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			Will he still love her every touch...
when he finds out who she really is?

			For years, Ethan Michaels has plotted to reclaim the resort his mother founded. His plan never included a lover...or a pregnancy. But his desire-fueled fling with smart, stunning Harper Williams results in just that. Now he’s getting used to the idea of a baby...until he finds out Harper’s father is the very man who stole everything from him years ago.

		
	
		
			“Ethan,” she whispered. “We need to stop this.”

			“That’s impossible,” he countered. “The attraction won’t stop just because we say so. Is there a rule that I shouldn’t want you just because you’re pregnant? Because I want you now more than ever.”

			“You can’t say things like that.” She was going for that scolding tone, but for some reason she ended up sounding breathless.

			“Why? Because you’re trying to lie to yourself and pretend you don’t want me, too?”

			Beneath that desire in his eyes lay humor. She couldn’t lie to him and she shouldn’t be lying to herself. She had to face every obstacle head-on.

			“I just think...” Harper shook her head and stepped away. “I can’t think when you’re touching me and looking at me like that,” she stated more firmly.

			His lips quirked as he took another step toward her, then another until he’d backed her fully into the open ballroom. Without a word, he reached behind him and slid the doors closed, the smack of the wood echoing through the room.

			* * *

			California Secrets is the second book 
in the Two Brothers duet.

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			I hope you loved Dane’s story in Montana Seduction, which was set in the snowy mountains! Now I’m thrusting you onto a private tropical island for Ethan’s story. While he may seem like a playboy at first, he has deep-rooted emotional scars that lead to all of his actions, I promise.

			Those actions have consequences when he meets Harper. This headstrong heroine isn’t interested in a relationship. She has her own agenda, but she can’t resist Ethan or a heated fling. But when she ends up expecting his baby, they’ll have to decide what’s more important—their career goals or becoming a family.

			I hope you love Ethan’s story as much as I do. I truly believe he’s one of those heroes who is misunderstood and it takes a special leading lady to “get” him.

			Happy reading!

			Jules
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			To my sister, Angel. 
You’re always willing to drop your 
workload to help me with mine. 
Love you more than cake!

		
	
		
			Contents

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Chapter Seventeen

			Chapter Eighteen

			Excerpt from A Bet with Benefits by Karen Booth

		
	
		
			One

			The red bikini never failed to arouse him...and the damn thing was just hanging there on the heated towel bar in his en suite.

			When Harper Williams donned that collection of triangles and strings, he always enjoyed peeling the flimsy material from her curvy body. As much as he always wanted to tear it off, he enjoyed this sexy suit way too much to destroy it.

			Ethan Michaels slid on a gray T-shirt and stepped back into the bedroom of his penthouse at Mirage. The adults-only resort was beyond luxurious and grand. In addition to all the amenities that made this five-star resort so sought out, the breathtaking property sat in the middle of Sunset Cove, a private island off the southern coast of California, making this resort a most magnificent destination.

			While waiting out his time until he orchestrated an epic surprise reunion with his bastard of a stepfather, Ethan had started a fling with the owner of that tempting red bikini. He’d always been a sucker for red...and the lush body beneath didn’t hurt, either.

			The one-night stand had turned into nearly a month of passion and R-rated sleepovers. Even with the time that had passed, he and Harper had kept things casual, simple—just the way he preferred his temporary arrangements, and she seemed more than okay with how their fling was going.

			Ethan had no clue what brought Harper as a single guest to Mirage—and he had no intention of asking. She’d been alone like him, and they’d just gravitated toward each other, as most people who came to the adults-only resort were couples.

			He and Harper had fallen into a perfect routine of meeting in his room for dinner in the evening. He’d always make sure the chef prepared something special just for them and the waitstaff always accommodated every need—Ethan would remember each loyal employee when he took the resort back into his name.

			There was never a set time for Harper showing up in the evening, but Ethan always made sure something was ready for her. During the day, though, they did their own thing and went their own ways. Occasionally he’d see her on the beach and take her a drink, but they never so much as touched outside his penthouse.

			Watching her parade around on the beach seemed to be the ultimate foreplay.

			But he couldn’t get too distracted—he still had a job to do, a vendetta to secure. His time here wasn’t all about play. Harper was just an enjoyable by-product. He didn’t care one bit that she seemed to be using him to pass her time, as well. He did wonder what she was biding her time for, but again, he didn’t want to pry, because anything personal was out of the question.

			All it would take would be one quick message to his assistant to have any answer he wanted about Harper, but that would imply that he wanted to know her beyond the bedroom. Some may call him cold, and they might be right, but Ethan had his reasons for the distance, and they were nobody else’s concern.

			Besides, he never started a fling if the woman wasn’t on board for something casual and fun or if he thought for a second she was husband shopping. He’d never lead a woman on or pretend he could offer anything more than his body and a small portion of his time.

			So, while some may think he was a coldhearted bastard, the only person who was hurt at the end of the day was himself. It was that pain that kept him focused on why he sought revenge, why vindication was so important. Using women was never his plan, but using his own body was.

			Ethan grabbed his cell from the nightstand and checked his emails as he stepped onto the balcony. That fresh salt water and the ocean breeze never got old. He was meant for the beach, while his twin brother, Dane, was meant for the mountains. They were so alike, yet so different.

			Nothing too pressing on the email front, so Ethan sent a text to his investigator to make sure the timeline for Robert Anderson’s arrival was still correct. His dear ol’ stepfather had been due at Mirage three weeks ago, but for some reason or another—likely illegal—the man was running very late. People like Robert flittered around from one spot to the next without a real plan or too much of a schedule.

			But Ethan was patient. He’d waited nearly twenty years to get retribution...a few more days wouldn’t matter.

			He pocketed his phone and glanced down to the beach. White canopies draped over the two-person cabanas. Staff roamed around with trays of drinks. The calming water rolled up against the shoreline, only to roll back out again. Yeah, he could easily stay right here and wait on Robert because passing his time at a posh luxury resort while enjoying passionate nights with Harper was sure as hell better than anything else he could be doing for work or otherwise. He used his days to maintain and work on growing his night clubs across the country, and he couldn’t think of a better temporary office to work from.

			Mirage—the beautiful resort his mother had created, which had been wrenched away from her sons after her death—was always meant to be his. This place felt like home, and soon, so very soon, he’d be in charge just like his mother had always intended.

			With the twentieth anniversary of her death approaching, Ethan knew it was well past time to make Lara Anderson’s dream a reality. Sticking Robert Anderson in some hellhole where he belonged would just be icing on the proverbial cake.

			As Ethan turned back toward the living area, his cell vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to see Harper’s name light up the screen.

			Strange. They never texted or called. They kept this arrangement strictly superficial.

			Where are you?

			He hesitated but ultimately replied that he was in his penthouse. She’d only been gone from his bed a few hours. Since she’d left, he’d gotten in a full workout and managed to touch base with each of his managers for his nightclubs across the country. He was in the middle of branching out globally and hoped a deal in France would close soon.

			Time zones were often a bitch to work around, but he had a dedicated staff and couldn’t run his company without such trusted members. Ethan demanded loyalty and, in turn, compensated his crew nicely.

			He already had a master plan of who he’d bring on to Mirage to help with a smooth transition, though he fully intended on keeping the bulk of the resort’s staff, so long as they proved themselves worthy. He expected nothing but the best, especially where his mother’s legacy was concerned.

			Ethan glanced back to his phone again, but Harper hadn’t replied. He had no clue what she wanted, but he needed to touch base with his brother. They might have drifted apart when their mother died, they might have dealt with her death in their own ways and closed out the world and each other, but Dane was all Ethan had left. No matter their past grief, Ethan always knew he could count on his twin.

			They’d forged together to make a solid plan in reclaiming their mother’s pair of properties. Dane had acquired his resort in the mountains of Montana—now it was Ethan’s turn.

			Mirage in Montana had been seized by Robert, but with a bad gambling move, he’d lost the place. Dane had gone in with a plan of charming the new owner’s daughter. He’d succeeded in acquiring the property, but somehow, he’d managed to fall in love and was planning a wedding.

			Ethan would just take the property. Hold the wife.

			He’d just pulled up Dane’s texts when the penthouse elevator whooshed open. Ethan shifted his focus from the phone to Harper.

			As much as he appreciated her in, and out, of that red bikini, he had to admit those lush curves were killer in her strapless emerald green sundress. All that dark skin on display...damn, he couldn’t wait until tonight. Maybe she’d still have that dress on, because that thing sure as hell would provide easy access.

			Her jet-black curls spiraled down her back with random strands draped over her shoulders. There was nothing about this woman he didn’t find sexy and appealing. Had she come here because she couldn’t wait for tonight?

			No. That wasn’t desire staring back at him. There was a look in her rich brown eyes that had him stilling, his heart clenching...not in a good way. She crossed the spacious suite, her wide gaze never wavering from his. The only sign that she was nervous or upset was the way she toyed with the delicate gold bracelet she always wore.

			“What happened?” he asked, knowing she wouldn’t be here with that panicked look in her eyes nor would she have texted him unless something was wrong.

			“We have to talk.”

			Ethan let those words sink in before he let out a bark of laughter. “That sounds like the precursor to a breakup.”

			Which didn’t make sense, considering they weren’t an actual couple. There was nothing to break up.

			Her worried look didn’t even crack. “That’s not why I’m here.”

			“Then what has you looking like your world has come to an end?”

			Harper took in a deep breath, and for the first time since they’d met a month ago, she didn’t seem like the confident, poised woman he’d come to know.

			“I’m pregnant.”

			 

			Saying those two words out loud didn’t make this situation seem any more real or any less terrifying. Since taking the test this morning, she’d been in a fog, wondering how to tell Ethan, worried how he’d react, scared for her own future and how she’d provide a child with a stable home. But Harper had never backed down from a problem or a confrontation. She’d overcome so much heartache and tragedy, she couldn’t look at this like a mistake or a setback.

			Harper firmly believed everything happened for a reason...even if she didn’t understand and the timing was less than ideal.

			Her entire life since Ethan approached her on the beach had been a series of firsts—the red bikini, the one-night stand, the continuation of that one night into an ongoing fling with a virtual stranger, the shower sex, the balcony sex in the middle of the night and now the two blue lines.

			She’d had one serious relationship, but that had ended just before her sister died. Harper wasn’t looking for any other commitment that would inevitably bring on more pain. But the fear of this situation settled heavy between them.

			“Say something,” she demanded after the yawning silence only added to her ever growing worry.

			Ethan’s bright eyes locked onto her. “You’re serious.”

			Harper let out a mock laugh. “Do you think this is something I’d joke about?”

			After another moment of awkward, tension-filled silence, Ethan muttered a curse and shook his head.

			“No, but I don’t know what to think.” He raked a hand through his messy hair before shifting his attention back to her. “I won’t ask how you know it’s mine. I may not know much about you, but I know you haven’t shared anyone else’s bed.”

			“You’re the first man I’ve been with in nearly a year.”

			Harper smoothed a hand over her queasy belly. She was more nervous about this conversation than she was nauseated from the pregnancy. But she hadn’t been with a man in so long, which would explain part of the reason why she’d found Ethan so charming and irresistible. The other reason was because she was still trying to find her footing with her late sister’s company, and Harper had used sex with Ethan as a much-needed means of escape.

			She also kept hearing her sister’s nagging in the back of her mind. Her fun-loving, life-of-the-party sister who always had encouraged Harper to step out of her comfort zone. Coming to this resort alone, wearing that bikini in a size fourteen, faking a confidence she didn’t feel...all of these things were firsts for her.

			“I didn’t want to keep this from you,” she went on, then paced to the double doors leading to the balcony. “I just found out this morning. I realize we barely know each other, but I’m not the type of person to lie or mislead anyone.”

			Life was too short, her goals too big to play games with anyone. She’d seen him, wondered what a fling would be like since she’d never had one, then decided to take charge of her life and seize the moment. She’d been trying to do more living in the moment since Carmen passed.

			She’d brought the red bikini with her because her sister had always accused her of being too boring, too vanilla, and Harper had wanted to put herself out there with a bold confidence.

			Now look where that landed her.

			“You seem calm.”

			Harper glanced over her shoulder and collected her thoughts. “Calm? I’m scared to death, I’m stunned, I’m worried how I’ll juggle it all. Getting hysterical won’t change a thing or help me sort out these feelings. So, maybe I am calm, but it’s not because I’m comfortable, it’s because I’m shocked.”

			Those piercing eyes usually held so much desire and passion, but now...

			Harper turned her attention back to the breathtaking view of the turquoise water and white sand. She didn’t want to witness his worry, his doubts... She had her own to deal with. This was the last thing she wanted to confront him about, but he deserved to know. This temporary fling had now resulted in a lifetime connection to Ethan Michaels. As if she didn’t have enough going on in her life already.

			Coming to Mirage had been the first step she’d taken in moving her and her sister’s design business into the next phase. Harper had every intention of making Two Sisters Design the go-to for every business, every home owner, everyone who wanted a change in their office or house or hotel.

			Carmen had always had a grand vision of their business. Harper had been reluctant at first when Carmen asked for her help, worried she wouldn’t measure up to her sister’s amazing talents, despite Carmen’s high praise on small projects.

			But after her sister was killed in a robbery six months ago, Harper knew she had to step up and take over. It’s what her sister would’ve wanted. Carmen would’ve had faith in Harper. Harper just needed to have faith in herself...which was how she landed at Mirage.

			She’d decided to start here because her father owned the adults-only resort. He wanted to do an overhaul and, though she’d first met the man when she was twenty, she was trying to have a relationship with him. Trying...and somewhat succeeding.

			Robert Anderson was a man who traveled and worked all over the world. Seemed business was more important to him than family, but what did she expect? He hadn’t even known she’d existed for two decades, so she shouldn’t have expected him to jump into the role of doting daddy. Yet she had expected just that.

			Her sister was all she’d truly had in life, and now that she was gone, Harper craved any semblance of family. Her free-spirited mother gallivanting around the globe didn’t count.

			Harper wasn’t sure what all her father did for a living, but she knew he was in real estate. And he’d been willing to give her a chance with one of his most prestigious properties. Having Mirage in her portfolio would seriously help boost her business.

			And she would carry out her duties to prove to her father, to herself and to her sister that she was capable...despite starting a family much sooner than she’d ever planned.

			“What’s going through your mind?”

			Ethan’s sincere question filled the room, and she turned to face him. She couldn’t help but laugh as she fiddled with the gold bracelet at her wrist.

			“I have no idea,” she told him. “I have so many thoughts, but I do want you to know that I don’t expect anything from you. I won’t make you do anything you’re not ready for. I’m a big girl—I can handle anything thrown at me.”

			Wow. Her little speech sounded strong, though she felt anything but. Yet, despite her anxiety, she couldn’t let the fear win, because that’s not what Carmen would’ve wanted. One tragic event after another had made her steely when it came to pain and reactions, but she wasn’t about to let Ethan into her past, into her mind and all the reasons why she wasn’t flipping out right now.

			“Listen,” she began, shoving her wayward curls over her shoulders. “This is a lot to think about. We’ll just take some time to process and then talk later. I know we haven’t gotten too personal with our information, but I will be here for at least another month, probably longer. And even then, I’ll be coming and going quite a bit.”

			She’d never told him her reason for being here. Their physical relationship left no room for small talk or the get-to-know-you phase. Everything would change now. They’d have to dig into each other’s lives, because now they were bonded forever.

			When Ethan continued to stare at her across the room, Harper figured she should go and leave him alone with his thoughts. She wasn’t sure what to say right now. Her purpose for coming to his room had been to tell him the truth, but she hadn’t thought much beyond that.

			Harper pulled in a shaky breath and started across the penthouse. The moment she stepped by him, Ethan’s arm snaked out and caught her around the waist, his hand curling around her arm. Sliding his thumb over the inside of her elbow, he stopped her with that one simple, arousing gesture.

			Her body responded, just as it always did to his tantalizing touch and heavy-lidded stare. Ethan Michaels was a potent man, and now she had to figure out how to shift from looking at him as a fling to seeing him as the father of her child...which wasn’t going to be easy, considering she didn’t know basic things like his middle name or even where he was from.

			“You’re not leaving,” he told her. “We may not figure out all the answers now, but I know one thing for certain.”

			Why did his tone sound like a promising threat?

			Ethan’s eyes held her as breath caught in her throat. “You’re not doing this alone. I will be part of this baby’s life...and yours.”

		
	
		
			Two

			Ethan might not know how to handle this situation, but he sure as hell knew he wasn’t about to walk away from responsibility. This was a child...his child. His family life may be uncertain and in shreds, but deep down, at the end of the day, family mattered more to him than anything in this world.

			Wasn’t that why he was here to begin with? Every action he’d taken over the past twenty years had led him to this moment, all for the sake of his late mother and her wishes.

			No matter what might come of him and Harper, that child was his future, and he would provide and be part of his or her life.

			“I don’t want a relationship just because I’m pregnant,” she stated with a defiant tilt of her chin.

			Ethan released her arm but didn’t back away. She was quite adamant about this whole casual, uncommitted relationship status, which was perfectly fine with him, but each time it had been mentioned or hinted at, Harper had a flash of hurt in her eyes.

			Who had hurt her? What had she gone through to bring her to this point? More importantly, why did he care to make it his business? He’d known about this baby for all of five minutes, and already his mind was playing with him. He had his own past hurts to focus on. Not that he wanted Harper to be in pain—he’d never want that—but he couldn’t afford to get swept into her world and risk losing sight of his goals.

			“I never said anything about a relationship,” he countered. “But we’re bonded together whether we like it or not.”

			Beneath that steely look in her dark eyes there was a hint of vulnerability and fear. She wasn’t quite as calm as she led him to believe, but he’d be more worried if she wasn’t scared. Hell, he was terrified, but there was nothing that would pull him away from his child or the woman carrying it.

			His mother had been a hardworking, single mom. Ethan couldn’t ignore the parallels here.

			He would have Robert Anderson out of the picture and this resort back in his possession before his baby was born. Timing and persistence were everything right now.

			“How long are you staying?” she asked. “We probably should dig a little deeper into each other since, well...”

			She was more than welcome to go ahead and dig, but he would only feed her enough information to pacify her curiosities until he had his personal life all straightened out. No need to involve her in his family affair, which he was quite certain would get messy.

			“I have no set plans.” Partial truth, but all he was willing to give. “I’m here for as long as I want to be.”

			Harper’s brows drew in. “You’re so vague. Please tell me you’re not married or running from the law.”

			Ethan laughed. “I’m not running from the law, and isn’t it a little late to ask about a wife?”

			“I assumed you didn’t have one before we hooked up, but now I feel I should know the truth.”

			Ethan shook his head. “No wife, no girlfriend. I have a twin brother in Montana, and that’s all the family I have. Well, he’s getting married soon, so I guess I’ll have a sister.”

			Harper’s gaze darted down to her clasped hands, and he thought he saw that flash of hurt again, but maybe not. Maybe he just couldn’t read her well enough quite yet. He knew exactly how to read her in the bedroom, but now, well...this was completely new territory. Trying to get a bead on women emotionally had always been foreign to him.

			“What about you?” he asked.

			Harper shifted her attention back to him. “I have a father that I met when I was twenty. My mother is a little eccentric and floats from one spot on the globe to the next. I’m not sure what hemisphere she’s in half the time. I had a sister, but she passed away six months ago. She was...everything to me. I’m still trying to figure out how to do life without her.”

