapped up the four-year degree, she’d realized there were few career opportunities for a person with a bachelor’s degree in literature.

      Then, one night, she’d been dragged along to an MMA match in Los Angeles by her friend, Hazel Florez. She and Hazel had been in the same training class for their miserable call center job, and they’d formed a fast friendship in the first few months of their employment.

      Like Mariah, Hazel was a lifelong admirer of martial arts, including karate and tae kwon do. Unlike her friend, Mariah hadn’t delved much into mixed martial arts, but after the electrifying match at a sold-out arena in Los Angeles, she was hooked. The rest, as they said, was history.

      Hazel was by far the most sympathetic of Mariah’s friends when it came to her hectic schedule, but Hazel was a busy woman, too. She’d finished her master’s in business administration not long after Mariah first stepped into the cage in front of a live audience. From there, Hazel obtained a job at a tech firm in San Bravado. Though she raked in money hand over fist, the position was demanding, and her free time was usually spent elsewhere in the country as she traveled for business.

      So, even though Hazel was the most understanding, she was just as busy as Mariah. Someday, their schedules would slow down, and they would reengage in their old antics at karaoke and putt-putt golf.

      The recollection made Mariah happy as she rinsed the last of the conditioner from her long hair.

      After she turned off the water, she went about drying her skin with the plush towels that had been provided for her. Humming quietly to herself, she slipped into a pair of gray shorts that ended several inches above the middle of her thighs. The flowy, blue and white patterned tank-top she put on next was low-cut to show off the modest cleavage that—to her relief—three and a half years of intense MMA training hadn’t touched.

      Any time Mariah tried to blow-dry her wavy hair, she wound up with a puffy mess that she likened to the aesthetic of a cotton ball. Usually, that meant she was forced to make use of a straightener, but she’d recently discovered a trick. She used the blow-dryer, but only until the strands were damp rather than completely dry. From there, she could look forward to the natural waves that came with her thick hair rather than the indistinguishable blob that was inevitable otherwise.

      Eyeliner and mascara were the only two makeup items Mariah had ever bothered to use. But she made up for her lack of variety with the sheer amount of different eyeliners she had collected over the years. In addition to every color of the rainbow, she had liquid eyeliner, pencil eyeliner, gel eyeliner, a handful of different brushes to apply the eyeliner, and a basic palette of eyeshadow.

      Hazel was a wizard with eyeshadow, but Mariah had yet to catch onto her friend’s tricks of the trade. Someday, she told herself, she’d sit down and watch however many hours’ worth of online videos until she figured out at least a basic technique for eyeshadow that didn’t make her look like a clown or a raccoon.

      Mariah’s hopes were high as she reached for her phone to check for responses to her slew of text messages. Though she hadn’t kept up with her friends as well as she would have liked over the last six months, she was sure they would appreciate the significance of her win tonight.

      But when she tapped on the first message, she blew out a long sigh.

      “Sorry, hon. I promised my sister I’d take her to see a movie tonight. Congrats, though! That’s amazing!” Corrine Thompson’s text ended with a couple of heart emojis.

      As Mariah scrolled through the next few responses, her heart sank lower and lower.

      It truly seemed like none of her friends were interested in celebrating with her. Then again, could she blame them?

      For half a year, she had hardly seen Corrine or Julia. It seemed counterintuitive, but the only friend she’d spent time with on any sort of regular basis was Hazel.

      Mariah had always considered herself a low-maintenance friend, but there was a fine line between “low-maintenance” and “neglectful.”

      Slumping down where she sat on the bench, she plucked at her top and sighed. Despite her insistence to the contrary, she was about to fulfill Mike’s request that she have an early night.

      She glanced in the mirror and rolled her eyes. “All dressed up with nowhere to go. Story of my life.”

      When the rap of knuckles against the dressing room door sounded out, Mariah all but leaped from her seat. For the second time that day, her heart was in her throat.

      “Oh, my God,” she muttered to herself as she patted the exposed skin of her chest. She could only guess that her jumpiness was the leftover heightened awareness from the match with Kady Erickson. Either that or she was losing her damn mind.

      With one more deep breath to steady her racing heart, she padded across the room.

      She expected the visitor to be Mike or a member of the building’s staff, but as she pulled open the door a crack, she blinked a few times as if the motion would change the image of the man in front of her. Bracing herself against the wooden frame with one hand, she pulled the door open wider to get a better look at the stranger.

      The ends of his dark, fashionably styled hair reached the tops of his ears, though a couple strands had come loose to brush along one eyebrow. He was well-dressed, but not so much as to seem out of place amid the other MMA fans that had been seated throughout the arena. He had rolled the sleeves of his white dress shirt up to the elbow to expose the taut muscles of his forearms. Mariah didn’t keep up with men’s fashion, but she was sure his dark jeans were designer.

      The corners of his gray eyes creased as he smiled, and Mariah was suddenly glad for her grip on the door frame.

      “Mariah Penn, right?” The fabric of his shirt stretched along the well-defined muscles of his upper arm as he extended a hand to her.

      Returning his smile as best as she could, Mariah accepted the handshake and nodded. “I am. I don’t believe we’ve met, though.”

      His chuckle was low, the bass in his voice a pleasant rumble.

      “No,” he answered. “We haven’t. I’ve been watching you, though.”

      She wrinkled her nose as she returned her hand to her side. “Watching me?” she echoed.

      “Oh.” He paused to shake his head. “No, not like that. I meant watching you as in following your fights. Sorry, that sounded a lot less creepy in my head.”

      She grinned. “It’s all right.”

      Despite the slip-up, he only seemed amused at his mistake, not nervous.

      Well, that was peculiar, wasn’t it? A man had approached her on her home turf, made an unintentionally odd comment, and apologized, all without a visible pang of anxiety. He was confident, and the moment of humor told her that he didn’t take himself too seriously.

      If her assessment was accurate, if he had the ability to laugh at himself, she thought there was a real possibility that she would be smitten right then and there. Every aspect of his appearance was flawless, even the displaced pieces of hair and the slightly crooked smile that had revealed straight white teeth.

      As much as she wanted to turn into a drooling mess, she took the split second of silence to pull herself together.

      He was probably married. Or he probably had a girlfriend. Or a fiancée. Or all the above. A man who looked like that wouldn’t be single unless he wanted to be single. Maybe he was a womanizing prick, but maybe, just maybe he was single because he was happy by himself.

      “Wow, I’m sorry,” he said. “I shook your hand, but I didn’t tell you my name. I’m Logan Harfield. It’s nice to meet you. Like I said, I’ve been following your matches, and I’m a big fan. You’re a hell of a fighter. I wanted to swing by and congratulate you on your win tonight. A win against Kady Erickson, that’s seriously impressive.”

      The warmth of a flush crept to her cheeks. “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, Logan.” The word nice felt like a grave understatement. If she could sit and stare at him for a solid hour, she wouldn’t turn down the opportunity.

      His disarming grin was back but with a more serious look. “But, I’ll admit, that’s not the only reason I wanted to stop by.”

      “It’s not?” she asked.

      “No,” he chuckled. “I was wondering if you’d be interested in celebrating that win. A few drinks, maybe some food, that sort of thing.”

      Holy cow.

      Was this real? Had Kady actually knocked her out in the ring, and this was just a vivid dream?

      Since she had ramped up her focus on MMA training, she couldn’t remember the last time she had gone out with a man just for fun—with no strings attached. Her schedule was hectic and unpredictable, and she didn’t feel comfortable enough in her career quite yet to strut around downtown to pick up men.

      But tonight, she’d lucked out.

      With a light laugh she hoped didn’t sound nervous, Mariah nodded. “That sounds great. Let me just throw on some shoes, and we can head out of here.”

      The sting of her friends’ rejections felt lighter as she retrieved a pair of gladiator sandals and her handbag.

      Though she knew the relief wouldn’t be permanent, she would take the reprieve while she could, even if that was only for a single night.
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      In the three years since his wife’s death, Logan had lost count of the number of nights he’d had that were almost identical to tonight.

      No matter the encouragement he received from his friends or family, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to pursue a lasting romantic relationship since he’d lost the love of his life. His existence was punctuated by one-night stands and meaningless flings. To be sure, he was always upfront about what he wanted from the women he slept with, and he made sure none of them expected any semblance of a lasting commitment from him.

      He’d experienced countless nights like this, but at the same time, he’d never experienced a night like this.

      By now, he should have given Mariah the disclaimer he normally offered to the women with whom he kept company. He should have already told her that he was ill-suited to anything longer than a one-night stand or a fling that spanned a few days. At this point, he didn’t even think he was capable of maintaining a friendship with the benefit of sex.

      But he couldn’t tell her.

      No matter how hard he tried, no matter how many times he made an effort to steer the conversation in a direction conducive to the obligatory warning, he couldn’t say those words he’d uttered countless times to so many women.

      Maybe it was the way her amber and green eyes sparkled when she looked at him, or the way her laugh made his breath catch in his throat. Because right now, that was all he wanted from her.

      Sure, he would have gladly taken the opportunity to have some wild and crazy sex, but only if she would enjoy it as much as he did. Only if she felt the same inexorable attraction that he did.

      But as she dropped down to sit across from him in their booth, he just wanted to see her smile. To hear her laugh at one of his stupid jokes.

      Gold light from a dim, overhead fixture caught the silver beads of her bracelet as she raised a hand to stifle a belch.

      “Bless you,” he offered.

      “Excuse me,” she managed as she fanned herself. “Wait, did you say ‘bless you’?”

      He flashed her a grin. “I did. I taught my kid to do it, too. Now, whenever someone burps, she says bless you, too.”

      Damn.

      He hadn’t meant to bring up Emily. The mention of any potential baggage was a good method to scare away a date—even a casual date. And there wasn’t any baggage heavier than a child.

      Though he half-expected Mariah to cringe or chuckle nervously, her eyes were half-closed as she burst into laughter. “Your kid? Oh my God. How old is she? I have to know now, just so I can adjust the picture in my head.”

      Now, it was his turn to join in the mirth. “She’s three, almost three and a half.”

      Mariah’s next chortle was muffled as she brought a glass of gin and tonic to her lips for a long drink. “That’s even better,” she said with an approving nod. “Okay, so, other than teaching your kid goofy sayings, what do you do for fun? I know you mentioned earlier that you like to read. What do you read?”

      There was a glint in her hazel eyes as she waited for his response, a glint he didn’t think he’d seen with any of his so-called dates over the last few years. Did she feel the same draw that he did?

      Jesus, he needed to tell her. He needed to warn her.

      But still, he couldn’t.

      “I read,” he replied after a long pull from his drink, an Old Fashioned. “Horror, mostly. Post-apocalypse and fantasy stuff, too. Pretty much anything that’s as far away from reality as you can get.”

      “I love horror anything,” Mariah said. “When I was in eighth grade, I wrote a book report on ‘The Call of Cthulhu.’ My teacher actually called my mom and asked her why I was reading H. P. Lovecraft when I was thirteen. Mom just laughed and told her I’d been reading Lovecraft for longer than that.”

      “Oh my God.” Logan laughed. “Wow, your mom really had your back, didn’t she?”

      With another sip from the clear, carbonated beverage, Mariah nodded. “Always. I know everyone says it, but seriously, my mom is the best. She raised my brother and me all by herself when my dad took off and, you know, I’m not even sure what he was doing while my brother and I were growing up.”

      Logan didn’t even pause to think through his next remark before he blurted it out. Rare were the occasions when his mouth got ahead of him, and at this point in the night, he wasn’t even sure he could blame the whiskey.

      “My mom did, too,” he said. “It was just me, but she did it all by herself while she put herself through college. Not that I’m trying to start a whole ‘my mom can beat up your mom’ competition, but my mom’s pretty great, too.”

      Mariah’s cheeks flushed as she fought against spitting her drink all over the table. “‘My mom can beat up your mom’?” she echoed. “Not to brag or anything, but my mom did raise an MMA fighter. Just so you know. My money would still be on her.”

      So, she was smart, stunning, and she had a sense of humor.

      He drained the rest of the Old Fashioned in hopes that the burn of the liquor in his throat would chase away the din of his doubts—doubts about himself, about the connection he felt to the beautiful woman across the table, about anything.

      This was his chance, and like he so often did in his career, he had one shot. One chance to win over Mariah Penn’s affections, to get to the only end goal he knew these days—the sensation of sheer bliss between her legs.

      But he was kidding himself if he thought that was the extent of his sudden infatuation with her. He’d slept with plenty of smart, interesting women over the years, but there was more to his connection with Mariah. More than he could sort through as he sat in her presence.

      He’d deal with whatever in the hell this was later. Right now, he wanted to be present.

      “Okay, so…” Mariah’s upbeat tone pulled him from the moment of reverie. “Other than reading, what else do you do for fun?”

      There was that sparkle in her eyes again. Those perfect, amber orbs ringed with olive green. And with that look, with that slight curve of her lips, he threw the remainder of his trepidation to the wayside.

      He was going for it.

      He didn’t know what was happening in his head, and now he didn’t care.

      The comedown from his night with Mariah would be catastrophic, but he would cross that bridge when he came to it. Just for tonight, he would let himself get lost in the inexplicable high he felt in Mariah’s presence. Tomorrow, sometime between noon and two, he would face the inevitable plummet back to reality.

      “Honestly?” He paused to look thoughtful. “Not much. I work, spend time with my kid, and read and watch TV when I can.”

      “Then what do you actually do for work?” she asked with a little smile. “Obviously, you know what I do.”

      Usually by now, he’d already played up his line of work to woo his partner for the evening. But with someone like Mariah—someone with whom he shared so much common ground—he was surprised at his reluctance.

      His work was lucrative, and his net worth was close to a billion dollars. Considering the sheer amount of wealth to which he had access, he lived modestly, dressed modestly, and even drove a modest vehicle. Not many people would consider a brand new, high-end German car modest, but compared to the other investors he knew, his tastes bordered closer to peasant than modest.

      “I own my own business,” he finally answered. “My friend and I started it up after we graduated from Stanford. We pooled up a bunch of money and threw it behind a tech business one of our other friends had planned to start. His website and his app took off after a year or two, and from there, we just sort of rinsed and repeated.”

      Mariah lifted a sculpted brow. “Venture capitalism?”

      Logan nodded. “Yeah, that’s what it’s called. But it’s a little different than it sounds, or at least it is for us. We didn’t go into it thinking of all the money we were going to make, or at least that wasn’t our top priority. We just saw our friend—this good guy with a great idea for a website platform that would really make a difference in people’s lives—and we ran with it. We got him the money he needed to get everything started, and we saw firsthand what a huge impact it had, so we decided to keep doing it.”

      Elbows propped atop the polished wooden table, Mariah kept her eyes fixed on him as she leaned forward. “Really? To be completely honest, I always thought that people in the venture capitalism business were a bunch of cutthroat pricks.”

      He gave her a knowing smile. “Plenty of them are, don’t get me wrong. But there are some good people in this industry, too. People willing to take risks to help small business owners get a foothold in their industry. I know it sounds cliché as all hell, but I got into this line of work so I could make a difference. Those things aren’t mutually exclusive, you know? Making money and making a difference, I mean.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” she replied, her expression brightening.

      Logan wasn’t sure how long they sat in that booth while they swapped stories about everything from their music preferences to their hidden love for professional wrestling to their fathers’ half-assed efforts to involve themselves in their respective lives.

      Even with his friends from college, Logan didn’t feel this comfortable revealing the details of his less-than-great childhood, but Mariah didn’t have to say the words for him to know that she understood. When he made a disparaging joke about his father, she didn’t look at him with pity or sadness. She laughed.

      She laughed because she understood.

      Her obsession with 1990s hip-hop music was parallel to his infatuation with grunge and alternative rock from the same decade. They even discovered that they’d both been at the same concert at Red Rocks Amphitheater two years earlier.

      Though he kept the sentiment to himself, he was glad they hadn’t come across one another at the show. He had been in a dark place then, and self-destruction had been his mantra for a solid six months before he finally quit running from his grief.

      By the time they each finished their recollection of their experience at the show—though his was highly edited—his movements felt easier and his head was light.

      He gestured to the newly emptied glasses and shifted his gaze back to Mariah. “You want another round?”

      She tapped a finger against her lips as a thoughtful look flitted across her pretty face.

      “Actually,” she started, “I was wondering if we could get out of here?”

      The corner of his mouth turned up in a smirk as he nodded. “Absolutely.”
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      Mariah’s fifth-story apartment wasn’t large, but the fixtures and the décor were tasteful. One wall was comprised of exposed brick, and the tall ceilings gave the space an industrial feel. Plus, Logan had always liked open floor plans.

      As Mariah strode out of the foyer to flick on a track light fixture above a granite breakfast bar, her bare feet were almost silent against the hardwood floor. He kept his eyes on her lithe form as he stepped out of one shoe, and then the other. Her gaze flicked back over to him as he approached, a mischievous expression on her face.

      “So…” He held out his hands as he offered her a quizzical glance. “What do you want to do now?”

      When he stopped to stand in front of her, she flicked a piece of dark hair over her shoulder and shrugged. A glimmer of the sly smirk was back when she returned her eyes to his. He swore he could almost feel the warmth of her body at the lessened distance, and a sudden thought occurred to him.

      “I haven’t even gotten to touch you yet,” he said.

      She feigned a matter-of-fact stare as she shook her head. “That’s not true. I shook your hand earlier, remember?”

      Her sarcasm was unending, and he loved it. That sassy attitude of hers turned him on.

      With a low chuckle, he closed the remaining space between them and brushed the tips of his fingers along the soft strands of her hair.

      Every beat of his heart pumped the sensation of longing through his veins. It was more than just the desire to feel himself buried inside her, though that sense of longing was undoubtedly prominent. But he wanted more. He wanted her to be his; her body, her mind, and her heart.

      The sentiment took him aback, but he barreled past the moment of shock and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “That’s not what I want to do with you right now.”

      Tilting her head, she brushed her lips along the side of his face. “Then what do you want to do with me?” she purred.

      He took hold of her chin with one hand as he slipped the other around her waist. Palm flat on the small of her back, he pulled her in to press her body against his. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so carried away in the sensation of a woman’s closeness. He reveled in the feeling as much as he was wary of it.

      As he gingerly guided her head to face him, she tightened her grasp on his shoulders. He could feel the hurried cadence of her pulse, could hear her labored breathing. She wanted this just as bad as he did.

      Without offering an answer to her question, he turned her face to his for a fervent kiss. Her lips were as soft and sweet as he’d imagined.

      He brushed his tongue along her bottom lip, and without hesitance, she parted her lips. As he tasted the hint of liquor on her tongue, he trailed his fingers down the shape of her face to the silky skin of her neck.

      He stopped before he reached the curve of her breast, and he broke away from the impassioned kiss to peer down at her. A mischievous glint sparkled in her amber and green eyes.

      “It’s the door at the other end of the living room,” she said before he could pose the question.

      A touch of a smirk made its way to his face. “How do you know I was going to ask you where your room was? Maybe I just wanted to know where you kept your backgammon board.”

      Her laugh was light and melodic. “I don’t have backgammon, but if you want to play board games…” With a sweet smile, she shrugged.

      He ignored the knee-jerk reaction in his mind that told him he’d be content to do just about anything if it meant he could spend more time with her.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he took a reluctant step away from her.

      At the opposite edge of the living room was the shape of a shadowy hallway—the hallway that led to her bedroom. He turned to face her.

      Without preamble, he wrapped one arm around her waist, hunched over, and used the angle to sweep her up into his arms. As she snapped up both hands to clasp his shoulders, she let out a slight gasp. The sound of surprise turned into another melodic laugh, and he swore he could feel his heart skip a beat.

      He tilted his head to brush his lips along her cheek. But before he could turn his attention back to the path to the hallway, she combed the fingers of one hand through his hair and met his lips for a drawn-out kiss. Between her warm touch and the feel of her tongue on his, the tingle of desire soon became more akin to an electric current.

      He could already tell that Mariah Penn was a woman who knew what she wanted. She knew herself, and she didn’t hesitate to satiate the lust that coursed through her body. And to Logan, there was nothing sexier than a confident woman.

      To be sure, he still preferred to keep control of his sexual encounters, but there was something to be said for knowing that his partner enjoyed herself as much as he did. With Mariah, he knew he didn’t have to wonder. If she wanted something—or didn’t want something—she’d tell him.

      By the time they separated from the kiss, he was almost tempted to throw her down on the couch and tear off all her clothes. He needed to feel her bare skin against more than just his forearms, needed to taste the sensitive skin of her neck and the other parts of her he hadn’t yet seen. But more than anything, he wanted to hear the way she moaned when he was inside her.

      As he picked his way across the living room, he felt her rapid heartbeat where she was curled against his chest. Without a doubt, she wanted this just as much as he did.

      Finally, just as he was sure he couldn’t wait anymore, he crossed into the bedroom. The orange and white lights of the city glittered through the portion of the picture window that wasn’t covered by the blinds or curtains, but otherwise, they were bathed in darkness.

      Rather than toss her onto the bed, he tilted his head for another drawn-out kiss as he began to lower her to the plush surface. He followed her descent, resting one knee between her legs. Her dark hair fanned out over the lighter fabric of the pillow, and the meager light from the city seemed to sparkle in her eyes as she peered up at him.

      As much as he wanted to strip off his clothes and get right to it, he was captivated by the light in her eyes and the small smile that played across her lips. The darkness of her long hair stood out in stark contrast to her fair skin, and the shadows shifted along the shape of her breasts with each breath she took.

      Mariah was confident, but he doubted she knew how flawless she looked in that moment. He wanted to tell her, but he wasn’t sure he could manage a vocalization that wouldn’t make him sound like a caveman.

      Instead of an attempt to convey his infatuation with her, he leaned in for a kiss, slipped his tongue between her lips, and let himself get lost.

      The tips of her fingers brushed against his chest as she worked to undo the buttons of his shirt, igniting a new spark of anticipation. He slid one hand beneath the fabric of her shirt to trace up along her stomach, a trail of goosebumps left in the wake of his touch. As he slipped his fingers under her bra to the supple skin of her breast, she let out a slight moan.

      That was it, he thought. He wanted to hear that sound again. He wanted to hear that sound as many times as he could in the time they had together.

      When she undid the final button of his shirt, she ran her teasing caress along his chest and down his stomach, only pausing when she reached the clasp of his belt. To emphasize the carnal need that had overtaken his senses, he ran his thumb over her nipple and offered a light pinch. As she moaned, he heard the metallic clink of his belt buckle.

      In response, he traced the same hand down her smooth stomach to unbutton her shorts. But before he slipped a finger down to the blissful warmth between her legs, he pushed up the fabric of her shirt. At the wordless request, she pulled the fabric up and over her head.

      As she tossed the garment to the floor, he shrugged out of his white dress shirt. Before he leaned back in for another kiss, he paused to let his eyes roam her body. The rise and fall of her chest was quicker now, he noticed. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one beholden to the unstoppable rush of desire.

      He wanted to look at her, to soak in every defining curve of her body in the relative shadows of the night, to etch permanently into his mind the way her eyes seemed to sparkle when she looked up at him. But as much as he wanted to ensure he never forgot the sight of her half-naked body beneath him, the pressing desire to feel her was just short of overwhelming.

      As he planted one hand to the side of her head and lowered himself back down to her, he used the other hand to pull down his pants. Mariah shifted in her spot, and when he broke away from the kiss to glance down to the movement, she flung her shorts to the floor.

      The sly smirk he wore in response was just short of involuntary. Sliding one hand beneath her back to unhook the lacy bra, he pressed his lips against hers in a lingering, passionate kiss. The liquor on her tongue had faded, but the taste of her was still just as intoxicating.

      He separated from the kiss as he ran a hand down her hip and to the inside of her thigh. He wanted to hear her moan.

      As their eyes met, he slipped two fingers beneath her lace underwear to caress the heat that had built between her legs. Eyes closed, she parted her lips and took in a shuddery breath.

      “You’re so wet,” he purred.

      “Logan,” she moaned.

      Every nerve ending in his body stood at attention at the sound of his name on her lips.

      He kept the motion of his fingers slow and deliberate as he leaned down to nip at her earlobe. “What’s that, baby?” he murmured.

      Though slight, her hips swayed as he continued his purposeful caress.

      “Please,” she breathed.

      When he looked back to her, the haze of unadulterated lust in her eyes was just short of breathtaking. But he wanted to hear her say it. “Please what?”

      Her eyelids fluttered as she moaned again. Still, he didn’t stop teasing her. Even if she came now, he’d make her come again while he was inside her.

      With another fleeting kiss, he tilted his head to run his tongue along her soft neck. As she clamped one hand down around his upper arm, he knew she was reaching a new level of intensity.

      She dug her fingertips into his bicep. “I need you inside me, Logan.”

      The words were like the incantation of a spell. In one swift movement, he discarded his final article of clothing as she slid the skimpy underwear down her legs.

      Fixing his eyes on hers, he used one hand to guide himself as he eased into her blissful warmth. With a slight gasp, she dug her nails into his upper arm. The sting mingled with the sensation of pleasure as he finished the motion.

      “Are you all right?” The question was a breathless whisper, but he was surprised he could manage a coherent sentence at all. Aside from the carnal need that had enveloped him, he couldn’t even think.

      He thought he’d had good sex over the past few years, but this was on an entirely new level.

      Easing her grasp on his arms, she nodded. “It’s just, it’s been a little while, and you…” She paused to lick her lips as their eyes met. “You’re big.”

      Propping an elbow beside her head, he brushed the displaced strands of dark hair from her eyes as he leaned in for a light kiss. Before he pulled his lips away from hers, he started to pull out of her for the first time. Though he wanted to ravage her until she cried out in pleasure, he knew he wouldn’t last long if he set such a frantic pace right away. He wanted this to last.

      Each movement measured, he pushed back into her. As she moaned into his mouth, he took hold of one of her wrists to pin her arm above her head.

      “I can go slow,” he murmured as he interlocked his fingers with hers. To him, the gesture was as intimate as the sex itself, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d done it.

      With a slight nod, she tightened her grip on his hand. “Just to start.” Her words were breathless, just short of a moan. “It feels so damn good, though. Please don’t stop.” For emphasis, she raised one leg to rest her calf along his back.

      He shook his head. “Never.”

      He knew the single word was a promise he couldn’t keep. But right now, he would say almost anything to keep her on the same level of veritable ecstasy as him.
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      As she drifted away from the haze of unconsciousness, Mariah was keenly aware of the warmth of Logan’s body at her side. The cadence of his breathing was slow and rhythmic, and as she opened her eyes, she wasn’t surprised to see that he was still asleep.

      Though the first hints of stubble darkened his cheeks and his hair was tousled, his handsome face was serene. She’d known him for less than twenty-four hours, but something told her that serene wasn’t often a word that could be used to describe Logan Harfield. There was a story behind those gray eyes, and for a split second, Mariah worried she would never learn what it was.

      Swallowing against the tightness in her throat, she shoved the thoughts to the dark recesses of her mind as she blinked away the haze in her vision. There had been nothing in their interaction the night before to indicate that he intended to stick around for more than a short fling, but she realized suddenly that she had ventured into dangerous territory. She realized that what she saw when she looked at him was the first hint of hope.

      Hope that he’d be more to her than just a fantastic lay. Hope that someday she’d learn his story. That someday, she’d be able to reach in and help mend whatever part of him had been broken by the trials and hardships of his past.

      Stop it, she told herself. Knock it off. This is a good day, regardless of what happens with him.

      She turned her head to glance at the digital alarm clock on the nightstand to her side. The first hints of orange and golden sunlight filtered in through the gap in the navy blue and silver curtains, but the illumination hadn’t quite reached the bed. According to the glowing numbers, she’d woken up a full twenty minutes before her alarm was set to go off.

      For the first time in recent memory, Mariah was grateful for the racing thoughts that had snapped her away from the land of dreams. At least this way, she could slip out of bed without waking Logan.

      This way, she wouldn’t have to say goodbye to him.

      Each movement slow and diligent, she reluctantly slid out from the warmth of Logan’s body. With a quiet groan, he shifted to lay on his stomach, but his slow breathing didn’t change.

      As Mariah moved to stand, the ache in her thighs rushed to greet her. She stuck to a rigorous workout routine, but last night, she’d used muscles she hadn’t even thought of in close to a year. After a quick stretch to ease the worn-out muscles from her previous day’s victory and celebration activities with Logan, she tiptoed around her room and grabbed fresh clothes to wear.

      She was attending a meeting for a promotion, one that could significantly advance her career. She opted for dress slacks, a blouse, and sandals. Dressing up wasn’t her go-to style, but today it was the best choice.

      With a quick glance to ensure she hadn’t woken Logan, she made her way across the hall to the bathroom for a quick shower. As she wiped off the previous night’s smudged eyeliner to apply a new, simpler cat-eye, she strained her hearing for signs that Logan might be up and about. To her continued relief, she was greeted with more silence.

      Once she was satisfied with her look, she padded back into the hall and went in search of a piece of paper. In all their discussions the night before, she and Logan hadn’t exchanged contact information. Though Mariah was actively pushing down the hope that their time together might become something more, she figured the effort was the least she could do.

      

      Logan,

      I’m sorry I had to sneak out on you—I had to run to a meeting. It’ll only take a couple hours and I’ll be back. You’re free to stay as long as you’d like. There’s coffee in the cabinet to the right of the sink, and the coffee maker is pretty easy to use.

      I had a lot of fun last night, and I hope you did, too! Just send me a text if you need anything. My number’s at the bottom.

      Wish me luck!

      Xoxo Mariah

      

      She twirled the pen in her fingers as she reread her neat handwriting. Was it too much? Too cheesy? Not cheesy enough?

      Whether she liked it or not, she was in unfamiliar territory. She had no idea how to hint to a man she’d slept with that she was interested in more without coming across as needy or desperate. There was a fine line between sweet and clingy.

      Normally, she didn’t worry about whether or not a supposed one-night stand would be interested in anything more than the short term.

      But Logan was different.

      Even as she slipped into her room to set the note on the nightstand, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt comfortable enough to leave someone in her apartment, unattended. Well, she could, but that someone was her best friend, Hazel. How could a man she’d known less than twenty-four hours evoke the same level of comfort as a woman she’d befriended eight years ago?

      Mariah didn’t know the answer to that, but the fact remained that she was just as ease around Logan as she was around her long-time friends.

      Before she crossed from the carpet to the hardwood of the hall, she paused in the doorway. Logan looked as peaceful as he had when she first woke. The sunlight had crept up to the edge of the mattress, and the glow created gentle shadows along the shape of one defined arm.

      He would be gone when she returned. She knew it.

      As she scooped up her car keys and handbag, she told herself she would be fine if he left, if she never heard from him again. They had a great night together, and the end of their time had been punctuated by some of the best sex Mariah had ever had.

      And that was fine. They had shared a night of harmless fun. That’s all it was.

      Still, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t snuff out the glimmer of hope.

      Hope was a dangerous thing.
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      When she followed her coach out of the sleek conference room two hours later, Mariah could hardly believe she was still in the real world. After another round of handshakes and farewells to Linda Boylan and her staff, Mariah and Mike made their way to the elevator at the end of the hall.

      As soon as the silver doors slid closed in front of them, she took in a sharp breath and spun around to face Mike, smacking her hand against his in a high five.

      Laughing hard, she brushed a few strands of dark hair from her face before she leaned against the handrail with a sigh. “Linda Boylan is a badass.”

      Mike grinned. “I told you. She’s the real deal. They don’t call her the Queenmaker for nothing. Your win against Kady Erickson was a big deal, kid. The kind of performance someone like Linda Boylan notices.”

      The next venue where Mariah was slated to fight was at least double, if not triple, the size of the stadium in downtown San Bravado. For years, the Las Vegas arena had been used to host a number of major MMA events. In three months, Mariah would be front and center for one such match. Whoever won would be crowned with a championship that set them apart from their peers. With that win under her belt, Mariah would be able to face off against some of the biggest names in women’s MMA.

      All she had to do was survive the next three months of an intensive training Mike had facilitated for her. If she could make it—and she knew she could—then she was sure she’d be prepared for the big fight.

      This was it. If she showed up for the match in Las Vegas like she’d shown up to all her matches so far, she would blaze a trail for herself right into the upper echelon of the MMA world. Her face would be plastered up on posters around the Las Vegas Strip, and her name would be prominent on sports networks all across the country.

      As she and Mike departed the elevator, Mariah was still at a loss for words.

      “Hey,” Mike said as she was about to turn to head to her car.

      Mariah lifted an eyebrow. “What’s up?”

      The corners of his dark eyes creased as he grinned. “Well done, kid. I don’t know if I said that yet, but you’ve done a damn fine job lately. You were great in the meeting with Boylan, too.”

      Mariah stood straighter at the compliment. Mike could be a hard-ass, but he was a good guy. He’d been at her side for the past two years, and she hoped he would be there for plenty more years to come.

      “Thanks, Mike,” she replied. “That means a lot.”

      Still grinning, he reached out to clap her on the shoulder. “I’ll send you an email with the ticket information. They do it all electronically nowadays, so you don’t have to worry about printing anything.”

      “Hey, I’m all for saving trees.” Mariah waved her smartphone for emphasis.

      Mike laughed. “Flight leaves at nine tomorrow morning. Until then, go enjoy yourself. You earned it.”

      The man’s grin was infectious, and Mariah wore a wide smile as she made her way through the parking garage. Mike didn’t often give her the green light to celebrate, but if he did, then it was a testament to the significance of her accomplishment.

      With a contented sigh, Mariah turned the key over in the car’s ignition and shifted into gear. As she wound her way down to the exit, handed the employee at the gate her validated parking slip, and exited the five-story garage, she decided there was only one way her morning could improve.

      If Logan Harfield was still in her apartment when she returned home, then today would be a top contender for the best day of her life.

      As she neared the last leg of her journey home, the rush of her pulse picked up. Her palms were clammy against the steering wheel, and her mouth was suddenly stuffed with cotton balls.

      She doubted he would be there, but what should she do if he was? Their sex the night before had been just short of a religious experience for Mariah, though she couldn’t be sure the same rang true for Logan. He seemed like the type who got what he wanted, no matter the circumstances. Then again, that was part of what made him so damn sexy. His confident gait, the little self-assured smirk he wore, and the knowing glint in his slate-gray eyes.

      Just the thought sent a shiver down her back. Dang, she hoped he was there.

      Before she could linger in the parking lot, she pulled the key free and shoved out into the abundant sunlight. She set off for the front door of the tall building at a jog, the soreness in her thighs a reminder of what she hoped awaited her upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Keys in one hand, Mariah used the other to push open the heavy door to her apartment. The pleasant aroma of roasted coffee rushed up to greet her as she stepped into the foyer. Her smile was back as she kicked off her sandals and hung up her keys.

      “I’m back!” she called.

      As soon as she rounded the corner of the short hall, Logan glanced up from where he had been focused on the glowing screen of his phone. With a steaming mug on the polished countertop in front of him, he sat in one of two stools at the breakfast bar. His mouth curved into a sexy smile as his gray eyes settled on hers.

      Pressing a button on the side of his phone, he pushed himself off the cushioned barstool. “How was your meeting?”

      Apparently, a night spent in someone else’s bed hadn’t been enough to dull his sharp appearance. Though his hair wasn’t styled neatly like it had been when she met him, he had tamed the disheveled strands. She had seen his rumpled dress shirt on the carpet when she left, but even as she neared him, she couldn’t spot a single unsightly wrinkle.

      Maybe he was a warlock, she thought with some amusement. He had cast a spell to create the inexorable attraction she felt for him, and then he had used the same magic to polish his look back to a high sheen.

      She laughed at herself and pushed aside the contemplation. “It went great! I’ll be in Vegas in three months, fighting for a championship title. It’s like the gateway to the big time. All sorts of fighters have gotten their start after they won this title. Plus, I don’t know if the name Linda Boylan means anything to you, but she’s the one who made sure I got in that match.”

      He nodded as he took a sip of coffee. “Linda Boylan. Yeah, I know her name. She was a big deal back when she was a fighter, wasn’t she?”

      “She was.” Mariah flashed him a smile as she meandered to the kitchen for a mug. “And she’s an even bigger deal now, believe it or not. Plus, I met her today, and she’s a badass lady.”

      With a chuckle, he nodded again. “I believe it. Three months, huh? What are you going to be up to in the meantime?”

      Mariah thought her heart skipped a beat. Did he want to know her plans so he could make himself a part of them?

      Even if that had been his intent, she reminded herself it didn’t matter. She would be gone for the next three months with zero opportunity for contact with the outside world. No phone aside from a landline, no internet, no nothing.

      She set her freshly filled mug on the breakfast bar as she stopped to stand at his side. “Actually, I’ll be gone for the next three months,” she said, failing to completely conceal the disappointment in her tone.

      Eyebrow arched, Logan returned his coffee to the counter. “Gone?” he echoed.

      Mariah rubbed her forehead. “Yeah. Mike—my coach—he scheduled this super intense training for me. It’ll be gone for twelve weeks and get back a couple days before the fight in Vegas. Just enough time to settle into a hotel on the Strip and get ready, I guess.”

      A brief flash of disappointment crossed his face before a playful smile returned. “You’re making it sound like you’re headed to a monastery in the mountains of Tibet or something. Is that it? Are you going to come back a monk?”

      Laughter bubbled in Mariah’s throat, and she didn’t think she could have kept a straight face if she had tried. “No,” she snickered. “It’s in the mountains of Colorado, thank you very much. And it’s not a monastery, at least I don’t think it is.”

      He feigned a look of seriousness. “Colorado? So, it’s a pot farm?”

      “Oh, my God!” Mariah laughed and threw a playful jab at his ribs. “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”

      His eyes seemed to sparkle as he shot her a disarming grin. “I’ve been called worse.”

      Mariah rolled her eyes in an attempt to look exasperated before she took a tentative sip of coffee.

      “When do you leave, then?” he asked.

      When she returned her attention to him, Logan had arched an eyebrow.

      She leaned her back against the bar. “Tomorrow morning, at nine.”

      Though the expression was fleeting, his eyes widened in surprise. “Wow, that was fast.”

      Holding up both hands, she shrugged. “Mike got the registration started a couple weeks ago. Apparently, he just operated under the assumption that I’d beat the undefeated Kady Erickson and wind up in a championship match in a few months.”

      While looking deep into her eyes, Logan traced the back of his fingers down the serpentine dragon tattooed on her arm. “Nine a.m. tomorrow. What are you going to do until then?”

      The gentle touch sent a trail of goosebumps down her back as a rush of warmth built between her legs. He hadn’t even kissed her, and she was ready to strip off her clothes, bend over the counter, and beg him to take her right there. At the thought, a familiar tingle edged its way in beside the warmth.

      Without offering a warning, she stepped forward to close the distance between them and pressed her lips against his. As his tongue brushed hers, she knew he had expected the sudden display, and the realization only added fuel to the growing fire of anticipation.

      She didn’t break away from the impassioned kiss as she reached for the first button of his shirt. He started to guide her backward toward the bedroom, and she offered no resistance.

      As they stepped into the shadowy space, Mariah separated from him to pull the blouse over her head. The night before, they had been shrouded in darkness. Though she had been able to make out enough to know that his six-foot-three frame was comprised of lean, defined muscle, she hadn’t been afforded an opportunity to fully take stock of his toned body.

      Dropping her shirt to the floor, Mariah made no effort to conceal the look of desire from her face. As her gaze flitted over his chest, she spotted the glint of unabashed lust in his gray eyes. Mariah licked her lips as she dropped a hand to the waistband of her pants. She watched him shrug off his dress shirt as the ache of desire filled her core.

      Before she could think to make a show of shimmying out of her pants, he stepped forward for a fervent kiss. She parted her lips as he brushed the tip of his tongue along her bottom lip. As he pulled her in to press her body against his, she was unable to suppress a slight moan at the sensation of his bare skin on hers.

      Without separating from the impassioned kiss, she let her bra—the same lacy number she’d put on after her fight the night before—slide down her arms after he undid the clasp. Digging his fingertips into her back, he moved his other hand up her side to caress her naked breast. Before he ran his thumb along the sensitive skin, he pulled away from the kiss to fix his eyes on hers.

      She felt his labored breathing against her chest, and the desire that burned behind his gray eyes was enough to transform the warmth of anticipation into a dull ache. With her gaze locked on his, she reached for the waist of his jeans. In that moment, all she wanted was to feel him.

      As he started to tug on her pants, he leaned in to press his lips against hers. Lightly, she bit down on his bottom lip as they separated.

      His smirk in response was sly, almost devious, and in response, she took a step backward toward the bed. Rather than the deliberate, sexy moves she had planned to use as she stripped off the pants, she merely pulled them down one leg, and then the other. Without waiting for him to follow suit, she let herself fall back onto the plush mattress.

      At the metallic clink of his belt, a surge of desire flooded through her. Hooking both thumbs beneath her underwear, he spread her legs apart with a knee as he lowered himself down for another heated kiss.

      Brushing his lips along her cheek, he nipped at the sensitive skin of her neck before he tilted his head to whisper in her ear.

      “On your stomach,” he murmured, his breath warm on the side of her face.

      A pleasant shiver worked its way down her back as she nodded slightly. When he stood, she flipped over to comply with his request. One hand clasped on either side of her hips, he pulled her to the edge of the bed and slid the underwear down her bare legs.

      Even from a distance, she heard his labored breathing as he rested a hand on the small of her back. With the other, he guided himself as he eased into her. Her moan of pleasure was almost breathless, her grasp on the comforter tightening as he continued.

      “My God,” he managed. She didn’t have to see him to know that the words were weighted down with lust. “I love how wet you get for me.”

      With the hoarse whisper and the sensation of him inside her, filling her, she already felt the tingle of pleasure that preceded an orgasm. When he slid one hand around to caress the blissful ache, all she could do was moan his name.

      She couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything aside from tighten her grip on the blankets and moan. Mariah didn’t consider herself a prude, but this was the first time she had experienced anything remotely close to this level of pleasure before. She had no idea how he managed to find all the little sensitive spots on her body that drove her crazy—the ability was almost otherworldly. It was like he’d known her for all of her adult life, not just the last twenty-four hours.

      Hands down, without a doubt, sex with Logan Harfield was the best she had ever had. He was attentive, and any time he made a movement that elicited a sound of pleasure from her, he must have added it to a mental checklist.

      They had sex two more times before he announced that he would have to leave soon. On legs that had become unsteady, she pulled on her clothes to follow him to the door.

      “Am I going to see you again?” she blurted out before she could think better of it.

      But, if she was honest with herself, she wanted to know. Either way—whether this was the start of more to come, or whether it was a one-time fling—she wanted to know what was in his head so she could mentally prepare herself.

      He brushed a piece of hair away from her face. “In Las Vegas,” he answered. “Three months from now, right?”

      She couldn’t help the rush of giddiness at his response. With a smile of her own, she nodded.

      Cupping her cheek with one hand, he leaned forward for a gentle, but passionate kiss. As he slowly pulled away, he nodded once. “I’ll see you then.”
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      Though Mariah had worried that the three months of training at an isolated gym in the Colorado mountains would drag, the time had flown. She felt like only a couple days ago, she had woken up beside the same man who had occupied so much of her mental bandwidth over the last twelve weeks: Logan Harfield.

      Before he left that day, he’d told her he would see her in Las Vegas. At the time, she had been given no reason to doubt his assurance. But now, as she strode onto the mat at the center of the jam-packed arena, she started to wonder.

      The roar of the crowd should have brought a self-assured smile to her face, should have brought on the cool rush of adrenaline, should have elicited a positive reaction. Instead, as she scanned the rows of seats closest to the stage, a knot formed in the pit of her stomach. She swallowed against the sudden tightness in her throat.

      They had spent a grand total of fewer than twenty-four hours together. Sure, she had felt a connection with him—a connection she had been sure he returned. And sure, he had assured her he wouldn’t miss her big fight.

      But where was he?

      She had half-expected him to visit her private dressing room before the match, but the only knock at the door had been Mike. Though Logan hadn’t specified a number, she’d been able to tell from his attire and his suave demeanor that he wasn’t short on money. If he was here, he would undoubtedly be seated in the front few rows.

      Then again, this was Las Vegas, not San Bravado. Maybe he hadn’t been able to obtain such an exclusive seat. Maybe all the front-row seats had been taken by regular attendees.

      At the sudden thought, Mariah glanced up to the series of glass panes that lined the upper bowl of the arena. The boxes above the concession stands were little oases of luxury in a sea of rowdy fans. Perhaps he had splurged for a more private viewing area.

      Clenching her teeth, Mariah forced her attention back to the mat as the announcer called out her opponent’s name.

      It didn’t matter if Logan was here. Tonight was Mariah’s night.

      This was the night that would define the rest of her MMA career—the night that would make or break her dreams of becoming a championship fighter. Right now, she had a match to focus on. She would deal with her feelings about Logan once she was back in her dressing room.

      As she pushed the thoughts about the tall, handsome man out of her head, she let the cheers of the crowd roll over her. She set her jaw, squared her shoulders, and stretched her arms.

      Before her MMA career had even started, she had learned the value of maintaining her focus under pressure. Whether the source of the stress was an audience in the conference room at a call center or thousands of cheering fans in a Las Vegas stadium, Mariah kept her fixation on the task at hand.

      Everything else was secondary, and right now, that included Logan Harfield.

      By the time the bell sounded out to start the match, she was firmly grounded in the moment. She didn’t know what might happen between her and Logan, but she knew MMA. After three months of intense training, she was in the best physical shape of her life, and her focus was laser-sharp.

      Mariah and her opponent—Eva Valdez, a tall brunette with sharp blue eyes—circled one another like a couple sharks who had caught the scent of blood. The roar of the crowd had faded to a din in Mariah’s ears, and the sound was a comfort. Almost like a song she would play after she returned home from a hard day at work.

      Eva threw a couple jabs, but Mariah anticipated the angle of the blows and hopped aside for each one. As her opponent retracted her arm after the second punch, Mariah saw her opening. In a blur of motion, she slid forward to swing her clenched fist at Eva’s face.

      A last-minute sidestep took her opponent’s head out of the trajectory of Mariah’s right hook, though she felt some satisfaction as her knuckles grazed the fighter’s cheek. The move put Mariah on the offensive, but before she could make use of her position, the other woman snapped her foot out in a defensive kick to keep Mariah at bay.

      If the blow had landed anywhere else on Mariah’s leg, she was sure that all it would have done was shove her away. But at that precise moment, Mariah had shifted her stance in preparation for an attempt at a takedown. Rather than knock against her shin like the woman had intended, the kick smashed into the side of Mariah’s knee.

      A blinding sizzle of pain erupted from the site of the blow, and beneath the veritable agony, Mariah felt a sickening pop.

      Mariah took in a sharp breath as she dropped to the mat to grasp at her leg. Her opponent’s blue eyes had gone wide, and from beneath the rush of her pulse, Mariah hardly heard the referee shout to stop the match.

      She didn’t know what was happening, but the searing pain hadn’t diminished once Mariah had dropped to sit.

      A haunted look passed over the other fighter’s face as she knelt to bring herself eye level with Mariah.

      “Oh my God,” Eva managed. “Are you all right?”

      All Mariah could do was shake her head.

      The brunette snapped her attention over to the ref as the older man approached. “She’s hurt,” she announced.

      With a nod to Mariah and her companion, the ref beckoned a team of medical personnel forward.

      As much as Mariah willed the agony to subside, as much as she hoped the injury was superficial, she knew in her gut that nothing would be the same after tonight.

      Her thoughts were a whirlwind of disappointment and hurt as she desperately scanned the faces of the crowd one last time.

      When she didn’t spot Logan, she wasn’t surprised, but her throat tightened just the same.

      At the beginning of the day, she had been hopeful. She had been confident she would deliver the best performance in her career so far. Though she hadn’t expected the match to be an easy victory, she had been confident in her ability to persevere. And as an added bonus, she had been sure she would see Logan in the crowd.

      Now, as a handful of paramedics hauled her stretcher to a waiting ambulance outside the bustling arena, her hopes had been thoroughly eviscerated.

      This was what she got for daring to hope, she thought. This was why hope was such a dangerous thing. The crash after the high. The big comedown. The realization that all those feelings of contentment had been manufactured from a make-believe tale she’d concocted in her mind.

      She should have known better.

      But Mariah was a fighter, and nothing in her life had ever been handed to her, professional or otherwise. She was resilient, and despite the distance she felt had grown between her and her friends over the past couple years, she knew she still had people who cared about her. She had Hazel, her mom, and her brother.

      Even if the worst came to pass, even if the unadulterated agony in her leg spelled the end of her career as an MMA fighter, she would keep fighting. One way or another, she would get through this—whatever the hell this was.
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      As Mariah drifted back to consciousness, she took in a deep breath. The air smelled sterile, like someone had reached out and scrubbed it with an industrial-strength cleaner. Though the space around her was still, she could hear the faint drone of the hospital staff at work.

      She snapped open her eyes. Curtains had been drawn over the windows to block out all but a sliver of the morning sunlight. Was it morning?

      Blinking to clear the film from her vision, Mariah glanced around the dim space. The room was unadorned but functional. To one side of her bed was a table, and to the other side was a cushioned chair. A television mounted in the top right-hand corner was dark, but right now, Mariah was grateful for the lack of illumination.

      When she shifted in place to reach for her phone, a dull ache throbbed in her knee.

      That’s why she was here.

      Like a faucet in her mind had just been turned on, the memories flowed back as she glanced up to the IV stand beside the table.

      After a kick to the side of her knee, Mariah had been hauled away from her career-defining match on a stretcher. She had hoped against hope that the excruciating pain would subside, and that the doctors would advise her she had merely sprained her knee or pulled a muscle.

      A quick journey to one of the hospital’s imaging rooms had revealed the source of Mariah’s agony—a torn anterior cruciate ligament, or ACL.

      A torn ACL was among the most notorious injuries across all sports. Though some athletes overcame the potentially career-ending injury, there were plenty who didn’t. Only the knowledge that a full recovery was possible kept Mariah from sinking into a dark pit of despair.

      She vaguely remembered waking after the surgery to be advised that the procedure had been as successful as they could hope. Now, only time and physical therapy would determine how well the injury healed.

      Her smartphone buzzed in her hand, and Mariah blinked repeatedly as she looked down to the screen. The caller’s number was unfamiliar, but she recognized the San Bravado area code. It could be Mike, she thought, or a contact of his.

      At the last second, she swiped the screen and raised the phone to her face.

      “Hello?” she croaked.

      “Mariah?” a familiar voice replied.

      The icy hand of adrenaline clamped down on her throat as her breath hitched. Amid the torn ACL diagnosis and the implications for the rest of Mariah’s career, she had almost forgotten.

      “Logan,” she finally managed. Whether the result of the adrenaline or her adjustment to the waking world, the tiredness had dissipated from her tone.

      “Hey, yeah, it’s me. I’m sorry, did I wake you up?” At the cool, casual tone of his voice, her heart dropped down into her stomach.

      “No,” she replied, tightening her grasp on the beige blanket. “No, you didn’t.”

      “Okay, good. Well, I just wanted to give you a call to apologize for not making it to your match last night. It’s been a hell of a couple weeks at work, and I just couldn’t get away.”

      So, that was his excuse. Work. Not very original, Mr. Harfield, she thought.

      She should have known. Though she had let herself envision more for them than just a quick fling, he had only been after one thing. Then again, she couldn’t blame him, could she? After all, when he knocked on her door that night, her intent had been the same.

      But somewhere over the twenty-four hours they had spent together, something had shifted. Part of her had been certain that the same shift had occurred for him, but apparently, that part of her had been wrong. Though he had come to mean more to her than a casual hookup, she now realized the same did not ring true for him. To him, she was likely just one of many. Another pretty woman to add to his list of conquests.

      Despite the knot in her stomach and the tightness in her throat, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how much his casual dismissal stung.

      If she was just another conquest for him, then he was just another conquest for her, too. Mariah had never bought into the ridiculous double-standard that insisted women remain chaste while men played the so-called field. She had never been much for soliciting casual flings, but she refrained from any sort of judgment. As long as no one got hurt, she would live and let live.

      Though a flurry of thoughts whipped through her head, only a split second had passed since Logan vocalized his lame excuse. Mariah might have only been twenty-six, but she wasn’t naïve. She knew bullshit when she smelled it.

      “That’s fine.” She kept her voice cool and calm, an ability honed by years of dealing with pissed-off customers in a call center.

      “Really, I’m sorry.” His casual tone belied no hint of regret.

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” She let a dismissive edge find its way to the words. “It’s no big deal. Honestly, I didn’t expect you to be there, anyway. You know how it is, right? You have a good time with someone and get wrapped up in the moment, don’t want it to end. It’s like when you get drunk with your friends and you all swear that you’re going to finally take that road trip you’ve been talking about for the last six years. You’re not actually going to do it. It’s just one of those things.”

      “Well, still. It felt like something that warranted an apology.”

      Before he could add more to whatever nonsense he had concocted to try to placate the faint clip of irritability she had shown, she cut him off. “Like I said, don’t worry about it. We had some fun. No one got hurt. It’s fine. You’ve got your life, and I’ve got mine. But I’m not really into the whole ‘on-call hookup’ thing, so let’s just call this good, okay?”

      As much as she wanted to hang up to end the conversation that had become equal parts painful and hostile, she waited for his response.

      “Okay,” he finally replied. “Take care, Mariah.”

      “You, too, Logan.”

      Pulling the phone away from her face, she swiped the red button and dropped the phone to the bed.

      She would be fine. She had an injury to recover from, and she didn’t need any distractions.
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      Mariah barely suppressed a sigh as she strode over to the horseshoe-shaped bar on the main level of the club. Blue and purple lights glittered off the silver specks in the granite surface. The frosted-glass liquor shelves lent the entire area an ethereal appearance, at least from a distance. Once she got close enough to hear and smell the patrons, however, the spell was broken.

      One such patron, a man who couldn’t have been much older than Mariah’s thirty years, had warranted her attention. The younger bartender had cut him off, and rather than slink off his barstool and stumble out the door, the drunk had hurled a handful of threats at the barkeep. According to the rundown Mariah had been given by her boss, Joe, the rambling had gone from demands for better customer service to threats of a fistfight. Though the remarks about a physical brawl had been made under the guise of sarcasm, neither Mariah nor Joe were keen on taking their chances.

      Brushing off the front of her black, button-down shirt, Mariah swallowed her expression of disdain and stepped in to lean against the bar at the man’s side. His dark eyes shifted over to her movement, and she replied with a disarming smile—a look she’d been able to perfect after almost a year at work at the club.

      “Hey,” she said brightly.

      As he straightened in his seat, she didn’t miss the way his body wavered. She couldn’t help but wonder if he would even remember any of this tomorrow.

      “Hey, pretty lady,” he replied. If he was sober, his grin might have been endearing, but right now, the expression only made him look drunker.

      She fought against an eye roll. Instead, she twirled a piece of her long hair around an index finger in an effort to appear flirtatious. “I was wondering if you’d want to step outside, maybe get some fresh air?”