			Well, damn. Not what he thought she’d say. He’d pegged her for someone with several siblings, doting parents that all gathered around a big table for each holiday. He figured she was here as a loner to get away and have some time for herself.

			But instead, she was alone. Like him.

			Oh, he had Dane, but since their mother’s death, nothing had been the same. For nearly twenty years, an invisible wedge had separated them, and Ethan was hoping that by getting their mother’s resorts back, maybe they’d find closure and get back that relationship they’d once had.

			So, his twin was getting a wife and Ethan was getting a child. Not at all what he’d envisioned when they’d started this journey.

			“Sounds like we have something in common besides physical attraction,” he told her. “Loss of family is... It’s rough.”

			Harper tucked a dark curl behind her ear and nodded. “I’m keeping this baby.”

			She laid claim like she dared him to argue. He had to admire a woman who wasn’t afraid to say exactly what she wanted and made no apologies about it.

			“I assumed,” Ethan replied. “If you hadn’t wanted to, I would have tried to change your mind. Family is everything to me.”

			Harper pursed her lips then blew out a sigh. She stepped back from him and headed toward the patio doors once again, only this time she opened them and stepped on out into the sunshine. Ethan followed her, having no clue what to say or do. For the first time in his life, his confidence, his control slipped.

			No, that wasn’t true. His control had slipped when his mother died and Robert stole everything from him and Dane. Ethan had vowed to never feel helpless again—which was why he was taking this revenge head-on.

			Ethan moved in beside Harper and rested his arm on the railing. The ocean breeze lifted her curls from her shoulders and sent them dancing in the wind. His body responded, immediately recalling how those strands glided over his bare skin.

			Damn it. He shouldn’t be lusting after her now, but, well...he couldn’t help himself. Knowing she was carrying his child made her even sexier, and he hadn’t thought that was possible.

			“It’s clear that you want to be involved, but I need you to know that I really don’t expect you to be there every minute.”

			“Duly noted.”

			She turned her attention to him for a brief moment, but then she glanced back to the ocean. “So what now?”

			“I’ll bring a doctor to the resort to make sure you and the baby are healthy.” Damn. He was a selfish idiot. He hadn’t even asked the obvious question. “Are you feeling okay?”

			Harper nodded. “Tired and nervous, but that’s all.”

			“Don’t worry. I’m going to take care of you both. I’ll have the doctor here by the end of the day,” he stated.

			Harper laughed as she jerked her gaze back to him. “Do people normally just jump when you snap your fingers?”

			“Yes.”

			Shaking her head, she turned away from him and crossed to the chaise. “Well, I have my own doctor, and I’ll call her to see what to do.”

			She took a seat and stretched out, lacing her fingers over her abdomen. He immediately envisioned her in a few months with their child growing. Emotions flooded him—anticipation, worry, uncertainty, excitement.

			“I meant what about us now?” she asked. “We’re not exactly a couple, and this certainly changes things between us.”

			“Nothing about this attraction has changed,” he replied.

			Ethan had to force himself to remain still, to not cross the balcony and take a seat on the chaise and pull her into his lap. They had never been alone this long without touching. The ache inside him grew with each passing minute, but they both needed to process this life-altering moment, and Harper needed space. Hell, so did he, but he still wanted to use sex as a distraction...just like he’d always done.

			Only this time that default mode wasn’t going to be the best option. He had to care, had to put himself out there, at least a little, because he was going to be a father.

			The idea nearly had his weak knees buckling. What did he know about parenting? His mother had been a saint putting up with twin boys, but she’d suffered a fatal stroke when they’d been teens. The only father figure he’d had around was Robert Anderson, and that had just been for a handful of years and had ended when the bastard stole everything from Dane and Ethan. So this was going to be one area he had to learn all on his own...a vulnerable spot to find himself in.

			Harper swung her legs over the side of the chaise and came to her feet.

			“Listen, I have some things I need to do today,” she told him. “We both should take some time to process, and I will contact my own doctor.”

			“I will—”

			Harper held up her hands. “I don’t deal well with anyone trying to control me—that’s going to be the first personal thing about me you need to understand. I can take care of getting my own health care. I promise not to leave you out.”

			Ethan didn’t like it, but he understood her need to be in charge of her own body. Now he didn’t stop himself from crossing the patio. He did, however, use all his willpower to prevent himself from reaching for her.

			“Come back tonight,” he told her. “Eight. I’ll have dinner ready.”

			Her dark eyes leveled his. “You don’t seriously want to keep this up.”

			Ethan took another step until their bodies lined up perfectly, then he framed her face with his hands and covered her lips with his. She arched against him and let out a little moan, the same moan that always drove him out of his mind. This time was no different.

			Just as quickly as he’d started the kiss, Ethan released her and took a step back.

			“I’ll see you at eight.”

			Ethan moved back into the penthouse and headed toward the bedroom. As dramatic exits went, that wasn’t the best. But, considering they were in his suite, he couldn’t exactly leave.

			He waited until he heard the elevator chime her departure before he sank onto the edge of the bed. What the hell had he gotten himself into?

			He’d always prided himself on keeping all emotions and people out. That was how he’d lived for the last twenty years, but he was going to have a hell of a time continuing on that path. Harper needed him, and so did their child. That slap of reality had Ethan more afraid than anything. Was he even capable of opening up? Could he be what a child even needed?

			Money was one thing—he had plenty of that and could offer everything Harper and a child could ever want. But he wasn’t going to be a hands-off dad...he just had no clue how to open his heart just enough for his baby and not get hurt.

			After being shut down for so long, Ethan wondered if any of this was even possible.

		
	
		
			Three

			Harper clutched the notepad and pen as she circled the open ballroom once more. She would’ve already had all the last-minute notes she needed had her mind not been preoccupied volleying back and forth between redecorating Mirage and decorating a nursery.

			Focus.

			She had to remain true to her sister’s dream and to this job. Yes, her life had taken a complete twist from what she’d planned, but she wasn’t going to get off course. She had a job to do, and what type of mother would she be if she just gave up on her commitments whenever life got difficult or scary?

			There. See? She was already thinking like a parent...not that she knew much about that role. The closest thing she’d had, her one and only life support, Carmen, had been taken much too soon. Harper would give anything to have her sister/parent/best friend here to offer advice or a hug. Harper could definitely use a consoling hug right about now.

			Tears pricked her eyes, and she cursed as she blinked them away. Getting upset wouldn’t change a thing, which was why she needed to focus and stay on track.

			Harper jotted down a few more last-minute notes as she slowly made her way around the open space once again. This room was currently closed off from the rest of the resort. From what Harper could gather, when Mirage first opened, there had been quite a few extravagant dances and receptions here. She wanted to bring this room back to life and compete with the newer resorts that had opened recently.

			The resort was beautiful; the location demanded nothing less. But there were areas that had been overlooked and neglected for a few years, and she was overly excited, if a bit nervous, to revamp the entire place and polish those hidden gems back to a new sparkle.

			She’d already done all of her designs and had everything ready to go. But the nervous worker inside her wouldn’t let her rest. She wanted to look at each room, making sure there were things she hadn’t forgotten.

			This would undoubtedly be the most pivotal project she may ever take on. Perfect timing considering she was also taking on the most important role of her life...mother.

			Harper glanced to her notes and realized in all her wanderings over the past couple of hours, she’d managed to doodle a baby rattle on the paper.

			She’d always been one to leave random drawings on her work, but she truly had no idea she’d done this on her sketches and notes about the ballroom.

			Good thing she was the only one who would see these, right?

			Just as Harper started to leave the grand ballroom, her cell vibrated in her dress pocket. With her free hand, she pulled it out and stared at the text from her doctor’s office confirming her appointment.

			She’d make a quick day trip to LA and be back here and on the job, hopefully before her father arrived. She really wished he’d get here, because there was only so much she could do without getting his approval. Oh, she’d love to have free rein, but he wanted to give one final okay to everything before she was let loose with the funding to start tearing up all the old to replace with new.

			Sliding the cell back in her pocket, Harper made a mental note to tell Ethan about the appointment when she met up with him later. And that was just absurd. Going back to his penthouse for dinner like they’d been doing, like they were just going to continue this fling as if nothing had changed.

			Talk. That’s all they could do tonight. There would be no sex. In fact, she’d find the ugliest thing she’d packed and wear it. Granny panties, too. Nothing sexy at all was going into that penthouse suite.

			Actually, Harper should probably tell him they’d have dinner in one of the main restaurants. That would be best all around. They needed to curtail their desires. They’d had sex—amazing, toe-curling sex—but now it was time to move on and figure out what was best for all three of them.

			First, she needed to learn more about the man. How cliché could she be? Meet a man, have a fling and still know nothing about him. Of course, she knew that if her sister was here, Carmen would likely buy Harper a drink and toast to the fact Harper had finally let loose and had a good time...then she’d promptly follow that up with some very real advice on how to embrace this new role of becoming a mother.

			Of the two sisters, Harper had definitely been the more responsible, the more structured one. Carmen had taken after their mother with a little more of a free-bird mentality. Harper had never let loose...ever. She’d been so structured—until she came here.

			But now more than ever, she’d need that structured mind-set to get through the project and her pregnancy. She needed a timeline and some type of plan for the future. Raising a baby while trying to grow a business would be a challenge, she had no doubt. But she wasn’t going to worry about that now. Millions of women worked and raised children. Harper had no doubt she could and would do just fine.

			Harper slid open the door to the hallway and jumped.

			“Ethan,” she gasped. “What are you doing here? This area is closed off to guests.”

			If his wide eyes were any indication, he was just as surprised to see her.

			“So why are you here?” he countered.

			Harper chewed the inside of her cheek and considered how much to share. He’d find out everything at some point anyway, right? They’d well surpassed the fling stage.

			“I was actually hired to revamp this resort,” she confessed. “That’s why I’ve been here so long—and will be for a while longer. I need to be part of each step and oversee the progress.”

			Ethan stared at her for another moment, his brows drawn in as if trying to figure something out. Silence settled between them, and she wondered what could be so interesting about what she’d just said.

			“So you’re an interior designer?” he asked.

			“By default,” she half joked. “My sister was the truly brilliant designer, but she always said I had a good eye. She opened Two Sisters Design a year ago and begged me to join her, so I did. And then... Well, you know she passed, so here I am.”

			Ethan remained silent as he shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. The quiet air seemed to crackle around them, and she hated this awkwardness that settled between them.

			“And that’s enough of my backstory for now.”

			She hated the tension that had slid between them. She had no clue how to act or what to say around him, which seemed rather odd considering they’d spent nearly every night together over the past month. Flings were messy, they were confusing, they were...

			Harper mentally gave herself a slap in the face to wake up. She wasn’t having a fling anymore. She was having a baby with a man she barely knew. Which raised the question of his presence here now. Had he followed her?

			“What are you doing here?” she asked again.

			Ethan shrugged. “Just wandering around.”

			“This whole area is closed off.” The manager knew who she was and allowed her access to any part of the resort. “How did you get in here at all? The door to this whole portion is coded.”

			“Code?” he asked with a shake of his head. “The door was wide-open when I came through. I wasn’t aware it was closed off.”

			Harper couldn’t tell if he was lying or if the door had in fact been left open. He had no reason to lie that she knew of, but she was sure she hadn’t left the door open. Something was off, but she couldn’t exactly say if it was Ethan or not.

			“So, you’re revamping the entire resort?” he asked, glancing over her shoulder into the open ballroom. “That seems like quite the undertaking for one person.”

			“I’m up for the challenge. Besides, I have a team that will come in and do the physical work.”

			No need to tell him this was her first solo gig. She couldn’t treat this as a rookie project. Now more than ever, Two Sisters needed her entire focus.

			Ethan took a step toward her, and that focus tilted. How could a man wearing a pair of well-worn jeans and a T-shirt be so damn attractive? Oh, yeah. Because she knew every inch of muscle tone that lay beneath those clothes.

			He slid the back of his knuckles across her cheek. Harper’s breath caught in her throat as she closed her eyes and relished in his touch. When would she get over this? Would his touch always make her body tremble, her head foggy, her belly tingle?

			“Ethan,” she whispered as she focused back on his hungry gaze. “We need to stop this.”

			“That’s impossible,” he countered, bringing his other hand up and framing her face. “The attraction won’t stop just because we say so. Is there a rule that I shouldn’t want you just because you’re pregnant? Because I want you now more than ever.”

			More than ever. In their month-long fling, she’d come to crave him more than anything, so she understood his need. They matched each other so perfectly in the bedroom. Never before had she experienced anything like Ethan Michaels...and the man was quite an experience.

			“You can’t say things like that.” She was going for a scolding tone, but for reasons she ended up sounding breathless.

			“Why? Because you’re trying to lie to yourself and pretend you don’t want me, too?”

			She couldn’t lie to him, and she shouldn’t be lying to herself. She had to face every obstacle head-on.

			“I just think...”

			Harper shook her head and stepped away.

			“I can’t think when you’re touching me and looking at me like that,” she stated more firmly.

			His lips quirked as he took another step toward her, then another until he’d backed her fully into the open ballroom. Without a word, he reached behind him and slid the doors closed, the smack of the wood echoing through the room.

			“You love every second of my touching and looking.”

			That throaty tone sent shivers through her.

			“We’re having a baby,” she stressed, as if he didn’t already know. “You said yourself that changes things between us.”

			“It changes the timeline,” he stated, reaching for a curl and wrapping it around his finger. “It means we’ll be part of each other’s lives forever. But it sure as hell doesn’t change anything else.”

			Harper tipped her head and stared up into those bright eyes. She could get lost in them, and on several nights, she’d done just that. There was something so powerful and mysterious about Ethan that she’d never been able to put her finger on. She’d wondered what brought him here, what kept him here, and now she really wanted to satisfy her curiosity.

			Before she could dig deeper into this man who’d swept into her world and turned it upside down, he eased down and captured her lips. Ethan slid one hand through her hair and the other hand over the small of her back, pressing her body into his.

			The response was instantaneous as the familiar tingle swept through her. Harper gripped his biceps, just trying to hold on to some sort of stability. This kiss was no different than the others. Every one created an arousing sensation that slithered from her head to her toes and made her knees weak.

			Ethan spun them until her back came in contact with the wall. Wedged between two rock-hard surfaces, Harper arched against Ethan’s chest as his lips traveled from her mouth down the column of her throat. She tipped her head to the side, giving him more room to work even as a niggling voice in the back of her head kept telling her all the reasons she shouldn’t be doing this.

			Harper really wished that voice would shut up and just let her enjoy the moment. Ethan’s hands bustled up the skirt of her maxidress. That voice grew louder, telling her to put an end to the madness.

			“Need you now,” he murmured against her ear. The warmth from his breath sent even more shivers coursing through her.

			There was a clatter as something fell to the floor and tapped the side of her foot. She ignored it.

			Then ringing sounded through the room. She ignored that, too, because Ethan’s talented fingertips cruised along the edge of her panty line and silently promised delicious things.

			The annoying ring persisted.

			Her cell.

			“Wait.” Harper pressed her hands to Ethan’s chest. “My phone.”

			“Leave it,” he demanded.

			She pressed a bit more until he muttered a curse and took a step back. Her dress fell back around her legs and she tapped her pockets, frantically searching for her cell before realizing it had fallen to the floor. Harper grabbed the phone and turned away from Ethan before she managed to control her shaky hands enough to look at the screen.

			Of all times for this call.

			“I have to take this,” she stated over her shoulder.

			Without another word, she walked toward the wall of windows and accepted the call. Her hands shook and her body still hadn’t caught up with the fact there was nothing fabulous on the verge of happening right this minute.

			“Hey,” she answered, trying to catch her breath. “I’ve been wondering when I’d hear from you.”

			“I’ve been a bit busy,” her father said. “But I just boarded my jet and wanted to touch base. My assistant mentioned you wanted to change some things from the original design.”

			“I do. In fact, I sent not only the new ideas but a new budget.”

			All correspondence for the renovations was supposed to go through her father’s second in command. She didn’t ask why—Harper was just glad to have the job.

			“Good work,” he praised. “I’ll take a look at everything, but I trust your decisions. I’ll have my assistant get with you about the new materials so you will be ready when your crew arrives. She mentioned next week sometime?”

			“That’s right,” Harper confirmed. “I can’t wait for you to see my vision.”

			Harper glanced over her shoulder, not surprised to see Ethan staring back at her. She turned her focus back toward the window.

			“And when are you coming exactly?” she asked.

			“Soon,” he promised. “But I want you to go ahead and get started. Bring in however many people you need, and I’ll okay the budget. I know I wanted to approve everything, but I simply don’t have the time and I believe you’ll do right by my resort.”

			A thrill shot through her at the idea of starting to bring her vision to life in a matter of days. After months of waiting, wondering if she could live up to her sister’s vision and hopes, now was Harper’s chance to prove to everyone, especially herself, that she was worthy of this position her sister had trusted her with.

			“Everything else going smoothly?” he asked. “I trust your upgraded suite and the staff are nothing short of perfection.”

			“Oh, yeah. Everything is fine.”

			I’m just pregnant by a virtual stranger from a heated fling, but that shouldn’t hinder my ability to choose paint swatches and lighting fixtures.

			“I can’t wait to see you,” she said, smiling and wanting happiness and excitement to come through in her tone. “Hopefully soon.”

			“Hopefully,” he repeated in a monotone voice. “I have to run. My assistant will be in touch.”

			He disconnected the call, and a little twinge of sadness clipped her heart. He didn’t seem excited to actually see her, only concerned with the renovations. Granted, he’d gone over two decades without having a child, so she had to cut him some slack. Carmen had a different father and had actually had a relationship with him.

			But Harper had been in Robert’s life for several years now, and he still hadn’t fully embraced fatherhood like she’d hoped.

			Especially now, she wished he’d be a little more...well, just a little more. Anything would give her hope they might eventually get to a loving relationship. Was he even capable of that?

			She knew he’d been married years ago, but his wife had passed unexpectedly. Since then, Robert had remained single. Maybe that death had made him wary of further relationships. Maybe if she reached out to him in that regard, by listing their commonalities, perhaps then he’d open up a little more.

			But since their first meeting, he’d been distant. They’d randomly meet up for dinners when he came to town or he’d call once a month to check in, but she usually got the impression he was doing so because he felt he should and not because he actually wanted to.

			“Everything all right?”

			Ethan’s question pulled her from her thoughts. Harper spun around and forced a smile.

			“Fine. That was just my father.”

			No need to mention her father owned the resort. Ethan didn’t strike her as the type looking for money, but it was still best to keep some things to herself for now. Besides, it wasn’t like she was some kind of heiress. She wasn’t expecting anything from Robert—except for the chance to build some kind of emotional connection.

			Another chime sounded through the room, and this time Ethan pulled his cell from his pocket. He glanced at the screen, sighed, then shook his head.

			“I need to deal with this,” he told her. “Come to my room tonight.”

			That potent stare from several feet away was no less powerful than when he touched her bare skin with those big, strong hands. He always made her feel delicate...something she’d never felt before in her life.

			“You already ordered me to be there,” she reminded him, pretending like he didn’t affect her. “If I’m free, I will come, but not because you say so.”

			Ethan chuckled as he started closing the distance between them. “You’ll be there.”

			He stepped into her, laid his lips across hers and just as quickly stepped back.

			“See you at seven.”

			“You said eight earlier,” she reminded him.

			He shot her a smile. “I want you sooner.”

			With a cocky whistle, Ethan turned and walked from the room, leaving her standing there irritated and completely turned on. Not that she’d ever let him know how much he affected her. Of course, someone as confident as Ethan probably already knew.

			Well, she’d show him. She may be having his baby, but that didn’t mean she had to jump at every command. She didn’t know any other woman he’d had dealings with in the past, but Harper prided herself on being independent and unique.

			Ethan Michaels might have finally met his match.

		
	
		
			Four

			“I guess he’s held up in Barcelona,” Ethan said, swirling the ice sphere in his bourbon. “The longer I wait, the more pissed off I get.”

			Granted, his edginess could have something to do with the fact he was still reeling from the bomb of impending fatherhood—and from the way that seven o’clock had come and gone over an hour ago without Harper arriving in his room.

			He wasn’t going to chase her down, and he wasn’t going to beg. He’d never begged for a woman in his life, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to start now...even if she carried his child.

			“You’re sounding a little edgier than usual,” Dane stated.

			His twin’s statement pulled Ethan back. He set the tumbler on the bar and flattened his hand on the counter. Ethan thrived on control, especially over his own damn life, but here he was watching it play out and all he could do was wait.

			“I’m fine,” he ground out.

			“Trying to convince yourself?” Dane asked.

			“I just want this to be over and for me to have my resort back,” Ethan insisted. “That’s all.”

			He wasn’t ready to announce the pregnancy.

			“As soon as you do, Stella and I want to get married,” Dane moved on. “We don’t feel it’s right until all this is settled. Plus, it will give us another reason to celebrate.”

			Dane deserved the happiness. Hell, they both did. After nearly twenty years of planning, working their asses off to regain money and power after having it stolen, this reckoning was long overdue.

			“You keeping out of trouble while you wait on your family reunion?” Dane asked.

			“Nothing I can’t handle.”

			Maybe a lie, but whatever.

			“Do you even know her name?” Dane chuckled.

			Oh, he knew her name. He’d moaned it enough times while he learned every inch of Harper’s curvy body, and damn if he wasn’t itching to touch her again. Hell, he was in trouble. Not just because of the pregnancy, but because he’d let himself get agitated by a woman. He’d let her under his skin just enough that he was getting cranky without her.

			Sex muddled the mind. That had initially been the reason he’d used it. He’d wanted that foggy state to numb the pain; he’d wanted to disappear outside reality for a time.

			But Ethan had never been in this type of situation, and he refused to lose control over his emotions or get swept up in some spiral of feelings.

			“I’ll take that as a no,” Dane replied.

			Ethan pulled himself from his thoughts and cleared his throat. “I’ll keep you posted on Robert, but I’m expecting him very soon. Go ahead and make those wedding plans.”

			Just the words wedding plans sent a shiver of terror through Ethan. He supposed some people went for that type of lifestyle, but he was just fine without a binding piece of paper, thank you very much.

			“Oh, Stella is all set as soon as I give her the go-ahead,” Dane laughed.

			Ethan couldn’t recall the last time he’d heard his brother laugh. The foreign sound actually had Ethan smiling himself. They’d waited so long to claim their own happiness, their destiny.

			The chime from the private elevator echoed through the open penthouse. There was only one visitor he was expecting, and she was overdue.

			“I’ll keep you posted,” Ethan promised. “Give Stella my love.”

			He ended the call and slid the cell back into his pocket, trying to pretend he wasn’t anxious to see Harper step through that sliding door.

			She’d kept him waiting, likely out of spite. For reasons he couldn’t explain, he found that sexy as hell.

			Ethan remained by the bar, resting his elbow on it and forcing himself not to react when she came in.

			Moments later, the elevator whooshed open, and there she was. All sexy in a little floral skirt that wrapped around her hips, paired with a bright blue tank. The simple yet skimpy outfit showcased those lush curves even better than the dress she’d had on earlier, and while he might not know her well, he knew she’d changed on purpose. The little minx.

			She stared at him across the penthouse, silence filling the space. Finally, she broke eye contact and started across the room like she belonged here.

			“Dinner is cold,” he told her as she passed by the domed plates on the dining table.

			Harper ignored the table and moved into the living area, where she took a seat on the white sofa. She sank down and propped her long, dark legs up on the glass table. Her red-polished toes brushed the edge of the floral arrangement that the cleaning staff frequently changed out.

			“I already ate,” she stated, crossing her ankles and meeting his gaze. “I hope you didn’t wait. I got held up.”

			Likely waiting him out just to prove she could.

			“I didn’t wait,” he lied.

			He hadn’t eaten a bite. He’d been frustrated by her absence, worried over the pregnancy news, irritated at Robert for being so damn late. Too many emotions and not enough space in his head to store them all had soured his appetite.

			“I wasn’t late on purpose.” She flashed him a grin as if she could read his mind, which only furthered his irritation. “I ran into a couple who couldn’t find their restaurant, so I escorted them. Then when I left there, I ran into a little issue with a bellhop who was a little less than friendly, so I tried to smooth that over with the guests.”

			Ethan wouldn’t put up with anything less than a loyal employee who respected each visitor that passed through their doors. He would make sure to keep an eye out and ears open for that subpar bellhop. He’d already been making mental notes of stellar employees he’d encountered. And the less-than-stellar ones.

			“What made you intervene?” Ethan asked, taking his tumbler and crossing to the living area.

			He rested his hip against the sofa across from where Harper sat. She stared up at him and shrugged.

			“I think everyone should be treated with respect, and I figured the employee might be having a bad day. I was just trying to help.”

			Interesting.

			“And did everything get worked out?” he asked.

			A wide smile spread across her face. “Of course.”

			“So you design and you play referee.” Ethan took a sip of his bourbon. “What other secrets do you keep?”

			Harper laid a hand over her belly, and Ethan swallowed. No surprise there, but everything else about this woman was a mystery. He didn’t know her, not in the ways a man should know a woman who was going to have his child.

			“I think a few secrets are necessary, don’t you?” she asked.

			Considering he kept quiet about his true reason for being there, he would have to agree. But still, he didn’t like not being in the know about everything that affected him. Shouldn’t he know everything about the woman who was going to have his baby?

			“I think there’s more to you than what you show,” he replied.

			“That’s a coping mechanism.” She dropped her feet to the floor and crossed her legs, the move easing up the slit in her skirt. “Care to tell me what keeps your secrets bottled up?”

			“Coping mechanism is a valid reason.”

			She’d completely nailed his reasoning for keeping his cards close to his chest. The little tidbits he uncovered kept revealing how their lives paralleled.

			But right now, he wanted to intersect. Those legs all on display were tempting him to the point he was ready to unwrap that skirt and show her just how much he craved her.

			“You’ve got that look in your eye,” she murmured.

			He gripped the tumbler. “And what look is that?”

			Ignoring his question, Harper came to her feet, propped her hands on her hips and stared back without making a move toward him.

			“You invited me here for sex,” she said, crossing her arms and doing amazing things to her breasts in the process. “Dinner is a given.”

			“Well, you’re here.”

			The corner of her mouth twitched, and he knew she wanted to smile. He had her. She couldn’t dodge his advance, and she wasn’t even trying. That wasn’t vanity talking—it was the truth. And in all fairness, he was just as drawn to her...not that he’d admit any such thing.

			“I’m here to discuss our child,” she retorted. “We do have an obligation to make some sort of plan and keep our clothes on during the process.”

			“I’m well aware of what we need to do. When are you seeing a doctor?”

			“Tomorrow,” she told him. “Everything is set for this initial checkup. I’ll have a few tests and an ultrasound, too.”

			Ethan started to close the distance between them. “Is there a problem?”

			“Relax.” Harper held up her hands and shook her head. “Routine testing. It’s all perfectly normal during a pregnancy.”

			“How do you know so much already?” he asked.

			Harper laughed, and he hated how he suddenly felt like an ill-prepared moron. How was he not on top of this and more in control? He’d have to do some research and read up on pregnancies and babies. He had a feeling he was about to get an education he’d never planned on in his life.

			“For one thing, I’m a woman, and I’ve had pregnant friends,” she started. “We like to discuss such things over fancy dinners. Another thing, when I called my doctor, the nurse went over month by month what to expect during the appointments. I took some notes, but I also remember what she said. There’s a lot that they test for, just as a matter of routine—checking the boxes to make sure there are no surprises.”

			Routine. Okay, he could handle that.

			What the hell would he do if something went wrong? He knew absolutely nothing about babies or pregnancies. When he got together with his friends, it was to discuss his nightclubs or a limited-edition bottle of bourbon they’d purchased. On occasion they’d discuss trading in their jet or their car for the next upgrade. But never, not once, had the topic of children come up.

			“I want to be with you during the doctor’s visit.”

			Harper stared at him for a moment, and he thought she was going to argue, but ultimately she nodded.

			“I assumed as much,” she said. “I wouldn’t keep you out. No matter how all of this happened or how shocked we are, we’re in this together if that’s what you want.”

			“I want to be in my child’s life.” A ball of emotions rolled through him. “My mother passed when I was a teen, and I never knew my real father. There’s no way I’d abandon you or this baby.”

			A soft smile spread across her face. She tipped her head, and he couldn’t identify the look in her eyes.

			“What?”

			She took one step forward, then another. “You haven’t shared much about your life. Just hearing you open up without me asking...it just means so much now.”

			There was no way to go through this with her and not get personal. As much as he kept his heart guarded, his life to himself, he couldn’t be completely closed off to Harper. But he would have to decide how much to share and when to do so.

			Once the resort reverted back to him, he wouldn’t mind telling her everything. Right now, though, he just needed to focus on Robert.

			But he still wanted to get to know more about Harper—especially when it came to her connection to his resort.

			“Did you get any more planning done today?” he asked. “When we parted, you were talking about the ballroom.”

			“I called in my team, and we’re going to get started.” She positively beamed when she spoke. Obviously decorating was her passion. “The ballroom won’t be where we begin, though. I’d like to start with the lobby, because I want the first major impact to be the focal point of the resort. I want guests to believe they’ve stepped into another world when they arrive.”

			Could she be more perfect?

			For the job and to be the mother of his child. Not for him. But the vision he’d gotten a glimpse of was exactly how he wanted to renovate his mother’s dream. All of this was falling into place so perfectly. Robert would foot the bill for a grand redesign just in time for Ethan to take over.

			Oh, the victory was going to be sweet.

			“And what are your thoughts for the lobby?” he asked, crossing to take a seat next to her on the sofa.

			She stared at how close he sat, hip to hip, but not reaching for her in any other way. Yeah, he was just as surprised by his restraint, but the talk of the resort trumped his desires...for now.

			Harper’s eyes darted back to his face. “You want to talk about my work?”

			Ethan stretched his arm along the couch behind her and nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

			He didn’t need to justify his reasons. She’d already mentioned she wanted to get to know more about him, and turnabout was fair play. Besides, he’d rather start with her...with Mirage.

			Harper’s dark eyes narrowed before she shook her head and eased back into the cushions. “I was thinking of a water wall, something tranquil and serene. I want the guests to immediately relax, and water is proven to do that. Decorating isn’t just about what looks pretty—it’s about making people feel good about an experience.”

			Ethan listened to her, watched how she spoke with those delicate hands. Her eyes shone in a way he hadn’t noticed before. The more she discussed the style, the more he knew his mother would have loved everything this resort would become.

			And that was ultimately what he wanted. Of course he deserved to have this place back in his name, but once he was in charge, he had every intention of paying tribute to the remarkable woman who’d started it all.

			He remembered her favorite color being green. Somewhere, in some place, he had to incorporate that shade. Perhaps in the Caribbean-themed restaurant or the Italian one. Something classy with green and white, maybe a touch of gold.

			“You’ve put quite a lot of thought into this,” he told her when she stopped talking and he’d logged his thoughts for later. “You ran through nearly every detail and didn’t once look at a note in your phone.”

			Harper’s mouth spread into a wide smile—the action sent a sucker punch right to his gut. How the hell did a grin have his breath catching in his throat? She’d flashed a saucy smile at him before, but nothing like this. She genuinely beamed.

			“Because I have a vision and it’s all in my head,” she explained. “Every aspect of what I want to do with this place is like a living piece, and there’s no way I’ll forget a single one of them.”

			“But...you do have everything documented. Right?”

			Harper rolled her eyes and laughed. “My sister would come back and haunt me if I didn’t have everything documented and backed up.”

			“Did you work long with your sister before she passed?”

			Damn it. He hadn’t meant to ask. That was too personal, and a question that would only lead to exposing vulnerability.

			“Not long enough,” she murmured, her smile instantly fading. “I believe everything happens for a reason, but I just can’t fathom why she was taken at such a young age. I mean, surely there was so much more for her to accomplish. You just don’t realize how fragile life is until someone intimately close to you is gone. That sounds clichéd, but it’s true.”

			Ethan had experienced those very same thoughts for so long after his mother passed. He knew that pain, knew that aching void that nothing or no one could ever fill.

			Ultimately, that’s how he ended up living a reckless life, stumbling into owning and operating a string of profitable nightclubs and making billions. Yeah, everything happened for a reason, but he’d give it all back to have his mother.

			“Then accomplish it for her,” he finally stated.

			Harper chewed her bottom lip for just a moment. Some women did that as a coy way to flirt, but he knew her well enough to know she wasn’t playing some cutesy little game. Her thoughts were on her sister, on their business. Her loyalty and commitment were admirable traits, and as much as this whole baby news was still a shock, Harper had qualities he’d want his child to possess.

			“I plan on doing just that,” she confirmed. “Every job I take will be done in her honor. I won’t fail, because I refuse to even allow the thought to enter my mind.”

			“Spoken like a true businesswoman.”

			Harper laughed and came to her feet. “I don’t know about that. I never had my heart set on business, but I am creative and enjoy using my mind for work. I sort of just stumbled into the business part.”

			“That’s how the best companies get started,” he explained. “I never thought about going into business, either. Yet here I am.”

			Harper tipped her head to the side as her dark brows drew in. “And what are you, exactly? Jet-setting playboy tycoon?”

			Ouch. That wasn’t what he’d expected her to say. Clearly he hadn’t made the best impression. Even though her description was dead on, he still didn’t like the words coming out of her mouth.

			Now he had to show the mother of his child—and prove to himself—that he was so much more. Because he was, damn it.

			It was time for him to step up his game...and maybe open up that bank of emotions he’d kept on lockdown for nearly two decades.

		
	
		
			Five

			Maybe she shouldn’t have thrown out such a label. From the pained expression on his face, she wasn’t sure if he was reeling from the insult or trying to figure a way to defend himself.

			“Ethan, I—”

			“No.” He held up a hand. “I’d say you’re accurate. I work hard, I play hard. I won’t apologize for the man I am. But at the same time, I’m not heartless and I’m not a bastard. I enjoy all aspects of my life, and sometimes I use coping mechanisms.”

			Sex. He used sex to cope...but what pain was he masking? Who had hurt him?

			“Back to business,” he said, circling around. “Because that’s something where we can relate. I stumbled into my area as well, but after ten years, I’m damn good at what I do, and I couldn’t imagine anything else.”

			“Nice dodge on your personal issues,” she half joked.

			With a mock nod, he smiled, and that gleaming grin had her nerves curling low in her belly. She had to remember even though he used sex as a line of defense, he still used it. She couldn’t fall for his charms simply because he was irresistible and she carried his baby.

			She’d done her fair share of using when it came to this fling...which was all the more reason to keep mentally reminding herself what this was and what it wasn’t.

			“So what is it that you do?” she prodded when he said nothing.

			“I own nightclubs on both the East and the West Coasts. I’m acquiring a bistro in France, and I’ve been sniffing around a couple of pubs in Scotland. I plan to branch out globally and make a big impact.”

			Harper tried to hide her surprise. “Impressive résumé. I wouldn’t have thought international business.”

			“Is this a job interview?” he asked with a quirk of his brow and a naughty grin.

			“It wasn’t, but since you’re the father of my child, maybe we should dig deeper.”

			His smile slowly faded as the muscle in his jaw clenched. “My mother passed when I was a teenager, my stepfather was a bastard and stole my inheritance, and my twin brother is engaged. Oh, after the military I landed in a nightclub, got completely drunk for reasons that don’t matter, and somehow that actually did turn into a job interview, which ultimately gave me my start as a business owner. And that brings us up to date.”

			Harper listened to the very abbreviated version of Ethan’s life and figured he’d hit every highlight of what had caused him pain. But she opted to home in on the one area she hoped wasn’t so crushing.

			“You have a twin?”

			Something in his dark features softened. “Dane. He lives in Montana on a ranch.”

			Harper laughed. “Quite the opposite of your beach-bum life.”

			“Quite the opposite of me,” Ethan muttered in agreement. “He’s kept to himself since Mom died, so the fact that he met someone who could penetrate that wall... She must be amazing.”

			“You don’t know her?”

			Ethan shook his head and came back to his feet. “We haven’t met. Dane and I have been working on a project for a while that has kept us apart. We email or talk on the phone, but I haven’t seen him for a few years.”

			There it was again. That pain.

			Ethan paced to the wall of windows and stared out at the moonlight shining down onto the ocean. Harper knew she couldn’t let this moment pass.

			“You know, my sister has only been gone six months, and that void is unlike anything I’ve ever known.”

			Harper rose but didn’t cross to him. She just felt like she should be on level field or be ready...for whatever.

			“I don’t know how I’ll feel once years pass,” she went on. “The thought of not seeing her is something I still can’t fathom.”

			Ethan glanced over her shoulder. “It’s not that I don’t want to see him. I love my brother. But something shifted when our mom died. We dealt with the loss so differently. Then we were so set on trying to care for ourselves after our stepdad left us with nothing.”

			He turned back to the window, his shoulders rigid, his hands shoved in his pockets. Harper’s eyes darted around the space, and she spotted the half-empty tumbler on the bar in the corner.

			“Dane and I went into the army,” he went on, his tone calm, yet broken. “We kept in contact, but it was so random and the interactions were spaced farther and farther apart. Then we banded together and decided to go after the bastard who stole from us.”

			Intrigued, Harper took one step, then another. Before she realized, she stood right behind him.

			“Did you catch him?” she asked. “I hope you left him penniless and suffering. Stealing from kids after the loss of their mother is a new level of asshole.”

			With a mock laugh, Ethan turned to face her. “Oh, he’s in his own league. But no. We haven’t caught up with him yet. Soon. Very soon.”

			Harper knew Ethan would stop at nothing to seek revenge, and she honestly couldn’t say she blamed him. He’d had years to let this anger fester and build.

			“So is that what brings you here?” she asked, reaching up to smooth the frown lines between his brows.

			Ethan gripped her wrist and pulled her arm behind her back, making her arch against him. “I’m done talking about him. There’s only one person I want to focus on right now.”

			Harper’s body responded—the tingling from head to toe had her closing her eyes and waiting on those lips to cover hers. Despite having told him no more sex, Harper wasn’t sure she was strong enough to turn him away.

			She was here, wasn’t she?

			But a moment later, Ethan released her, and she stumbled to keep herself upright. Harper opened her eyes and glanced around to see Ethan striding toward the kitchen. He removed dome lids from the plates on the long island. She hadn’t even noticed the dishes there before.