      Sometimes, the drunkards recognized the tactic for what it was. But more often than not, they agreed with the same dumb smile and wobbly nod as her newest patron. In the event they tried to refuse—and try was as far as they ever got—Mariah dropped the cutesy façade and pointedly advised them she would put them in a choke hold if they didn’t follow her orders and get the hell out of the club.

      Seventy-hour workweeks weren’t what she had envisioned for the start of her thirties, but she could admit that ejecting drunk assholes from a club yielded a measure of satisfaction. Unfortunately, the majority of her job consisted of checking IDs and turning away underage kids trying to sneak in with a fake license, or with their sibling’s license. In the year she’d worked at The Max, she had seen some real winners.

      As she led the drunk through the mostly empty floor and to the familiar set of glass double doors, she stifled a yawn. With one last smile to the man, she pushed open the door and held it open as he hurried to catch up to her. Little did he know, he was hurrying toward his own ejection.

      Once he stood on the concrete walkway just outside the rear exit, he arched an eyebrow to fix her with an expectant look.

      In reply, Mariah grinned and waved as she let the door swing closed. “Call a cab, buddy. You’re done here.”

      His slurred protest was cut off as the metal latch clicked into place. The exit doors were locked from the outside, and if the guy decided to try to sneak back in through the front entrance, he would be rebuffed all over again.

      As she spotted Joe’s broad-shouldered, black-clad frame, Mariah offered him a thumbs-up. After retrieving her black jacket with white letters across the back that read “SECURITY,” she returned to her post at the main entrance. Thankfully, her drunk didn’t return to double down on his effort to return to the club.

      If The Max wasn’t her place of employment, Mariah might have liked the club. With its colorful shelves of liquor, stainless-steel fixtures, and granite countertops, the space was sleek and modern. The lighting beneath the bar varied from night to night, as did the illumination that displayed the bottles of booze lined up behind the bartender. Sometimes the shelves were lit up with the entire rainbow, sometimes they were bathed in reds and oranges, and then other times—like tonight—the blue and purple glow made her feel like she was at a bar on a spaceship in one of the science fiction novels she loved to read. Then again, would that mean that she would have to kick the drunks out via an airlock? No, she could probably toss them out to the interior of the ship instead of the vacuum of space.

      With one hand, Mariah stifled yet another yawn. Contemplating how she would handle an unruly patron on a spaceship was a typical line of thought for an evening as slow as tonight. If she didn’t have her bizarre imagination, she was sure she would have lost her mind a long time ago.

      The flow of business at The Max had two modes—busy as a retail store on Black Friday, or dead. Mariah had waited almost a year to discover a middle ground, but she still hadn’t seen it.

      “Oh well,” she muttered to herself. She hadn’t slept well the night before, and she was now in the tenth hour of her shift. As much as she prided herself on disciplined focus, she suspected the next few hours would be closer to an exercise in masochism.

      Even with the bouts of mind-numbing boredom and the idiot drunks, working in a club seventy hours per week still beat the hell out of a call center job. Mariah had tried her hand at a call center a few months after she’d officially retired from MMA, but she had barely lasted four months.

      Though there were some athletes who returned to their sport after a torn ACL, Mariah hadn’t been one of the lucky ones. After two years of an intense physical therapy regimen, she had been no closer to a return. She could best most people in a physical brawl, but the torn ligament hadn’t healed well enough to give her another foothold in MMA.

      At first, she had tried to focus on the silver lining of her injury. Though she had been busy, she still had more free time than she had during her stint as a professional fighter. She’d made a point to reconnect with her friends, to spend more time with her mom, and to visit her brother in Tacoma, Washington.

      But then, she’d hit a financial brick wall. A portion of the physical therapy had been covered by her insurance, but the deductibles and copays took their toll. Now, unless her friends kept their activities cheap, Mariah was stuck at home or at work. With the loss of three of their staff over the past couple months, Mariah had leaped at the opportunity to make a few bucks from overtime. And at first, the extra thirty hours she tacked onto her workweek was indeed overtime, but now, it was expected.

      Her friend Hazel had suggested Mariah look into obtaining an MBA like she had. Hazel had pointed her in the direction of a couple online programs and offered to be a reference. But even the convenience of online courses was no match for Mariah’s work schedule.

      These days, it seemed like nothing was a match for Mariah’s work schedule. She made it out to girls’ nights on the exceedingly rare occasion her night off coincided with her friends’ plans.

      She really needed to find a new job, but aside from call center work, mixed martial arts, and now security, Mariah’s professional skill set was limited. As much as she loved to teach karate and other fighting styles to kids and adults alike, she didn’t have the capital to start her own business. And at this point, she wondered if she ever would.

      With a sigh, she dropped down to sit atop the stool beside the main entrance. The cushion was flat and worn out, but even the uncomfortable seat was better than standing for the remainder of her shift.

      As she retrieved her phone from a pocket, she was surprised to see she had received a new text message from her friend Corrine.

      “Hey, girl! Hope your work night isn’t too terrible so far. I was wondering if you’d want to go with me and a couple of the ladies from work to the fight on Saturday? Ticket’s on me.” The message ended with a smiley-face emoji and a heart.

      Though the woman worked almost as much as Mariah, Corrine made at least double Mariah’s salary. Mariah used to protest when Corrine insisted that she pay for their weekend expenditures, but she had learned to swallow her pride.

      “That sounds great!” Mariah typed. “I work on Saturday, but not until midnight.”

      Corrine’s response was almost immediate. “Perfect! I’ll get your ticket now. See you then!”

      Mariah managed a slight smile as she replied to thank her friend. Corrine hadn’t always made heaps and heaps of money, and she knew the minimum-wage struggle better than most. The seventy-hour workweek might not have left time for much, but at least Mariah had time for her friends.

      Ever since she’d been ditched by Logan Harfield, her outlook on romance had soured. She had tried to make something work with a couple different guys over the last four years, but she knew that both so-called relationships were doomed from the start. Still, she had felt obligated to make an effort.

      At least then when she turned into a crazy cat lady, she could say she tried.
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      Golden sunlight caught the silver band of Logan’s watch as he held open the door for his newest client. He flashed an appreciative smile to the young man seated behind the reception desk. The lobby was the main floor of a twenty-story building in the heart of downtown San Bravado. Harfield and Wellner didn’t use the entire building; they leased out almost half the floors to help cover the hefty price tag that came with such prime real estate.

      A potted palm tree sat on either side of the interior, tinted glass double doors, and a couple more decorated the bright room. Around the holidays, he and his staff took a workday to decorate the lobby, including strings of colorful lights they wound around the trees.

      Logan was a firm believer in paying attention to the little details at work. Whether a valet for his newest client or setting aside a workday to let his staff unwind during the stress of the holiday season, the details made the difference.

      If his employees were happy, then his clients were happy. And if his clients were happy, then Harfield and Wellner turned a profit. They invested the bulk of the funds back into the business, but each of their net worth had soared over the past four years.

      From millionaire to billionaire, Logan didn’t feel any differently about himself.

      He received regular requests to interview for magazines and news articles, but so far, he’d turned down every single one. Just because he knew a successful business venture would bring him into the public eye didn’t mean he had to embrace the scrutiny with open arms. He didn’t want his daughter to grow up like that. He wanted Emily to enjoy being a kid without having to answer to a hoard of perfect strangers just because her last name was Harfield.

      For a long time, he hadn’t even wanted to enroll Emily in a private school. Logan liked to joke that he had grown up on the wrong side of the tracks, but the jovial description was accurate. Being poor in Los Angeles was no cakewalk.

      Like all his friends at the time, Logan had attended a public school in a poor part of the city, and it had been sorely underfunded. On the occasions when the kids at his school were forced to interact with classes from more well-to-do districts, the rich kids had almost unilaterally been bullies to him and his classmates. His experiences with kids from private schools had been even rarer, but no more pleasant.

      At first, Logan had worried that Emily would be picked on by the other kids whose wealthy parents paid so little attention to them that they acted out to gain acknowledgment in school. If the upper-class schoolkids were anything like the little brats he’d encountered in his youth, then he didn’t want his daughter anywhere near them.

      Worse still, he didn’t want Emily to be one of those kids.

      Only Estella’s words of wisdom had convinced him to enroll Emily in a private school. He wanted Emily to have the best chance at success in life, and success started with a good education.

      Logan had been fortunate. Even though his school had been severely underfunded, the teachers had been among the most dedicated he’d come across, even to this day. Their perseverance and hard work had made an impression on him.

      According to Estella, he didn’t have to worry about other children bullying Emily for the same reasons he’d been picked on in school—secondhand clothes, off-brand shoes, and finances in general.

      Estella was right. Logan didn’t feel any different when he saw the number in his bank account, but he possessed more wealth than just about any other family at that school. Now, that meant he had to work to pass down the empathy and compassion that had been instilled in him by both his mother and Estella.

      As the second set of double doors swung open, Logan jerked his attention back to the present. The man at his side, Tim Ekholm, had just made a significant investment in a mobile tech business Logan had funded a few years earlier. That little startup had transformed into a commanding presence in the world of mobile phones, and Logan’s gamble had paid off several times over.

      “Hey,” Tim said as they stepped out onto the concrete. “Could I ask you something?”

      Logan nodded. “Of course.”

      “I brought my wife with me on this trip, figured we’d make a date weekend out of it.” The corners of the shorter man’s green eyes creased as he smiled up at Logan. “You have any recommendations, anything we should check out while we’re in town?”

      Logan paused to look thoughtful as a black sedan pulled up to the curb. “There’s an Italian place here downtown called Cedali’s Table. We order from them a lot for events here at the office, and I probably go there at least once a month. It’s definitely worth checking out.”

      Tim’s smile widened. “Perfect. My wife loves Italian. Any events scheduled around town tonight or tomorrow?”

      “There might be an MMA match at the arena not too far from here. It’s within walking distance of Cedali’s, actually.”

      The older man chuckled. “Even better, then. She’s been pretty big into MMA lately, believe it or not. Well, thank you very much, Mr. Harfield. For the recommendations and for being so welcoming. I’ve been in this line of work a long time, but I’ll say this has by far been one of the more pleasant business meetings I’ve attended.”

      That was the kind of comment Logan loved to hear. Tim Ekholm exuded a fatherly air, and Logan found it hard to believe that the man would offer insincere compliments.

      Logan opened the rear passenger side door of the sedan, then extended his hand to Tim and nodded.

      “I’m glad to hear that. Safe travels, Tim. Enjoy your weekend in San Bravado.”

      Tim accepted the handshake. “You do the same.”

      With a quick wave to the departing sedan, Logan swiped his work ID card over a reader to the right of the entrance. He pulled the door open when he heard the metallic click to indicate the lock had disengaged. As he stepped into the sleek lobby, he glanced down at his watch.

      “Damn,” he said under his breath.

      That morning, he had told Emily he would pick her up from school. The drive took close to twenty minutes at this time of the day, and her classes ended in about fifteen.

      “Something wrong?” asked a young man standing near the polished, granite desk. His PR representative, Jesse.

      Logan shook his head. “No. I’m just running late to pick my kid up from school.”

      Jesse nodded his understanding. “Depending on where you’re headed, you might want to stay off the interstate this time of day. It’s usually a parking lot by about three.”

      Well, so much for the express route. “Duly noted. Thanks, Jesse. I’ll see you in a few hours for that meeting I’ve got later tonight.”

      After he flashed Jesse a smile, Logan turned and strode to the elevator that would take him to the adjacent parking garage. He pulled out onto the street in what he assumed was record time and sped off in the opposite direction he normally took.

      For the first half of the drive, he was so focused on making up time that he didn’t even bother to turn on the radio. Though Emily was only seven and a half, she had already taken a liking to some of the music he listened to. She liked the same pop tunes that were popular with her classmates, but more and more often, she would ask him to “put on some sweet guitar riffs.” He had no idea where she’d learned the phrase, but it never ceased to elicit a laugh from him.

      By the time the sprawling school campus was within sight, he was only a couple minutes late. He’d driven like a bat out of hell, and he slowed his pace as he approached.

      Due in part to his tardiness, the usual school buses had already departed the sloping stretch of road in front of the main building. Though he was grateful for the lessened traffic, he still cringed when he glanced at the clock. How could he manage a billion-dollar business, secure contracts and deals from organizations all across the damn country, and still strike out over and over again when it came to raising his daughter?

      As the rear passenger-side door opened, he pushed those thoughts out of his head and forced a smile on his face.

      “Hey, kiddo,” he greeted, turning around to face his daughter as she climbed into the sedan.

      “Hi, Dad,” she chirped. Her eyes were the same shade of dark, vivid blue as Caron’s, and they glimmered with the same spark of curiosity that had always been present on his wife’s face. Caron had been smart—both book smart and common-sense smart. Though not yet eight years old, he could see the same sharpness in Emily.

      Whenever he looked at Emily, he saw a piece of Caron that lingered on after her death. The resemblance made him feel as grateful as it did sad. Sad that Caron was gone, and sad that he was failing her and Emily both.

      Like he always did, Logan fought to keep the despondency from showing on his face as he watched Emily buckle her seatbelt and set her backpack down at her feet.

      As he shifted his attention back to the front of the car, he cast a quick glance in the rearview mirror. “You want to listen to some sweet guitar riffs?”

      Emily’s face lit up with a grin as she nodded. She raised one hand, her middle and ring fingers both tucked beneath her thumb. Despite the moment of sadness, Logan burst into laughter at the gesture—a hand symbol synonymous with metal music. Giggling, she returned both hands to her lap as he pressed play on the screen of his phone.

      “You’re throwing up the horns now, huh?” he asked.

      Emily tucked a piece of dark hair behind one ear and nodded. “Estella showed me yesterday. It’s what people do when they’re at rock concerts.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, yes, it is, sweetie. Someday when you’re a little taller, we’ll go to one.”

      Her blue eyes grew wider. “Really?”

      “Absolutely.” Though he didn’t hesitate to give the answer, he wondered how long it would take him to finally fulfill the promise.

      With one last glance in the rearview mirror, Logan pulled away from the curb as the first chords of the newest song rang out. Emily loved music, but then again, what kid her age didn’t love music? Was she interested in playing an instrument? Writing a song? Singing?

      Jesus, he didn’t know where he’d gotten so far off track with her. Though he had made an effort over the past couple months to be more present in Emily’s day-to-day life, he still worried. He worried the attempt would be too little and too late. He worried she would soon reach an age where she decided she no longer valued the effort. He worried she would no longer forgive him for his missteps. Lately, all he could do was worry.

      Actions speak louder than words, he told himself. He needed to stop thinking about reconnecting with his daughter and just do it. He needed to finally make use of the massive kitchen in his house to teach Emily to make churros. She had adopted an affinity for the fried dessert, and Estella purported that her interest was a way for her to connect with Logan. There were recipes for all manner of churro desserts; all he had to do was pick one and set aside a little time.

      With another fleeting glance to the clock, he almost groaned out loud at himself. How was he going to set aside time when he was already in danger of running late to an evening meeting? He needed to make a commitment, to make a damn schedule, something. Something so that ten years from now, he wouldn’t be seated on the couch as he racked his brain for the precise moment his relationship with Emily had gone to hell. If he could build a billion-dollar business from the ground up, he could express to his daughter how much she meant to him.

      The drive home was far more arduous than the trip to Emily’s school, and by the time he parked the car on the sloping driveway, Logan was officially running late to his evening meeting. Though he normally used the spacious garage attached to one side of the house, he knew he wouldn’t be home for long before he had to leave.

      As he and Emily stepped out of the car, Logan typed a text message to advise his business partner, Aaron, that he would be late.

      The heavy wooden door swung inward to reveal Estella Shinn. From behind the frames of her stylish glasses, the corners of her amber eyes creased as she smiled.

      “Hi, Estella!” Emily exclaimed, waving a hand as she took off to the porch.

      “Hi, sweetie.” Estella stepped to the side so Emily could dart past her.

      Estella was the same age as Logan’s mother, and she was more a member of the family than any sort of household staff. However, Logan had bestowed her with the job title so she wouldn’t “feel like a damn mooch,” as she had so eloquently put a few years ago. Estella was a retired middle-school history teacher, though she had left her state job well before the typical retirement age of sixty-five.

      All the blooming flowers that lined the covered porch were Estella’s doing. Logan had tried to learn to garden when he was younger, but so far, he had killed every plant he’d ever owned, even a cactus. The sweet scent of the autumn blooms wafted past him as he stepped through the doorway and into the foyer. If it wasn’t for Estella, he would likely live in a drab, colorless residence that resembled a fortress more than an actual home.

      “There’s coffee in the kitchen.” Estella’s voice snapped his attention away from the frosted-glass window and over to the end of the sunny foyer.

      He managed a slight smile, but he could feel the tenseness in the gesture. “Thanks. I’ve got a meeting to head to, but I’ll grab some for the road. Pretty sure I’m going to need it.”

      Estella brushed a piece of golden hair from her eyes as she chuckled. “I thought you might. And yes, I remember you telling me about that meeting. Don’t worry, I’ll hold down the fort until you get back.”

      Logan made a sound that landed somewhere between a snort and a laugh. “I knew I could count on you.”

      Estella disappeared around the corner to the living area. The house was massive, but Logan only ever used a handful of the rooms. If he was honest with himself, he had only bought such a large house because he thought that’s what wealthy people did. Growing up, he and his mom had lived in shoebox apartments, and even after she obtained her undergraduate degree their next home, at the edge of San Bravado, had been modest. The neighborhood was a drastic upgrade, but otherwise, the place hadn’t been all that much larger than their various two-bedroom apartments.

      Despite balancing two low-paying jobs and school, Logan’s mom had still found time to spend with him. There’d been plenty of times where they’d spent the day in front of the television because she didn’t have the energy to do anything else, but he had still valued the time.

      And now, twenty-seven years later, here he was with his own seven-year-old. There were more zeroes in his bank account than he’d ever expected to see in his entire life, but he couldn’t find the time to pry himself away from his work. Maybe that was acceptable to some of the other men and women in his industry, but Logan knew that their personal lives had suffered as a result.

      He had to find a balance, but he didn’t know how. He wanted the best in life for Emily, and there was always the nagging voice in the back of his mind that he had to work himself to death to achieve that goal. Deep down, he worried that if he pulled too far away from his work, they would struggle like he and his mom had. The feeling was the driving force behind his lengthy workweeks and evening meetings. He knew it, but he couldn’t get rid of the anxiety.

      Blowing out a long sigh, he unlocked the screen of his phone to check for any new messages. Satisfied that there were none, he made his way out of the foyer, past the spacious kitchen, and up a set of exposed stairs.

      He was already late; he didn’t see what difference a few more minutes would make. The least he could do was check on Emily to make sure she was okay.

      A slat of sunlight brightened the hardwood floor from where it streamed in through the slight opening in Emily’s door. One of many lessons passed down to him by his mother was a respect for the privacy of others, and as far as he was concerned, that extended to his seven-year-old daughter. With one hand, he lightly rapped his knuckles against the door.

      “Come in,” Emily called.

      Even at seven, she was already more polite than most adults.

      He pushed the door inward. “Hey, kiddo.”

      Though there was a writing desk just beyond the edge of her bed, Emily always preferred to do her homework on the comfort of the plush mattress. As she turned her head to regard him, a smile brightened her face.

      “Hi, Dad,” she said.

      “How was school today?” he asked, absentmindedly readjusting the band of his pricey Swiss watch. The tic was a longstanding habit, a way to keep his hands busy while he wrestled with his thoughts.

      Shrugging, Emily blew a few strands of dark hair out of her face. “It was okay.”

      He had hoped for more, but he still didn’t want to leave. “I’ve got to go to work for a little bit, but you can watch something on the big TV downstairs if you want to.”

      A faint trace of her smile remained as she shook her head. “I’ve got some homework to do first.”

      Well, that was yet another trait she hadn’t inherited from him. He wanted to ask what she was studying or if she needed help, but how could he offer when he needed to leave ten minutes ago?

      He swallowed against the tightness in his throat. Was this supposed to be so hard? When had it gotten so damn hard?

      “Okay, kiddo,” he heard himself say. “I’ve got to head out, but I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      Pushing a notebook to the side, Emily hopped off the comforter—a pale-green fabric decorated with little cartoon cats. He didn’t miss the wistful look on her face as she closed the distance.

      Logan dropped down to one knee to wrap his daughter in a tight hug. The glint of sadness in her bright eyes was enough to make him seriously consider calling Aaron to cancel the meeting altogether.

      But the meeting was important. They were all important.

      He clasped Emily’s shoulders and offered her his best effort at a reassuring smile as he held her out at arm’s length. “I love you, kiddo.”

      Some of the sadness was pushed aside as she smiled back at him. “Love you, too, Dad.”

      In that moment, the realization struck him full force.

      Eventually, she would no longer forgive him for his slip-ups. He could only hope he still had enough time to make it right.
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      By the time Logan waved goodbye as Estella pulled her car out of the driveway, the sun had long since sunk behind the horizon. He hadn’t expected the meeting to take longer than a couple hours, but here he was. At ten at night, Emily had been sound asleep for close to two hours.

      Logan combed the fingers of one hand through his hair and heaved a sigh as he made his way to the kitchen. Scanning the bottles of liquor in the cabinet beside the sink, he loosened the blue-and-black-striped tie around his neck and shrugged out of his suit jacket. He never dreamed he would pay as much for clothing as he had sunk into his collection of tailored suits and dress shirts. Partly to offset the cost of the attire and partly as a joke to himself, he refused to spend more than ten dollars on a tie. So far, he hadn’t been called out on it, so he figured he was in the clear.

      After he draped the jacket and tie over the back of a tall chair at the breakfast bar, he untucked his shirt and undid the top couple buttons. Finally, he felt like he could breathe. No matter the amount of money he spent to obtain the most comfortable suit available, he was still relieved to return to a more casual mode of dress when he got home.

      As he selected a bottle of pricey scotch from the cabinet, he considered skipping the glass altogether. He was the only one awake. Who cared if he sat in front of the television to drink expensive liquor straight from the bottle?

      Despite the rationalization, he set a stout glass atop the granite counter with a light clink. He kept his pour modest enough—he didn’t see the need to face the next day with a hangover. And in the end, that was all drinking alone ever really accomplished.

      His stockinged feet made little more than a whisper of sound against the hardwood floor as he strode out of the kitchen and into the living area. With a satisfied groan, he sunk into the center cushion of the sectional couch.

      Lately, a quiet night in front of the television was about as much as he could ask for. More often than not, he arrived home later in the evening. He was sad to realize that weeks had passed since he last sat down to eat dinner with his daughter.

      No matter the status he achieved in the professional world, no matter the luxuries with which he surrounded himself, no matter the number of magazine editors who emailed to beg him for an interview, Logan felt no different. As far as he was concerned, right now, he might as well have been that little kid from the bad side of the tracks in Los Angeles. At least then he had friends.

      He hated the empty, hollow feeling he got when he took stock of his life. If he didn’t have Emily, his world would be devoid of meaning. And even then, how much longer would he really have Emily?

      At the bleak thought, he raised the polished glass to his lips and took a long pull as he flicked through the channels. He could use a good television show—a good story—right now. Anything to occupy his thoughts with something other than trepidation.

      The liquor was smooth, but it still burned its way down his throat as he swallowed. The first sip was always the worst, he reminded himself. As he flipped through a few more channels, he wondered what he expected to find at ten o’clock on a weeknight. After he flicked past a cooking show, the commercial on the screen came to an end.

      The faint drone of cheers preceded the announcer’s voice as the man welcomed viewers back to a women’s MMA championship fight. Even before the man said Kady Erickson’s name, Logan’s thoughts shot back through time to the woman who had come so close to capturing his heart.

      Four years ago, he had cut himself off from the world of MMA in an effort to distance himself from her. From Mariah Penn. But despite his best efforts to sever the connection, she still haunted his dreams. To be sure, the dreams were good, but he always awoke with a feeling of emptiness he couldn’t shake.

      He still wasn’t sure if he regretted the decision. After all, he didn’t know how it would have ended between them. Maybe they would have tried to form a real relationship, and the entire thing would have gone down in flames. Maybe they’d be married now. He didn’t know, and that was the problem.

      Ever since he and Aaron had founded their business, Logan’s mantra was one of a decision-maker. He didn’t second-guess himself. He was a leader, and uncertainty was the bane of a leader.

      In life, nothing was more uncertain than matters of the heart.

      He had felt himself plummeting as he fell for Mariah, and he had been desperate to stop his descent. After twenty-four hours together, he knew he shouldn’t have harbored the sorts of feelings he had for her. He knew that such a strong emotional pull would only end in heartbreak, one way or another.

      The strength of their bond scared him so badly that, in the past four years, he had hardly bothered with casual sex. Though he doubted he would ever come across someone who elicited such a strong emotional reaction, he hadn’t wanted to take the chance. Instead, he’d kept himself busy with work.

      Ultimately, his decision to forgo the self-destructive tendencies that had marked his existence for the first few years after Caron’s death had been solid, financially speaking. The less effort he put into slowly killing himself with liquor and one-night stands, the more brainpower he had left for his work.

      Even before he made an effort to push Mariah from his thoughts, Logan knew the attempt would be futile. There was a fifty-fifty chance he had made a tremendous mistake by pushing her away, but at the time, he had been more than happy to take those odds.

      Rather than shift his focus away from Mariah, he reached to the lower level of the stone coffee table to retrieve a sleek, matte silver laptop. With one more sip from the glass of scotch, he typed her name into the search bar.

      He expected to see recent updates on her MMA career, clips of her fights, even interviews between her and sports newscasters. But any report on her recent matches was dated more than four years ago, and so were the video clips of those same matches. The most recent bit of news he could find was a press release that was two years old.

      He clicked on the link and scrolled down, then felt his eyes widen.

      “No way,” he breathed.

      After two years of intense physical therapy, Mariah Penn had announced her retirement from MMA. In a championship match in Las Vegas—the same fight he had promised her he would attend—she had been kicked in the knee. She was rushed off the mat to receive emergency surgery for a torn ACL.

      Eyes wide, mouth slightly agape, Logan leaned back heavily in his seat. How didn’t he know?

      Because you purposefully stayed away from anything that had to do with MMA, dumbass, he reminded himself.

      If Mariah hadn’t gone on to pursue a career in MMA, then what had happened to her? According to the article, she hadn’t planned to leave the San Bravado area. And, if memory served, her mother lived in the city, though her brother was farther north in Tacoma, Washington.

      Four years, and he could still remember where her family lived. He had been smitten, all right.

      Another, newer article mentioned Mariah in an assessment of Kady Erickson’s career. Four years later, and Kady’s only loss was to Mariah. According to the author of the article, a former MMA competitor and current commentator, Mariah’s retirement had been a significant loss to the world of mixed martial arts.

      But if she hadn’t become the MMA star he was so sure she was destined to be, then what had happened to her?

      He didn’t know what he expected to find when he searched for a schedule of upcoming matches in San Bravado, but he didn’t stop until he’d bought himself a ticket for the Saturday night fight.

      There was no guarantee Mariah would be there, but he doubted he would have a better shot at coming across her in person. He had never been a fan of social media, and the thought of creating an account for the express purpose of internet stalking a woman he’d slept with four years ago was more than a little creepy.

      Right, and showing up at an arena hoping she’s going to be there isn’t creepy.

      He brushed away the thought before he could fixate on it. All he wanted was to know that she was okay. There were too many stories of athletes who suffered career-ending injuries and went on to homelessness or substance abuse. If he could just see her to know she was all right, he could rest easy.

      She wouldn’t even have to know he was there. He could satisfy his concern from a distance, and then he could disappear without so much as a sideways glance in his direction.

      Even as he went over the veiled excuses in his head, he wasn’t sure what he was trying to rationalize—his feelings or the sneaking suspicion that he was acting like a creep.
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      A wave of happiness hit Mariah as she spotted her friends in the center of a section of seats halfway between the door to the concession stands and the center stage. Even at a distance, she could see the excitement on Corrine’s face as she waved both arms in the air.

      Since she had been running late, Mariah hadn’t stopped to grab herself a drink or a snack—she didn’t want her friends to think she had blown them off. But damn, was she tired.

      The last time she had worked a late-night schedule had been at the start of her tenure in the call center where she met Hazel and Corrine. But even then, her shifts had ended at midnight, not four in the morning.

      No matter how tired she was after a ten-hour split shift spent standing or arguing with drunks, Mariah still needed time to decompress when she got home. It was no surprise, then, that her normal bedtime was closer to sunrise.

      Returning Corrine’s enthusiastic wave with all the vigor she could muster, Mariah picked her way down the stairs to join her two friends.

      “Hey, sweetie!” Corrine greeted, stepping forward to wrap her arms around Mariah’s shoulders.

      Mariah’s smile came a little easier as she returned the warm embrace. “Hey, how are you guys?”

      “Pretty good. Not going to lie, we did a little pregaming before we came here.” Corrine paused to offer Mariah an exaggerated wink. “It’s Saturday, you know? Got to live it up while we have the chance.”

      Their other friend, Julia, giggled and nodded. “We did a few tequila shots at a bar by my apartment. Don’t worry, though. We got a driver from one of those apps.”

      Mariah couldn’t help the burst of laughter at Julia’s bubbly tone. For years, Julia had seemed more brooding than upbeat, but once she quit her job at the call center where they’d all met, she came out of her shell. That had been close to four and a half years ago, but Mariah still marveled at the transformation. She was happy for Julia, and she could only hope someday she’d find her own metamorphosis.

      Corrine waved to the chair at her side as she sat. “One of the ladies I work with was telling me today how the fights are great places to meet guys.”

      Of the three, Mariah was the only one who was single, so she knew at whom Corrine had directed her remark.

      Mariah wrinkled her nose. “Picking up dudes at an MMA fight seems a little… unorthodox. Plus, I feel like most of them are drunk and smelly, anyway.”

      Snickering, Julia nodded her agreement. “That’s what I said, too.”

      Even if Mariah wasn’t under the impression that the men in the stands with them were smelly drunks, she felt that her days of searching for a man at any venue were on hold. She hated to admit it, but the yardstick she used to measure men had been all but ruined. Her standards had always been high, but these days, they were damn near impossible.

      As the current match wore on, Mariah exchanged work stories with her friends, updated them on the television shows she had watched recently, and shrugged when they asked if she had considered searching for a new job. She had, but whenever she perused job search websites, she was always discouraged by the list of required qualifications for any position that looked remotely interesting.

      When Corrine’s husband arrived with Julia’s long-term boyfriend, Mariah suddenly second-guessed her decision to stop by the fight before another painstaking shift at the club. The men handed each woman a beer and a soft pretzel.

      Eyes wide, Corrine glanced from Mariah’s empty hands to her husband and then back.

      Before she could offer the apology that undoubtedly rested at the tip of her tongue, Mariah held up a hand and forced a smile to her lips. “It’s all right. Don’t worry about it.”

      So much for a girls’ night, she thought as the bell rang to signal the end of the fight.

      Though she had warmed up to the idea of an evening in the company of her two friends, she hadn’t anticipated that their significant others would be in tow. She didn’t mind Julia’s boyfriend, Steven, but she couldn’t stand Corrine’s husband. The man had cheated on Corrine at least once, but Mariah expected there were plenty more instances they didn’t know about.

      But Corrine had never been one to give up easily, and apparently, that sentiment extended to her cheating husband, too. She claimed that she and Jeremy had talked in depth about the affair, and that he had expressed sincere regret for his actions. Mariah trusted her friend, but she didn’t trust Jeremy.

      Mariah bit back a sigh. “Hey,” she said, glancing over to the little group. “I’m going to go grab myself a drink. I’ll be right back.”

      As she pushed herself to stand, her gaze met Julia’s pale blue eyes. A pang of sympathy flashed over the blond woman’s face as she mouthed the word “sorry.”

      In response, Mariah widened her fake smile and picked her way back to the set of steps. Once she was at the top ring of the bowl-shaped stadium, she blew out a weary sigh. Maybe she could just leave, could send the girls a text message to say she had been called into work early.

      She could, but Mariah hated lying to anyone, especially her friends. She’d tell them the truth before she made up a fake story about being summoned to the club before the start of her shift.

      Stepping through the doorway and into the wide corridor that housed the handful of vendors, Mariah fished through her handbag to retrieve her wallet. She’d turned thirty a few months ago, and she still had the prepaid gift card her mother had given her. It was in here somewhere.

      As she came across the card tucked away in a seldom-used portion of her wallet, she glanced back up to the line for the closest beer vendor. Sure, she had to work in a few hours, but she worked in a bar. More often than not, she drank while she was at work—one of the few perks of her low-paying job. Plus, if she was going to put up with Jeremy Thompson for the next three hours, she needed a damn beer.

      More like a fifth of whiskey, she thought to herself.

      Her less than favorable thoughts about her friend’s husband ground to a halt when she spotted the profile of a man two spots ahead of her in line.

      His dark hair was brushed straight back from his face, but the strands were long enough to reach his chin. Though a couple others came close, he stood taller than all but one of the people in line. The sleeves of his pale blue dress shirt were rolled up to his elbows, exposing the start of a tattoo on the back of one arm. Dark wash jeans and motorcycle boots comprised the rest of his attire.

      The tattoo was new and his hair was longer, but she would recognize Logan Harfield anywhere.

      As Mariah swallowed against the tightness in her throat, the icy caress of adrenaline crept up her back. Jaw clenched, she tightened her grip on the gift card.

      After four years, she hadn’t expected such a gut-churning reaction to his presence. As her heart hammered in her chest, she felt like she was suspended in a space-time bubble straight out of one of the science-fiction books she’d started reading on slow nights at work. She could still see his charming, slightly crooked smile and the mischievous glint in his slate-colored eyes. For a split second, she swore she could feel the warmth of his embrace, the slow cadence of his breathing. She wanted to revel in the memories of their time together, but at the same time, she wished someone could erase them from her brain.

      She needed to leave.

      Before he spotted her, she needed to turn around and leave the arena altogether. She’d tell her friends she didn’t feel well—she didn’t care.

      But just as she started to step out of the line to bolt, his gray eyes met hers. He looked paler in that moment, like he’d spotted a ghost. Just as soon as it had appeared, however, the expression dissipated. With a slight smile, Logan raised a hand in greeting.

      “Hey,” she replied. She was surprised her voice sounded almost normal—she had expected to sound like a frog.

      “Hey, Mariah. Long time. How’s it going?”

      It was fine until you got here. “All right. How about you?” she asked instead. She suspected her bitterness was just a mask for the despondency that lurked beneath.

      He shrugged as a contemplative expression passed over his handsome face. “All right, I suppose. Busy, mostly.”

      In the awkward silence that ensued, he ceded his position in line to make his way to her side.

      “Busy,” she finally said. “Yeah, I can relate.”

      Trepidation glimmered just behind his eyes as he returned his gaze to her. “I heard about what happened. Your knee, I mean. I’m sorry to hear that. For what it’s worth, most sports news outlets thought it was a pretty big loss for MMA. But, well, I guess that’s not worth much anymore, is it?”

      At the hint of nervousness in his demeanor, some of Mariah’s ire vanished.

      With a light sigh, she shrugged. “I guess not. I’m okay, though. I know I did my best to try to get past it, and at the end of the day, that’s all you can really do, you know?”

      He nodded as a wistful smile crept to his face.

      When they reached the front of the line, Logan asked for a beer, stepped aside, and waved her forward.

      After the last couple years of Corrine’s insistence that she pay for everything, Mariah was used to the treatment. She didn’t protest as she made her order.

      “There was a stand that used to sell churros here,” Logan said as they accepted their drinks from the young woman behind the counter. “They were like four bucks, but they were amazing. I don’t see them here tonight, though. Hopefully they just moved on to greener pastures.”

      The corner of Mariah’s mouth turned at the memory. “I remember you telling me about them and about how much you love churros.”

      He gestured to a doorway that loomed on the opposite side of the hall. “You want to grab a couple seats?”

      Her heart was in her throat, but she nodded. “Sure, that sounds good. I was here with a couple of my friends, but one friend’s husband showed up, and…” She left the sentiment unfinished as she turned her attention back to Logan. Wrinkling her nose, she shook her head.

      Logan laughed, and the sound was enough to elevate her pulse. “That bad, huh?”

      “He’s a dick,” she muttered as they made their way to the doorway. “I thought it was a girls’ night thing, but then Dicky McDickbag had to show up.”

      “So, you’re saying you probably don’t want to go sit by him?” Even as Logan feigned seriousness, the glint of mirth in his eyes didn’t waver.

      Mariah shook her head and chuckled. She’d forgotten how proficient he was at sarcasm.

      They picked a couple isolated seats toward the top of the stadium, but Mariah didn’t argue the selection. By now, she wasn’t interested in the outcome of the match, anyway.

      As Mariah sat, she brushed off the front of her black slacks. Aside from a jacket that labeled her as staff, The Max didn’t have a specific dress code for those who worked the door. To maintain some semblance of professionalism in a job where she routinely snagged free alcoholic drinks during lulls in business, however, she almost always wore slacks and a button-down dress shirt. Though she occasionally added a splash of color to her attire, her usual MO was black on black.

      When she glanced back to Logan, she was surprised at her pang of curiosity. Four years had passed, and she hadn’t heard a word about him. There was no ring on his left hand, but the absence of a wedding band didn’t always mean a person was single.

      Wait, why did she care if he was single? She didn’t have any intent to throw herself back into that fire. Or, at least, that’s what she told herself.

      “So,” she said. “How has your business been doing? Your whole venture capitalism thing. How’s that been treating you?”

      His mouth twitched in a modest smile as he nodded. “It’s been all right. A lot of the businesses we’ve invested in have been successful, so it’s been a busy couple of years.”

      She was surprised at how easy it was for her to return his smile. “Just a wild guess, but I bet my version of ‘busy’ and your version of ‘busy’ are quite a bit different.”

      He raised his eyebrows and leaned back. “Maybe. I work, probably too much, and I spend time with my kid. Otherwise, there aren’t a lot of opportunities for anything else. This is the first night I’ve gone out by myself for a non-work-related function in, Jesus, I don’t even know how long. Months, at least.”

      “Yeah, same here, actually,” she replied. “Not that I go out for work functions, and I don’t have a daughter. I guess I just work a lot, then. Okay, so maybe it isn’t quite the same as what you’re saying. But I understand. I can’t remember the last time I actually got to go out for a real girls’ night without having to leave for work. Much less the last time I went on a date.”

      Mariah wasn’t sure why she had added the last part. Was she complaining, or was she trying to find out if Logan had the same romantic hardships as she?

      He snorted out a laugh and nodded. “You and me both.”

      Well, she thought. There she had it. Logan Harfield was still single. The tension in her muscles eased at the realization, but she had no idea why she should even care.

      His gray eyes flicked over to her as he took a sip of his beer. “You’re working a lot, too, huh? What have you been doing?”

      Mariah didn’t see a reason to suppress her weary sigh. Before she answered, she took a deep drink. “Well, I tried working in a call center for a little while after I stopped doing MMA.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “A call center? Didn’t you get your soul sucked out by one of those before you started MMA?”

      She had to hide her surprise. After four years, he still remembered. He even remembered that she had referred to the job as soul-sucking.

      “I did,” she admitted, “but I had enough of my soul left to work for a few months in a different call center so they could suck out the rest of it. Now, I’m afraid to say, I have no soul left to speak of.” For emphasis, she rested her hand over her heart and painted a look of defeat on her face.

      The corners of Logan’s eyes creased as he flashed her a grin and chuckled. “What did you do once your soul was gone?”

      Now, it was her turn to laugh. “I got a job as a bouncer at a bar on the edge of town. The commute was awful, though, so I quit there when I got an offer for a place downtown. The Max, have you heard of it?”

      He paused to look thoughtful before he shook his head. “Believe it or not, no, I haven’t. I’m not much of a nightclub kind of guy, though. Not anymore, at least.”

      Mariah took a sip of her beer “Yeah, me neither. Not as anything other than an employee, anyway. I don’t know, it’s all right, I guess. The pay sucks, and ever since we lost some of the security people a few months ago, I’ve been picking up extra hours left and right. I think the last time I worked under fifty hours in a week was something like six weeks ago.”

      Logan winced. “Ouch. I know the feeling, but it still has to suck. At least my long weeks are mostly by choice.”

      Leaning back in her seat, Mariah looked at him and shrugged. “It is what it is, I guess. There are some pretty cool people who work there, and my boss is a nice guy. When we have a long week ahead of us, sometimes his wife will send him to work with cookies or banana bread.”

      He seemed to perk up at the mention of desserts, and she almost laughed aloud. “I love banana bread. I make that at least once a month.”

      “Wait,” she laughed. “You make banana bread once a month?”

      He grinned. “My daughter loves it, too. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not much of a cook, but I can follow a recipe pretty well. If it wasn’t for my housekeeper, Emily and I would probably live off of cupcakes and dessert bars.”

      With one hand, Mariah covered her mouth to stifle her laughter. “I bet she would love that.”

      “She would,” he chuckled. “She definitely inherited that from me. Her mom always liked salty snacks and real food. Her parents were Italian immigrants, so she could make some killer food.”

      Mariah didn’t miss the reference to past tense. But despite the spark of curiosity, she didn’t press the subject. If he used past tense to refer to Emily’s mother, then there was a good chance the subject was a painful one. For the time being, Mariah wanted their banter to remain lighthearted.

      “I love Italian food,” she said instead. “And I love banana bread.”

      He shot her another one of his charming smiles. “If you didn’t like banana bread, I’d be inclined to think you were a cyborg.”

      Mariah chuckled into her cup before she took another drink. “Speaking of cyborgs, I’ve started reading some science-fiction books. When it’s slow at work, there’s basically nothing else to do, so I’ve gotten through quite a few of them.”

      He lifted his brows. “Science fiction? I thought that was the one genre you didn’t really get into?”

      “It was. But my friend, the one with the dipshit husband, she kept bugging me until I finally started reading a series she’d just finished. And, well…” Mariah paused to shrug. “It was awesome. So I kept reading sci-fi stuff. Plus, when I’m at work, with the way the lighting is, it’s easy to pretend I’m on a spaceship. I only do that when I’m really bored, though.”

      His laugh filled the space between them. “Hard work builds character, I guess.”

      She snorted, but returned the chortle with a sarcastic grin. “Maybe it does when you get paid more than minimum wage. Otherwise…” She left the thought unfinished and shrugged.

      Though slight, his eyes widened. “Minimum wage, really? As a bouncer?”

      “Okay, okay.” She held up a hand. “Maybe it’s fifty cents above minimum wage. Seventy hours a week, but it pays the bills. For the most part.”

      As the mirth vanished from his eyes, the amused expression was replaced by a sentiment Mariah hadn’t expected—empathy. A spell of quiet settled over them, the drone of the crowd and the ongoing match the only sounds.

      She wasn’t sure how she should react to the look of understanding. Though she wanted to make another slew of self-deprecating observations about her work, she realized that something in her banter must have resonated with him on a deeper level than just a lighthearted chat.

      Years ago, he had told her that he was raised by a single mother, and for the most part, their finances hadn’t been great. The sudden remembrance served as an explanation for the moment of quiet. If there was one aspect of life with which Logan Harfield could empathize, it was struggling to make ends meet. Mariah could tell the fight for life’s necessities was well behind him, but he would always remember the lesson.

      His next question all but blindsided her.

      “Why don’t you come work for me?”

      As their eyes met, there was no glint of sarcasm or amusement. He was serious.
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      He didn’t know what in the hell had possessed him to ask the question. The rush of his pulse whenever she looked at him was undeniable—clearly, the feelings of attraction he had tried so diligently to bury were still alive and well.

      In the silence that followed his unprompted query, the seconds seemed to morph into minutes as his muscles tensed. He briefly considered laughing off the suggestion as silly or joking, but he knew the dismissive remark would only make him look like an even bigger jerk. He had done plenty to instill in Mariah the impression that he was a prick; he didn’t need to poke that wound any more than he already had.

      Sure, he had wanted to distance himself from her, but he didn’t want her to hate him. Whether or not he wanted to admit it, he still cared for her, and the thought that she worked her ass off to barely afford her basic needs struck a pang of understanding in him.

      Blinking a few times, Mariah sipped at her beer. “What kind of job are you hiring for?” she asked.

      Damn. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. He had jumped from problem to solution without considering the pathway to get there.

      He sat up straighter and took on a business tone. “We can find something for you. It’s been a busy year so far, so we’re always looking for good people to add to the team.”

      As her lips parted in a sarcastic grin, the tension melted away from the air. “You’d better not be thinking of putting me in a call center,” she warned.

      He spread his hands and laughed. “No, of course not.”

      When the moment of mirth passed, a trace of her smile remained. “I’m not sure. I’ve been working at The Max for over a year. It’s not the most lucrative line of work, but I’m good at it, and I like the people I work with.”

      As he reached into his back pocket, he held up an index finger. “Here,” he said as he produced a simple white business card. “Like I said, business has been ramping up, and we’re always looking for quality people. You don’t need some crazy degree like half the jobs I see posted out there. A lot of what we do is stuff you learn on the job, anyway.”

      She nodded as she accepted the card.

      Returning his wallet to the back pocket of his jeans, he offered her a reassuring smile. “How about this. Tomorrow, I’ll look around and see where we could use some help. Honestly, that’s something I’ve needed to do for a little while, so this’ll give me the incentive to finally do it. We can meet up on Monday and talk about it some more.”

      He felt like a full minute passed as she drank the last swig of her beer. Tapping an index finger against the emptied cup, her green and amber eyes flicked back up to him.

      “I’ll think about it,” she finally said.

      He had to make a concerted effort to keep the weariness from his expression. “Sounds good.”

      Pushing herself to stand, Mariah returned the look with a faint smile and a nod. “Well, speaking of work.” She heaved a sigh and glanced to her phone. “I’d better head out. I need to grab a bite to eat before I start my shift.”

      “Of course,” he replied as he rose.

      At the same time she extended a hand to him, he started to lean in for a quick hug. In the dim light of the arena, he hoped she couldn’t see the slight flush of embarrassment that crept to his cheeks.

      To his relief, she laughed lightly before she moved her hand to accept the parting embrace. The scent of apple and vanilla on her hair was the same as it had been four years ago.

      He’d read somewhere that the sense of smell had the strongest tie to memory, but Logan was still taken aback by the intensity of the sudden rush of emotion. As much as he wanted to tighten his grasp on her, to pull her body against his, he had to force himself to keep the hug roughly the same length he would expect from a friend.

      He didn’t miss the wistful edge behind her smile as she shouldered her handbag. “It was nice to see you again, Logan.”

      He knew he hadn’t managed to keep the sadness off his face as he returned the look. “You, too, Mariah. Hopefully I’ll hear from you soon.”

      With a short wave and a tilt of her head, she turned to pick her way back to the steps that led out of the bowl-shaped stadium.

      Only when she disappeared through the covered doorway did he drop back down to his seat. Raking a hand through his hair, he let out an explosive breath.

      Too strong, Logan, he thought.

      He could hardly believe himself. Where had he learned to socialize? Some etiquette school for creeps?

      In one fell swoop, he had gone from being determined to cut Mariah out of his life completely to a desperate grasp to keep her at his side. The second she had mentioned her financial hardship, he just had to jump in to try to save her.

      He hadn’t lied when he told her they needed to hire more people as Harfield and Wellner grew in size. And he also hadn’t lied when he said he had been putting off a thorough look into the company’s pain points. In fact, he realized he hadn’t lied about anything.

      Well, at least I’ve got that going for me. He might have been an idiot and a creep, but at least he was honest about it.
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      As Mariah tightened her jacket against the chilly breeze that swept past the front of the club, she shifted to her other foot. She had swung by her favorite pizza place on her way to work, and as she ate her late dinner in the break room upstairs, Joe had stopped in to let her know that they had been experiencing payroll difficulties. The folks in the accounting department thought they had fixed the problem, but Joe anticipated that their paychecks would be a couple days late that week.

      Fortunately, Joe’s wife had taken pity on them and baked a veritable feast. In addition to her meatball sub, Mariah had stuffed her face with cookies and lemon bars. So far, the desserts were the highlight of her work night.

      The line outside the building had finally tapered off, and as Mariah huddled against the cool breeze, she finally permitted her thoughts to drift off to Logan.

      His countenance as he offered her a job and then handed her a business card had seemed genuine, but then again, he had seemed genuine when he told her he would be at her fight four years ago. But if he wasn’t sincere, then what did he want from her? He couldn’t be serious when he told her that he’d offered her an unspecified position just because his business needed skilled workers. Aside from the ability to put a drunk in a choke hold in zero-point-two seconds flat, she didn’t have any skills that would be conducive to a business founded on venture capitalism.

      Sure, she’d taken an accounting class in college, but she could hardly remember the instructor’s name, let alone what she had studied. And what would a venture capitalist firm want with a woman who had a literature degree? Did they need reading recommendations?

      She snorted aloud at the idea.

      But what bothered her the most was the fact that she hadn’t been able to locate a single facet of suspicious activity in Logan’s suggestion. As best as she could tell—and she was much better at reading people now than she had been four years ago—his offer had been genuine.

      Even if the offer was genuine, how could she expect to work at the side of someone for whom she had once fallen head over heels? Or was that why he wanted her to work for him in the first place?

      Maybe he thought that a lessened proximity between them would mean easy-access sex—instead of going out to look for a woman to screw, he wouldn’t have to go any farther than his office building.

      An unbidden image came to mind at the thought. She pictured a sun-drenched office in downtown San Bravado, the light blanketing her with warmth as she bent over the top of a polished, wooden desk. As she grasped the edge of the desk, a low moan escaped her. One hand on the small of her back, the other grasping her hip, Logan eased himself into her.

      The warmth of a sudden flush spread over her cheeks as she jerked herself out of the fantasy and back to the chilly night. Mariah didn’t doubt she would enjoy the act if it happened, but she worried about the fallout.

      Right now, working at The Max, her life was simple. She went to work, came home, watched television, ate and slept. Then, the next day, she repeated the routine over again. It was far from the life she had envisioned for herself, but it was simple. Even in the midst of the drama caused by Corrine’s dipshit husband, Mariah’s life remained free of complications.

      However, if she put herself in close quarters with Logan Harfield, she was bound to run into complications. But as she shifted from one aching foot to another, her teeth chattered, and she couldn’t help but wonder if working for him would be a step up from aggravating drunks and belated paychecks. Maybe, just maybe, she ought to hear him out.

      For the remaining three hours of a shift that felt like it had lasted closer to twelve, she oscillated back and forth. There were pros and cons to each decision, and after business had died down, she had little else to do than consider the ins and outs of each scenario.

      By the time she clocked out and headed home for the night, she was still on the fence. It would be easy enough to ignore Logan’s offer and avoid ever speaking to him again. She could go back to her complication-free existence, hoping that maybe someday a better opportunity would come along.

      Or, she could take the red pill and follow the rabbit hole down, down, down. She could jerk herself away from this meaningless existence and finally pursue a better life for herself. Just because she worked with Logan didn’t mean she had to be romantically involved with him. And if he thought otherwise, well, he’d have another thing coming.

      No, Logan might have treated her poorly four years ago, but he wasn’t a creep.

      As she cruised along down the same street she’d taken home countless times before, she heard the first in a series of sputters from the car’s engine. For the past couple weeks, her old beater had been behaving oddly, but she had hoped to put off the diagnostics and repairs until after she was paid. Now that her check was delayed, she had to cross her fingers that the car would last another few days.

      At the sudden screech of metal, Mariah almost leaped out of her seat. “Damn!” she exclaimed. Flicking on the hazard lights, she managed a frantic glance to her blind spot before she pulled over. The car limped to the edge of a grocery store parking lot, and then the engine grew quiet.

      Even as she turned the key in the ignition, she knew the effort was pointless. Blowing out a long sigh, she leaned back in her seat and rubbed her temples. These days, she was sure she never went longer than an hour without sighing. Hell, she probably sighed in her sleep.

      “Well, there’s your answer, Mariah,” she muttered to herself.
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      The second she saw the glass building glittering in the morning sunlight, Mariah knew Logan’s assessment that he’d done “all right” for himself was a drastic understatement. Unless his office was in the boiler room, she could safely say his business was successful.

      After she tipped her driver, Mariah stepped out of the rideshare car into the morning sun and slung her handbag over one shoulder. With both hands, she smoothed the front of her mint-green dress and tugged a black-and-white striped cardigan tighter around herself. As she returned her focus to the sleek building, she was suddenly glad she had decided to dress so well. Even if she’d shown up in a nice pair of slacks and a button-down blouse, she thought she still would have felt underdressed.

      As she strode toward the set of glass and metal double doors, her flats were quiet against the smooth concrete. She pressed a button on a badge reader beside the door and waited until a distinct buzz sounded out to advise her the lock had been disengaged.

      On the other side of the first set of doors, a young man offered her a smile as he pulled open one of the glass doors.

      “Hello,” she said brightly, returning his pleasant expression. “I’m here for a meeting with Lo—with Mr. Harfield. It’s not for another ten minutes. I’m a little early.”

      “No problem,” he replied. “We’ve been expecting you. I’ll take you up to his office now.”

      Mariah nodded. “Thank you.”

      They passed another potted palm tree at the edge of the granite reception desk, and this one was decorated with white fairy lights—a splash of chic in the otherwise modern space. Though the desk was black and the floor a pale shade of gray, a red, armless couch and other pieces of matching furniture and décor added a pop of color to a space that might have otherwise felt drab and industrial. The lobby was ritzy while maintaining a welcoming undertone.

      As she followed her guide into the elevator, she was greeted by a whiff of citrus. Not only did the place look good, but it smelled good, too.

      “Does Harfield and Wellner own this entire building?” Mariah wondered aloud, breaking the relative silence.

      The younger man nodded. “They do, but the nine middle floors are leased out to a few local businesses. A couple of them are even businesses that Harfield and Wellner helped get off the ground.”

      Mariah barely managed to conceal a look of awe. “That’s pretty cool.” Even to herself, the words sounded stupid.

      He grinned in response.

      Before she could pose another silly question, a cheery ding sounded out as the silver doors slid open. The blond man beckoned for her to follow him to the corner of a warmly lit hallway. After they rounded the bend, they made their way to a closed door.

      In the alcove to the side of the door was a waiting area with a couple overstuffed chairs, a coffee table, and a bookshelf. To Mariah’s surprise, there were actual books on the matte black shelf. She squinted, but at the distance, she couldn’t make out any of the titles.

      The light clatter of knuckles against the glass of the door snapped her attention back to her guide. She realized suddenly that the wall into which the doorway had been built was comprised almost entirely of glass. Blinds had been drawn over the door as well as along the length of the wall.

      As the door swung inward, a slat of sunlight from the corner office fell over the carpeted floor of the hall. When Mariah settled her gaze on Logan, she thought her heart might have skipped a beat or two. Until now, she realized she had only seen him in the informal attire he wore out to crowded arenas.

      Today, however, he looked the part of a successful businessman. Mariah didn’t know much about men’s suits, but she could tell right away based on the fit that the attire hadn’t been cheap. Every seam and stitch had been tailored exclusively for Logan’s lean, muscular frame. His dress shirt was plain white, and he had completed the outfit with a shiny, pale blue tie.