			“Sit down,” he demanded. “You need to eat.”

			Harper remained in place, crossing her arms over her chest. “I ate dinner.”

			“Well, you’re eating for two now.”

			She didn’t even try to prevent the eye roll. “I always thought that saying was so silly. A tiny fetus doesn’t need a large meal.”

			Ethan stared at her a moment before shrugging. “I don’t know a damn thing about pregnancies, but I read that pregnant women might need frequent meals, and I thought you should eat.”

			Harper stared at the spread and realized he’d ordered all this food...for her. Well, for the baby, but the fact he truly cared and wasn’t completely about ripping her clothes off was a little sweet.

			But only a little. She couldn’t blow his gestures out of proportion. That would mean she wanted him to be kind and do cutesy things.

			Ugh. Her hormones were all over the place.

			“I don’t know what to do here,” he admitted. “But if you could come eat some fruit or something. Hell, whatever.”

			Well, wasn’t that adorable? Someone was insecure and fumbling over his words. Yet seconds ago he’d been more than in control when he’d had her arched against him and silently begging him for more.

			The man likely wasn’t used to being anything but in total control. Considering their current situation of being thrust into parenthood, she’d say that control would be a long time coming for both of them.

			“Did you eat?” she asked, making her way to the wooden bar stool.

			He nodded and pulled out a bottle of water from the fridge and set it in front of her.

			“So you intend for all of this to be for me?” Harper laughed and selected a plump raspberry. “Have you ever seen me eat this much?”

			She popped the piece of fruit into her mouth and welcomed the delicious burst of flavor. Maybe she was a little hungry, but she’d never admit as much.

			“I wanted to make sure you had a good variety,” he defended.

			“There’s enough variety here for the entire third floor.”

			Ethan’s lips curved into another toe-curling grin. “I’ll take that as a thanks for my gesture.”

			Harper grabbed a handful of blueberries. “And is that why you did this? So I’d be indebted to you and reward you as you see fit?”

			“Talking dirty to me will get you everywhere.”

			“Do you think of anything besides sex?”

			Ethan’s intense stare stretched across the island, making her wish she could take those words back.

			“My mind is typically on work,” he finally answered. “But when I’m around you, those thoughts become a little muddled.”

			“Should I be flattered?”

			Ethan circled the island and took a blueberry from her hand and held it up to her lips. “Flattered isn’t what I want you to feel.”

			Her gaze dropped to that mouth that had caused her so much pleasure. When she shifted her focus back to his eyes, there was that passion, that desire she’d come to recognize from him.

			“So we are back to sex,” she murmured, taking the berry from between his fingertips. She might have bitten him lightly, but just so he knew who was in charge here.

			“Even though you’re carrying my child...” He stopped, shook his head and blew out a sigh. “Especially because you’re carrying my child, I want you more than ever. Maybe we should cool it, maybe we should end this fling, but I keep asking myself why. We’re adults who more than enjoy each other’s company, and we both have outside issues that are put aside when we’re together.”

			She’d been telling herself those same things. Granted, she’d also told herself she needed to keep her clothes on around Ethan from here on out, but suddenly everything he said made sense. Why shouldn’t she seek this happiness, even if for only a few moments longer? There was no rule that just because he wasn’t putting a ring on her finger, they couldn’t continue their passionate nights until it was time for one of them to leave.

			Right?

			He took another blueberry and slid it back and forth across her lips. When she opened, he pulled the fruit away and covered her lips with his.

			Harper fisted her hands in her lap to prevent herself from reaching for him. A woman had to maintain some sort of self-control. But the way he made love to her mouth only had her wondering if that was a promise of more to come. The man made a kiss a full-body assault, because there wasn’t a spot on her that wasn’t ready for more of his touch.

			Ethan eased back; that smirk on his face and gleam in his eye had her gritting her teeth. He wanted her to beg, but she had more pride than that. This was still a fling, and she could walk away at any moment.

			Without a word, he popped the berry into his mouth as he trailed his fingers up her bare arms. Oh, damn. She should’ve walked away before now. But she’d known what would happen when she came here. She was a glutton—there was no denying the fact she still wanted him. It wasn’t smart, but she was human and had wants and needs she wouldn’t deny herself.

			Maybe one more time. She’d let this happen once more and then they’d start discussing the future and their child.

			“You’re thinking too hard,” he murmured against her ear. “You’re mentally arguing with yourself about being here.”

			“I couldn’t stay away.”

			The truth slid from her lips before she could stop herself. It was almost like the man had cast some magical spell over her. She knew it was happening, and she simply didn’t care.

			“You made me wait,” he scolded. “You did that on purpose.”

			“Maybe,” she admitted.

			His lips grazed the side of her neck, and Harper dropped her head to the side to allow him all the access he needed.

			“I never thought a headstrong woman would appeal to me.”

			Huh? Did that mean he was attracted to her for more than a heated fling? No, that’s not what he meant. It couldn’t be.

			For a split second, Harper thought about calling him on his statement, but those clever lips eased down to the scoop in her tank and the next thing she knew his hands were working the knot on her skirt.

			Yes. This was what she ached for, what she needed. Just once more, right?

			Ethan’s hands seem to be all over her, and she couldn’t escape the moan as he yanked the knot on her skirt and the material fell to either side of her hips. Ethan wasted no time in pulling her panties down her legs as his mouth worked over her breasts through the thin material of her tank top.

			Harper reached for the hem and slid the shirt over her head and off to the side as she kicked away the panties around her ankles. Ethan’s eyes devoured her the second he reached around and expertly flicked her bra open. In no time, that unwanted garment had been tossed carelessly away, as well.

			Strong hands encircled her waist and lifted her onto the cold island. Harper let out a squeal of surprise but heated all over again when Ethan came to stand between her parted legs.

			“You want me to stop?” he asked, his eyes holding hers.

			“No,” she whispered.

			A flare of hunger flashed through his eyes before he dropped to his knees and gripped her inner thighs. Harper bit the inside of her cheek to keep from begging or crying out before he’d even done anything other than drive her mad from want.

			She threaded her fingers through his hair as he dropped light kisses from her knee to the point where she ached most. Then he moved to the other leg, and Harper gripped harder.

			With a chuckle, Ethan finally settled right where she wanted him. He held onto her hips and jerked her closer to the edge of the counter as he made love to her.

			Bursts of euphoria spiraled through her. He’d never done this—nobody had ever done this. She’d never let anyone get that intimate with her. Insecurities and all that.

			But Ethan wasn’t just anybody.

			There was no way to describe all of the delicious tingles coursing through her from his hands, his mouth. She didn’t want this moment to end, didn’t want to lose this perfect moment of euphoria.

			After several minutes of the most exquisite pleasure, her entire body tightened as the experience became too much. Her fingers tightened in his hair, and there was no holding back the cries of pleasure.

			Ethan nipped at her inner thigh when her trembling ceased.

			“Harper?”

			His husky tone broke through her haze, and she realized her eyes were squeezed shut. Coming back down from her high, Harper focused her attention on the man who now stood before her wearing a smile.

			“You good?” he asked.

			Good? That was such a mild, calm word for the storm that had just wrecked her in the most perfect, amazing way.

			“I’ll take speechlessness as a positive sign.” He leaned forward and nipped at her earlobe. “Now, finish eating, since I distracted you.”

			Wait...what? Eat? He could think about food at a time like this?

			Ethan turned and rounded the counter. Harper glanced over her shoulder, more than aware that one of them was totally naked while the other was fully dressed and picking out a cube of cheese.

			“Are you serious?” she asked, easing down off the counter and rounding up her clothes.

			He popped a piece of gouda into his mouth and stared across the space. “About food? Yeah. You barely ate.”

			Harper slid into her panties, then her skirt. Clutching her bra and tank, she pulled in a shaky breath.

			“Are you playing a game?”

			Ethan’s brows narrowed. “Game?”

			Harper didn’t know if she was more confused or irritated. “Are we not going to finish what we started?”

			“By my recollection, you finished—enthusiastically.”

			Yeah. Definitely irritated. She pulled on her bra and tank, needing the extra armor.

			“You didn’t.”

			Ethan shrugged. “I’ll live. Are you complaining?”

			No, that would make her a bitch.

			“I’ve never met a man like you,” she muttered.

			Ethan let out a bark of laughter. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

			She continued to stare as he grabbed a small plate and started adding a variety of fruits and cheese, plus a small finger sandwich. Then he set it in front of the stool she’d been on before he blew her mind.

			“Take a seat,” he told her. “You can eat and tell me more about your renovation ideas.”

			She wasn’t sure what his angle was by playing her and keeping her guessing, but she wasn’t about to let her guard down. She was going to figure out Ethan Michaels one way or another...something she should’ve done before he permanently landed in her life.

		
	
		
			Six

			The next morning Ethan was still questioning who the hell he’d become. Since when did he have a willing woman—a sexy-as-hell willing woman—naked and ready for him, and not take full advantage of the situation?

			With the time difference between California and France, Ethan had finally gotten out of bed at 4:00 a.m. after a restless night. He’d made yet another call to his Realtor to see where they stood on the final bid they’d put in on the waterfront bistro.

			And yet it wasn’t his latest quest that had his mind occupied or his sleep lacking. He knew he’d get the property, but he didn’t know what the hell he was going to do with Harper.

			She’d been naked, panting, sitting atop the island in his kitchen. He’d given her an orgasm and what did he do next? Not take her to the bedroom or even take her right there on the floor.

			No, he’d made her a charcuterie board and they’d chatted until midnight about water walls, open courtyards with lush plants, infinity pools and special couples’ rooms for secret fetishes.

			She’d thought of every aspect of this adults-only resort, and maybe that’s what had him so distracted. He’d come here for the sole purpose of gaining back what should have been his. Hearing Harper talk about the future makeovers had him itching to get Mirage in his name sooner than ever.

			So now he was sexually frustrated, confused at his own actions and not so patiently waiting to hear about his bid.

			Ethan padded to his kitchen to make coffee, but his eyes landed on the island. As if he needed the reminder of how damn sexy she’d been, utterly bare, completely at his mercy and more than willing to give him more.

			But something shifted after hearing her speak of her late sister and seeing the way Harper was so determined to complete her job despite having been dealt the bombshell of a pregnancy. The level of admiration he had for her now was something he hadn’t expected, and he needed to sort it out before he made a fool of himself and she mistook his generosity for something more.

			There could be no more. He was too busy, too devoted to his businesses. Not only had he had a mentor who had entrusted him with the nightclubs, but Ethan had branched out on his own. He’d made something of himself when everything had been stripped away. There was no way in hell he’d let anything or anyone sever the strings he’d so delicately forged to keep his life stable.

			Not to mention the fact he and his twin were attempting to rebuild their relationship that had been upset when their mother passed. They’d each dealt with the loss in their own ways...opposite ways. Those ultimately pulled them in different directions.

			So, no. Ethan didn’t have the room in his life to add in more. While he would never, ever turn away his child and he fully intended on being a hands-on dad, he wasn’t about to entertain the idea of a relationship with Harper.

			Thankfully, she had her own agendas and felt the same about long-term commitments. They’d have to come to some common ground for co-parenting. He wouldn’t give up any of his career, and he would never ask her to, either. They could work together to make everything work in the best interest of the three of them.

			Ignoring the island as much as he could, Ethan brewed a cup of coffee and headed out onto his private balcony overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The view never grew old. Ever. Perhaps that’s why he had been so willing to take over the nightclubs that were on the coasts. He needed that view, that freedom that came with staring out at the expanse of water and dreaming of bigger, better things. There was always another conquest to obtain, always another goal to reach.

			He waited until he was halfway through his cup of coffee before he gave in and texted Harper. Last night they’d discussed breakfast but hadn’t made any definite plans. He also knew she was a morning person, and the sun was up, so he figured so was she.

			My place. Breakfast.

			Ethan set his phone on the side table next to his patio chair and sipped his coffee. A second later the vibration caught his attention. He gave the screen a glance and smiled.

			Already ordered room service. Should be there any minute.

			And a second later, the chime on his intercom alerted him to a guest wanting to come up to his penthouse.

			He’d never thought a take-charge woman would be attractive, mostly because he thrived on calling any and all shots. But something about Harper and her assertiveness turned him the hell on.

			Within five minutes, his concierge had delivered quite the spread and had set it all up on the balcony. Ethan started to tip, but the young man said it had already been taken care of by Miss Williams.

			He wasn’t sure he’d ever had a woman a step ahead of him. Ethan wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but one thing was certain. He liked it.

			Damn that woman for making him want her more than he ever should.

			The elevator chimed once again, indicating a visitor. She had the pass code, so he didn’t have to ring her up anymore.

			The door slid open, and Harper stepped out. Her hair had been piled up on her head, stray curls tumbling down around her neck. She sported some red bathing suit cover-up with that damn red bikini beneath.

			It was those tiny red scraps of material that had drawn him in to begin with. Was she purposely taunting him? Not that he needed any help in finding her desirable.

			“I’d kill for a cup of coffee,” she stated, marching through his penthouse and straight to the balcony.

			He followed her out. “I’ll make you a cup.”

			“No,” she growled, shaking her head. “I’m trying to really be good because of the baby.”

			“You can’t have coffee?” he asked, holding on to his own mug.

			“Too much caffeine isn’t good.” She grabbed the pitcher of orange juice and poured a hearty glass. “I mean, I could have one cup, but I’d rather not.”

			He probably should figure out all the dos and don’ts regarding pregnancy.

			“Are you feeling okay?” he asked, setting his mug down on the table and getting a glass of juice for himself.

			“I’m starving and tired. And also a little nauseated, but I think I just need to eat.”

			She eyed his discarded mug. “You know, you can still drink that. I’m not offended.”

			With a shrug, Ethan reached for a plate. “I didn’t think you were offended, but I don’t see any reason why I can’t do this journey with you.”

			She stared another minute before shaking her head and muttering something he couldn’t quite make out.

			They made their plates in silence and settled into the corner at the table for two beneath a bright yellow umbrella.

			The moment they sat down, Harper made a face and held on to her stomach.

			“Maybe eggs weren’t a good idea,” she mumbled.

			Ethan stilled. “Are you going to be sick?”

			Harper closed her eyes and seemed to be taking some deep breaths. Without waiting for an answer, he took her plate away. If the eggs were the culprit, he’d throw them all out.

			He took the plate and the dish of omelets into his kitchen.

			When he came back out, Harper wasn’t looking so ill.

			“Sorry about that,” she stated, glancing up to him when he approached the table. “I read that smells can affect you more strongly when you’re pregnant, but I hadn’t experienced that yet. So, eggs are definitely out. Well, unless they’re in a cake. Then I’m sure they’re fine.”

			Ethan laughed, thankful she was feeling better and still had her sense of humor.

			His cell vibrated in the pocket of his shorts just as he sat. He spared her a glance as he pulled the phone out.

			“Excuse me,” he stated before glancing to the screen.

			His investigator. Not a call he wanted to put off, since his investigator wasn’t one to call just to chat. There had to be a development where Robert was concerned.

			“I need to take this,” he told Harper.

			“Oh, go ahead.” She waved a hand in his direction. “I’m fine.”

			Another reason to be attracted to her. She didn’t demand his undivided attention, and she understood the importance of work.

			Ethan moved to the other side of the balcony and answered the call.

			“Marcus. What’s up?”

			“Nothing dire, but something I found interesting in Robert’s communication with his assistant.”

			Ethan gripped the phone as he stared out onto the calm ocean. “What was said?”

			“Apparently Robert is making his way there, which you know, and he should be landing in the next day or so.”

			“And?” Ethan prompted.

			“We know he has a daughter based on his background checks, but he’s never mentioned her publicly. This is the first time since we’ve been tracking recently that he’s actually going to see her in person. Apparently, she’s staying at Mirage.”

			“She’s here?” Ethan asked.

			He didn’t know anything about Robert’s daughter except that she existed. He had no intention of involving an innocent in his quest for revenge. Everything going on was between him, Dane and their stepfather.

			“I figure since you’re there, maybe you could look her up.”

			“Give me her name.”

			It would be useful to at least know who she was so he could keep an eye on her for when her father showed. The old bastard might try to sneak in and out.

			“Harper Williams.”

			Ethan stilled, his gaze jerking across the balcony to the woman in question.

			“She’s going to have dark curly hair, dark eyes. Her mother is Jamaican, and you know the father.”

			“I know exactly what she looks like,” Ethan muttered.

			Ethan disconnected the call without another word. Keeping an eye on Robert Anderson’s daughter would be no problem at all...considering she was the mother of his child.

		
	
		
			Seven

			Harper smoothed a hand over her belly, which wasn’t flat and never had been. But she couldn’t wait to feel the baby bump, the little kicks—she’d even heard women discuss baby hiccups.

			Despite being dealt the blow of a child when she wasn’t even in a committed relationship, she wasn’t sorry she was going to be a mother. Sure, the timing wasn’t the best, but she couldn’t help but wonder how Carmen would’ve reacted to the news of being an aunt.

			Having a baby was exciting...this morning queasiness, not so much.

			Ethan came back to the table, and she prayed her berries and croissant stayed down. She’d been feeling a little saucy this morning when she donned her bikini, but yacking all over the place would surely ruin her sassy vibe. Just when she was sort of getting the hang of this newfound confidence...

			Every thought vanished when she saw Ethan’s face.

			“Everything okay?” she asked.

			He hesitated a moment before grabbing his cloth napkin and placing it in his lap. With a forced smile, he nodded.

			“Just some interesting developments with work. Nothing I can’t handle.”

			“It’s awfully early for work to already be catching you off guard.”

			“Time means nothing in my line of work,” he informed her. “With things running on two coasts, plus my acquisition in France, I work all hours.”

			Harper smiled. “Then maybe you better get that coffee back, because you look like you need something stronger than juice.”

			His eyes raked over her, and she couldn’t help but tremble.

			“I’m sure it’s nothing a sexy woman in a red bikini couldn’t cure.”

			A wave of dizziness hit her that had nothing to do with his charming words. Harper closed her eyes and pulled in a slow breath, willing the moment to pass.

			“Harper?”

			His firm yet gentle grip on her arm had her shaking her head slightly.

			“Give me just a minute.”

			He didn’t say another word, but she heard his chair scrape against the concrete floor and the next instant she was swept up into his strong arms. Harper didn’t protest as she laid her head on his shoulder, but she kept her eyes closed. The nausea seemed to be subsiding, but she wasn’t so independent that she’d turn down the most romantic gesture known to woman.

			When he laid her down, Harper lifted her lids and focused on his face, which was so, so close to hers.

			“Okay?” he asked, obviously worried.

			“It comes and goes,” she stated, settling into the sofa cushions. “No need to worry. The doctor said this was normal. It’s just annoying.”

			“You looking like you’re ready to pass out isn’t normal to me.”

			Aww. He cared. His instant reaction wasn’t an act. She wasn’t used to someone other than her sister showing concern for her, and as independent she was, there was no way she could deny that having someone care made her feel special.

			“I assure you, I’m fine.” She patted the side of his face. “But this is adorable.”

			Ethan’s lips thinned, his brows drawing in as he eased back and stared down at her. “I’m not adorable,” he grumbled.

			Harper closed her eyes and rested her arm across her forehead. “Well, I think so. I’m feeling better, by the way. The dizzy spells just started yesterday, and they don’t last long.”

			“I think you should stay here.”

			Harper lifted her arm slightly and opened one eye. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

			“You should stay in my suite for as long as we’re both at the resort,” he amended. “It’s ridiculous for us both to have a place, and mine is larger.”

			Harper listened to what he said but didn’t say a word.

			“With a better view,” he added.

			“I’m not just playing house with you while we’re here.” Harper let out a mock laugh. “You’re not serious.”

			“Do I look like I’m joking?”

			Ethan eased down to sit on the table in front of the sofa.

			Harper shifted to look at him as his idea ran over and over in her mind. Why on earth would he suggest such a thing? He didn’t want a relationship any more than she did.

			“Is this because I wasn’t feeling well?” she asked. “Because that’s certainly no reason for me to move my suitcases up here.”

			“You’re having my child, and I want to make sure you and our baby are taken care of. That’s not too much to ask, is it?”

			Not when he phrased it like that, but still. Why did she need a keeper? She’d gotten along this far in life without someone hovering over her. She and Carmen always looked out for each other, but that was different.

			She and Ethan were obviously still attracted to each other, the baby threw out the whole “fling” thing and now they had to make some tougher decisions.

			They were adults who wanted the same things: freedom, career and a good time. There wouldn’t be any messy complications, even if the whole pregnancy thing would eventually make things a little tricky. They were both on board with no relationships.

			Sex, though...she’d be a fool to turn down twenty-four-hour access to that body.

			“I’ll think about staying here with you,” she informed him, unable to hide her smile.

			“Sounds like a yes to me.”

			Harper started to sit up, but he placed his hands on her shoulders.

			“No rush,” he said, easing her back down. “I can bring in your breakfast.”

			“I think I’m done with food for the time being.”

			She settled deeper into the cushions and stared up at the white beams stretching across the ceiling. Her designer eye loved how the penthouse seemed to be its own private beach house. The cozy style of the beams and the openness to the ocean breeze. The wall of windows and balcony doors were elements she hoped to incorporate into more rooms. She definitely planned on upgrading all of the oceanfront suites to have more of an airy, relaxing feel.

			“You’re working.”

			Harper glanced to Ethan at his accusation. “Guilty.”

			“You had that look on your face,” he said with a grin. “I know because I’ve seen it in the mirror.”

			“I just can’t wait to dig in to this place. My team will be here next week, and I’ve spoken to the manager so we can hopefully have a nice, smooth transition from one area to the next and not disrupt the guests too much.”

			“Maybe adding in some perks would be the way to go,” he suggested.

			Now she did sit up—slowly, but she was feeling better.

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“Nobody wants to be inconvenienced at all when they plan a getaway,” he explained. “Maybe for the duration of the renovations, couple’s massages could be free with a one-time limit per stay. Or one free room service meal. Just something so they know you’re aware of their needs. People save and spend quite a bit to come here.”

			Harper listened to him, taking in his suggestion and fully intending to run it by her father’s assistant.

			“I wouldn’t think someone like you would ever have a thought about saving money now that you have everything you want,” she finally stated.

			Ethan’s face tightened, the muscle in his jaw clenched. “There was a time in my life where I watched every single dollar that came in and out. Just because I have a padded account now doesn’t mean I’m not aware of other people’s perspectives.”

			Never in her wildest dreams would she have guessed jet-setting playboy Ethan Michaels cared so deeply about how others lived. But everything he suggested sounded so perfect, she only wished she had thought of the idea before.

			“You’re a pretty smart businessman,” she joked.

			“I refused to be anything but smart when it comes to business.”

			His tone left no room for humor, and Harper had to admire him even more. There were so many layers to Ethan, and part of her wished she was at a point in her life where she could look for a husband. Eventually she did want a family and a loving man, but she had to devote her life to Two Sisters and to her child for now.

			Part of her couldn’t help but wonder if this baby was a special gift. Like maybe she was being given another chance at family after her sister’s passing.

			She’d never given much thought to faith or the idea of a grand plan before, but with her mother off gallivanting who knows where, her father not much of a hands-on guy and her sister gone, maybe this was just a blessing in disguise.

			“I think I’ll have the concierge bring my things up later this afternoon,” she finally said, circling back to the offer. “If you’re sure you won’t get sick of me.”

			Ethan’s smile widened, the naughty gleam in his eye stirring her body.

			“Oh, I’m sure. In fact, I think we should get married.”

		
	
		
			Eight

			“Married?” Harper screeched.

			Ethan had to admit the words that had come out of his mouth had surprised the hell out of him, too. But he wasn’t about to retract them. This was Robert Anderson’s biological daughter. No way in hell could he let this prime opportunity pass him by.

			Obviously he never would’ve mentioned marriage had she not been pregnant, but why not?

			“I know we both agreed that we’re not the marrying type of people,” he started as the idea blossomed inside his head. “And I’m not saying I’m ready for the whole ordeal of marriage, but think about this for a minute. We are both driven in our careers, so we get each other. We both want what’s best for this child.”

			Harper blinked, then shook her head. Yeah, the idea was absurd, but the longer it was out in the open, the more he found himself wanting this to happen.

			The reasons for his insane demand were mounting. His mother had been single, raising two boys on her own for quite some time before Robert had entered the picture. But his baby had a father who badly wanted to be part of its life. Given that, where was the logic in him living somewhere else and having to shuttle the kid back and forth between them? There was no way he’d want to give up any amount of custody of his own child. But the real reason he was pushing for marriage, if he were being completely honest, was that he wanted every single leg up on Robert Anderson he could get.

			“That’s it?” she asked. “Because we both like to work and we want a well-rounded kid, you think we should marry?”

			Ethan shrugged, not backing down, but not about to beg. “People have been married for less.”

			“And divorced in no time when the marriage fails.”

			“I don’t fail,” he countered. “Ever.”

			Harper stared at him, but his gaze didn’t waver. The more she pushed, the more he had to see this through. This was the riskiest, most asinine move he’d ever made, but the payoff would be everything.

			Dane would have already called him a dumb ass and told him to think this through, but Ethan had thought it through...for a few seconds, anyway.

			“I can’t just marry you,” she repeated.

			“Think about it.”

			He came to his feet and started back toward the balcony. He could at least wheel the cart inside so he could finish his breakfast. Harper might pick around, too, if the food was in front of her.

			“Think about it?” she mocked at his back. “You tell me to think about it and then walk away?”

			He spared a glance over his shoulder. “I’m hungry.”

			By the time he had moved their breakfast and drinks back inside, Harper didn’t look like she wanted to rip his head off anymore, but she still kept that questioning gaze locked on him.

			“What changed?” she asked once he took a seat in the cushy white chair next to her. “You never wanted a relationship.”

			“I still don’t,” he explained. “This is nothing more than business. We both want what’s best for our baby, and we’re both workaholics. It’s the perfect merger, really.”

			Harper stood and crossed to the cart, where she poured herself another glass of juice. “A merger.”

			“Are you going to keep repeating everything I say?”

			She turned to face him with a smirk that made him wonder if he would get her to come around. He wouldn’t have it any other way. Ethan never backed down from a challenge, and Harper, their baby and Robert Anderson were all part of his past, present and future. No challenge, no payoff, had ever been more important.

			“Are you going to keep insisting this is a good idea?” she retorted.

			Ethan crossed his ankle over his knee and leaned back in the chair. He didn’t want to appear anxious or worried. He was neither of those. What he was, was determined, and that’s precisely how he’d gotten this far.

			“If you can move beyond the shock of my proposal—”

			“Is that what that was?” she mocked, taking a seat back on the sofa and curling her legs to the side.

			“Of sorts,” he conceded.

			Harper gripped her juice glass and stared down at the contents. Ethan waited, letting the kernel of an idea roll around in her head. She seemed skeptical, but she was still in discussion, so he wasn’t discounting her just yet. He had a way of being persuasive.

			“You can’t just ask me to marry you as some sort of business plan,” she argued, but her voice lacked the heat it once had. He was winning her over.

			Dane had always said Ethan was the reckless one, the twin who jumped headfirst into things without thinking them through.

			Well, here he was again. Wait until Dane heard about all of this.

			“I figured you’d appreciate an honest, laid-out plan,” he stated. “We marry, we raise our child together, we don’t have to get our attorneys involved. We both can continue doing what we love and have someone who understands and is actually supportive at our sides while we share the parenting responsibilities.”

			Harper pursed her lips and leveled a stare at him. “And what happens when you want another woman or I see a guy I’m interested in?”

			Ethan didn’t hesitate to leap from his chair, circle the table and brace himself over her. With one hand on the arm of the sofa and the other on the back near her shoulder, he leaned down so there was no question about how serious he was on this topic.

			“There will be no other men,” he growled. “My wife will be in my bed and only my bed. I won’t share.”

			Most people would be intimidated by his snarl and low tone, but Harper continued to stare, and she even had the nerve to pat his jaw and smile.

			“Calm down there, sweetheart. Your proposal is getting less and less attractive.” She narrowed her dark eyes and flattened her palm on his cheek. “There had better not be any other women, either. I also don’t share.”

			A burst of accomplishment spread through him.

			“Is that a yes?” he asked, inching closer.

			When she didn’t say a word, Ethan shifted to slide one hand over her bare thigh. He watched as her lids lowered for the briefest of seconds, her breath caught on a sharp inhale. Without taking his eyes off her face, Ethan trailed his fingertips over her stomach, straight up to the little knot tied between her breasts.

			“I... I never said yes,” she muttered.

			“But you’re thinking about it.”

			He gave the tie an expert yank, allowing the scraps of material to fall aside.

			Harper closed her eyes and chewed on her lip. He had her...in every way he wanted her. She’d marry him; she’d be in his bed. He’d ultimately have his revenge on her father. He worried how she’d react, but he had to keep moving with this plan and take baby steps when it came to Harper. He had to choose his words, his actions, carefully so she didn’t completely hate him at the end. He had to make her understand his side once everything was out in the open.

			There was no way Robert Anderson deserved a daughter like Harper, and the man sure as hell would have no part in the life of Ethan’s child.

			“I’m not thinking at all right now,” she told him as he cupped her full breast in his palm.

			Ethan eased his other hand behind her back, pulling her forward until she sprawled over his sofa. He wanted her on display before him. A body like Harper’s was meant to be worshipped.

			“Are you feeling better?” he asked, realizing he should’ve asked before now, but damn it, he couldn’t resist her.

			The health of her and the baby came above all else, though. Even his revenge against Robert would have to come second to Harper and the child.

			“I’m feeling pretty good.” Harper reached for him, her fingertips curling around his shoulders. “Don’t stop, Ethan. And don’t deny yourself like last night.”

			Oh, he fully planned on making sure they were both pleasured.

			“You wore this on purpose,” he accused, pulling her sheer cover-up off her shoulders. “Did you want to drive me crazy?”

			Her delicate mouth tipped into a smile. “Maybe.”

			Ethan’s body stirred at the little minx beneath him. That red material against her dark skin shouldn’t be such a turn-on, but hell if it wasn’t. Harper exuded sex and fantasies. Every time he had her, he wanted more. Now was no exception.

			Harper wriggled out of the cover-up and the bikini top. He loved that a curvy woman had the confidence to wear something so sexy, so skimpy.

			He hooked his thumbs in the waist of her little bottoms and eased them down her silky legs and flung the garment over his shoulder.

			“You better take off those shorts fast,” she warned. “Because I was cheated last night.”

			Ethan pulled his shorts off and laughed. “You were more than satisfied, so I’m not sure how you were cheated.”

			Her fingers ran over his abs, and his arousal spiked.

			“Because I didn’t get to see or touch you,” she told him. “Not like I wanted.”

			“Then by all means.” Ethan settled onto the sofa and eased back into the corner of the sectional. “Have your way.”

			Harper came to her feet. She tucked stray tendrils behind her ears as her eyes raked over his bare body. There was such a hunger, one that matched his own, staring back at him.

			When her focus shifted to his eyes, Harper took a step forward and lifted a knee. She settled her legs on either side of his hips, perfectly straddling his lap. Her breasts came right in front of his face and Ethan wasted no time in reaching for her with both hands.

			“If I marry you, there will be rules.” She rested her hands on either side of his head and leaned down. “My rules.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			His body ached for her to join them and right now. He’d agree to anything she said. He’d never been at a woman’s mercy before, but she was doing a damn good job of calling the shots now.

			Harper leaned down and captured his lips beneath hers as she sank down onto him, finally joining their bodies.

			She eased her hips back and forth, going much too slowly for his liking. Ethan took a firm grip of her hips, holding her in place while he set a new rhythm.

			Harper let out a sharp cry, followed by a moan, so clearly she wasn’t complaining. With her eyes shut, she tossed her head back and braced her palms on his chest. Her short nails bit into his skin, and he had to hold back his own groan at the delicious sting of pain.

			Ethan held on to her hips, loving how she felt like a woman with all those luscious curves. They were so compatible, so in tune with each other.

			Marrying her would be the best decision on both fronts.

			Harper let out another cry of pleasure as her body tightened around his. She eased down onto his chest and claimed his lips once more as her climax hit her. He wasn’t far behind.

			Those lips of hers could make a man come undone all on their own. But it was her sweet little pants and cries that had him following her into oblivion.

			Ethan fell into the moment and didn’t worry about what would come next. She’d all but agreed to the marriage, and Ethan wanted this to happen fast. Before Robert arrived...and before he came to his senses.

		
	
		
			Nine

			“Say that again.”

			Ethan chuckled at his brother’s response, but Dane wasn’t joking. What the hell was his twin thinking?

			“I said I’m getting married,” Ethan repeated. “It’s sudden, I know, but I promise you’ll meet her.”

			“Are you out of your damn mind?” Dane growled, earning him a questioning stare from Stella across the room.

			Dane gripped the cell and came to his feet, suddenly unable to sit still and listen to this nonsense.

			“Who the hell is she?” Dane asked. “I just spoke to you a couple days ago, and you made no mention of any woman. Now suddenly you’re getting married?”

			Stella’s eyes widened as he neared. Dane shrugged, because he couldn’t make sense of this crazy notion of his brother’s, either. Ethan had always been one to make rash decisions, but marriage at a time like this? What the hell? He’d never been serious about a woman, let alone mentioning he ever wanted that lifestyle.

			“I’m marrying Robert’s biological daughter.”

			Dane stilled. He reached for the back of the sofa and kept his gaze on his fiancée. She reached for his hand on the cushion and squeezed, offering him silent reassurance.

			“Robert’s daughter?” Dane repeated. “You’re not seriously using a woman to get to—”

			“No. I’m not a complete bastard,” Ethan scoffed. “I had no idea who her father was when we started sleeping together. We were just a fling, and then she ended up pregnant and now I find out—”

			“Pregnant?” Dane yelled.

			Stella closed her eyes and shook her head. Yeah, that pretty much mimicked his internal reaction, as well.

			“What the hell, man?”

			“Obviously I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Ethan retorted. “Everything has snowballed here, and I’m doing the best with the situation I’ve been dealt.”

			“The best? You’re calling this your best?” Dane slid his hand from beneath Stella’s and reached up to rub his head, which suddenly started pounding. “You’re bringing a child into this chaos? Are you even thinking of the goal we agreed on?”

			“You think I’m not set out to take Robert down?” Ethan demanded. “That’s all I’ve wanted since Mom died. We’re so close, I’m not letting anything get in the way.”

			Dane blew out a sigh and reached for Stella’s hand again. She always calmed him, always kept him focused on what was important. For nearly two decades, Dane and Ethan had wanted to get back at Robert for taking their legacy from them. Dane had reclaimed the resort in Montana, and now it was Ethan’s turn. Then they planned on ruining Robert for good.

			Yet now his reckless, playboy brother was veering off course, and Dane couldn’t do much about the mess his twin was in.

			“Listen,” Ethan started in a calmer tone. “I had no clue who Harper was until this morning. She was just the woman I was having a fling with. I found out she was pregnant yesterday. Once my investigator told me who she was, I moved on that information. I’m not making apologies.”

			No, Ethan would never apologize. Not for this and not for closing in on himself when they lost their mother. Dane had needed his brother, had needed someone to seek comfort with during the hardest time in his life.

			But Ethan hadn’t been there. Not emotionally, anyway. Then Robert had stolen their financial stability and disappeared. Ethan had enlisted in the military, and Dane figured he might as well, too. Where else did he have to go? At least the military would provide a unit and stability.

			“Now what?” Dane asked.

			Stella wrapped her arms around him and laid her head on his shoulder. He loved this woman. He’d found her when he least expected to find anyone. He’d been so set on grabbing Mirage with both hands and never letting go.

			But Stella had stepped into his path, and somehow he’d managed to get everything he hadn’t even realized he wanted.

			“Oh, wait.” Dread hit Dane hard. “She doesn’t know you hate her father, does she?”

			“She’s not aware of our history, no.”

			Dane let out a string of curses that had Stella smacking his chest.

			“You know this not going to end well for you,” Dane added.

			“I’ll get Mirage. That’s what matters.”

			Dane snorted. “You don’t mean that.”

			His brother sighed heavily on the other end. “No, I don’t. I’m trying to keep my focus on the end result, but someone is going to get hurt, and now that all of this is in motion, all I can do is try to take the brunt of the blow when it happens.”

			Dane felt sorry for Ethan. For the first time in...well, ever, Ethan was feeling the ramifications of his actions, and Dane was truly worried.

			Someone was going to get hurt, but Dane couldn’t help but wonder if they were all going to feel the backlash from this series of events.

			 

			Harper stared over the various marble designs. All were in the same price point, all were equally stunning and all would make a killer impact in the lobby of Mirage.

			But she couldn’t decide.

			She also couldn’t stop thinking of Ethan’s ridiculous half-assed proposal and her reply. What was she thinking? Sure, she could come up with some very necessary ground rules, but then what? Were they just going to play house and raise a baby like they were a happily married couple without having any kind of relationship beyond physical compatibility and a business agreement?

			Sex could only take them so far. At some point, they’d have to actually do things together if they wanted this to succeed for the sake of the baby.

			And how archaic did that sound? Was he just marrying her because of the baby? He’d made valid points of how they were both workaholics and they understood each other, but Harper had always envisioned marrying for love. Call her old-fashioned, but she truly believed there was a man out there for her.

			Ignoring the marble slats on the desk, Harper pulled out her cell and brought up her texts.

			Then she dropped her phone onto the desk and closed her eyes.

			This wasn’t the first time she’d started to message her sister for advice. In the past several months, Harper couldn’t count how many times she’d started to call or text. How did she deprogram herself from that? Would there come a time when it would just click into place that this was her new normal? That there was no family to go to for advice?

			Her mother had already stated that she’d raised her kids and now it was her turn to live. Her father was...well, not very loving.

			Who did she have?

			Harper truly hated this moment of self-pity, but she would like just one person to confide in. Someone she trusted to give her sound advice on what she should do.

			Who knew when she came to Mirage over a month ago that she’d be in this situation? A baby, a proposal, a project of a lifetime. There was so much change, so much happening all at once, she didn’t know where to direct her focus.

			She flattened her hands on the desk, and the lighting caught the gold bracelet. At least she had that reminder of her sister. Little glimpses were warming, especially now when she needed to feel closer to Carmen.

			The chime from her phone had Harper pulling from her thoughts and redirecting her attention to the new email. She quickly opened the message from her father’s assistant.