      “Good morning, Mr. Harfield,” the guide greeted his boss.

      “Morning, Jesse.” Logan’s slate gray eyes flicked over to her. “Nice to see you again, Mariah. Come on in. Thanks again, Jesse.”

      With one last nod and a quick smile, Jesse turned around to make his way back to the elevator.

      Mariah’s heart was in her throat as she stepped into the spacious office. Two sides of the rectangular room were tinted glass, and half of the wall that faced the hallway was a wide window. To the side of the closed blinds was another door, the entrance to a closet or a bathroom, she wasn’t sure.

      The golden sunlight caught the polished face of Logan’s watch as he gestured to one of two plush chairs in front of a desk. “Have a seat, make yourself comfortable. Did you want anything to drink? Coffee or soda? I might even have some beer around here if you’re into drinking at ten in the morning.”

      His lighthearted remark alleviated a portion of the nervousness that gripped her, and she managed a slight chuckle. “I’m fine, thank you.”

      Nodding, he stepped behind the mahogany desk as Mariah dropped to sit. She set her handbag at her feet and folded both hands in her lap. For the first time, she felt like she was at a real job interview, and she wasn’t sure how to handle the sentiment.

      Before this morning, she hadn’t bothered to stop to consider what Logan was to her. Was he a friend? Was he more like an ex? Or was he just a potential boss?

      As much as she wanted to know the answer, she bit off the questions before they could form on her tongue. She felt his gaze on her as he took his seat behind the polished desk. Mariah forced an agreeable look to her face as she turned her attention back to him.

      “So,” she said. “Were you able to find a spot for me?”

      The corners of his eyes creased as he offered her a smile and a nod. “I did, actually. Something I’ve been putting off hiring for, honestly.”

      Here it was, she thought. The moment of truth. Was he about to ask her to become the top floor’s newest janitor? Though she meant the thought to be disparaging at first, a day shift job as grounds maintenance would beat her current gig, especially if the pay was better. And based on the appearance of the building so far, the pay would be better. Plus, if she was a janitor, it would be easy enough to stay out of Logan’s sight.

      In the split second before he elaborated, she had worked herself up to hoping for a janitorial position on the top floor of the Harfield and Wellner building.

      Logan scooted forward in his seat and propped both elbows atop the polished wooden surface. “I’d like to offer you a position as a personal assistant and bodyguard.”

      She drew her brows together. “For who? You?”

      He nodded. “For me. Aaron Wellner, my business partner, hired a PA years ago, and he’s been harping on me to hire someone to help me with all the…” He waved a hand as if the gesture would help him find the term after which he sought. “All the details, I guess. The organizational stuff.”

      So she would work directly with him every day. He would be her direct supervisor. The uptick in her pulse whenever his eyes met hers wasn’t a feeling she could normally attribute to a boss.

      Tentatively, she nodded for him to continue.

      “Right.” It might have been her imagination, but she thought he had just ripped himself out of a moment of contemplation. “Well, that’s the position I’d like to offer you. Basically, you’d come with me to meetings here in San Bravado as well as in any other city or country we happen to be conducting business. During the meetings, you would keep track of paperwork and take notes if I asked. Also, keep an eye out for potential threats. We live in a strange time, so you can never be too careful, you know?”

      Mariah tucked a piece of dark hair behind her ear. “Of course.”

      “I know, it sounds like it’s a college internship, but I swear I’m not going to send you out to buy me coffee and pick up dry cleaning. In fact, if I ever ask you to do anything remotely associated with my laundry, you have my full permission to tell me to forget it.”

      She snorted out a laugh at the thought.

      “Seriously,” he said. “I’ll put it in your contract. But, honestly, the way I’m looking at it is more in a security kind of light. The PA part of the job is almost as much to make sure you’re not bored during the meetings as anything. I wanted to make sure you know that I’m well aware of your skill set, and I’m not giving you a job that a college undergrad could do. Like I said, we live in a strange world, and it never hurts to have a little extra security when you’re in the public eye.”

      His gaze on her was warm, and there was an unmistakable flutter in her stomach.

      Why couldn’t he just make me a janitor?

      “That’s it, then?” she asked instead. “Part personal assistant, part bodyguard?”

      He nodded. “Help me keep my head on straight, and make sure I don’t get murdered. Women in the security business, especially female bodyguards, are highly sought after. They tend to be more discreet than men, and word seems to have gotten out about that recently. Your base salary would be a hundred and fifty thousand per year, but you’ll also get full medical and dental benefits, a 401k, paid time off, family leave, you name it. I don’t put a limit on anyone’s time off, either. We’re all adults around here. Oh, there are quarterly bonuses, too.”

      Mariah had to bite her tongue to keep herself from blurting out “I’ll do it” as soon as he revealed the salary. For one hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year, she could deal with the close contact.

      Swallowing down the sudden bout of excitement at the prospect of a six-figure job, she smiled as she nodded.

      “That sounds great,” she said. “When do I start?”
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      As it turned out, Logan hadn’t been kidding when he told Mariah he would put a clause about running menial errands in her contract. She wasn’t sure when he had pulled off the feat, but he had one of the company lawyers add a bit into the employment paperwork that gave her express permission to refuse any request to conduct a menial household errand. The text didn’t specify how she was expected to refuse the request, but Logan assured her she could simply tell him to get lost.

      With laughter in her throat, Mariah hadn’t hesitated to sign the agreement. Ever since she had retired from MMA, she hadn’t expected to earn a salary anywhere close to what Logan had offered her. And if the two days following their initial meeting was any indication, the employees of Harfield and Wellner were treated exceptionally well.

      Mariah had plenty of experience in the corporate world, and she knew the difference between employees who were genuinely happy with their work and those who stuck around for a paycheck. Her mother was a human resources manager, and her best friend was an executive assistant. Add to that Mariah’s experience in call centers for a couple different banks, and she felt she was well versed in the general atmosphere of white-collar jobs. And so far, Harfield and Wellner was easily the best environment in which she had worked.

      Over the past couple days, Mariah had accompanied Logan to one meeting right after another, but she had been assured that the second half of the week wouldn’t be quite so busy.

      During the small amount of downtime, Mariah and Logan’s conversation came just as easily as it had when they first met over four years earlier. They ate lunch at restaurants more upscale than Mariah had ever thought existed. According to Logan, she could spot a truly exclusive eatery by the menu. Apparently, the places that catered to wealthy patrons didn’t list the price of the dishes beside the description.

      On the first lunch outing, they were joined by Aaron Wellner and his wife. For the second, it was just her and Logan.

      Aaron had snatched up the tab for the group on Tuesday, and before Mariah could take a peek on Wednesday, Logan had grabbed the receipt to write in the tip and sign his name. She had no idea the price tag for either meal, but honestly, she didn’t think she wanted to know.

      When it was her turn to pay for lunch, they sure wouldn’t be eating at a restaurant that didn’t list the prices on their menu. If Mariah had to buy their food, they would eat at a chain coffee or sandwich shop like normal human beings.

      Despite the little luxuries that had always felt out of reach to Mariah, Logan’s never-ending stream of lighthearted jokes and sarcasm kept her from feeling out of place. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she had fit in so well so quickly at a place of employment. So far, everyone she had met was kind and welcoming, but not so much that they set her on edge.

      Now, she sat beside Logan at a rectangular conference table on the nineteenth floor of the building. The top floor was comprised of Logan and Aaron’s offices, along with those of a handful of other established employees. When Mariah had jokingly asked Logan when she would receive her own office, he had been quick to assure her they would find space for her in the coming months. She had told him she was only kidding, but he was serious.

      At the memory, a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. For the first time since he had proposed the offer at the downtown stadium, she was optimistic about her future at Harfield and Wellner. Maybe she would take Hazel’s advice and enroll in an online MBA program.

      All she had to do was make sure her and Logan’s newfound friendship didn’t turn into something with the potential for a disastrous fallout.

      She pulled herself back to the present as Logan signed his name at the bottom of a new client contract. His smile was unfaltering as he passed her the sheet of paper to file away in a sleek briefcase.

      Across the table, a tall, willowy woman with jet-black hair and dark brown eyes pushed herself to stand. Her name was Stacey Anderson, and she was the head of a tech firm that had just agreed to buy a chunk of a mobile app developer that Logan and Aaron had funded three years earlier. Three to four years ago had been a busy investment period for Harfield and Wellner, and now, their decisions had begun to pay off—literally.

      The representative for the app developer, Jordan Something-Or-Other, stood alongside Stacey to extend a hand. Though Mariah hadn’t understood half the technical terms he and Stacey had used during their discussion, she had gathered that the algorithm Jordan and his colleagues had developed was the start of a vast improvement to the processing speed of mobile devices.

      Mariah kept both hands folded atop the metal briefcase as Logan walked Jordan and Stacey to the door. After he pushed open the glass and metal door, he offered them each a parting handshake. As Jesse approached to lead them back down to the main floor, Logan glanced over his shoulder and threw her a quick wink.

      When he mouthed the words “lucky charm,” she couldn’t keep the silly grin off her face.

      He turned to wave farewell to the two entrepreneurs, and once they followed Jesse—who she had learned was Harfield and Wellner’s public relations representative—he eased the door closed as he stepped back into the room.

      Combing the fingers of one hand through his hair, he pulled out a chair at the other end of the table and dropped down to sit. “I know you don’t have much for a frame of reference, but trust me when I say that today was a damn good day.”

      “You’re right,” Mariah said. “I don’t, but I heard those numbers you guys were throwing around. I can’t imagine seven-figure deals constitute a bad day.”

      He snorted a laugh and nodded. “You’re not wrong. We’ve had this meeting on the books for a few weeks now, but Stacey and her firm are located in New York, so I half-expected the whole thing to fall through.”

      Mariah leaned back in her chair. “She seemed pretty excited to be here.”

      He looked thoughtful. “She did, didn’t she?”

      “When you told me about her, I definitely didn’t expect her to be as… I don’t know. As cool as she was. Or as young. She seems like she’d be a fun person to get a drink with.”

      He nodded again. “She does. Plus, she cusses like a sailor, and I always feel like that’s a good gauge of how well I’ll get along with someone.”

      With one hand, Mariah covered her mouth to stifle a laugh.

      “Speaking of drinks, though.” He tapped an index finger against the polished tabletop as a thoughtful look passed over his face. “The plan for tonight was to have everyone involved in this deal meet up at a bar downtown. It’s called the Plume, have you heard of it?”

      She shook her head but kept her expression calm and amiable as her pulse rushed in her ears.

      “It’s an upscale place, and as much as I love my dive bars, I’m not going to have my staff meet me at some hole-in-the-wall to play darts and sing along with Journey on a jukebox.”

      Mariah couldn’t help her chuckle as she spread her hands. “I don’t know. That sounds great to me.”

      His gray eyes flicked to the window and then back to her as he reached for the band of his watch. “Well, I know you’re still settling in and getting used to everything, but I wanted to ask if you’d like to join us. It’s just a little get-together to celebrate our deal with Stacey and her company. Drinks are on the corporate card, so don’t worry about that. It’s not mandatory, so don’t feel obligated, but I’d really like to see you there.”

      A work outing, not a date. Definitely not a date. There’ll be other people from work there, too.

      When she told herself that the outing would be a good opportunity to get to know some more of her coworkers, she knew in the back of her mind that the thought was more a rationalization than anything.

      She flipped her hair and nodded. “That sounds great. I’ll be there.”

      As Logan’s face brightened, the expression was different than the amused grins she had seen him wear so far that day. In that moment, he looked hopeful.

      Mariah wanted to see the look again, but at the same time, she couldn’t help but wonder if she was getting in over her head.

    

  




    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          

      

    

    







            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      The eyes of Logan and all five other occupants of the circular table were fixed on Jesse as he regaled a story of his first job to the group. They had all shared their stories, but Jesse’s was by far the most unique. Until now, Logan had no idea that the younger man had been born and raised on a farm in the middle of Iowa.

      Harfield and Wellner’s lead accountant, a middle-aged man named Hank, had obtained his first job in a shoe store. Aaron Wellner had worked in a fast-food joint, and his wife had gotten a job in a retail store. Their tech expert, Megan, had been employed by an electronics shop local to her native Boulder, Colorado. To her side was a business analyst named Ted, or Teddy to those who knew him well. When he was sixteen, he had been a busboy at a chain restaurant. Logan’s first job was stocking shelves at a grocery store.

      But Jesse had spent the time between his freshman and sophomore years of high school walking through fields in the brutal Midwestern summer heat to detassel corn. The following summer, he had helped a local farmer corral pigs. Both occupations were alien to the Colorado and California natives at the table, and Jesse’s surprise that they hadn’t heard of the jobs only added to the air of curiosity.

      Aaron arched an eyebrow at the public relations specialist. “How the heck did none of that violate child labor laws?”

      With a shrug, Jesse took a long pull from his drink. “It probably did,” he answered. “No one really cared much out there. It was the work that needed to be done, so we did it, and we didn’t complain because we got paid. Not really a lot of places in small-town Iowa looking for high schoolers to do steady work, you know?”

      “I guess,” Aaron chuckled.

      Before any of them could pose another question, Jesse raised his glass and lifted two fingers as his eyes shifted to the direction of the bar’s main entrance. Logan turned in his seat to follow the gesture. When he spotted Mariah, he had to fight to keep the look of awe off his face.

      For the first time since they’d been reintroduced, the serpentine dragon tattoo along her upper arm was visible. She had added more to the piece over the last few years, but his eyes didn’t linger on the dragon for long. The neckline of her form-fitting dress dipped tastefully low, and the jade-green fabric ended just above her knees. As she walked, a slit along one side revealed more of her shapely leg than he ever thought he’d see again.

      When he’d met her four years earlier, she had been in the prime physical shape he would expect from a mixed martial arts fighter. Though the years had certainly been kind to her, she had lost some of the muscle definition that had been honed by a relentless workout routine. But, if anything, the change only made her more attractive. The hourglass figure he could still recall so vividly was more pronounced, and her chest…

      He snapped his gaze away from the subtle shape of her cleavage to offer her a smile. To his relief, her attention had been fixed elsewhere as he had let his eyes wander over her body. When their eyes met, she returned the smile with a slight curve of her lips. He could still remember how soft those lips had been, how divine her fleeting kisses had felt against his bare skin.

      As she took a seat at his side, he hardly heard her exchange greetings with the rest of the table. All he could think about was the sensation of her body beneath his, of her smooth skin as she wrapped her legs around him.

      Before he could think through the act, he bit down on his tongue to jerk himself out of the reverie, pleasant though it may have been.

      The sudden sting was unexpected, and he barely avoided jumping in his seat. In an effort to appear nonchalant, he took a deep drink of the Old Fashioned he had ordered. The drink was made almost entirely of liquor, but the welcome burn of the whiskey returned his composure.

      As Mariah’s gaze flicked over to him, he inclined the glass in her direction. “I’m glad you could make it,” he said.

      The corners of her eyes creased as she smiled in response. “Thanks for inviting me.”

      There was a hint of trepidation in her face, but he pushed aside his curiosity and shifted his focus back to the rest of the table. “We were all just swapping stories about our first jobs. Jesse over there…” Logan paused to gesture to the blond man. “He detasseled corn and herded pigs.”

      With a snort of laughter, Jesse shook his head. “That makes it sound like I’m a sheepdog.”

      At the sarcastic remark, Mariah laughed—that same, melodic sound to which he’d been drawn so many years ago. “I worked in a fast-food restaurant,” Mariah put in.

      Grinning, Aaron raised his drink. “Hey, me, too. Here’s to never doing that again.”

      A chorus of laughs followed Aaron’s comment. The overall air of good humor continued as they ordered another round. A gin and tonic for Mariah, and a refill for everyone else.

      Over the next couple hours, Logan didn’t think he could have asked for a better end to his day. A couple more of the staff involved in the deal with Stacey Anderson wandered in not long after Mariah, and the discussion about their first jobs gradually evolved into recollections of their college careers. Logan, Aaron, and Jesse had all attended business school at Stanford University, but the rest of the table had eclectic backgrounds.

      As the night wore on, the number of people at the table dwindled until finally just Logan, Mariah, Aaron, and his wife were left. Melanie Wellner perked up at the mention of Mariah’s stint in MMA, and for a split second, the woman seemed starstruck. With a wide smile and an attentive look, Melanie listened as Mariah regaled tales of her experiences in mixed martial arts.

      After the most recent recollection drew to a close, Aaron and Melanie stood from their seats and offered a warm farewell as they made their way to the door. Logan had lost track of how many Old Fashioneds he had drunk, but his head was light, and his movements felt easier.

      “Hey,” he said.

      Sipping at her newest drink, Mariah lifted her sculpted eyebrows as she turned to regard him. “Hey, what?”

      “They have a private section up on the second floor. I think we should have a glass of champagne. Celebrate your first week, you know?”

      He half-expected her to dismiss the offer and follow Aaron and Melanie’s path out the front door. Instead, she looked contemplative.

      “A private booth, huh?” she asked.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Come on, it’s a celebration. Just for old time’s sake.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched in a slight smile, and she nodded. “Sure, what the hell.”

      As he pushed to his feet, he was greeted by a lightheaded rush. How many drinks had he downed?

      Despite the sudden realization, Logan reassured himself that he had no ulterior motive as he led Mariah to the stairwell at the other end of the space. The man at the top of the steps recognized him, offered a polite nod, and waved him into the empty area.

      A handful of tables and chairs were set along the floor in front of the bar, and a short hallway branched off in either direction. He and Aaron often used the secluded booths to discuss business dealings over a few drinks, and Logan knew the section well enough. They had the option to order drinks at the bar, but the service in the VIP section was second to none.

      As soon as he and Mariah dropped to sit in the cushioned corner booth at the end of the left hallway, a young woman arrived to take their drink order. The champagne flutes were in their hands just as quickly, though he could hardly remember the time between.

      “Wow,” Mariah said as she glanced around at the photographs of old-school celebrities that hung on the exposed brick walls. “This place is seriously nice.”

      He raised the slender glass. She tapped her flute against his with a light clink.

      “It’s a nice bar,” he replied after a quick sip. The light, fruity flavor of the drink was a welcome reprieve from the potent taste of an Old Fashioned.

      A spell of silence settled in between them as they each sipped at their respective drinks.

      If he was sober, Logan might have paused to ask himself why exactly he had asked her to accompany him to a private booth. Then again, if he wanted the answer, all he had to do was look at the way the jade-green fabric shimmered against her body as she moved. He knew he should endeavor to keep their interaction professional, but he was suddenly overwhelmed by gratitude at her presence.

      “I have to say,” he said, breaking the moment of quiet. “I’m really glad you accepted my job offer. I know it came out of left field and all, but I’m glad you’re here. It seems like you’re going to be a really great fit. And…” He paused, a smirk playing across his lips as he offered her an exaggerated wink.

      “And?” she echoed, laughter in her voice.

      “And, I think Aaron’s wife, Melanie, has a crush on you.”

      Mariah raised a hand to cover her mouth as she started to laugh. “Well, she seems like a nice lady. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “As you should.”

      “So, that dude at the door seemed like he knew who you were right away.” Mariah’s green and amber eyes flicked over to his. “Are you here a lot?”

      Though he could tell there was a hidden inquiry beneath the seemingly innocent question, his drunken brain couldn’t sort out what it might have been.

      Rather than puzzle over the potential answers, he responded. “Aaron and I come here to talk about work sometimes when our days run late. Up here, they’ll even call in food orders for you. So, yeah, we’re here quite a bit.”

      Mariah’s face brightened, and he felt relieved but wasn’t sure why.

      “That’s pretty cool of them,” she replied.

      “I don’t splurge on a lot, but coming here is an exception. Well, here and this Thai place down the street.”

      She chuckled into her glass as she took another drink. “I love Thai food.”

      His eyes widened. “You do? Well, shit! Why in the hell haven’t we ordered food from there yet? All right, all right. Tomorrow. We’re getting lunch from that place tomorrow, all right?”

      Her giggle escalated into full-blown laughter as she nodded her agreement. “Okay, I can live with that. And, yeah. I love Thai food. And Chinese, and Korean, and Italian, and Mexican. I mean, I’ve never really been picky, so I guess you could say that I love all food equally.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” he said with a chortle. “I used to always think it was so lame that my mom and I couldn’t afford to go out to eat more often. And I don’t even mean going out to the really good places, I mean, like, chain restaurants.”

      “I know exactly what you’re talking about. My brother and I would beg my mom to take us out to a fast-food place, and she’d always tell us that there was food in the house. Then, you know, you get into college and you realize what a dumbass you were when you were a kid.”

      “Exactly,” he laughed. “Now, honestly, on most days, I’d fight someone for some of my mom’s home-cooked food. She can make anything, too. If you think it sounds good, there’s a good chance she’s already got a recipe for it somewhere. I keep telling her she should start a food blog.”

      “No way,” Mariah replied. Her eyebrows raised as their eyes met. “I tell my mom the same thing. I even got her a camera for Christmas a couple years ago so she could take better food pictures.”

      “I hadn’t even thought of that.” He snapped his fingers. “You know what, I’ve been trying to figure out what to get my mom for her birthday next month. I keep buying her kitchen appliances, but by now I think she owns just about every kitchen gadget known to mankind. I think I’ll get her a camera.”

      In that moment, Mariah’s warm smile seemed different. It seemed warmer, even content. “I’m glad I could help.”

      His pulse rushed in his ears, drowning out the din of the bar’s background noise. He didn’t know what had happened to bring that look to her face, but as his eyes shifted up to hers, he was sure something between them had changed. They held the look for a long, drawn-out moment before he finally decided to throw caution to the wind.

      One arm rested along the back of the booth to balance himself, he leaned in to close the distance between them. Mariah didn’t flinch away, and for a moment, he was sure his risk was about to pay off. The sensation of her lips against his was light, almost delicate. But before he could tilt his head to kiss her, she seemed to snap back to reality.

      Scooting backward in the booth, she quickly glanced away.

      “Oh my God,” Logan managed. “I’m sorry.”

      A tinge of pink was on her cheeks as she shook her head. “It’s all right. No big deal. We should probably head out soon anyway, right?”

      His heart sank, but he forced an amiable smile to his face and nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed.

      Well, damn. This wasn’t good, was it?
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      When Mariah licked her lips, she half-expected to taste him. Never mind that she and Logan hadn’t actually kissed, and never mind that the awkward incident had occurred almost twenty minutes ago.

      As tempted as she had been to lean in and get lost in the veritable bliss that came with his closeness, she had refrained. That evening, she had realized how glad she was to finally have a foot in the door to the real professional world. As she readied herself for the trip to the upscale bar, she had mentally taken stock of what she needed to do to prepare herself for an online MBA program. Now that she finally had time, she could make a move to advance her career.

      But as blissful as Logan’s touch might have been, she didn’t want to ruin her opportunity to start a life for herself by crossing a professional boundary with the man who was essentially her boss. Essentially? No, Logan was her boss.

      She had herded him outside to get some fresh air while they waited for a cab to pick them up. Logan rattled off his address to the cabbie as Mariah climbed into the backseat after him. He had started drinking before she arrived, but until the attempt at a drunken kiss, she hadn’t realized exactly how inebriated he was. She wasn’t exactly sober, but Logan was three sheets to the wind.

      While Mariah was busy attempting to formulate a plan to get him back into his house, he struck up a conversation with the cabbie. Either the driver had the patience of a saint, or the man truly enjoyed discussing television shows with his drunk passengers. If she was honest, Mariah was inclined to believe the latter. There was no hint of deception in the man’s tone as he replied to Logan’s emphatic questions about a series he had recently begun to watch.

      It was almost like the awkward half-kiss had never even happened. To her surprise, Mariah was fine with the idea that he wouldn’t remember the haphazard gesture of affection. Right now, she only hoped he didn’t pass out before they got to his place. She wasn’t sure she could carry his deadweight with one bum knee, especially since she had slacked on her workout regimen over the last six months. But when she worked seventy hours per week, it was difficult to squeeze in a workout at the end of a twelve-hour shift.

      To her relief, Logan’s conversation with the driver kept him awake until the car pulled up the slight incline to the spacious driveway. The concrete looked like it had been poured yesterday, and the front yard—though on the smaller side compared to the massive house—was just as pristine. As the driver shifted the car into park, an overhead light on the covered porch bathed them in a faint glow.

      Mariah thought at first that the bulb was motion-activated, but as the front door cracked open, a middle-aged blond woman stepped out onto the welcome mat.

      As Logan offered the cabbie a lengthy thank-you for entertaining his drunk ramblings, Mariah slid out of her seat and hurried around to the rear driver’s-side door. When Logan handed the driver a few twenty-dollar bills, the man’s eyes widened, though only for a split second. Apparently, Mariah wasn’t the only one who tipped generously when she was hammered.

      Logan’s gray eyes snapped over to her as she pulled open the car door. “Oh,” he said, glancing to the backseat and then to her. “I didn’t even see you get out.”

      With a sarcastic smile, she held out a hand to him. “That’s because you’re shit-faced.”

      “You’re not wrong.” He slurred the words together, and the statement sounded more akin to one long word.

      She couldn’t help her light chuckle at his candid response. As Logan took her outstretched hand, she tightened her grip and helped haul him to his feet.

      “Thank you,” she said to the driver.

      “No problem,” the man said and laughed. “Glad I could get you guys home safe. Have a good night.”

      Once Mariah shoved the door closed, the man offered a departing wave. Logan grinned and returned the gesture, much to Mariah’s amusement. She’d dealt with enough drunks at the club to know better than to encourage him at this point, so she kept the mirth to herself as they started toward the house.

      Logan half walked, half stumbled beside her on the short journey. When Mariah met the blond woman’s eyes, she forced a smile to her lips.

      “Hi,” Mariah said. “I’m sorry we’re so late. I’m Mariah. I’m Logan’s new assistant. We were at the bar celebrating a deal he closed today, and I guess we just lost track of time.”

      The woman waved a dismissive hand and smiled. “No need to apologize, sweetie. I’m Estella, the housekeeper-slash-aunt, as Logan likes to say. He’d already asked me to stay overnight with Emily, anyway. Come on, I’ll help you get His Royal Drunkness inside.”

      Aside from a slight chuckle, Logan didn’t respond to the jab. At least he’d waited to pass out on his feet until Mariah had help, she thought.

      With her and Estella’s combined strength, they managed to haul Logan up a flight of stairs to the master suite. They unceremoniously dumped him atop the mattress, and Mariah was pretty sure he passed out before his head even hit the pillow.

      What a night.

      Though she wanted to ponder his attempt to kiss her, she pushed the thoughts aside as she followed Estella to the doorway. Mariah glanced over her shoulder at Logan’s sleeping form. At the sight of him sprawled out, spread-eagle atop the plush comforter, she had to stifle a laugh.

      As she eased the door closed behind herself, she hoped he wouldn’t remember the attempted kiss. If at least one of them forgot about it, life would be easier for both of them.
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      The rest of Logan’s thoughts hadn’t traversed into the world of the waking, but he knew his head hurt. His body was stiff, like he’d spent the previous night in a boxing ring, not in a chair at an upscale bar. Then again, for all he knew, once he left the bar, he might have hopped into a boxing ring. From the moment he and Mariah stepped outside the Plume, his memory was black. If it hadn’t been for the familiar scent of the laundry detergent on his pillow, he wouldn’t even be sure he was at home.

      With a start, he realized he hadn’t heard the obnoxious buzz of his alarm. What time was it? Had he slept straight through Emily’s departure to school?

      “Shit,” he spat, his eyes snapping open.

      He regretted the motion almost right away, but he fought through the throb in his head as he rolled over to his side. No, he hadn’t slept through his alarm. It was only a quarter till six.