			The new budget was a go, and he’d even allotted an additional quarter of a million dollars. Well, that was certainly generous and shocking, but she didn’t believe she’d go that far over.

			Still, having a beautiful piece of property to renovate with virtually no top budget was a designer’s dream come true. Carmen would have loved this.

			This project meant so much for so many different reasons. Harper’s giddiness rivaled that of a toddler on Christmas morning in a room full of unopened presents.

			Harper shot off a quick reply and attached some of the files with her design sketches for the lobby, sample suites and dining areas. She doubted Robert would ever look at them, but she figured she’d show him anyway. He hadn’t asked for an image yet.

			Did he even care about the end result? Did he care she was here? She understood that he was a businessman first and a traveler second. She wasn’t sure where father ranked in that list, but she hoped somewhere.

			Every part of her wanted him to show up soon so they could maybe have a nice dinner and discuss goals and the future. This pregnancy was going to be a new chapter in her life, and she wanted him to be part of it. Harper just wasn’t sure that he would want the same.

			She was well aware of what Ethan wanted, though.

			Marriage. A business marriage. How unromantic could a proposal get? Because she was pretty sure this one was up there on the sucky proposal chart.

			Still, she might just be falling for the charmer. She’d never admit such things. He didn’t want love, and she couldn’t exactly say what she felt toward him, but the emotion was more than like and more than just sexual.

			So where did that leave her? On the verge of saying “I do” to a man she knew very little about in the hopes that they could build some future together? Were futures really built on heated beach flings and accidental pregnancies?

			Harper sank down into the leather office chair and stared back at the marble samples. She couldn’t even choose a shade of rock—how in the hell was she going to make a final commitment for the rest of her life?

		
	
		
			Ten

			“What am I missing? There has to be a subtle blue undertone for the calming effect. But what if it’s too much?”

			Ethan crossed his arms over his chest and listened to Harper mutter to herself as she stood at the desk and stared down at samples. He couldn’t help but smile. She hadn’t even noticed him. When he’d been about to knock, he’d been struck by how stunning she was standing there.

			Oh, the punch of lust at the sight of her was nothing new, but the way she’d tipped her head and chewed on the tip of the pen was downright attractive. He admired a woman who got swept into her work. He’d already established that she was devoted, but seeing her so hands-on, so committed, was something he couldn’t dismiss.

			Then she’d started chatting to her work, and he didn’t want to cut in. Sometimes he was a total gentleman. But she was just so adorable that he was afraid he’d start laughing in a minute—which meant it was time to announce himself. If she looked up and saw him seemingly laughing at her, the conversation would not go well.

			“Am I interrupting?” he asked, tapping his knuckles on the door frame.

			Harper jerked her attention to him, then shook her head. “Just having a staff meeting.”

			Ethan laughed and stepped on into her makeshift office. She’d told him where it was, but this was the first time he’d actually made it down here. He’d had no reason to, really. Up until now, his days had been his, his nights had been hers, but they’d always been in his penthouse.

			He took a glance around the small space that wasn’t much bigger than a storage closet. Actually, this used to be a storage closet. Ethan recalled the many times he’d visit Mirage with his mother when he’d been younger and how he’d explored and learned every inch of it. She was so proud to show him the place that would one day be his. She’d done the same with Dane at Mirage in Montana.

			Which was why he and Dane were stopping at nothing to make all of this right. Their mother had had a plan for the things she loved most in the world—her sons and her resorts. And just because she was taken from this earth all too soon didn’t mean they shouldn’t see her vision through.

			Marble slats covered the old, narrow desk. She had a laptop open to a mock design of the lobby. Ethan whistled.

			“That looks amazing,” he stated, circling the desk to get a closer view. “This isn’t your sister’s design.”

			Harper came in beside him, her shoulder brushing against his. “How do you know?” she asked. “You never met Carmen.”

			“I don’t know,” he murmured, his eyes studying every last detail. “There’s something about the blues here that make it seem like you’re walking on water, but it’s so subtle and calming. But then you throw in a subtle punch of red with the flowers and that’s just so you.”

			“That’s what I wanted.”

			“The lighting is magnificent,” he went on. “You can’t see the fixtures, but they’re perfect. And that island of fresh flowers in all white...brilliant.”

			“The lobby is the first thing guests see when they check in,” she stated. “I mean, I know they look online for every available picture, but once they step inside after traveling to get here, I want them to just let all the stress and exhaustion fade away. I want to transform them to another world where everyday problems cease to exist.”

			Ethan turned his attention to her as she spoke. Her eyes never wavered from the screen as she explained her reasoning behind such extravagance.

			“You’ve managed to capture everything,” he told her.

			Harper blinked, turning her eyes to his. “Well, I don’t know about that. I’m sure there will be stumbling blocks, and issues will come to light that I’m not thinking of right now.”

			“That comes along with any business plan,” he replied. “The important thing is to know how to handle the hardships when they come along.”

			Harper pursed her lips. “I don’t plan on failing.”

			“I have no doubt you’ll make this a complete success.”

			She offered him a smile that did something unfamiliar to his...heart?

			No. That was absurd. His heart wasn’t involved in any of this. Well, part of his heart was very involved in all of this—the portion that belonged to his mother, to her memories and legacy and the future she’d promised him.

			“I think if I can get through losing my sister, I can get through a bump in the road of this project,” she told him.

			Ethan wanted her to remain focused on her reasons for doing this, because ultimately, this remodel would carry over into his ownership.

			“Tell me more about Carmen,” he commanded, easing his hip on the edge of her desk, meeting her eye level.

			Harper stared for a moment before she crossed her arms over her chest. He wondered if she did this as a coping mechanism to hold in the hurt. He’d had to break himself of just that after his mother had passed.

			“She was bright. Not only smart, but she just beamed everywhere she went. It was impossible to see her and not smile.”

			He could say the same exact thing about Harper, but he didn’t interrupt.

			“She had a big heart and an even bigger outgoing spirit.” Harper let out an adorable laugh. “She was always dragging me to parties or out to dinner with her friends. She’d do anything to get me out of the house.”

			Ethan reached for her hands and gripped them on his lap. “You didn’t get out much?”

			Harper shrugged, glancing down to their joined hands. “Let’s just say I didn’t have the confidence my sister did.”

			She smiled and glanced back up to him. “I was always overweight and shy in school. My sister was the popular cheerleader and homecoming queen. I was so proud to be her sister, but I never felt like I measured up.”

			“That’s absurd,” he replied before thinking. “What does size have to do with anything at all?”

			Harper tipped her head. “That’s so easy for a man to say. Being a plus-size girl in high school is not the funnest of times. Changing for gym class while trying to hide that roll over your pants or going shopping for prom dresses when your friends are grabbing their size twos and fours while I’m over there whispering for an eighteen.”

			Ethan listened but didn’t hear pain in her voice. He heard strength and bravery.

			“And what made you see yourself differently?” he asked, tugging her farther to stand between his legs.

			“I got out of school, where there was too much competition to be perfect,” she told him. “My mother started traveling around the world, and my sister and I grew even closer. I realized I have one life, and spending each day questioning what other people thought wasn’t the way I wanted to live.”

			Ethan released her hands and reached for her hips. “That’s a pretty smart revelation.”

			“Well, I kept telling myself that, but it took a while before I started to actually believe the words.” Harper rested her hands on his shoulders, the tips of her thumbs brushing along his neck. “My sister constantly urged me to get out more and more, so over the years I went when she asked. Coming here was strictly for work.”

			“You don’t usually travel alone?” he asked. “Get away and just take vacations to treat yourself?”

			“I never have. Carmen and I would go places, but this is the first time I’ve gone anywhere by myself. I was packing to come here and saw that skimpy red bikini.”

			Harper laughed again and sighed. “Carmen bought me that last summer, and I refused to wear it. I tried it on, and she kept telling me how good I looked and told me not to hide a killer body.”

			“I like your sister.”

			Harper smacked his shoulder. “You like boobs, so don’t act like it was the bikini.”

			“Why can’t I appreciate both?” he asked.

			“Anyway,” she went on, rolling her eyes. “Circling back to my sister. She’s the reason I’ve evolved so much, and she’s the reason I’m here. She started this company and asked me to join her, having more faith in me than I did in myself.”

			“Sounds like she had faith in you about everything.”

			Harper nodded, biting her lower lip as her chin quivered just a touch. “She did. I guess I just feel lost without her. It’s got me second-guessing my decisions here.”

			“She wouldn’t want that.”

			“No,” Harper agreed. “She wouldn’t.”

			“So why are you doing this to yourself?”

			With a shrug, she held his gaze. “Because I don’t have anyone to tell me otherwise.”

			Ethan released her hips and framed her face. “Then consider me that someone. You’re brilliant, you’re talented and you’re going to turn this resort into something magical.”

			Tears filled her eyes. “You sound so sure,” she murmured.

			Ethan was positive. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that she’d have Mirage on the bucket list of everyone from suburban housewives to A-list celebrities. Mirage of Sunset Cove would be the place everybody flocked to when they wanted to escape.

			And it would be all his.

			“I’m positive,” he insisted, easing forward just enough to slide his lips over hers.

			He couldn’t resist her, wasn’t even going to try. There was something here that pulled him closer and closer into her world. Not the baby and not the fact she was Robert’s daughter. There was a storm brewing inside him.

			And he was scared as hell.

			Ethan nipped at her bottom lip and smoothed his thumb over the dampness as he eased back.

			“Let me see what you’re torn between here,” he offered. “I know a thing or two about design.”

			Harper licked her lips, tempting him to clear this desk with one swoop and spread her out over it. But the businessman in him took over. He wanted to know about final decisions, and if he was careful, he might just be able to assist in achieving the end result he wanted.

			Blowing out a breath, Harper stepped back and gestured to the samples beside his hip.

			“I like them all,” she stated. “I can envision each one of those in the lobby, and none of them are wrong.”

			Ethan came to stand and turned his attention toward the marble slats. He studied each one and then glanced to her screen, where the design layout was still pulled up.

			“Which one do you think?” she asked after a bit.

			Ethan shoved his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “I want to know your first instinct.”

			“I told you I love them all,” she reiterated.

			“No. When you look at them, if you’re honest, you’re drawn to one.”

			He watched as she glanced over them, her eyes lingering on the slat with a subtler swirl pattern—the exact option he would’ve chosen.

			“This one was the first one I pulled when I initially asked for the samples,” she said, smoothing her hand over the flawless piece.

			“Don’t doubt yourself,” he told her. “You’ve got this. Not just the flooring, but the entire project. Do you think Carmen would’ve asked you to join her brainchild had she not had faith in your capabilities?”

			Harper smiled. “You’re scolding me like she used to.”

			“Well, maybe someone needs to move into her old spot,” he declared. “Speaking of, you never gave me an actual answer to the proposal.”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			Oh, she was such a tease. He loved every bit of her sass and knew they’d make a great team. He just needed her to officially say yes.

			“How could a marriage between us work?” she asked.

			“First of all, neither of us likes to fail or admit defeat, so we’re already a determined pair.”

			Ethan moved around her, adjusted the desk chair and placed his hands on her shoulders, easing her down.

			“What are you doing?” she asked as her butt hit the seat, her eyes wide as she stared up at him.

			“You seem tired,” he stated. “I didn’t want you passing out on me.”

			“I seem tired?” she repeated. “Maybe it’s because my nights are consumed with a man who has more stamina than a triple-crown racehorse.”

			Ethan let out a bark of laughter. “I don’t know that I’m that active, but I’ll take it as a compliment.”

			“You would,” she murmured. “Anyway, I’m not passing out. I’ve never passed out in my life.”

			“You’ve never been pregnant before, either.”

			She pursed her lips, apparently irritated that she had no comeback.

			“Good. Now, circling back around.” Ethan rested his hands on the arms of her chair, stared into those dark eyes and moved on. “The second reason we’d make this marriage work is because we both value family and would want the best for our baby.”

			“What if I want to marry for love?” she volleyed back.

			Ethan jerked back. “Have you ever been in love?”

			Harper seemed to roll the question through her head before she answered. “No.”

			“Can you think of a valid reason, other than love, not to marry me?”

			She stared at him and smoothed a hand over her abdomen. “Well, we’ve only known each other just over a month. I’m not sure how stable our future can be since you started our fling based on a bikini.”

			“A move I don’t regret, by the way.”

			She rolled her eyes as she went on. “I don’t know where we’d live or how I’d carry on Two Sisters Design if I had to move.”

			“I’d never ask you to give up your life or your dreams,” he told her. “Neither of us will have to give up anything. We can work together, we can live in your home or buy a new place. I’m flexible since I travel so much anyway, so our home can be anywhere that’s good for your business.”

			“I can’t believe I’m seriously considering this,” she muttered.

			“I can’t believe you’re taking so long to agree to what would be a perfect solution.”

			Harper moved farther away, which wasn’t far since the room was so small. She continued to stare at him, and he could only imagine the war she was waging with herself. There wasn’t a doubt in Ethan’s mind that she’d agree. He needed her to agree. He liked things neat and tidy when it came to business, and whether he liked it or not, Harper was part of this scheme. Never in his life did he drop an innocent into his plans, but fate had other ideas for both of them now.

			Trying to keep Harper safe from harm was impossible, but he planned on doing his best to protect her as much as he could. He wanted to be there for her once she found out the monster her father was. There was no way she could know already. Someone like Harper wouldn’t associate with the likes of Robert Anderson if she didn’t have to—her indignation on his behalf when he’d told her about his stepfather had made that clear.

			And since she hadn’t even connected with her biological father until she was in her early twenties, it was understandable that she didn’t know him well enough to see past his respectable veneer. Ethan hated to be the one to have to reveal what a bastard Robert was.

			It was best she found out now, though. Robert didn’t deserve Harper, and he sure as hell didn’t deserve a relationship with his grandchild.

			“All right,” Harper finally said. “I’ll marry you.”

			Ethan released a sigh of relief. Everything was falling into place, and he was one more step closer to obtaining everything he wanted...and more.

		
	
		
			Eleven

			Harper’s belly continued to roll, and she wasn’t sure if it was morning sickness that had moved into the evening hours or if she was still reeling from agreeing to Ethan’s marriage proposal yesterday.

			Either way, she was out of her element with both new chapters in her life.

			And her father was due here soon. Would he even take interest in the fact he was going to be a grandfather or have a son-in-law? He’d barely grasped the whole fatherhood role, so she highly doubted he’d be very interested in donning the other two hats.

			Harper eased into the bright blue floor-length gown and wondered how much longer until her waistline expanded. She never thought she’d be excited about getting larger, but she was. She wanted to see that round belly, wanted to embrace the magical gift that only a woman could experience.

			The shimmering material caught the light as she turned side to side in the mirror. This dress was going to make Ethan’s eyes bug out of his head. Another magical spell women possessed. Men thought they were so tough, so strong, but in reality, a woman could render them speechless with such simple things...like a killer dress. Or a red bikini.

			Tonight Mirage was hosting a mock casino night, and she wanted to go mingle with the guests, maybe even get a feel for what some of them thought about the resort. You could learn quite a bit just from small talk with people, and if she simply acted like any other guest, she might just discover the likes and dislikes the others felt toward Mirage.

			While her plan for renovations was pretty well set, she could adjust if necessary...especially with that generous added budget.

			She’d spent last night in his penthouse...their first night since agreeing to stay together. They were starting this new life since she’d agreed to marry him.

			The words still felt so foreign running through her mind. But she didn’t regret telling Ethan yes. Marriages were built on much less than what they had, as he’d pointed out.

			Harper grabbed her small gold clutch from the dresser and slid her room key and red lip gloss inside. With a snap of the closure, she tucked the accessory beneath her arm and headed for the door.

			The second she opened it, Harper let out a squeal and jumped back.

			“Sorry.” Ethan stood there, fist raised and ready to knock. “Perfect timing.”

			Harper put a hand to her chest and pulled in a shaky breath. “Perfect timing for a heart attack?”

			Ethan’s eyes raked over her from head to toe and back up again. Harper’s heart beat fast for a totally new reason now. He stood before her in an all-black tux, looking both classy and dangerous. That messy hair had been calmed, but the stubble along his jaw lingered, as if he needed just that bit of scruff to remain true to himself.

			“Have I told you today how sexy you are?” he murmured, taking a step forward and backing her into her suite.

			“You don’t say the words, no,” she replied, suddenly feeling like prey...and she had to admit she didn’t mind. “But I get the gist by how you look at me. And touch me.”

			Ethan took another step until he came within inches of her. His hands rested on her hips, and he tugged her pelvis to line up with his. The dress was clearly a hit.

			“Let me rectify that,” he growled. “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever met. You’re the sexiest fiancée I’ve ever had.”

			Harper laughed and flattened her hands against his chest. “Have there been other fiancées?”

			Ethan eased closer, grazing his lips ever so softly against hers. “You’re the only one.”

			Oh, how she wished he truly meant those words. Was she naive and foolish to want more from him than a businesslike marriage?

			“It still doesn’t feel like a real engagement,” she murmured. “I’ve never been engaged, though, so I’m not sure what it’s supposed to feel like.”

			Ethan released her and smiled. “Something else I plan on fixing.”

			Confused, Harper stared at him as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. Breath caught in her throat and her gaze went from the box to his cocky smile.

			“I hope you like it.” He slowly lifted the lid to reveal a bright emerald-cut ruby nestled in a simple gold band. “It’s not a traditional diamond, but we don’t exactly have a traditional relationship...if there is such a thing.”

			Harper couldn’t believe the stunning ring he presented to her. Never in her life had she expected him to get an engagement ring. The thought hadn’t crossed her mind.

			“If you don’t like it, we can get something else,” he added. “This was my mother’s ring. I just figured since family was important to both of us—”

			“It’s perfect, but how did you get it here so fast? I assume you don’t travel with your mother’s jewelry.”

			Ethan smiled and shook his head. “I pay my assistant extremely well to go above and beyond.”

			She reached for the ring, but he pulled back and took it out. Ethan grabbed her hand and slid the ring on her finger. Harper felt the familiar sting of tears, and she didn’t even try to hold them back.

			“Are you sure you want to waste this on me?” she asked, admiring the ring and thankful it fit. “I mean, shouldn’t you save this for someone... I don’t know. Special?”

			Ethan squeezed her hand. “You’re the mother of my child. I’d say that makes you pretty damn special.”

			A tear slipped out, followed by another. Ethan swiped the pads of his thumbs across her cheeks and eased forward. Harper gripped his wrists as he framed her face and slid his lips over hers.

			Ethan eased her backward, farther into the suite, all the while slowly making love to her mouth.

			Harper’s body tingled with anticipation. The silky lining of the gown caressed her bare skin like a lover’s caress.

			They weren’t going to make it to the party downstairs...not while they were busy having their own private celebration.

			Harper’s dress hit the floor in seconds with a flitter of hands and lips working their way over her body. She stepped out of the puddled material as Ethan continued to walk her backward, leading her toward the bedroom.

			But then he turned her in the hall and pressed her back against the wall. Harper wasn’t about to have another repeat of the other night in the kitchen when she was bare and he remained clothed. She wanted him, all of him, and she wanted him now.

			While his mouth continued trailing up her neck and back to her lips, Harper reached between them and slid his jacket off his broad shoulders. Then she went to work on each little button of his tuxedo shirt until she rid him of that garment, too.

			Finally, she eased her fingertips over each taut muscle of his pecs and abs. Ethan growled and reached around to cup her backside as her hands ventured to the top of his pants. She hurriedly unfastened, unzipped and seesawed his pants down his hips.

			Ethan took a step back, releasing her as he toed off his shoes and stepped from his pants and boxer briefs. Then he was on her again, gripping her waist and lifting her to meet him.

			Instinctively, Harper wrapped her legs around him and was even more turned on by his strength, his hunger and his clear need to have her before they even reached the bedroom.

			“Harper,” he murmured in her ear as he joined their bodies.

			She clung to his shoulders, dropping her head back against the wall. One of his hands rested beside her head while the other held on to her backside. His hips jerked, making Harper cry out. Every single time with Ethan was magnificent and unlike anything she’d ever experienced.

			He whispered things to her, nothing she could make out, not when her entire mind and body were absorbing all of the tantalizing emotions.

			The swirl of her climax spiraled through her, hitting her fast and hard. Harper bit down on her lip and shut her eyes, wanting to hold every single moment of this bliss inside her without allowing any to escape.

			“Harper.”

			The demand had her jerking her attention to Ethan, whose face was a breath from hers. His body had stilled as hers ceased trembling. She’d shut her eyes, her lashes fanning over her cheeks.

			“Look at me,” he demanded.

			Harper stared into those captivating eyes. Only the light from the main living area filtered down the hallway, leaving half of his face in the dark.

			The intensity of his gaze had her wondering what his thoughts were. Was he feeling more for her than lust and camaraderie? Was he ready to take this beyond sex and a business-type marriage?

			The flash of vulnerability and emotions vanished from his expression just as quickly as she’d seen them. Ethan started moving once again, but he kept his attention all on her.

			Harper threaded her fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck and jerked him in for a kiss. She wanted every part of him he was willing to give...and more.

			Ethan opened for her, inviting her lips, just as his body jerked and his hand on her tightened. She swallowed his cry of pleasure and gave a slight tug on his hair.

			When he lifted his head, Harper watched as the wave of passion swept over his face. There was something so intimate, so bonding about holding the stare of someone during their most vulnerable moment.

			Gradually, Ethan’s grip on her lessened as he leaned forward and dropped his head onto her shoulder. The warm breath that hit her bare skin had her shivering and trailing her fingertips up and down his back.

			If they could stay like this, maybe she could believe just for a moment that he cared for her the way she desired, the way she’d dreamed of someone loving her. Could he ever? Would he eventually want a deeper connection? She thought she’d seen a glimpse of something in his eyes earlier...but maybe it had just been wishful thinking.

			Slowly, Ethan released her. Harper straightened out her legs and dropped them to the floor. Her muscles protested, and she held on to his biceps.

			“Not too steady?” he asked.

			Harper shook her head. “Give me a second.”

			Ethan scooped her up in his arms. “I’ve got you.”

			Harper wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her head on his shoulder. No matter how independent, how strong-willed any woman was, when a man pulled the ultimate romantic move, it was time to settle in and enjoy the ride.

			She only hoped this would last longer and grow to mean more, because she couldn’t have a one-sided relationship. She deserved more.

		
	
		
			Twelve

			“You look good wearing that ring.”

			Ethan crossed his arms behind his head and admired Harper as she walked bare, save for the ruby ring and the gold bracelet she always wore, into the adjoining bath.

			“Do you think we missed the entire party?” she asked, grabbing a short red robe from the back of the door.

			That woman made the color red look damn good.

			Ethan laughed. “I’m pretty sure the party wound down a couple hours ago.”

			Harper pursed her lips as she knotted the tie at her waist. “Hmm... I was looking forward to the casino night. It sounded fun.”

			“There will be other fun theme nights,” he assured her. “I believe next week there will be a Mardi Gras party in the courtyard.”

			She adjusted the V on her robe and sighed. “I suppose I could order a mask to match my dress. It’s a shame to let it go to waste.”

			“Oh, it wasn’t wasted,” he affirmed. “I thoroughly enjoyed you in it.”

			With hands propped on her hips and head tipped to the side, Harper offered him a wide grin that hit him straight in the heart.

			But his heart couldn’t get involved. He hadn’t allowed his heart to get involved with anyone since he was a teenager. Whatever he was feeling had to do with the anticipation and anxiety surrounding the baby, the engagement and the reunion with Robert.

			But there was a moment in the hallway, a sliver of a second when he’d nearly let his guard down. He couldn’t risk letting Harper in completely. Not until this entire mess was sorted out and all the lies dealt with. She deserved better, and he would make damn sure she got it.

			He only prayed she didn’t want to completely leave him after this was all out in the open. Would she listen to his side? Would she understand why he’d gone to such great lengths for revenge and why he’d kept the truth from her once he realized who she was?

			“Tell me about your mother.”

			Harper’s demand pulled him straight from his thoughts. “What brought that up?”

			With a shrug, she crossed to the side of the bed he lay on and eased down next to his hip. Ethan shifted and settled his hand on her lap.

			“You mentioned her passing, and you’re protective of me, of this baby. I just figure she must have been an amazing woman to raise such a caring son.”

			Ethan wasn’t sure how to put into words how amazing his mother had been. There wasn’t a day that went by that he didn’t miss her or wish he had her back.

			“She was a single mother who raised my brother, Dane, and me the best she could,” he started. “She inherited a good chunk of money from her father, and she invested it into opening two businesses. Her ultimate goal was to pass those down, one for Dane and one for me.”

			“Sounds like a smart woman.” Harper rested her hand over his. “So how did you end up with the nightclubs? That wasn’t her business, was it?”

			Looking back, his life was a complicated mess, and he couldn’t divulge the entire truth right now. Guilt pumped through him. He wanted to tell her, though. He wanted Harper to know the man Robert was.

			Ethan was still trying to wrap his mind around the fact Harper was involved at all—even if it was by default. He didn’t like it, he wanted to somehow remove her from the equation, but that was impossible.

			Robert would be here soon. He had to tell her.

			It was still such a mind-boggling fact that Robert could produce anything good, yet here Harper was—the best thing that had happened to him in a long, long time.

			“Ethan?” Harper patted his arm, pulling his thoughts back to the sexy woman at his side. “Are you going to tell me about your mysterious past?”

			Which part did he start with? There were so many layers to him, so much he hadn’t divulged to anyone. But he was coming to realize that Harper was special. He hadn’t lied when he’d told her as much. Something churned deep inside him. He couldn’t put a label on the emotion and was terrified to even try.

			“Like I told you before, after my mother passed, my stepfather stole our inheritance, and the businesses were transferred to his name by some slick, underhanded attorney. Dane and I had no idea until after all the legal paperwork had been signed.”

			“I still can’t believe anyone would do that,” she replied. “Especially to grieving kids.”

			If she only knew...

			Damn it. He absolutely hated every bit of this. She was a victim, just as much as he had been. Harper was too innocent, too sweet to be wrapped up in this mess, and she had no clue the explosion that was on the verge of blowing up in her face.

			Ethan didn’t know how, but he’d do everything in his power to block the pain from reaching her.

			“We were seniors in high school, so we were almost graduated,” he went on. “We both ended up enlisting in the army. Something shifted with us when Mom died. I take the blame for that.”

			Harper turned and lifted her knee up onto the bed as she leaned toward him. “You can’t take all the blame. Every failed relationship is two-sided.”

			“We didn’t exactly fail,” he amended. “But I closed in on myself. I didn’t know how to handle all that grief, so I turned to liquor and sex as an easy escape. It hurt to look at my brother, because I didn’t want to see that mirror image of pain.”

			Harper flatted her hand over his chest, the warmth of her tender touch giving him the courage to continue. Even nearly twenty years later, the ache of losing his mother and the tragic failure of his relationship with his brother all those years was almost unbearable.

			“We drifted apart and I let it happen,” he continued, swallowing the lump of emotion in his throat. “But as time passed, we agreed on one thing. We wanted to take down the bastard who stole everything from us when we were most vulnerable. It took time, it took patience, but we knew once we were powerful and wealthy enough, nothing would stand in our way.”

			“Good for you guys,” Harper cheered. “He deserves to pay. But how did you come to be a nightclub owner?”

			He let the conversation shift, but soon she would discover the truth...and it had to be him that revealed it to her. If she found out any other way, she’d hate him, and he couldn’t stand the thought of Harper looking at him with anything other than infatuation and desire in her eyes.

			“After the service, I was still lost. I had no clue what I was going to do with my life. I had little money, just what I’d saved from the army.”

			Harper’s fingertips scrolled an invisible pattern over his chest, but her eyes remained locked on his. Did she even know she was silently reassuring him to go on? Did she have a clue that she was the balm he needed to rehash all of this?

			“I was in San Diego and ended up at a bar.” Ethan slid his hand over the tie on her robe. “I’d been there before when I’d been home on leave. I’ve always loved that city. The bartender recognized me, we got to talking, sharing our veteran stories, and the next thing I knew, he was making me a partner in business. He had that bar and was looking to open another in LA and in Boston.”

			“That’s rather lucky,” she told him with a grin. “And you’re trying to distract me.”

			She glanced down to her waist, where her robe had come apart. Ethan smiled as he slid the material even farther from her lush body.

			“Did you ever think that you’re the one who distracts me?” he retorted. “You have some power over me that I can’t explain.”

			That was the truest thing he’d ever told her.

			Ethan’s hands grazed her belly, and the reality of a baby—his baby—being right there reminded him exactly what was at stake. Everything. His future was riding on Robert, on Harper, on himself.

			“So are we done with story time?” she asked, easing up to straddle his lap.

			“I’d say we’ve talked enough.”

			Because he still wasn’t ready to tell her the last piece of the puzzle. Tomorrow. He would tell her tomorrow. He wanted one more night in this fantasy land where everything was all right and there was no outside force that could potentially ruin the way she looked at him.

			Because something was happening between them that had nothing to do with the baby and nothing to do with sex. Now Ethan just needed to figure out what the hell to do with that knowledge and how he should deal with these raw feelings that could ultimately destroy this good thing.

			 

			Ethan slid the crucial documents back into the safe in the walk-in closet of his penthouse suite. He’d spent last night in Harper’s bed, but today she was moving all of her things into his space.

			Before that happened, he wanted to make sure everything was tucked away, out of her line of sight.

			Ethan had several statements he planned on using for blackmail against Robert should Robert not give up the property willingly. There were papers regarding tax fraud and money laundering—just a sampling of charges Ethan would threaten.

			He sincerely hoped Robert would just man up and do the right thing, but as that was highly unlikely, Ethan had a foolproof backup plan. He wouldn’t have come here and wouldn’t have collaborated with Dane if he wasn’t one hundred percent certain they were ready to take down Robert.

			Once the resort was rightfully signed over to Ethan, he had every intention of turning Robert in to the authorities. There were two other copies of all of these documents. Dane had a set and so did Ethan’s attorney.

			Robert should be arriving in the next few days. Ethan wanted everything put away and not a trace of the damning evidence for Harper to see. Not until he had a chance to tell her everything.

			Which would be today. He’d already told her he wanted to meet her around lunchtime to discuss something important. He hated having to be the one to tell her that her father was a manipulating bastard, but if he didn’t, she’d find out soon enough and likely the hard way...like when Robert duped her for his own selfish reasons.

			The thought of Robert stealing anything from Harper was an added layer of motivation for Ethan to take full control over all of this and get ahead of the game.

			Ethan punched in the code on the safe and stepped from the closet into his bedroom. He glanced at the time on his phone and blew out a sigh. He had about an hour to kill before meeting up with Harper.

			There was nothing with his clubs or potential investment property in France that he could focus on right now. Nerves were getting the best of him, and he needed somewhere to channel all this restless energy.

			He pulled up Dane’s messages and shot off a text telling his brother that he was about to tell Harper the truth. He wasn’t sure what sort of reply he was expecting from Dane, but Ethan wanted him to know what was going on. And he wished like hell his brother was here, but they would get together and celebrate once the deal was all done.

			Once all of this was behind them, once the resorts were fully theirs and Robert was out of their lives for good, Ethan vowed to spend more time with his brother. If that meant flying to cold-as-a-polar-bear’s-butt Montana, then so be it. He and Dane were both entering new chapters, important chapters, in their lives, and Ethan wanted them to grow together again. He wanted his child to know Dane. What better way to bridge their past and future relationships than with a fresh start and new life?

			His cell vibrated in his hand, but when he glanced down, the screen showed a message from Harper.

			Meet me in the lobby. I have a surprise.

			A surprise? Well, if it was in the lobby then their clothes wouldn’t be coming off. But what could she have for him? When did she have time to plan anything?

			Something warmed inside him. He didn’t know the last time anyone surprised him with anything. Certainly no woman. Harper was special, she was...

			In the dark.

			Ethan ignored the fear that crept up and threatened to strangle him. It was time to face her, and once she presented him with whatever surprise she had, he’d have to get her somewhere private and tell her the truth.

			There was no more time.

			Ethan made his way to his elevator, rehearsing in his head exactly how he’d break this news to her. Her reaction would likely be instant anger, but he needed to make her see his side of things. He needed to make her understand he’d truly had no clue who she was when he first approached her. But he should’ve, damn it. His investigators should’ve had Harper’s name, age, address, hell, her favorite breakfast cereal in their research. But they’d given him nothing but the fact Robert had a daughter he rarely had dealings with.

			A daughter Ethan was now engaged to and expecting a baby with.

			Would she listen to him? Would she see the parallel between herself and his own mother and understand that he never wanted her to be hurt?

			The elevator doors slid open, and Ethan was greeted by a bustling lobby. As he stepped out, he took in the well-dressed people he assumed belonged to a wedding party. The girls all wore pale pink dresses, and the men wore black pants and white button-down shirts. Ethan scanned a bit more until he spotted the beaming bride and groom near the fountain in the middle of the open lobby. The laughter and chatter were almost deafening to his ears.

			His gaze traveled through the crowd as he made his way across the open lobby. The breeze from the ocean wafted in, but while the scent was typically a comforting one, given his love of the water and the beach, even that couldn’t calm his nerves today.

			Ethan circled the fountain, and there she was. Harper had on a beautiful white sundress that grazed the floor; her hair was down and all wild and curly. The juxtaposition of calm and chaos had his heart beating wildly.

			This wasn’t the first time she’d stolen his breath, but this might be the first time he couldn’t ignore that niggle of something more stirring inside him. As much as he wanted to deny it, he was falling for her. How the hell had he let this happen?

			She was talking to a man whose back was to Ethan, so he made his way over. Harper laughed at something, but then glanced over the man’s shoulder and waved at Ethan.

			The man turned around, and in that moment, Ethan’s world came to a crashing halt as Robert Anderson met his gaze.

			Every noise, every person, every single thing happening around him ceased to exist.

			Ethan’s past and his future had just collided in front of his face like a ticking bomb, and there was nothing he could do to dodge the explosion.

			He was out of time.

		
	
		
			Thirteen

			Ethan clenched his fists at his sides as Robert Anderson had the audacity to not only hold his stare with all the confidence in the world, but to smile like the underhanded, devious bastard he was.

			What an arrogant jerk.

			“Ethan, come here. I want you to meet someone.”

			Harper extended her hand, inviting him over, but Ethan couldn’t take his eyes off the devil himself. Robert’s evil grin never faltered. It was like the man didn’t have a care in the world, and he didn’t seem one bit surprised to see his stepson.

			“Ethan, this is my dad, Robert,” Harper introduced them, oblivious to the tension. “Robert, this is Ethan. My fiancé.”

			Robert’s bushy brows rose up. “Fiancé? Well, let me shake your hand.”

			Oh, hell no. Ethan shifted out of reach and wrapped a protective arm around Harper’s waist. He wasn’t about to touch that bastard and play nice.

			“I had no idea Harper was dating,” Robert stated, dropping his hand.

			Clearly stepdaddy was going to pretend like he didn’t know Ethan. Fine by him...for now. Harper still deserved the truth, but since they were standing in a lobby full of people—including a wedding party snapping candid photos—this was neither the time nor the place.

			“We’ve been seeing each other for a while,” Ethan stated, daring Robert to say something crude toward Harper.

			Ethan might have lied by omission to her, but there was no way he’d let anyone treat her with anything less than respect.

			Damn it. He should’ve told her the truth before now. He had no clue how everything had spiraled out of control, but now that it had, there was no option for him other than to face the fallout.

			He didn’t deserve her forgiveness, but he would be asking for it later anyway. He’d never begged for a damn thing in his life, but Harper was the exception to all of his usual rules.

			“Robert owns Mirage,” Harper said, her voice full of pride. “That’s why this renovation project has been so important to me.”

			“He owns the resort?” Ethan questioned, feigning surprise. He wasn’t sure how else to act and being blindsided didn’t give him time to plan. “Well, that must be quite time-consuming.” He finally turned to focus on Robert. “It’s funny, though. I’ve been here over a month and this is the first I’ve seen you.”

			Robert’s eyes narrowed slightly, just like Ethan recalled him doing when he’d gotten angry years ago. Like when Dane and Ethan had played harmless pranks that Robert never found humor in.

			Apparently Robert wasn’t amused now, either.

			“I’m lucky that I’m free to come and go as I please,” Robert finally replied.

			Your luck is about to run out.

			“I didn’t know you would be here so soon,” Harper told Robert. “I mean, I knew you were coming, but I thought you still had another few days with work.”

			Yeah, so did I.

			Robert shrugged a shoulder. “Some things can wait. I wanted to see my daughter.”

			Ugh. The man dripped with a sliminess that Ethan didn’t want near Harper or their child.

			Robert hadn’t aged well, which elated Ethan. The sixtysomething man had gotten pudgy around the middle, weathered in his face, with dark circles beneath his eyes. Apparently lying and deceiving people for a living didn’t do good things for one’s health. Shame that.

			“Do you want to plan on dinner this evening?” Harper asked. “We have so much to catch up on, and I want you and Ethan to get to know each other.”

			Ethan literally had to bite back an instant refusal. A patient man was a smart man. That’s how he’d come so far in his line of work. He’d waited for the right opportunities for everything and let the payoff be his reward.

			He would wait and see what Robert said, because there was nowhere Harper would go in this resort that Ethan wouldn’t be right by her side now. No way would he let Robert be alone with her. There was no telling what lies the man would tell her.

			“Dinner sounds fabulous.” Robert’s eyes drifted to Ethan. “You’ll join us.”

			Ethan sneered. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

			Harper let out a little squeal of excitement. “This is great. I’ll show you around and you can get a better idea of my plans in person. The crew will start next week, so you’re just in time. How long will you be here?”

			Robert glanced between the two and quirked his lips. “Not sure yet. I’m open to sticking around awhile.”

			Not if Ethan had any say about it. Robert had better get his jet and pilot ready, because Ethan had every intention of getting this jerk out of here sooner rather than later.

			If Robert wasn’t ready to expose the fact they knew each other quite well, that might work to Ethan’s benefit. He needed to talk to Harper without another opinion weighing in. His time had run out.

			Every step from here on out would have to be more calculated than anything he’d ever done. Harper and this baby were his top priority, but he still had to get this resort.

			Anything less than all of that was failure. And Ethan never failed.

			 

			“You were a little rude,” Harper murmured as they stepped on to the elevator that would take them up to Ethan’s penthouse. “I thought you’d be more excited about meeting my father.”