      Pinching the bridge of his nose with one hand, Logan squeezed his eyes closed and took in a deep breath. His heart still hammered in his chest, but the surge of adrenaline had begun to recede. He blinked to clear the remainder of the film from his vision before he patted himself down to locate his phone.

      The device still had half its battery life remaining, but he hadn’t bothered to remove it from his pocket before he passed out for the night. With a groan, he typed in the PIN to unlock the screen. The bright light stung his sensitive eyes and renewed the ache in his head, but he forced himself to look at the screen.

      He already knew he wasn’t going to go to the office this morning. He might make a trip downtown later in the afternoon, but might was the operative word. Right now, all he wanted to do was roll back to his side, bury his face in a pillow, and let death’s welcoming embrace whisk him away from the pain and suffering of the world. In fact, he was almost certain he was dying.

      As he pulled up Mariah’s number, he suddenly remembered his clumsy attempt to kiss her.

      “Oh, crap,” he muttered.

      Now, he definitely wanted to close his eyes and wait for death to take him. How could he be so stupid? There was no denying that she had been stunning in that slinky jade-green dress, but she had given him no indication that she wanted him to try to initiate any physical contact that went beyond platonic.

      There were feelings buried beneath the attraction that he didn’t entirely understand, but he had no right to make that Mariah’s problem. She was one of the best people he’d ever met—she was kindhearted but boasted a razor-sharp wit, had the figure of a goddess but still laughed at his stupid jokes, and she was confident, smart, and funny. Even if he didn’t stand a chance in a romantic relationship with her, he would rather have Mariah around as an employee and a friend than risk making her uncomfortable with an unwanted advance.

      And that was exactly what he had done last night. He had made an unwanted advance.

      “Shit,” he said.

      If he just tried to pretend the awkward encounter had never happened, he was sure the feelings of discomfort would only drive a wedge between him and Mariah. He would prove to her that he had no intention of repeating the mistake. He’d always been a man of action, and the only action he could take now was to show her he wouldn’t do it again.

      But for now, he needed a remedy for this nasty hangover. Though there were no meetings scheduled for the day, there was plenty of work to be done. He had an upcoming trip to Singapore to meet with a global investor, and even though he didn’t leave for more than a week, it wouldn’t hurt to start preparing.

      Swallowing the rush of anxiety, he tapped Mariah’s name and composed a message.

      “Good morning, and let me be the first to apologize for being an idiot last night. Thanks again for coming out, haha. I was wondering if I could ask you for a huge favor—work-related, don’t worry.”

      Though he had expected to wait for the response, her reply popped up on the screen less than five minutes later.

      “No worries, it happens to the best of us. Work-related, I can do that. What’s the favor?”

      He blew out a sigh of relief. “Could you swing by the office and grab me the folder for the client I’m meeting with next week? The firm from Singapore.”

      Her response started with a smiley face emoji. “Sure thing. I’m already up and at ’em. Do you want me to bring it to your place?”

      He was relieved to see the smiley face. “Yes, please. And… I know I said I wouldn’t do this, but this next request is me asking as a friend. If it’s not too much trouble, do you think you could swing by a coffee place and get me the strongest coffee they make? You can use the business credit card and grab yourself something, too.”

      This time she started her response with the emoji rolling its eyes. “Since you’re a friend, I guess I’ll let it slide. This time, anyway. I’ll be there in about an hour, maybe a little more depending on traffic.”

      He was hopeful at her seemingly upbeat responses, and he hoped the positivity would extend to their interaction when she got to the house.
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      After popping a couple extra-strength ibuprofen tablets, Logan dragged himself out of his bed to take a shower. The warmth of the water eased some of the tension from his body, and by the time he had dried off and dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, the headache had begun to subside. He made his way to Emily’s room to wake her for school, and then he meandered downstairs where he drank one glass of water after another.

      He couldn’t remember where, but he’d learned someplace that a hangover was largely the result of dehydration. Ever since the discovery, his response to a night of heavy drinking was to suck down as much water as humanly possible when he woke the next day.

      By a quarter after seven, he and Emily were seated at the dining room table just outside the kitchen. Mercifully, Emily was engrossed in a new book she had been given by Estella, and Logan was able to sit in silence as his headache subsided.

      He exchanged a series of text messages with Estella, and he had gathered that she was thoroughly amused by his drunken stupor the night before. Apparently, she and Mariah had hauled him up the steps and into his room, but he couldn’t remember a single second of the trip.

      Just after he typed his sixth or seventh apology to Estella, the doorbell chimed. For the first time since she had sat down to eat her cereal, Emily’s blue eyes flicked away from the book and up to him.

      “That’s my friend,” he responded to her unasked question.

      With a curious smile and raised eyebrows, she nodded and returned her focus to the book.

      Tucking his phone in the pocket of his dark jeans, Logan slowly rose to his feet and made his way through the kitchen and to the foyer. As he had hoped, Mariah stood on the porch, a cup of coffee in each hand and a brown paper bag tucked beside the manila folder in her arms.

      She gave him a knowing smile as he pulled open the door, and in spite of his brutal hangover, he returned the expression.

      “Come on in,” he said, sweeping a hand to the foyer. “I’d say welcome for the first time, but apparently, you’ve been here already.”

      With a chuckle, she nodded as she handed him one of the coffees and the folder. “Like I said, it happens to the best of us. I’ve got plenty of dumb drunk stories from when I worked at the call center.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You do?”

      “Well, I took most of my college classes online, so working there was basically the equivalent of college partying for me.”

      As they started back to the kitchen and dining area, Logan nodded his understanding. “I didn’t party a ton in college. Which I guess might explain why I suck at drinking so much nowadays.”

      “How’s the hangover, by the way?” Mariah asked with a grin.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” he muttered.

      Laughing, she followed him into the dining room.

      Emily’s eyes darted from him to Mariah and then back. “What?” she asked. “What’s so funny?”

      Logan shook his head and reached into the bag to retrieve a chocolate croissant. “Nothing, sweetie. Your dad was an idiot last night.”

      In response, Emily giggled.

      He split the croissant and gave half to Emily. She wiggled in her seat at the unexpected treat. Then he took a massive bite from his half and washed it down with a long drink of the potent coffee.

      “Oh, my God,” he muttered, glancing to Mariah. “Thank you. I think you just literally saved my life.”

      With a slight shake of her head, Mariah brushed some of her dark hair over one shoulder. “It’s no problem, really.”

      Logan turned to face his daughter. “Emily, this is my friend Mariah. She works with me.” As he gestured to Mariah, Emily’s wide eyes followed the movement. “Mariah, this is my daughter, Emily.”

      “Hi, Emily,” Mariah replied. “It’s nice to meet you. What’re you reading?”

      “Estella gave it to me.” Emily pushed the paperback toward Mariah. “It’s about a girl and her cat. The cat can talk, and he helps her solve mysteries. Estella said it’s a book for older kids since there aren’t very many pictures, but I like it.”

      “I love cats,” Mariah said. “What’s the cat’s name?”

      “Shadow,” Emily answered, finishing the last of her croissant half. “He’s a black cat, and sometimes he dreams about being a panther.”

      Mariah flashed him a quick glance before she pulled out the chair to sit at Emily’s side. With a warm smile, she looked down to the book. “When I was a little older than you are, I had a black cat. But he didn’t talk or help me solve mysteries, and believe me, I tried to get him to talk.”

      Emily wiggled in her seat again as she looked back down to the open page. “What was your cat’s name?”

      “His name was Bruce. I named him after one of my favorite movie stars, Bruce Lee,” Mariah answered.

      As Mariah answered Emily’s ensuing questions about the martial arts master Bruce Lee, Logan was sure they had both forgotten about him altogether. In silence, he happily watched them as he wolfed down the croissant and sipped his coffee.

      By the time Mariah finished her rundown of her favorite Bruce Lee movies, Logan’s phone had buzzed advising him Emily’s ride was there. One of her friends from school was driven to classes each day by her mother, and the woman had been kind enough to extend the courtesy to Emily.

      After he gave his daughter a hug goodbye, Emily turned to Mariah with an expectant glint in her eyes. Without hesitation, Mariah knelt down and gave her a hug. As the sedan started to pull away from the driveway, Emily stuck one hand through the window for an enthusiastic wave.

      With a chuckle, he and Mariah returned the departing gesture.

      “I think she likes you,” Logan said once the car had pulled away. “She hasn’t been that happy on her way out the door in a long time.”

      “She’s a pretty cool kid,” Mariah replied.

      Logan nodded, but there was a twinge of sadness in the back of his mind. Pushing the despondency aside, he glanced over to Mariah as they stepped back into the foyer. He still wasn’t sure when he was going to make it to the office, but he had decided he didn’t want Mariah to sit around, bored out of her skull while he figured it out.

      He combed the fingers of one hand through his damp hair. “I talked to Estella a little bit this morning, and I think it’s safe to say that you’ve dealt with more than enough in the last twenty-four hours. Why don’t you take the afternoon off and relax?”

      Mariah’s face brightened as she brushed a few strands of hair from her eyes. “That sounds great. I don’t know about relaxing, but I’ve got plenty of errands I can get done.”

      “Excellent. It’s your day to do what you like. I’ll see you tomorrow, then?”

      She nodded. “Yep. Bright and early.”

      Even just her presence that morning made him feel like less of a shell of a human being. He needed to keep himself in check—he didn’t want to risk losing the first new bright spot he’d seen in his life in years.
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      For the first time in well over a year, Mariah had looked forward to Friday afternoon. During her tenure at The Max, Friday had been a day to dread. The final day of the workweek was the busiest for the club, and there were always plenty of drunk idiots to deal with throughout her twelve-hour shift.

      But this Friday, she could rejoice with the rest of the populace. Friday afternoon was the end of her workweek, and she would finally be able to spend some time by herself. To be sure, she liked working at Harfield and Wellner. Her coworkers were great—she had become especially fond of Jesse—and the environment was easily the best in which she’d ever worked, hands-down.

      As much as she liked the job, however, there was an undeniable tension between her and Logan. When she mulled over the feeling in her head, she didn’t think it was a bad tension, it was just… present. She couldn’t find a way to shake it, but maybe this weekend she could finally puzzle over the sentiment to find a solution.

      With her handbag tucked beneath one arm, Mariah rounded a familiar corner on the twentieth floor. She had finished sifting through and organizing a collection of client files, and she wanted to make sure there was nothing she had forgotten before she left for the day.

      The door to Logan’s office was open, and sunlight spilled through the doorway and onto the dark carpet of the hall. His gaze snapped away from the screen of a laptop as she made her way down the short corridor. With a slight wave, she stepped through the doorway.

      He motioned her forward, looking happy at the interruption. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she replied, pausing behind one of the two cushioned chairs. “I finished going through those client folders, got all the irrelevant ones shredded and the rest of them organized.”

      Leaning back in his seat, he nodded. “Perfect. Thank you. Hey, real quick before you leave, I wanted to ask if you’d be interested in coming over tomorrow for a little barbecue. It’s supposed to be nice outside, so it seemed like a good excuse to fire up the grill.” He paused to shrug. Beneath the nonchalance was a wistful glint, the meaning of which she had no idea. “But when it’s just Emily and me, it seems a little pointless, you know?”

      She offered him a quick smile, but in reality, her heart had started to pound in her chest. “Yeah, that’s how I feel about cooking for myself, too.”

      The seconds of silence that followed felt more like a full minute.

      His face brightened, and his hands raised, as his gray eyes flicked back to hers. “I’ll be a better host this time, I swear. I won’t even get blackout drunk again.”

      “In that case…” she trailed off as she started to laugh.

      “Seriously, though,” he said. “Emily hasn’t stopped talking about you. I think she might actually drive me insane if you don’t come over. Besides, it was her idea to invite you.”

      Mariah’s heart tugged at the thought of the little girl. “Yeah, I’ll be there. Just text me the time and let me know if you want to bring anything.”

      She knew she would have been wise to turn down the offer, but even if he hadn’t told her about Emily, she would have talked herself into saying yes. Even if they weren’t more than friends, Mariah still liked to be around him. When they were together, she had fun, and his adorable daughter was an added bonus.

      He nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

      As confident as she had been in accepting his offer, she wondered what exactly she had gotten herself into. What would happen if they wound up alone together tomorrow? Would she give in to her temptation to kiss him back next time? She knew better than to think that any display of physical affection with Logan Harfield would end with just a kiss.

      At the thought, she was glad no one was around to see the flush spread over her cheeks.

      She could deal with the situation if sex was the only source of the tension between them. But the more time she spent in his presence, the surer she became that she still harbored the same feelings for him she had been hit with four years ago. She couldn’t pin down what it was about him that drew her in, but she also couldn’t deny its presence.

      Heaving a sigh, she shook her head.

      This was going to be more difficult than she had expected.
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      The fluttering in Mariah’s stomach had been nonstop since she started to get ready to leave for Logan’s place. She double- and triple-checked her cat-eye eyeliner, her hair, her loose-fitting T-shirt and her shorts. She knew she shouldn’t have cared about her appearance, but she couldn’t deny the rush she got whenever he looked at her. With one last spritz of perfume, she pulled on her black-and-white striped cardigan, grabbed her purse, and summoned a driver through a popular rideshare app.

      Even on the drive, she couldn’t shake the flutter in her stomach.

      She waved goodbye to the driver, and as soon as she turned around to face the porch, the door swung open. Clad in a black-and-white plaid shirt and a pair of well-worn jeans, Logan looked closer to a carpenter than a venture capitalist. He wore his hair straight back from his face, but a few strands had fallen out of place to brush his forehead. Whether he wore a suit and tie or plaid and denim, he was still gorgeous.

      “Is that her?” a voice called out from behind Logan.

      As he glanced over one shoulder, he nodded. “It’s her.”

      From around the corner, Emily practically skipped over to her father’s side. “Hi, Mariah,” she said with a little wave.

      “Hi,” Mariah replied, returning the wave as she stepped into the foyer. “How’s it going?”

      “It’s good,” Emily chirped. “Dad, can I give her the tour?”

      Mariah covered her mouth to stifle a laugh at the little girl’s matter-of-fact tone as she said, “the tour.”

      Logan’s eyes danced as he patted the top of Emily’s head. “Go nuts, kiddo. I’ll go get the grill started so we can eat soon.”

      Reaching out, Emily took hold of Mariah’s hand and led her throughout the main floor. When they passed Logan in the kitchen, Mariah could tell he was holding back laughter.

      Emily pointed out the various functions of the different rooms they visited. When they arrived at Emily’s room on the second floor, however, the tour was more in-depth. The little cartoon cats on her bedspread brought a wide smile to Mariah’s face, but when she spotted an eight-by-ten picture of a pretty woman with blond hair and blue eyes the same unusual shade as Emily’s, the smile faded.

      Gesturing to where the picture hung on the wall, Mariah looked over to Emily. “Who’s that?” she asked. She was sure she knew the answer, but she knew little about Emily’s mother.

      A flicker of sadness flitted over Emily’s face. “That’s my mom. She died when I was a baby. I don’t think I ever got to meet her. I’m not sure. I can’t remember that far back.”

      Mariah suspected the fate of Emily’s mother hadn’t been good, but she had still been unprepared for the answer to her unasked question. “Oh,” Mariah said, clasping Emily’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, honey.”

      Emily had a wistful look in her eyes when she glanced to Mariah. “Dad tells me stories about her sometimes, but I think it makes him sad to talk about her too much. He said that she was a really nice lady.”

      Squeezing the girl’s shoulder, Mariah nodded. “I’m sure she was.”

      The air of melancholy had dissipated by the time they made their way back downstairs. Tongs in hand, Logan waved to them from just beyond the set of French doors at the end of the dining room. Mariah let herself and Emily out onto the concrete patio, and they kept Logan company while he cooked their lunch—brats and hamburgers.

      When Mariah caught the first whiff of the roasting food, her stomach rumbled. Her nerves had been so bad that morning that she had skipped breakfast. Though some of the fluttering remained, she had thankfully gotten past the point of outright nausea.

      As she and Emily helped Logan set the food on the dining room table, Mariah thought she could eat everything. When she finally took a bite, the delicious food made her moan in appreciation.

      “This is so good!” she said.

      “My dad makes the best food,” Emily piped up, her mouth full of hamburger.

      “I’m glad you both like it,” he replied.

      Mariah’s eyes met Logan’s, and the tingle of anticipation in her stomach intensified. If they wound up alone in a room together, she would almost have to walk right back out or she’d do something stupid.

      “So, I do have something work-related to run by you, Mariah,” Logan said, breaking the quiet that had settled over them as they ate.

      Nodding, she swallowed her mouthful of food and took a drink of lemonade. “Okay. Shoot.”

      “You know the client whose folder I asked you to grab me yesterday? The firm from Singapore?”

      “Yeah,” she answered with another nod.

      “I’ve been in touch with them for a while and, well…” He paused to look thoughtful. “I’ll spare you the boring details, but I finally landed a meeting with them. I probably should have told you about it when I heard back from them a few days ago, but it seemed like a lot to heap on you for your first week on the job.”

      Her eyes widened. “Singapore?” she echoed. “Is that where the meeting is?”

      His gaze flitted over to Emily and then back to Mariah. “Yeah. Well, kind of. It’s next week, at an Indonesian resort that’s really close to Singapore. I think I’m going to bring you with, too, kiddo,” he said, addressing Emily. “You’ve got a long weekend, don’t you?”

      Emily’s eyes seemed to glitter as she looked up at her dad. “Yeah, we don’t have school on Monday or Tuesday.”

      In her thirty years of life, Mariah had never traveled outside the United States. She had obtained a passport four years ago when she thought she would be pursuing an MMA career, but she still hadn’t used it. Now, out of the blue, she’d been handed an all-expenses-paid vacation at an island resort. Sure, the trip was technically for her job, but she figured the time away would feel less like clocking in at work and more like a bona fide vacation.

      Her heart hammered against her chest, and she could only hope that Logan didn’t notice the tremor in her hand as she reached out for another drink of lemonade. Her mouth was suddenly devoid of moisture, and she half-expected the glass to slip out of her clammy hand.

      A vacation to a tropical resort. A vacation with Logan. The same man she didn’t trust herself to be alone with, and she was about to agree to fly halfway across the world to share a suite with him for an entire weekend.

      She could see the disaster as it loomed on the horizon, but as she smiled and nodded, she was powerless to stop the collision.

      “That sounds great,” she heard herself say. “I’ve never been outside the United States before.”

      As he returned her smile, there was a knowing glint behind his slate-gray eyes. Despite the rush of anxiety, a thrill of anticipation pulsed through her.

      If she was barreling towards disaster, she might as well enjoy what little of the ride she had left.
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      After a ten-hour flight to Singapore, Mariah, Logan, and Emily had boarded a charter plane to take them to the Indonesian island resort. For the entire week leading up to the trip, Mariah had been antsy. When Logan asked her about the nervousness, she had shrugged it off and told him she was jittery about traveling so far away from home for the first time. In response, he had clasped her shoulder and suggested she grow accustomed to international trips—if his deal with the Singaporean firm went according to plan, Harfield and Wellner would officially be a global player.

      Despite the significance of the upcoming meetings, Logan hadn’t appeared nervous or agitated yet so far. Like always, he exuded a calm, collected air.

      When they arrived at the resort, they followed an employee to the suite where the three of them would stay for the weekend.

      The space was as large as any house in which Mariah had ever lived, and it was far more luxurious. Sunlight streamed in through a wide picture window that looked out onto the white sand of the beach. The ocean waves were a glittering shade of cerulean against the light sand, and Mariah thought she could just stand in the doorway and watch the water.

      Emily wasted no time sprinting over to her room in the far corner of the spacious suite. Mariah claimed the room beside hers, and Logan’s was across the living area. The space boasted two separate bathrooms—one beside Mariah’s room, and another in the master.

      Until now, Mariah hadn’t even known that vacations could be this luxurious. She felt like she’d packed up her apartment and taken it with her across the Pacific Ocean. In addition to the sectional couch and a driftwood entertainment stand that housed a flat-panel television, they had access to a kitchenette and a minibar.

      Once she pulled herself away from the picturesque sight of the nearby beach, Mariah hauled her suitcase into the bedroom. On a nightstand comprised of the same type of driftwood as the entertainment stand, a digital clock told her it wasn’t quite noon. If memory served, Logan’s first meeting started around lunchtime.

      As Mariah made her way back to the living area, Logan emerged from the master bedroom. He had abandoned his casual attire in favor of another black suit that was tailored to his lean, muscular frame. With gray eyes fixed on the expansive window, he adjusted a pale blue tie before he shifted his gaze to her.

      “No time to rest, huh?” she said. She was surprised to find that she was disappointed by the idea of his absence. In their trip to an island resort, she had hoped for at least a day of relaxation.

      “Not for me, no. You can take the rest of the day, though. If you want, you and Emily can hang out. She’s been talking a lot about karate and Bruce Lee ever since you mentioned him the other day.”

      Mariah, her brother, and her mom had all been enamored with classic kung fu films when Mariah was in grade school. Though she had expanded her interests as she grew older, there was still a special place in her heart for the legendary Bruce Lee.

      “Believe it or not.” Mariah raised an index finger and flashed him a matter-of-fact look. “Martial arts are actually a really great way to relax. On some level, you can compare it to yoga. It’s all about centering yourself and keeping calm.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, I believe you. I know you’re the expert.”

      As Emily emerged from her room, Mariah’s smile widened. “That sounds great. I could use a little practice myself.”

      The girl’s blue eyes shifted from Mariah to her father as her expression turned curious.

      “I’ve got to go to work,” Logan said, kneeling down to hold out his arms. “But Mariah’s going to hang out with you until I get back. Sound good, kiddo?”

      Emily’s face brightened as she nodded. “That sounds awesome!” She wrapped her arms around her father’s shoulders for a hug.

      “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone, but you guys have fun, all right?” He raised his eyebrows and glanced at Emily.

      “We will,” Emily chirped, waving a hand as Logan started toward the door.
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        * * *

      

      Mariah had been nervous about spending the day with Emily at first. She had worried the girl would find Mariah’s chosen activities boring or tedious, and she would be stuck trying to scrape together an afternoon that would hold the kid’s attention. But Mariah learned in short order that her anxiety was unfounded.

      After they went to one of the hotel resort’s restaurants for a light lunch, they headed to the pristine beach to practice a few basic karate techniques. Emily asked a whole slew of questions about Bruce Lee and other famous martial artists, questions Mariah was more than happy to answer. Despite Logan’s insistence that Emily was interested in martial arts, Mariah hadn’t expected her to be this enamored.

      She caught herself as she went off on a tangent about how at the center of every martial arts philosophy was the desire for inner peace and nonviolence, but to her continued surprise, Emily soaked up the words like a sponge. Mariah didn’t have a great deal of experience with kids, but she knew without a doubt that Emily was far more mature and thoughtful than others her age.

      When the sun started its descent toward the horizon, Mariah and Emily made their way to the water’s edge to collect seashells.

      Mariah picked up a sand dollar and held it out for Emily to see. With a smile, the girl nodded her approval, and Mariah dropped the shell into a woven basket.

      “Me and Dad go to the beach to pick out seashells sometimes,” Emily said as they resumed their search. “It’s fun, but we haven’t gone in a while. He’s been busy with work, but I know he’s trying his best.”

      Glancing at Emily, Mariah didn’t miss the glimmer of sadness in the girl’s eyes. She felt a pang of sympathy at the wistful expression, and she resisted the urge to kneel down and wrap the girl in a bear hug.

      “My mom used to be gone a lot for work, too,” Mariah said instead. “It was just me, her, and my little brother, and she had to work really hard to make sure we had everything we needed. We didn’t know it, but the reason she was working so hard was so she would get a better job where she didn’t have to work so much.”

      A hopeful flicker crossed Emily’s face, and Mariah couldn’t help but wonder if she had just given the girl a false reassurance. She hadn’t lied—her mom had busted her ass for years when Mariah and her brother were young, and once she finally obtained a promotion to a steady, forty-hour workweek, they saw her regularly.

      Mariah doubted that Logan needed to work sixty or seventy hours per week to make ends meet—the man was a billionaire. Maybe he just needed to get his business to a point where he could coast along on a normal, forty-hour week. There was no doubt that Logan loved his daughter. Maybe he just needed a little help.

      As Emily put another shell in the basket, Mariah said, “I think we’ve got enough shells for tonight. What do you think?”

      Emily glanced in the basket with a nod of approval. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Let’s go wash them off, and we can get some dinner,” Mariah said. “Then, we can watch a kung fu movie. Does that sound good?”

      Emily’s face brightened. “Yeah, that sounds awesome!”
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      The physical toll that a day of business negotiations and meetings could take never ceased to amaze Logan. By the time he finally arrived back to the suite, he felt like he had spent the last eight hours at a construction site, not in an upscale restaurant and a couple conference rooms. With a tired sigh, he slid the plastic keycard along the reader beside the lever handle. The hotel and resort felt more like a ritzy apartment complex than a hotel, but he supposed that was why the place had been dubbed a resort.

      As he eased open the door, he was careful to keep the movements slow and measured. If Emily or Mariah were already asleep, he didn’t want to wake them.

      He had expected Mariah’s room to be in a different section of their suite, but until now—when he could finally reclaim some of his mental bandwidth—the implications of her closeness hadn’t dawned on him.

      Just the thought was enough to cause a spike in his pulse.

      When he stepped through the doorway, Mariah’s eyes snapped away from the television to meet his. The door closed behind him with a metallic click, and he balanced himself against the wall with one hand as he stepped out of his shoes. She smiled warmly as she shifted in her spot on the couch to face him.

      If he could come home to that look every day, he didn’t think anything in life—professional or otherwise—could bother him. Even in the running shorts and band T-shirt, her long hair still damp, she was beautiful. And after hashing out details with the leader of a Singaporean investment firm, her smile was like a breath of fresh air.

      “Hey,” she greeted. “How was the meeting?”

      He combed a hand through his hair and loosened the pastel blue tie around his neck. “A little frustrating at times, but all in all, it went pretty well. The guy is definitely interested in what we’re selling. Remember that algorithm, the app developer that Stacey Anderson invested in?”

      Mariah nodded, and he went on.

      “That’s what we’re talking about. These guys want to buy a big chunk of that company from us. Not only will it make us a ton of money, but it’d give Jordan and his team way more resources than they’ve got access to right now. They could expand on what they’ve already developed, and then the piece of their company we still own would be worth even more. Not to mention, closing this deal would open up doors for us all over the world.”

      He could have rambled on about the technology that Jordan’s company had developed, as well as what they had planned for the future, and what they could do with access to global resources. He could have gone into detail on what he had learned about Jordan’s algorithm until Mariah’s eyes glazed over or she fell asleep. She might work for him, but for the time being, he would save the nitty-gritty for his discussions with Aaron.

      “Anyway,” he said as he dropped down to sit at her side. “It has a lot of potential. I don’t say this very often, but I’m pretty excited about it.”

      Mariah propped her elbow on the back of the couch and shifted position. “That’s good. I mean, you sound excited about it. Happy excited, too. It’s nice to see.”

      Leaning back against the cushioned seat, he admired how naturally beautiful she was, even after she’d apparently just gotten out of the shower. “How was your day with Emily?”
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      As she thought back through her and Emily’s day, Mariah could feel her expression brighten. “It was good,” she answered. “She’s a really great kid. I taught her some basic karate moves, fighting stances and stuff like that. We went for a walk on the beach and picked up seashells, and then we came back here and watched some old-school kung fu movies.”

      That sounded like a great day to Logan. He was thankful that Emily and Mariah hit it off together so well. Add that to the growing list of reasons he was so exceptionally attracted to Mariah.

      “She wanted to wait up for you to get home, but she barely made it through one movie and she was out.”

      Mariah glanced in the direction of Emily’s closed door. Since the entrance to her room was down a short hallway, there was less of a chance that Logan and Mariah’s dialogue would wake her. Plus, according to Logan, the kid slept soundly anyway.

      As Logan nodded his understanding, his expression turned wistful. “You can probably tell, but she really likes you. Honestly, I can’t even remember the last time she looked at me or talked about me like she does you.”

      Mariah’s eyes widened at Logan’s honesty. Though she had gathered that Logan had trouble making time in his chaotic work schedule to spend with his daughter, she hadn’t realized how much the issue weighed on him. Or Emily, for that matter. Until now, Mariah had assumed the problem was more of a source of frustration than genuine worry. But after seeing the dejected look on Logan’s face and the glimmer of sadness in Emily’s eyes, she knew she had been wrong.

      “I’m sorry,” Logan said, breaking the brief spell of quiet. “That made it sound like you were doing something wrong, and you’re not. Not at all.” He combed his fingers through his dark hair as he straightened in his spot. “Do you want a drink?”

      Mariah blinked away her dumbfounded countenance and nodded. “Sure. What are we drinking?”

      “I saw a couple bottles of wine over in the kitchen area,” he replied as he rose to his feet.

      As he reached the kitchenette, he shrugged off his jacket and draped it over a chair. Undoing the first couple buttons of his dress shirt, he glanced down to the alcohol with which their suite had been stocked. All while rolling up his sleeves, he retrieved a couple glasses, popped the cork from a bottle, and poured some white wine for each of them.

      “You know,” he said as he carried the two glasses over to the coffee table. “I never used to be much of a wine drinker. I always thought it was girly, or something like that. And if I did drink it, it was always the cheap stuff that came in a box. You know what I’m talking about, right?”

      With a light chuckle, she accepted the glass from his outstretched hand and nodded. “My friend Hazel and I used to split a box of wine at the end of the week when we worked in the call center.”

      “That’s pretty much how I was, too. I just thought it was all disgusting, so I didn’t want to waste money for something that’d taste the same as the stuff you got in a box. But, then…” He paused as a twinge of sadness passed behind his eyes. “My wife, remember how I told you how her parents were Italian immigrants?”

      Mariah kept her expression calm as she nodded. Before tonight, that was the only time he had mentioned Emily’s mother.

      He looked off toward the TV before returning his gaze to Mariah. “Turns out, Italians are big fans of having good wine with their delicious food. Caron, my wife, I met her when I was in college, and she graduated the year after I did. Once we had our degrees, she thought we ought to be more refined than drinking wine straight from a cardboard box. We had a little more money, so she’d start to pour us each a glass of wine when she made dinner, or when I made dinner, whichever. It was part of her effort to make us fancy in preparation for all the money we were going to make.”

      Mariah tapped her temple with her free hand. “Smart lady,” she said.

      “Yeah…” His gaze was fixed on the window as he trailed off. “I’m sorry,” he said as he snapped his attention back to Mariah. “I don’t know why I told you that. I probably just bummed you out, didn’t I?”

      Shaking her head, Mariah sipped at the sweet wine. “No. It’s good to remember things like that. You know she wouldn’t want you to keep all that stuff tucked away. She’d want you to remember the good times.”

      Though slight, his sad smile warmed. “You’re right. And if you knew Caron, you’d know just how right you are. She was all about staying positive, learning from your mistakes instead of letting them get you down, that sort of thing.”

      Even as she returned his smile, Mariah wondered if she should have felt a pang of trepidation at his fond recollection of another woman. Maybe others would have been put off by a someone they’d once fallen for mentioning a beloved spouse they had lost, but Mariah had never been keen on jealousy.

      Logan took a long pull from his drink. “Ever since she died, it’s been hard trying to connect with Emily. It wasn’t so difficult when she was a little kid. Back then, I could just hand her some action figures or stuffed cats or something, and she’d think I was the best dad in the world. She still likes both those things, but there’s a lot more to it, now. She has a personality, interests, hobbies. And somewhere along the line, I can’t help but think I messed up my chance to really be there for her. Between work and just, just not knowing what to do, I’ve dropped the ball so many times.

      “At this point, I don’t even know if I can put the pieces back together. I don’t want her to be one of those kids with a shitty dad. That’s how I grew up, and as soon as I found out Caron was pregnant, I told myself I’d never be like that. No matter what, I told myself I’d be there for her. And now, it’s like, no matter how hard I try, I just get in my own way.”

      Mariah reached out to place a reassuring hand on his forearm. Logan’s eyes shifted back to hers, and she shook her head. “I don’t think it’s too late, and I don’t think you messed anything up. Emily knows you’re trying your best. And don’t just take it from me, those are her words. She’s a smart kid, Logan, and she knows you love her. I think she just wants to see you more, honestly.”

      His gray eyes flicked to her hand and back as he tried a tentative smile. “Thank you, Mariah.”

      All she could manage in response was a nod.

      This was going to be a challenging night.
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      In hopes that the distraction would keep her away from the dangerous temptation so prevalent in her thoughts, Mariah had turned on the second kung fu film she had intended to watch with Emily. Logan had seen the movie before, but he didn’t object. Maybe that was why her distraction had failed—they both already knew the story.

      Their conversation had shifted from Logan’s concerns about his bond with Emily to more lighthearted topics. The distance between them on the couch had all but vanished, and Mariah knew the warmth of his body beside her wasn’t a figment of her imagination.

      All she had to do was turn, and her face would only be inches away from his. The movement would be easy enough, and from there, she could just let herself fall into the comforting lull of his closeness. For a time, she could give herself over to the veritable ecstasy she had felt when they were naked together.

      She knew it would feel good, better than anything she had experienced in the last four years. But what was the cost? If she threw the professional boundaries away now, she put herself at risk of losing her position at Harfield and Wellner. This time around, her heartache would only be compounded by her inevitable return to an seventy-hour workweek in a nightclub.

      She had enacted those boundaries for good reason, and she had come too far to renege on them now.

      As the film credits began to roll along the screen, Mariah’s mind was made up. She couldn’t risk losing the only job, aside from MMA, that she didn’t hate. The warmth of lust coursed through her veins whenever she glanced to Logan, but she could take care of herself.

      “Okay, well,” she said, pushing herself to her feet. “I’m going to head to bed.” She tried to keep the anxiety out of her voice, but the statement still sounded stinted and weird. All she had to do was get to her room, lock the door, and she could deal with the sudden sexual frustration on her own.

      Before she had even finished the proclamation, Logan moved to stand. Rather than panicky and anxious, his posture was calm and relaxed.

      He raised one hand to touch her shoulder, and suddenly, her heart was in her throat. The flutter of anticipation was back in her stomach, and along with it came the warmth on her cheeks. Between the flush and her wide eyes, she must have looked like a lunatic when she turned to face him.

      As soon as he spotted her obvious fluster, he stood perfectly still. When his gray eyes met hers, time seemed to grind to a halt around them. All the shared glances, the playful banter, and the daydreams had coalesced into this moment, and Mariah could practically hear her willpower as it crumbled around her.

      Unbidden, she remembered the thought that had crossed her mind when he first asked her to come with him to the Indonesian island resort.

      If you’re barreling toward disaster, you might as well enjoy what little of the ride you’ve got left.

      The thought was almost definitely a rationalization for her stupid decision, but as the warmth of anticipation worked its way through her body, she didn’t care.

      No sooner than she closed the distance between them did he reach up to comb the fingers of one hand through her long hair. She let her eyelids droop closed as she tilted her head to brush her lips against his. Every nerve ending in her body hummed with anticipation. Her nerves were wound so tightly, she could hardly summon to mind a coherent thought as he kissed her. When his tongue flicked along her bottom lip, she knew there was no way in hell she would break away from him now.

      Rather than try to talk herself out of the heated desire with which she had been overcome, she raked a hand through the soft strands of his hair as she dropped the other to his chest. If this was going to happen, then she wasn’t going to half-ass it.

      When they broke away for the first time, she spotted the same haze of fervency in his gray eyes, though she had expected no less. Flexing his fingers against the back of her neck, he inclined his head in the direction of the master bedroom.

      Wordlessly, she nodded.

      She picked her way around the coffee table to follow him to the shadowy room. After she stepped into the space, he closed the door and flicked the lock into place.

      Mariah blinked as she let her eyes adjust to the lack of illumination. The moonlight streaming through the window and the glow of a digital alarm clock were their only sources of light.

      As she watched him approach, she was torn between the desire to savor every second and the sudden carnal need for him to take her quickly. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had given herself over to such strong urges, or the last time she had wanted to absolutely lose herself in the unadulterated bliss of a man’s touch.

      When he met her lips for another impassioned kiss, she had decided.

      Dropping both hands down to the waistband of his slacks, she unfastened his belt before she slid both hands beneath his shirt. She ran the tips of her fingers up and down his toned stomach as he deftly undid the buttons. Within moments, he shrugged out of the garment, and Mariah took her cue to step back and strip off her black T-shirt and bra.

      He circled an arm around her waist, a shiver of anticipation left in the wake of his touch. Pressing her lips to his, she started to tug down his pants.

      To hell with foreplay. She wanted him inside her, and as the seconds dragged on, the want turned into a need.

      Finally, when he bit down on her bottom lip, the ache between her legs was just short of unbearable. In one swift motion, she yanked down her shorts and underwear before she backed up to the edge of the bed. As she lowered herself to sit atop the mattress, he stripped off the rest of his clothes, all without breaking his gaze away from her naked form.

      “You really want this, don’t you?” he murmured, closing the remaining distance.

      As she let her eyes rove along his body, Mariah licked her dry lips and nodded. Logan raised a knee to the bed to nudge her legs apart, and she offered no resistance. Strands of his disheveled hair tickled her cheeks as he leaned in to gingerly bite at the sensitive skin of her neck.

      She ran her hands along his back as he pushed her farther up onto the king-sized bed. When her back met the soft comforter, she spread her thighs apart to wrap her legs around him.

      He rested an elbow beside her head, careful to avoid her hair. Just because she liked when he pulled her hair during sex didn’t mean she enjoyed the strands being ripped out of her scalp. But Logan had been attentive like that. It was no small part of the reason she enjoyed sex with him so damn much.

      As he reached down between her legs, she felt the pressure as he pushed himself into her, the motion measured and slow.

      When she took in a sharp breath, he paused to flash her a concerned look. Before he could open his mouth to ask if she was okay, she managed a slight nod.

      “I’m fine,” she whispered, her voice husky, her tone breathless. “I just forgot how big you are.”

      His lips curled into a sly smirk, but before he spoke, he finished the motion with one, quick thrust.

      “Logan,” she gasped, digging her nails into his back.

      With a fleeting kiss to her neck, he took hold of one of her wrists to pin her arm above her head. As he ran his hand along hers to interlock their fingers, he tilted his head for another kiss.

      She felt like putty in his hands—in that moment she couldn’t think of anything she wouldn’t do to keep this from ending. Any position or request, she didn’t care, she would do it.
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      As Mariah drifted out of the land of dreams, the sore muscles of her thighs were an abrupt reminder of her and Logan’s night together. No sooner had Mariah come down from her first orgasm, Logan had dropped his head down between her legs. She was sure she came within seconds of that first flick of his tongue, but he hadn’t stopped until she came again, by which point Logan was more than ready for another round.

      Their second time had started off slower, more languid, before increasing in intensity. Her calves had rested on his shoulders at the start, but he flipped her around like a rag doll, and she loved every second of it. He had taken a fistful of her hair as he thrust in and out of her, and Mariah had to muffle her cries of pleasure by jamming her face into a pillow.

      At the thought, she flicked open her eyes and took in a sharp breath. She had snuck out of his room as the sun crested the horizon that morning. Though she had no reason to think the sex was a one-off, she didn’t want to try to explain her sharing a bed with Logan in the event Emily woke before them.

      She was dressed in the same running shorts and T-shirt, and even though she’d taken a shower the night before in order to wash off the sand and dirt from the beach, she knew she would need another before she started the day.

      Maybe she should have stayed in Logan’s bed—they could have showered together. She could picture the droplets of water rolling down his smooth skin, his hair matted to the sides of his face as he fixed those slate gray eyes on her.

      Damn. She should have stayed in his bed.

      Pushing aside the mental imagery, she picked out her clothes for the day—a white, button-down blouse, black-and-white striped cardigan, and slacks. The suite was quiet as she tiptoed to the bathroom sandwiched between her and Emily’s rooms.

      When she emerged after blow-drying her long hair, the place was still silent, but Emily’s door was open. Checking her phone, Mariah found a text message from Logan, advising her that he and Emily were on their way to the hotel’s restaurant for breakfast, and that she was welcome to join them if she wished.

      The flutter in her stomach was unrelenting as she collected her handbag, phone and room key. How would he react when he saw her? Would they share a knowing grin, would he send her a text message as they sat at the table, or would he pull her aside to express his regret? With all the raw passion that had been prominent in their movements last night, she doubted the latter. As she neared the restaurant, she became more and more certain that his reaction would be positive.

      But when she spotted their table and approached, he hardly hazarded a sideways glance in her direction. His gray eyes were fixed on his smartphone, though he found time to spear a couple pieces of fruit between text messages, or whatever he was doing.

      She expected him to snap out of the trance to acknowledge her presence, but as the minutes dragged on and she ordered her own food, her disappointment mounted. There was no trace of regret, of uncertainty, there was just nothing. Based on his demeanor, and if she didn’t know better, she would have thought that last night hadn’t even transpired in the real world.

      When his eyes finally flitted up to hers, the expression on his face didn’t change. “I have a meeting in a half an hour, and I’d like you to come with me. Emily’s going to stay with the daycare staff.” His tone was clipped and matter-of-fact, almost like he was a commander giving her an order.

      Rather than make an attempt to vocalize a response, Mariah merely nodded.

      Based on what he’d told her last night about the client and the series of meetings that had been scheduled, he was under a great deal of pressure. Pressure to not only represent Harfield and Wellner, but to represent Jordan’s tech firm and the advancement in mobile technology that they had to offer. Mariah didn’t doubt that the stress was immense, and every person reacted differently to stress. Pressure helped her to focus, but for some people, pressure turned them into a complete jerk.

      For the time being, she would give Logan the benefit of the doubt. Ever since they had run into one another at the MMA match in San Bravado a couple weeks ago, he had been nothing but kind to her.

      That couldn’t have all changed because of one night. Could it?
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      Adjusting in her seat beside Logan, Mariah took in a deep, steadying breath and exhaled slowly. For what felt like the fifteenth time, Logan and the head of the Singaporean firm restarted their negotiations.

      Mariah liked to think she was well-versed in the art of concentration, but her mind had wandered more times over the last day and a half than she cared to count. Each sentence, each word that Logan and his potential client spoke had to be translated from English to Malay, or from Malay to English. Even if the translation hadn’t been necessary, she wasn’t sure she could have kept herself focused enough to stop the drifting thoughts.

      Only a little over twenty-four hours had elapsed since she gave in to the temptation that had plagued her since she was first shown to Logan’s office in San Bravado. At the time, each movement had felt so purposeful, so amazingly good that she thought there was no way she could possibly regret the decision.

      But now, without so much as a glance from Logan to acknowledge what had occurred between them, she wished she had kept walking when he approached her that night. At least then she wouldn’t have to mull over the possibility that he had used this entire job opportunity to string her along for an occasional, convenient lay.

      If that’s all he had wanted, why couldn’t he have picked a different woman? A woman that didn’t get the stupid butterflies in her stomach whenever he looked at her, or whenever she thought of him.

      Why did he have to pick her?

      Grating her teeth together, Mariah forced her thoughts back to the sunny conference room. He was a jerk, but she had a job to do.

      One way or another, she would eventually have a time and a place to confront him. For the time being, she would maintain the façade of professionalism that he seemed so intent on keeping up.

      As the meeting wore on—and wore on was the only adequate descriptor—Mariah understood less and less of what was said. At times, Logan and the potential client seemed vehement, and at times, they seemed calm and understanding. There were terms exchanged that she was unfamiliar with, and she had to fight to keep her expression neutral as they threw around numbers she had never heard used in serious conversation before.

      She realized suddenly that she felt out of place. All the men—and they were all men—in the room were wealthy, successful businessmen. Though Logan had come from a rough upbringing, he was still a fabulously wealthy and successful venture capitalist. His company was valued in the billions of dollars, and over the past month, he had closed deals that totaled in the tens of millions.

      And then, there was Mariah. Mariah and her younger brother had been raised by a single mother. Her father bailed on their family when they were little, and they had never repaired the relationship. Neither of them held any feelings of malice for the man; they were indifferent.

      Sure, Mariah’s mom had worked her way up the corporate ladder to become a human resources director at the insurance company where she worked, but even her six-figure salary paled in comparison to the numbers that Harfield and Wellner raked in.

      These weren’t her people, and Mariah had known that since the day she accepted Logan’s offer. But until today, she had one tether to connect her to their world—Logan. Now, she was certain that bond had been irreparably shattered.

      After a couple more heated exchanges, the head of the client’s firm stood from his chair and motioned to the door. He said something, but before the hurried words could be translated, a tall, well-dressed man strode through the doorway. His strides were purposeful. Too purposeful.

      As the sunlight glinted off the silver object in his hand, Mariah all but leaped out of her seat. Time seemed to slow down as she closed the distance, clamped her hand down around his arm, and spun around to twist his wrist. At the same time the silver object dropped to the floor, she none-too-gently shoved him up against the drywall.

      In those next few seconds, she could have heard a pin drop in the conference room. When she snapped her eyes down to the item that had fallen to the carpet below, her blood turned to ice. Her mouth felt like it was stuffed full of cotton balls, and her palms were clammy as she released her vice-like grip on the newcomer.

      The item she had been so sure was a weapon was, in fact, a leaf-shaped ornament.

      Each step backward felt like it had been made through molasses. The men had started to exchange a heated dialogue, but their voices sounded distant and tinny over the rush of Mariah’s pulse.

      She had heard those numbers, and now, she could see the indignation written plainly on the would-be client’s face. The failure of the negotiation meant the loss of the potential to earn millions of dollars, plus the recognition of Harfield and Wellner as a global enterprise.

      But the negotiations had failed.

      And Mariah was the reason.
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      On days like today, Logan wished he was a smoker. He had picked up the habit for a spell while he was at Stanford, but he’d ditched it not long before he and Caron got married. Despite the near-decade he’d spent smoke-free, if he was presented with a pack of cigarettes right now, he wouldn’t hesitate to light one up.

      He didn’t even want the nicotine, though its calming effect would be a welcome dose of relaxation. At this point, he just wanted something to do. Something to capture his attention, to redirect his irritability for even a minute.

      Mariah had offered a quiet apology on the short trip back to their suite, but all he had managed in response was a stiff “it’s fine.”

      Not only had he lost out on the potential to earn a hefty sum of cash for Harfield and Wellner, but he had wasted weeks, no—months on the preparation for this meeting. He’d dumped thousands into the plane tickets, and spent just about as much to rent the luxurious space for the weekend.

      He could live with the idea of wasting money on plane tickets and what was essentially a vacation. Even from beneath the ire, he could admit that the island resort was beautiful and serene. Hell, he thought he could have lived with the loss of the deal if he had been the one to screw it up.

      But in a way, he had been the one to screw it up, hadn’t he? He had hired Mariah. He had offered her a position as his personal assistant and bodyguard. He had been the sentimental one, and his personal feelings had just cost his company a hell of a lot of money.

      He thought she would be a good fit for the position, but he was wrong. He had made a mistake, and like any other mistake in life, he would learn and grow from it. In the meantime, he would be pissed, but eventually he would be better for it.

      This was the last time he would make the mistake of mixing his personal feelings with his prospects in the professional world.

      After Mariah apologized, they made the rest of the trip in silence. As soon as Emily spotted him and Mariah, any hint of contentment vanished from her face.

      “Come on, sweetie,” he said as he held a hand out to her. “We’re going to head back to the room so we can pack. We’re going to go home.”

      Wordlessly, Emily nodded her understanding.

      Logan couldn’t help the pang of guilt as her face fell. Mariah’s presence had been a comfort not just for him, but for his daughter as well. In the last week, he thought he had learned more about Emily’s personality and her interests than he had in the entire year before. The time he had spent with her didn’t feel forced or awkward, it felt… normal. Good. Just like he imagined a father should feel when they were with their child.

      But at the end of the day, had it been worth it? Had Mariah’s presence been worth the millions of dollars his business had just missed out on?

      At first blush, the answer seemed obvious. If it meant the wellbeing of his daughter, then the answer was yes.

      There was only one problem. In matters of the heart, nothing was certain. There was no guarantee that Mariah would stick around, no promise written in stone that she wouldn’t leave.

      And if there was one thing that stirred up anxiety in the back of Logan’s mind, it was uncertainty.
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      Despite the muffled roar of the little plane’s engine, the silence that had settled in on Mariah and Logan since they boarded their flight was deafening. Even Emily hadn’t offered much in the way of dialogue. Mariah wanted to pose a straightforward inquiry to Logan—to ask him if she would still have a job when they returned to the United States.

      But whenever she glanced to where he sat beside his daughter, she swallowed the question before it could form on her tongue. Somewhere between his rigid posture and clenched jaw, she felt she had her answer.

      She didn’t know what to say, she hadn’t known what to say since Logan’s client had called off their deal. Not only had Logan wasted an entire weekend to negotiate a contract that fell through, but he’d likely spent thousands of dollars on the plane tickets and their lodging at the island resort.

      What in the hell was she supposed to say to assuage that? Aside from the stammering apology she had made at the meeting, she didn’t think there was anything she could possibly add that would lessen the pain of the blow. Nothing she could say would renegotiate the multi-million-dollar deal she had ruined.

      At the same time, there was a spark of indignation that simmered beneath all the anxiety. She had made an honest mistake. As time had slowed down during the man’s approach, Mariah had taken into account not just his seemingly aggressive demeanor, but the fact that his associates had been haggling with an American businessman for two days. They were in the middle of nowhere, and if anything happened to them, they’d be just another group of lost American tourists.

      How could she have known that the Singaporean firm’s signature move was to offer a physical token of concession? How was she supposed to know that they handed the same ornaments out to other strong leaders in their industry? Logan could have told her, that’s how. But did he even know?

      No matter how many ways Mariah justified the debacle in her head, she still wasn’t sure if the explanation would translate into an understanding between her and Logan.

      Plus, there was the subject of the sex that he hadn’t even bothered to try to broach. Her thighs were still sore from the impassioned night they’d shared together, and the bruises from where he’d bitten her were still present. She knew the scratch marks down his back hadn’t healed yet, and she knew the faint sting accompanied his movements.

      How did the sensation not bother him? How did those marks not serve as a reminder of all the dirty things he’d whispered in her ear, or all the times she’d begged him not to stop?

      He had used her, and now he was going to fire her.

      Great. Just great.

      The pilot’s sudden shout jerked Mariah out of her thoughts. When she flashed a questioning glance to Logan, their eyes met for the first time in what felt like an eternity.

      “What was that?” Logan called as he shifted his attention toward the cockpit.

      “Something’s wrong,” the other man returned. “The sensors, I don’t know. A few of them just quit working, and—what now! Another one just went offline!”

      Mariah’s blood turned cold. He couldn’t be serious. This was a joke, wasn’t it? The pilot was reciting a line he used on unsuspecting American tourists to get them riled up before he burst into laughter. He had to be.

      “We’re coming up on an island. It’s about ten miles off the mainland, but we’re going to have to land there before anything else starts to go.”

      “Oh, crap,” Mariah breathed.

      Emily turned her wide-eyed stare from her father to Mariah and then back.

      “I think it’s an electrical issue,” the pilot went on. “Hold on. We’ll be okay, but this might be a little rough.”

      Mariah clamped her hands down on the armrests of her seat and gritted her teeth. She had only flown a handful of times throughout her life, but this was only her second time in a plane this size. If she made it out of this, she was sure this would be her last time, too.

      As the plane bucked and sputtered down to a stretch of white sand, Mariah didn’t release her death grip on the chair. When she dared a sideways glance at Logan and Emily, he had wrapped one arm around her shoulders to pull her close. The sunlight caught the glassiness in her blue eyes, but otherwise, she was quiet. Either she was scared to death, or she trusted her father when he told her that they would be okay.

      They were all jerked backward in their seats as the plane’s wheels touched down on the sandy beach. The impact rattled the structure of the plane itself as the velocity crashed in those first few seconds. Mariah was rocked back and forth in her seat a few times, and then, suddenly, the world was still again.

      The drone of the engine had ceased, and over the ringing in her ears, all Mariah could hear was… nothing. Aside from the screech of a tropical bird and the muted crash of the ocean waves, the cabin was quiet.

      “Are you guys okay?” the pilot called. There was a faint click as he unbuckled his seatbelt to turn around to face them. His dark eyes flitted from Mariah to Logan, and then to Emily. “Are you okay, kiddo?”

      Emily swallowed as she nodded.

      With a strained smile, the man returned the nod. “Okay, well…” He paused to run a hand through his thick hair. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news. We’ll go with the bad first, I guess. Something electrical is fried. I don’t know what it is, but it knocked out the radio before we even landed. Now, even if one of you is an airplane mechanic, there’s no way we’re going anywhere in this thing.”

      Mariah’s hand still shook from the rush of adrenaline. As she unbuckled her seatbelt, she arched an eyebrow at the pilot. “What’s the good news?” And if you tell me it’s that we’re alive, I swear to God…

      “The good news,” the man said. “Is that I know where we are. This island is about fifteen kilometers from the mainland, and there’s an old radio set up somewhere on the perimeter. Once I figure out where we landed, I can figure out how to get to it.”

      “A radio?” Logan echoed.

      The other man nodded. “An old outpost set up back during the Cold War. Hasn’t been used in a while, but they built those things to last. I think there were plans to make a base here, but for whatever reason, that fell through.”

      “Okay,” Logan said. “Let’s figure out where that outpost is, then.”
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      As luck—or the lack thereof—would have it, the Cold War-era radio tower was on the opposite side of the island. The pilot had been in such a rush to land the plane safely that he hadn’t thought to get them to a strategic location. Logan couldn’t find it within himself to fault the man; though he dealt with pressure in his work, he had never been forced to make a snap decision in the midst of a literal life-or-death situation.

      With a compass, a map, a few snacks and a bottle of water, the man set off into the swath of jungle that comprised the interior of the island. Though the exact scale of such a small patch of land was difficult to gauge from a paper map, the pilot estimated a trip through the foliage would take at least one full day. Before the man set off into the wilderness, Emily rushed up to give him a tight hug.

      Once the pilot was gone, Logan felt the start of a knot as it formed in the pit of his stomach. Even if the man made it through the thicket and to the outpost, there was no way to tell how long it would take for their rescue to arrive. They could be stuck here for a day, or a week, or they could die here.

      They were stranded on an island in the middle of the ocean, miles from any form of help. From the stretch of sandy beach on which they’d landed, he couldn’t even see a trace of land on the horizon.

      He’d seen enough survival shows to know that, despite the cloudless, azure sky, the veritable paradise had the potential to become a deathtrap in the blink of an eye. If a hurricane rolled through, he doubted they’d stand a chance.

      Any lingering frustration at the failure of his most recent business venture was abruptly pushed aside by the knowledge of the real danger they now faced. They needed shelter and a fire, but they needed to stay close enough to the water’s edge that they could flag down a passing boat or plane. Logan had no desire to risk his daughter and Mariah’s safety by slinking into the trees—they had no idea what types of wild animals or venomous insects might lay in wait.

      The pilot, on the other hand, had spent time in the Indonesian military. Part of his training had involved survival techniques in tropical environments. Of the four of them, there was no doubt that he was best equipped to survive a trek through the jungle.

      After they had dragged their bags and any pertinent supplies from the beat-up plane, Logan tasked Emily and Mariah with collecting palm branches so they could compose a makeshift shelter. In the meantime, he dug a shallow fire pit and lined the edge with rocks. Aesthetically, it was sloppy—the rocks were all different sizes, and the hole itself was uneven—but it was functional.

      Though she was still a bit rattled from the rocky landing, Emily no longer wore the same haunted expression he had seen when the plane first came to a stop. Whether or not Logan wanted to admit it, Emily’s calm demeanor was in large part thanks to Mariah. As the two wandered around the beach to retrieve palm branches, he caught snippets of their conversation. Mariah asked Emily if any of the characters in the stories she liked had ever been on an island adventure before, and when Emily nodded, Mariah asked for a rundown of the book. As Emily regaled the plot, Mariah pointed out similarities between the story and the island where they had landed. With each comparison, Emily seemed to perk up a little more.

      By the time he had finished helping Mariah fashion the branches into a basic shelter at the edge of the tree line, the sky was alight with the orange, gold, and red glow of the sunset. With no buildings or trees to obscure the view, Logan thought the sight was easily the most brilliant sunset he had ever witnessed.

      Logan tried to talk Emily into staying awake to get a good look at the stars, but she had been through a trying ordeal, and she was exhausted. Curled up beneath the overlapping palm branches, a waterproof jacket used as a blanket, Emily was asleep almost as soon as she closed her eyes.

      He wanted to talk to Mariah, but after the ordeal at the meeting that morning, he had no idea where to start. Apparently, the sentiment was shared. Ever since they had completed the shelter, Mariah hadn’t so much as glanced in his direction. With his stare fixed on the darkening horizon, he pushed down a resigned sigh. At least if he focused his thoughts on survival, he didn’t have to mull over the future of his and Mariah’s relationship.

      A flicker of movement in the corner of his eye jerked his attention away from the dark mass of the ocean as Mariah rose to stand. When she started to make her way toward the water’s edge, his heartbeat picked up.

      “Where are you going?” he asked quietly. He made sure to keep any potential accusatory tinge out of his voice.

      Mariah shrugged and glanced at him over her shoulder. “I’ve never been on an island before,” she answered in the same hushed tone. “I’m going to go wander around down by the water.”

      His knee-jerk reaction was to protest, to make up some excuse about how splitting away from their camp would be dangerous, but he knew the nonsense for what it was.

      Instead, he merely nodded.

      As she turned to make her way along the white sand, he kept his gaze fixed on her. Her long, dark hair swayed with the temperate evening breeze, and the white button-down shirt over her tank top rustled as she walked. Even in the meager light of the fire, her figure was mesmerizing.

      He entertained the idea of following her, but he still had no idea what to say when he caught up to her. And as much as he would have loved to feel her bare skin beneath his hands, this wasn’t the time or the place. Not that she would even want to have sex with him right now. Not after the past couple of days.

      But that was the way he wanted it, wasn’t it?

      He wanted her out at arm’s length where he didn’t have to risk anything to be around her. Where all he had to do was have sex with her and then pretend like the encounter had never even happened. There was no chance of losing her if he never had her to begin with.

      As he watched her close the distance to the water’s edge, he wondered how much longer the mantra would hold true. And more importantly, he wondered if he even believed his own rationalization.
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      When Mariah awoke the next day, she realized the scenery of the island brought to mind a calendar one of her coworkers used to hang up, back when she worked in the call center. From the salty scent of the ocean carried along the wind to the calls of the tropical birds at their backs, the entire scenario was surreal. But as beautiful as it all was, she hated it.

      She wanted to go home, to get away from Logan so she could collect her thoughts, to call Hazel and tell her all about the failed experiment that was her brief stint at Harfield and Wellner. As childish as she felt admitting the thought to herself, she wanted a hug.

      After her brief jaunt out onto the beach the night before, she had slept like hell. She tossed and turned for most of the night, but she must have drifted off at one point or another, because the sky had been dark the last time she closed her eyes.

      Neither she nor Logan had any idea how long they would be stuck here before help arrived—or even if help would arrive. Though her first inclination was to believe her time would be occupied by basic needs of survival, she had now begun to second-guess the notion. They were in the middle of nowhere on an island. There was no internet, no electricity, no radio, no nothing. Aside from shifting her thought process back and forth from certain doom to hopeful, there was nothing to occupy her time.

      At least Emily had been smart enough to bring a few books along in her luggage. Lounging beneath the shade of a palm tree, the little girl’s diligent focus was fixed on another story about the teenage girl and her cat, Shadow. Maybe a little later, Mariah would ask her about the mystery that the pair had solved.

      When a hand reached out to touch her bare shoulder, Mariah almost leaped up from her spot to throw a blind punch.

      As he retracted his arm, Logan’s gray eyes widened. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” Even after just one day, stubble darkened his cheeks. In the bright sunlight, Mariah even spotted a couple flecks of silver. The scruff aged him, but the rugged edge was a good look for him.

      Mariah shook her head as he dropped down to sit at her side. “It’s all right.”

      He kept his voice just barely above a whisper as he spoke. “We’ve been here for about twenty-four hours now, but even if the pilot got to the other side of the island, there’s no telling when a plane or a ship will get here.”

      Silently, Mariah nodded.

      His expression was grave as their eyes met. “There’s not a lot of food or water left. We need to find some soon, or we’re going to be in trouble.”

      He didn’t have to elaborate for Mariah to know what trouble meant in this case.

      “There’s got to be fresh water somewhere beneath the trees, and there ought to be something edible in there, too. Fruit, probably.” He paused to glance over at Emily. “I don’t know what else is in there, though. And I don’t mean tigers and bears, I mean venomous snakes and bugs. Parasites. I’ll go look for food and water, but I don’t want either of you to come with me. I’ll be able to move faster if it’s just me, anyway.”

      Mariah swallowed against the sudden tightness in her throat. “Yeah,” she said. “You’re right. I’ll stay here with Emily.”

      When he offered her a smile, the look was strained and weary. Pushing himself to stand, Logan turned his attention to Emily as Mariah rose to her feet.

      “Hey, sweetie,” he called.

      The dark hair in Emily’s ponytail swayed as she looked up from the book in her lap.

      With an outstretched hand, Logan beckoned his daughter to them. “Come here for a second, sweetie.”

      Nodding, Emily leaped to her feet and strode over to the shade of the makeshift shelter. Her vivid blue eyes flicked from one adult to the other as she neared.

      “Hey,” Logan said, dropping down to bring himself eye-level with Emily. “I have to go look for some food and water for us, okay? There isn’t any out here, and you remember why we can’t drink water from the ocean, right?”

      Even as Emily nodded her head, there was a faint quiver in her bottom lip. “Because it’s too salty. It just makes us even more thirsty.”

      Her voice sounded so small and sad that Mariah thought there was a good chance she would burst into tears at the girl’s side.

      “That’s right, kiddo.” Logan smiled and clasped her shoulder. “But we’re just about out of water, and I need to go find us some more, okay? It’ll be a lot safer and faster if I go into the jungle by myself.”

      “But, Dad,” she managed, her voice close to a squeak. “You might get lost. The pilot knew where he was going because he was in the army, but you weren’t in the army.”

      Slowly, Logan shook his head. “No, I wasn’t, but I have this.” Sunlight caught the face of a compass as he pulled it from one pocket of his dusty jeans. “See? I won’t get lost. Do you want to know how it works?”

      Despite the despondency clearly evident in Emily’s eyes, she nodded. “Yes.”

      Logan scooted closer and held out the compass for Emily to see. “See the arrow? The North Pole has a magnetic field, and there’s a little magnet in the compass that keeps the arrow pointing north. So, no matter what direction I go, I’ll always know where north is. And if I know where north is, I can figure out where everything else is, too.”

      The first tears slipped down Emily’s cheeks, and Mariah thought she could feel her heart break in two. When Logan wrapped both arms around Emily’s shoulders, the little girl let out a sob.

      As Logan held his daughter out at arm’s length, Mariah rested a reassuring hand between her shoulders. “It’ll be okay, Emily,” she said.

      Logan nodded his agreement. “You’ve been so brave since we got here, and I am so, so proud of you, sweetie. You’re going to stay here with Mariah. You guys have a really important job, one that I can’t do when I’m in the trees.”

      Emily sniffled. “What’s that?”

      “I need you to keep an eye out for airplanes and ships,” Logan replied.

      Circling one arm around Emily’s shoulders, Mariah pulled her into a warm embrace. “We’ll be fine, okay? I’ll be right here with you the whole time your dad is gone, and I bet he won’t even be gone that long. We can practice some of those karate moves I showed you the other day, remember?”

      With another sniffle, Emily nodded.

      “You remember what I said about Bruce Lee?” Mariah asked.

      Emily brushed at the tears on her cheeks. “I thought Bruce Lee did kung fu?”

      “You are so smart,” Mariah said. “He did, but he did everything. Remember how I told you that practicing helped him stay calm?”

      There was a flash of understanding in Emily’s eyes as she nodded again. “He did martial arts because it was good for his body and his mind,” she recited.

      “Exactly,” Mariah replied. “I’ll show you when we practice our karate moves, okay?”

      “Okay,” Emily said.

      When Mariah glanced at him, Logan’s fake smile seemed a little less strained.

      “You guys hang tight here, okay?” he said as he rose to his feet. “I’ll see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      By Mariah’s best estimate, Logan was only gone for a couple hours. When he returned, the sun had climbed to the middle of the cloudless sky.

      “Dad!” Emily exclaimed. She leaped up from where she and Mariah had settled down to take a break after a solid sixty minutes of martial arts practice. Emily’s energy might not have waned, but Mariah needed the break.

      The corners of Logan’s eyes creased as his daughter raced toward him. “Hey, kiddo. Guess what I got?” He shrugged out of the black backpack he’d taken with him to the island interior.

      “What?” Emily asked, her eyes alight with curiosity as Logan tugged down the zipper. “Whoa,” she said. “Mariah, look! We have coconuts and, and, what are those?” Scrunching up her eyebrows, Emily cast a puzzled glance from Logan over to Mariah.

      “Mangoes,” Logan answered as Mariah plopped down at Emily’s side. “You’ve had mangoes before. You probably just didn’t see what they looked like before they were cut up.”

      Emily grinned. “Cool. Let’s eat!”

      With a chuckle, Logan shook out a beach towel, spread it over the sandy ground, and laid out the veritable feast he had collected. After dropping an iodine tablet from the airplane emergency kit into the bottles of water he had stashed in the side pockets of the backpack, the three of them sat down around the impromptu tablecloth and dug in.

      Mariah had always liked mangoes and coconuts, and though her opinion might have been biased by her hunger, she thought these were some of the best she had ever eaten. Not only did the meal satiate her pang of hunger, but it was also a source of hydration. For the first time since the emergency landing, she saw a glimmer of hope for their dire situation.

      She felt like a leaden weight had been lifted off her shoulders. Finally, after what might have been the most stressful twenty-four hours of her thirty years of life, she could breathe.

      When she glanced up, her eyes met Logan’s. There was a shadow of something that resembled lust in his face, and in that moment, she would have paid a fortune to know what he was thinking.

      Though a twinge of indignation still simmered in the back of her mind, she couldn’t deny the inexorable attraction she felt when she looked at him.

      As much as she hated to admit it, if they had been alone and he made a move, she wouldn’t have turned him down. He was easily the most attentive partner she had ever been with, and the way he whispered in her ear when he was inside her had stoked a fire she didn’t even know existed before she met him.

      At just the thought, a shiver worked its way down her back in spite of the afternoon warmth.

      She had no idea what he had done to her, but part of her loved it.
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      Before Mariah or Emily awoke the next morning, Logan had already ventured into the island interior to restock their supply of fruit and water. Though Mariah’s sleep was better than it had been the first night of their stay, she had been plagued by a series of bizarre dreams and nightmares. And, of course, Logan had been present in almost all of them.

      She was lost in a haze of uncertainty, and uncertainty always brought out the strangest dreams for Mariah. When Logan and Emily made their way down to the beach to spend some time at the water’s edge, Mariah opted to stay behind. With her knees tucked up to her chest, she watched as Logan explained gulf currents to Emily while they splashed around.

      When she heard him break down a phenomenon as complex as ocean currents into language even a seven-year-old could understand, she realized why he was so successful in his line of work. The better he was able to explain a business model to a potential client, the higher the likelihood that he would close a profitable deal.

      There was no doubt in Mariah’s mind that he had treated her poorly after they slept together, both a few days ago and four years ago, but what was less clear was his motivation. If his strength and his concern for her and Emily during their stay on the remote island was any indication, his callousness was not because he lacked the ability to care. From every interaction and every conversation they’d had since they were first introduced, she had never been under the impression that he acted with malice.

      Was the distance he had put between them a defense mechanism? He had told her about his late wife—Emily’s mother—Caron, but he hadn’t gone into detail about the aftermath of her death.

      Mariah couldn’t even imagine what the loss of someone so important could do to a person’s psyche, much less their outlook on future relationships.

      But as much as she wanted to know what drove Logan’s behavior, she was still too afraid to ask. She was loath to admit at first, but she had fallen for him all over again. Aside from her close friends, she couldn’t recall anyone else around whom she had felt so comfortable. When she was with him, she didn’t worry about saying something stupid that would change his view of her. He made her laugh almost effortlessly, and when they spent time together, she knew she would have fun.

      For almost her entire life, Mariah had lived with the expectation that she should be the strong one. For her friends, her mom, her brother, for everyone. Whenever Corrine or Hazel needed a shoulder to cry on, Mariah didn’t hesitate. No matter what she had on her plate at the time, she would be strong for her friends. But when Mariah came face-to-face with her own despondency, she kept the morose sentiments to herself. Logically, she knew she would never be a burden to her friends and family, but the logical side of her brain never won out in the end.

      Rather than lean on another person, she kept her woes to herself and soldiered on. Even after her break from MMA—an event that had been one of the single most devastating of her entire life—she hadn’t let her pain show. After all, she was the fighter. She was the one who always landed on her feet, the one who always found the silver lining when a dark cloud moved in to obscure the happiness and joy in her life.

      All this time, she had viewed the strength she exhibited as her calling. She could handle the sadness, the uncertainty, the anxiety, but she didn’t want her loved ones to have to contend with any sort of negativity. If she could, she would take the burden from them to bear herself.

      Logan was different.

      Stranded in a life-or-death situation, his calm hadn’t wavered. He’d been decisive and level-headed, and he had been strong.

      Despite the loss he had suffered, he did his best to support and be present for Emily. He was someone Mariah knew she could lean on, but now, she wasn’t sure she would ever get the opportunity. Aside from a good lay, she didn’t even know what she was to Logan anymore.

      She had strong feelings for him, but she wasn’t so sure the sentiments were mutual.

      The thought made her stomach sink as her throat tightened. And then, of course, there was the business deal she had ruined. Logan wasn’t materialistic, but he took pride in the work he had done to make his and his partner’s firm successful. In one fell swoop, Mariah had wrecked the opportunity for him to expand the Harfield and Wellner name to an international crowd. Sure, maybe the chance would reappear down the road, but she doubted he saw it that way.

      With a long sigh, she stretched her legs out in front of her as she fought back tears. As much as she wanted to go home, she wondered if their time on the remote island would be the end of whatever relationship she and Logan had formed.

      When she got back to the States, she would undoubtedly be forced to crawl back to Joe and The Max where she would live out the rest of her days working seventy hours per week. Her days would be spent massaging various aches and pains from standing for ten hours straight, and her nights would be spent tossing drunks out of the bar so other people could enjoy their lives.

      But she would figure it out. She always did. She would soldier on until one day she couldn’t anymore.

      A distant rumble snapped her out of the contemplation, and she blinked against the bright sunlight as she glanced up to make note of movement in the azure sky.

      A plane.

      Eyes wide, she leaped to her feet and sprinted through the warm sand to where Logan’s and Emily’s shocked stares were fixed on the horizon. As Logan glanced to her, his mouth agape in unabashed surprise, she threw her arms above her head.

      Though there was little doubt that the amphibious plane was headed in their direction, Logan and Emily followed suit in short order. As the drone of the engine grew to a roar, a flicker of movement in her periphery jerked Mariah’s attention to the tree line.

      “The pilot!” she exclaimed. She couldn’t tell if Emily or Logan heard her over the sound of the incoming plane, but she wasted no time rushing to the side of the disheveled man.

      “I heard…” he wheezed, glancing from her to the plane and back. “I heard the plane, so I ran the rest of the way out here.”

      Despite the events of the last couple days, Mariah let loose a relieved smile as she draped the pilot’s arm over her shoulders to keep him on his feet. Logan rushed up to them with a bottle of fresh water. As the pilot drank deeply, the plane came to a halt at the edge of the sandy beach.

      Mariah stuck with the pilot to hydrate and revive him with their stock of water, and Logan and Emily gathered up their belongings. They hauled the bags onto the plane, situated the man who had saved their lives, and then took their seats. Emily was beside Mariah, and as soon as she circled an arm around the little girl, Emily leaned in to rest her head on Mariah’s shoulder.

      With a weary sigh, Mariah closed her eyes and let herself fall into a relieved sleep.
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      With their arrival in San Bravado came the onslaught of the questions Mariah had tried to avoid while they were stranded on the Indonesian island.

      In Singapore, they had been looked over by doctors in a hospital near the airport. The man had cleared them for travel, and they’d wasted no time boarding a plane bound for California. The time in Singapore and even the flight back to San Bravado felt like the haze of a dream to Mariah.

      She had slept for most of the ten-hour flight back to the States, but when she awoke before the plane landed, she almost wished she hadn’t. Swallowing against the lump in her throat, she had tightened her seatbelt and dared a quick glance to Logan. His posture seemed more relaxed, but his expression was unreadable.

      For the rest of the trip through the airport and back to Logan’s house, she avoided glancing in his direction. Emily had fallen asleep again, and aside from the songs that played on the radio, the drive was made in silence. Even though their driver took the interstate, as far as Mariah was concerned, they might as well have been driving through molasses.

      When they arrived at Logan’s estate, what was she supposed to say? What could she even say? That she was sorry? No, she’d said that plenty of times already. Her apology didn’t change the fact that she had screwed up one of the most important deals of Logan’s business career. Sure, the incident had been an honest mistake, and she had acted without malice. Her intentions had been good, but Mariah knew how that saying went—the road to hell was paved with good intentions.

      At the end of the day, the important takeaway from the disastrous meeting was that she had caused the deal to fall through. After that—after Logan told Aaron Wellner and Jordan—there was no way she would be able to keep her job. And based on the way that Logan had distanced himself from her after their night together, she doubted she would be able to keep him and Emily in her life at all.

      The familiar pinpricks rose to the corners of her eyes as the sprawling Harfield residence came into view. After all they’d been through, she was about to be tossed back to square one.

      As the driver pulled into the sloping driveway, Logan thanked the man and handed him a generous tip. All Mariah could manage was a strained smile. Logan opened the rear passenger side door to wake Emily, but Mariah averted her gaze.

      This was it. She was sure of it. It was the end of her promising future at Harfield and Wellner and the end of any sort of future for her and Logan. Blinking back tears, she grabbed her bags and one of Emily’s. She waited until Logan and Emily had started for the door before she followed them down the short stretch of sidewalk.

      Only moments after they had entered the house, Estella arrived. Mariah didn’t know when, but Logan had sent her a text message to advise her that their flight had landed. Emily rushed up to the housekeeper to wrap her in a tight embrace, and before they had even separated, she launched into the tale of their island adventure. The duo disappeared around the corner as Estella helped Emily carry her bags up to her room.

      Swallowing in an effort to return some semblance of moisture to her mouth, Mariah turned to face Logan as he made his way back to the foyer.

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted out. Her vision blurred, and all she could do was try to will the tears away. “I just, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, to ruin that meeting. I just saw the silver in his hand and—he looked pissed, and they all seemed pissed, and… Jesus, I’m sorry, Logan. I’m not trying to make an excuse, it’s just… I feel terrible. I just wanted to make sure you knew that before I left.” She paused to take a breath and brush at her eyes.

      She had scarcely seen him through her tears, but when she looked up, she noticed that the look on his unshaven face had softened. Any anger that might have lingered from the collapse of the deal was gone, and in its place was… worry. Why was he worried?

      Before she could pose the question, Logan held up a hand. “No, you don’t need to apologize for anything. You’re right, and I know how it looked. You did what you thought was right, and I can’t fault you for that. It’s okay, really. And, besides, I’m the one who should be apologizing to you.”

      Her mouth gaped open. The confession was so far off base from what she had expected, she could summon no words to her lips.

      “First of all, I should have filled you in on the customs of that particular client. As my bodyguard, you deserved to be briefed on everything I knew. I dropped the ball on that. It was my fault,” he said. “And there’s more.”

      Mariah was stunned silent.

      Raking the fingers of one hand through his hair, Logan blew out a quiet sigh. “Four years ago, when I didn’t make it to your fight in Las Vegas. I wasn’t tied up at work like I tried to tell you I was. I didn’t show up on purpose.”

      She didn’t have a chance to react before he forged on.

      “I didn’t show up on purpose because I was scared. I fell hard for you, Mariah. I couldn’t even believe it at first, but those first few days after we met, all I could think about was what would happen when you got back. It’s like my brain just threw me down this spiral of what-ifs, and I convinced myself that there was no way it’d work between us. You were going to go on to be an MMA star, you know?

      “And no matter how I looked at it, I couldn’t convince myself otherwise. I didn’t want to risk getting attached, didn’t want to risk Emily getting attached, or at least that’s what I told myself. Caron had been gone for three years at that point, but I was still reeling, or, like I said, that’s what I told myself. I told myself I was cutting you out of my life because I needed to protect Emily, but that was a load of bull. I was doing it because I was scared.”

      Mariah started to tremble.

      “I hate not knowing how something’s going to turn out,” Logan continued, his tone growing passionate. “I can’t stand it. It drives me insane, and when it comes to relationships, well, nothing’s certain, you know? And I was too afraid to face all that uncertainty again, so I just ran away from it. But that’s life. Life is uncertainty, and if we want to get anything out of it, we’ve got to learn to deal with it.”

      Mariah felt the warmth of the next round of tears as they streaked down her cheeks.

      Shaking his head, the overhead light caught the band of Logan’s watch as he adjusted it. “Being around you these past couple days, watching you and Emily, it was like a slap in the face. Cutting you out of my life—and ignoring you after we had sex the other night—it’s the stupidest thing I think I’ve ever done. And I doubt it’s much of a stretch for you to imagine that I’ve done some stupid stuff in my life.” His lips curved into a smile as he made the self-deprecating remark.

      Though Mariah’s chuckle sounded more like a cough, she brushed at her cheeks as she nodded. “Yeah, me too. You’re in good company.”

      He offered her a smile, though the look was tinged with sadness. “I’m so sorry, Mariah. And I promise, I’ll never make you feel like that again.”

      Her vision blurred with more tears. Sniffling, she swiped at her cheeks and finally met his gaze. “So, does this mean I’m not fired?”

      For the first time in days, his handsome face brightened with a grin. With a tentative hand, he reached out to brush the tears from her eyes. “I’d never forgive myself if I let you go again.”

      Without preamble, she threw her arms around his shoulders. He pulled her close for a tight embrace, and for a moment, they just stood there. Wrapped in each other’s arms, oblivious to the rest of the world. In spite of the tumultuous week, Mariah didn’t think she had ever felt more at peace.

      When she pulled away to peer up at him, she clasped his shoulder with one hand as she reached the other to touch his scruffy cheek.

      Mariah finally felt safe sharing her feelings. “All I want is to be around you and Emily. I realized that while we were on that island. You really came through for Emily and me. You were strong and protective and cared for your daughter. Whenever I’m around you, I feel different. It’s hard to describe, but it’s like I know I’m going to have fun, I’m going to be happy, and I don’t have to struggle or be alone. I think we are better together. And, well, the mind-blowing sex doesn’t hurt anything.”

      The corners of his gray eyes creased as he laughed. “No, it doesn’t. I’m glad it’s as good for you as it is for me.”

      She couldn’t help but grin in response.

      “So, what do you say?” Logan asked. “Do you want to give this thing a shot?”

      Before he had finished the question, she started to nod. “Absolutely.”

      As he tilted his head, Mariah closed the distance to press her lips to his. Despite all the heartache that had led them to this moment, she would rather be here than anywhere else.

      Logan was right, matters of the heart were fraught with uncertainty. But as he pulled her into the warmth of his body, she was as far from uncertain as she had ever been.
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      The overhead fluorescent lights caught the polished diamond on Mariah’s left ring finger as she brushed a piece of hair over her shoulder. To her side, Logan rested a hand on the small of her back as they watched the procession of a group of kids. Led by a man in a red robe cinched at the waist with a black belt, his feet bare, three kids—two girls and a boy—walked to the gymnasium mat. Even from a distance, Mariah could see the excitement on Emily’s face.

      For the past year, Emily had attended weekly lessons at a local karate studio. Her instructor was seated down in the front row of bleachers, along with the instructors for the other kids in the tournament. It was Emily’s first public karate performance, and she had been as nervous as she was excited.

      Six months ago, just a few days before Logan had given her the diamond ring and asked her to marry him, Mariah had finally taken Hazel’s advice and started on her MBA. Though she still worked as Logan’s assistant and bodyguard at Harfield and Wellner, she had been sucked into the business aspect of venture capitalism.

      Like Logan had told her all those years ago when they first met, there was a great deal of good that could be done from a position in a venture capital firm.

      Though she had been worried at first that her employment would come off as unprofessional, Logan had put her concerns to rest. Acting as a personal assistant and security professional, she operated in a separate sphere of the firm than any of the other employees. Ergo, special treatment—which was the main concern that came with office romances—was not possible because she was in a class all her own.

      Plus, her position at Logan’s side meant that she went with him when he traveled for global meetings.

      When Aaron Wellner learned the reason that the deal with the Singaporean firm had fallen through, he had rolled his eyes. He had been quick to clarify that his exasperation rested with the members of the potential client’s firm, and not Mariah. They knew that Mariah was responsible for Logan’s security, and they had still decided it was a good idea to send a man in Logan’s direction at an aggressive pace without any warning as to what was happening.

      A few months after the trip to the island resort, Aaron and Logan had received word from a client in Australia who was interested in Jordan’s mobile development business. From there, the sale had transpired like it was initially planned with the Singaporean client. And now, nine months later, the group in Australia had nearly earned back their investment.

      All the while, Logan had cut back his hectic work schedule to a mere forty-hour workweek. The hours were sometimes odd, but for the most part, they were home each night for dinner. They were still busy—they had a wedding to plan, after all—but it was a different type of busy. A type of busy that was meaningful to more than just their finances.

      Mariah pulled her focus back to the present as the announcer held up the first-place medal. When he proclaimed Emily as the winner, Mariah and Logan both gave her an enthusiastic round of applause. The tournament over, Logan draped an arm over her shoulders as they made their way down to the gymnasium floor.

      “Awesome job!” Mariah exclaimed as Emily rushed over to greet them.

      Emily grinned and showed Mariah the medal.

      “Way to kick some butt, sweetie,” Logan put in.

      At the unorthodox compliment, Emily had to stifle a giggle. Arms wide, she took another step toward them. “Group hug?” she asked.

      Mariah couldn’t help her laughter as she knelt down so she and Logan could embrace the eight-year-old martial-arts-loving bookworm.

      The path to this moment might have been long and winding, with uncertainty and missteps along the way, but Mariah was certain there was nowhere else she would rather be now.

      

      
        
        The End
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