			Hadn’t they discussed the importance of family? Surely he knew that she really wanted her family life to grow. She needed that comfort and stability in her life now more than ever.

			“Was I?” Ethan questioned, lacing his hand in hers. “I wasn’t trying to be. Maybe I was just caught off guard. I knew you were anxious for this project, but I didn’t know your father was the owner.”

			The doors slid open to his penthouse...well, their penthouse, since her things were being moved in later today.

			“I didn’t want you to think I had this project simply because he took pity on me.”

			Ethan gripped her arm and pulled her to face him. Framing her face with his strong hands, he looked her directly in the eyes. A woman could so get lost in that dark gaze.

			“I never would have thought that. Never,” he repeated. “I’ve seen your samples. I’ve heard the passion in your voice when you discuss each detail. Maybe you had an advantage because he knew you, but if you weren’t any good, you wouldn’t be here. Robert wouldn’t offer a pity job.”

			Harper rested her hands on his wrists at either side of her face. “You sound like you know him.”

			Ethan stared for a second before he shrugged. “I know people like him. I’m a businessman myself. We don’t hire out mega jobs just to make someone feel good.”

			“I didn’t want you to think—”

			Ethan’s lips covered hers for the briefest of moments before he eased back. “Stop. I think you’re amazing. Your work ethic, your ideas, everything. Be proud of what you’re doing. Confidence will get you everywhere.”

			That sounded like something Carmen would say. Maybe Ethan coming into her life had happened for a reason. Maybe he was exactly what she needed, exactly when she needed it.

			Maybe she was falling too hard for him when she wasn’t completely sure if he could ever feel the same.

			“I assume you didn’t tell your dad about the baby.”

			Harper shook her head. “I thought I would wait. There was a lobby full of people, and it just didn’t seem like the right time. I will at dinner.”

			She didn’t know if her father would even care. She wanted him to take part in her child’s life, especially considering he’d missed out on the first two decades of hers. But would he even want to? That was the question and one she feared the answer to.

			“What’s on your mind?” Ethan asked. “You have those worry lines between your brows.”

			“How do you know I’m worried? Those are just wrinkles.”

			Ethan kissed her forehead. “I know because they were there when you were looking at those marble samples and muttering to them.”

			Harper couldn’t hold back her smile. “You think you know me so well.”

			His hands eased to her shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze. “I do know you. So, what are you worried about?”

			“I just want him to be part of this baby’s life,” she admitted. “I didn’t know who Robert was until I was twenty. I’d never met him. My mother was, and still is, quite the free spirit. She’d always told me my father wasn’t interested in being a dad, so I let it drop. But then I just wanted to know. I wanted to give him the chance to see me for himself. So, Mom told me his name, and I looked him up. He didn’t seem too thrilled to have a child when I met him, but we’ve been talking and getting together a few times a year ever since. I just wish...”

			“You want a relationship.”

			Harper nodded. “I’m probably being foolish, I know. What grown woman begs a man for attention? I guess all the time we lost can’t be made up, and I can’t make him want to be a parent—much less a grandparent. Some people just aren’t cut out for that job.”

			Ethan pulled her into his arms and wrapped her in his warmth, his strength. Harper rested her head against his chest, seeking his comfort, wanting so much more.

			There was such a fine line between being hopeful and being realistic. She teetered on the brink of falling over into foolishness.

			If Carmen were here, she’d be giving the best advice. Harper would give anything for one more conversation with her sister.

			“I don’t have the answers,” he murmured against her ear. “But know that I’m here. This baby will know both parents love her.”

			Harper eased back, smirking, her brows raised. “Her?”

			Ethan’s mouth quirked into a grin. “I have a feeling the baby is a girl. I see her with your smile, your eyes. She’s the most beautiful child.”

			Harper’s heart swelled at hearing him talk about their child. He’d thought about the baby—he’d thought so much that he’d pictured her.

			Stifling a yawn, Harper laid her head on his chest. Ethan’s hands roamed up and down her back as he kissed her head.

			“Go lie down,” he urged. “I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed. That way you’ll be refreshed for our dinner.”

			Harper smiled into his chest. “I don’t know the last time I took a nap.”

			“Then I’d say you’re long overdue.” Ethan cupped her shoulders and pulled back. “Rest for as long as you want. You’ve got to stay healthy for our baby.”

			The baby. Yes. Maybe he only cared for her because of the baby. After all, that’s the reason he proposed, right?

			He placed another kiss on her forehead. “I have a few business things to tend to, but I’ll make sure you’re up in time to get ready for dinner.”

			Harper nodded. She was too tired to argue. These long nights were catching up to her, not to mention working during the day and the fatigue from pregnancy. Everything she’d read said that the first trimester was rough with nausea and the need to sleep all the time. Too bad she didn’t have that luxury. Which was why she should take advantage of the opportunity to nap while she could.

			“Wake me if you need me before,” she told him.

			“Don’t worry about anything but getting some sleep.”

			As Ethan stepped back into the elevator and left her alone, part of her wondered if she should be completely open and honest with him. Should she tell him she was falling for him? If they were going to enter into marriage, she figured honesty was the best option.

			After dinner, she vowed on another yawn as she crawled into Ethan’s king-size canopy bed. Tonight would be one to remember with the two men in her life. She just wished she knew where she stood long term with both of them.

		
	
		
			Fourteen

			Ethan pounded on the wood door, clenching his other fist at his side.

			A snick of the lock came a second before the door swung open to reveal a spacious ocean-view suite.

			“Well, that took longer than I thought,” Robert reprimanded. “I’m disappointed.”

			Ethan shoved his way into the suite. “I don’t give a damn what you are. You’re not staying here.”

			Robert closed the door and turned to face Ethan. He’d changed into some tacky tropical shirt and a pair of khaki pants. Just the sight of him made Ethan sick to his stomach, and it took every bit of his willpower not to punch that smug look off his face.

			Spreading his arms out wide, Robert raised his brows. “Looks like I am.”

			Ethan had waited years for this moment. Years to make this bastard pay for everything he’d done—for destroying a legacy built by a single mother, for robbing two boys of their future.

			But the dynamics had completely changed, and now so much more was at stake. Once again, Ethan’s future and everything he’d come to care for were on the line.

			“You’re going to sign Mirage back to me.” Ethan widened his stance, matched Robert’s gaze and held his hands at his sides. “My attorney has the paperwork all drawn up. I have copies in my safe in my suite. I’ll email a copy to whichever assistant of yours you want. But we’re getting this deal done now. Today.”

			Silence settled heavy between them, but Robert made no move; he barely blinked. Ethan had no idea what reaction he’d expected. Perhaps mocking, arrogant laughter, but that’s not the response he got. Robert continued to stare, and Ethan didn’t know if the man was stunned speechless or weighing his attack.

			Either way, Ethan was more than ready to tackle this beast.

			“Is that why you’re hanging all over my daughter?” Robert finally asked.

			Ethan ground his teeth. “Don’t act like you give a damn about her or anyone else. You care about yourself and your bank accounts, and that’s it.”

			Ethan hoped to keep Harper out of this conversation as much as possible. Before Harper ever entered his life, Ethan had had one goal in mind. He hadn’t lost sight of that—if anything he was more determined than ever to stake his claim and secure his mother’s legacy so he could hand it down to his own child one day.

			And Harper? She deserved to be rid of this piece of trash. She might not like that at first, because she had no clue who she was dealing with, but Ethan would protect her...at all costs.

			“Why the interest in Harper?” Robert asked, quirking one silver brow. “Were you just passing the time? Waiting on me to arrive? If you’re lying to her, deceiving her, that’s no better than what you accuse me of.”

			Robert was trying to goad Ethan, but he wasn’t having it. Guilt already laid a heavy blanket over him, and he was trying to make the right decisions from here on out. There were factors that were simply out of his control, much as he hated to admit it.

			Now more than ever, he had people relying on him to make sure the right thing happened. This situation wasn’t about him or Dane or even their mother right now. Harper and the baby were his future...his life.

			Damn it. He couldn’t lose her. He just...

			He couldn’t.

			“You don’t honestly think I’ll just give you this property, do you?” Robert mocked with a sharp bark of laughter. “You’re still a foolish kid. I did you and your brother a favor by taking these off your hands. What would kids have known about running a high-profile business like this?”

			Ethan took a step forward, clenching his fists at his sides. “Our mother raised us in these resorts, and we knew every in and out of her work. We also would’ve trusted the managers she hired to work with us as we grew into our roles. But that’s all in the past. Right here and now, I’m telling you that your time here is over. You’re not keeping this place.”

			Robert studied him for a moment. “Is this because Dane has Mirage in Montana? Is that what this is about? You’re jealous. You two were always in competition with each other.”

			Now it was Ethan’s turn to laugh. “Now who’s foolish? Dane and I have planned this for years. We’re not in competition. We work together as a team, something you would never understand. We were never going to sit back and let you keep what belonged to us.”

			Robert’s cheeks turned red as he puffed his chest with a big, deep breath. Every part of Ethan wanted to laugh at his stepfather trying to appear intimidating. That affect had come and gone years ago. Ethan couldn’t wait to squash him and kick the bastard out of his life forever.

			He only wished Dane were here to see all of this.

			“And you think it’s as easy as you just telling me what you want?” he retorted.

			Before Ethan could reply, Robert circled him and went to the minibar to pour a drink.

			“I’d offer you one, but you’re not staying,” Robert stated, tossing back the tumbler. “And as far as those documents, shove them up your—”

			“Don’t be so clichéd with your insults.” Ethan shoved his hands in his pockets and glared across the room. “You’ve been laundering money and evading a good portion of your taxes for years. Well over a decade, actually.”

			Robert’s eyes narrowed, but he remained silent...the one smart thing he’d done.

			“I have proof, and with one word from me, I can have half a dozen law enforcement officials on you within minutes.”

			“You’re bluffing,” Robert accused. “You wouldn’t do that to Harper.”

			No, he wouldn’t purposely hurt Harper, but he wouldn’t stop the inevitable, either. Everything that spiraled out of control now had been set in motion by Robert years ago.

			Ethan took a step closer, then another, until the only thing between them was that narrow bar. “Is that a risk you’re willing to take?”

			The muscles in Robert’s jaw clenched as his grip around his empty tumbler tightened and his knuckles turned white. Ethan waited for him to toss the glass across the room, but the raging fit never came.

			“Does Harper know you’re blackmailing her father?”

			“Harper doesn’t know, because I haven’t let her in on what a bastard you truly are...yet,” Ethan tossed back. “But if you want to show all your hands, go see whose side she takes.”

			This part actually was a bluff—Ethan had no idea if she’d take his side. She likely would hate them both. He couldn’t fault her for hating him, but even if she never wanted to see him again, he’d use every trick in his arsenal to make sure Robert didn’t stay in her life, either. She deserved better than his poison.

			“Oh, you think she’s going to cling to your side when you reveal that I’m some big, bad monster?” Robert tossed back. “Sex doesn’t mean a damn thing. That girl thrives on family. She doesn’t care about money, which is why she won’t make it far in her career. But that means she’ll choose me over you any day.”

			Oh, she’d make it far, because she had common sense and a heart for serving others. She’d make it because she was headstrong and resilient.

			And she’d choose him because he was giving her a new family.

			It was on the tip of his tongue to mention the baby, but Ethan wasn’t going to reveal that bit of news. He had to keep his family protected.

			The reality of the situation hit him hard. Dane wasn’t the only one Ethan was fighting for. Harper and their child were every bit his family now...and he cared for them.

			He cared for Harper. His heart had entered the equation when he wasn’t looking. He’d been so focused on this takeover and his revenge, he’d had no clue that he was falling for the innocent in all of this.

			He wouldn’t lose her. He refused to imagine his world without everything he wanted. There didn’t have to be an either-or decision. Ethan wanted it all.

			“I’m done here,” Ethan stated. “You can either sign the papers or you can face prison time. Your future is in my hands, but I’m kind enough to give you a say.”

			Robert jaw eased back and forth as he seemed to give his options some consideration. Finally, he glanced down to his empty glass and gave a curt nod.

			“You win.”

			Two words had never sounded sweeter. All these years, all the times he’d wondered if he would ever see this day, the moment had finally come.

			But Ethan knew not to let his guard down so fast. Robert was a shark—he was ruthless and never one to just give in out of the kindness of his black heart.

			“I’ll have dinner with you and Harper and explain I have to leave on business,” Robert went on.

			Ethan cocked his head. “And I’m supposed to just take your word for this? You agreed pretty fast.”

			With a shrug, Robert refilled his glass. “A smart businessman knows when to cut his losses.”

			Maybe Robert was legitimately worried about the legalities of the situation...as he should be. Perhaps there was some conscience in there after all, and he realized this place never should’ve been his to begin with.

			Ethan wasn’t asking—he didn’t want to stick around for any more chatter than necessary. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t keep his radar up. Robert would pose a threat until all documents were signed and filed properly...or until the man was behind bars.

			Now, if he could keep all of the ugliness away from Harper, find some way to explain without hurting her so they could both just move on. They could marry, raise their child, go about their careers and...

			Yeah, it was the and part that terrified him. Who knew what tricks or traps Robert had waiting for them? There was no way the old bastard would go down this easily.

			Ethan turned from the suite and let himself out.

			One hurdle at a time.

			 

			Harper settled her hand at the crook in Ethan’s arm as he led her into the Italian dining room. The resort had several restaurants, but this one was her favorite. She didn’t even care that she could pound an entire plate of homemade ravioli in mushroom sauce. She planned on not only having that mouthwatering dish, but also the fresh-baked bread that practically melted in your mouth.

			Her baby was going to love carbs.

			Good thing she wore a flowy dress so she could enjoy her dinner without straining any seams. Harper had pulled out her fun red maxidress with a halter top and pulled her hair up on top of her head to stay cool. And since this was a special occasion, she’d also donned the blingiest earrings she had packed. The gold and diamonds hung in an intricate pattern and swayed with each step she took. The ruby on her finger and the gold bracelet on her wrist completed her look, and she’d never felt better.

			Maybe it was the nap, maybe it was the fact she was about to go into carb overload...or maybe her happiness had everything to do with the man at her side and seeing her father again.

			A renewed sense of hope blossomed within her, and Harper truly believed she could forge successful relationships with these two men. She had every reason in the world to want to make this happen. This baby gave her a new purpose, a reason to really fight for a familial future.

			This day was already amazing, and she hadn’t even discussed business with Robert yet. She couldn’t wait to actually walk him through the rooms and the grounds and let him visualize each detail from her plan.

			Excitement burst through her at the prospect of her ideas coming to life. The renovations would definitely take time, but in the end, the hard work would be worth it. Carmen would be proud, and that in and of itself was payment enough.

			“I still say we should’ve stayed in the room and ordered room service,” Ethan growled in her ear as they neared their table in the back. “I could show you how to properly eat Italian in bed.”

			Harper glanced his way. “Perhaps I’ll let you do just that. Later,” she vowed. “Right now, we’re having dinner with my father. You already made me miss casino night because you couldn’t leave the room.”

			He muttered something under his breath, but she couldn’t make it out and she didn’t get a chance to ask as they arrived at their table.

			As soon as the hostess pulled out Harper’s chair, Robert came through the restaurant, headed straight toward them.

			He extended his arms toward Harper and kissed her cheek in a very robotic manner that lacked the affection she desperately craved from him.

			“I was running late,” he told her. “I was afraid you’d be waiting.”

			“We just got here,” Ethan replied.

			Robert eased back and gestured toward the table. “Please, let’s take a seat. I’m anxious to talk to you both.”

			Harper smiled as she settled next to Ethan. The waiter came over to fill their water glasses and take their drink orders. Harper admired the stunning floral arrangement of whites and greens when Robert’s voice pulled her back.

			Ethan had mentioned green to her just last night. He thought it might be a nice clean yet classy color scheme for one of the restaurants. Harper hadn’t put that in her plans, but her decorative mind could see it in this open room. Whites and various shades green would be something to set the Italian restaurant apart from the rest of the resort.

			Ethan was quite the little decorative assistant and handy to have in her corner.

			“No wine?” Robert asked. “Last time we met up, you raved about a cab that you loved. Wine is always a perfect accessory to Italian cuisine.”

			Harper bit her bottom lip and darted her gaze to Ethan. “Well, we’re not only engaged, but we’re also having a baby.”

			Robert’s reaction was not one she’d thought she’d see. Granted, she wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but maybe some semblance of happiness?

			Instead, she was met with wide eyes, red cheeks, thin lips. Robert looked like he was about to explode. He jerked his eyes to Ethan and looked like he was about to leap over the table.

			“A baby?” he finally gritted out. “Harper, you don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”

			Well, that sounded a little...judgmental. Who was he to tell her anything about parenting, considering he hadn’t known she was around until she was an adult? Even then, he had seemed to have little interest in playing daddy.

			“Harper will be a wonderful mother,” Ethan stated, coming to her defense.

			Robert shifted his attention between Ethan and Harper. “I’m sure she will, but is she aware that the father of her child is a blackmailing bastard?”

			Harper gripped the edge of the table. “Robert. What has gotten into you?” she demanded, stunned at his accusation and outburst.

			“I think it’s time for us to go.” Ethan took her hand and started to come to his feet. “Clearly this was a bad idea.”

			“Oh, don’t go yet,” Robert demanded. “I was just getting to the good part.”

			Harper remained in her seat, her hand in Ethan’s as he tried to nudge her up. She stared across the table at her father, waiting for some type of explanation.

			“What are you talking about?” she asked.

			“Let’s go, Harper,” Ethan tugged again.

			Robert reached across the table and took her other hand. “Listen to what I have to say before you go.”

			Harper jerked her attention between the two men she was practically torn between. Both radiated anger and rage, and she’d never been more confused.

			“Don’t listen to him,” Ethan pleaded. “Come with me, Harper.”

			Irritated, she pulled her hands from each of them and glanced around the restaurant. People were starting to stare, and that was the last thing she wanted.

			Harper stared up at Ethan. “Sit down.”

			Robert remained the focus of Ethan. Harper had never seen such fury on anyone, let alone the man she’d fallen for. Nerves and fear pumped through her because whatever was going on had both men angry, and it seemed she was caught in the middle.

			How could they already be feuding? They’d just met.

			Unless they hadn’t... Did they know each other? But they’d acted like strangers before. Was that a lie?

			Ethan finally eased back down in his seat and retook Harper’s hand, resting on the arm of her dining chair. But his eyes remained locked across the table.

			“What are you talking about...this blackmail?” Harper demanded of her father. “I just introduced you and Ethan.”

			“Oh, I’ve known Ethan since he was about twelve.” Robert shifted his focus. “Or was it thirteen?”

			Harper glanced to Ethan. “Is that true?”

			He remained silent, and Harper wasn’t sure he was going to say a word, but he finally blinked and turned his attention to her. That rage that had been pouring off him seemed to vanish, replaced by something akin to guilt and remorse in his eyes.

			Dread settled heavy in her gut. He’d been lying to her?

			“Robert was my stepfather for five years,” Ethan ultimately replied.

			Those words hung in the air, and Harper attempted to process each one. There was no way this was true. Her biological father was the monster who’d stolen everything from Ethan? The man she wanted to build a relationship with, whose support and approval she’d wanted to gain, was scheming and deceitful?

			Harper’s breath caught in her throat as she stared back at Ethan. “You used me,” she accused.

			Ethan shook his head. “Never once,” he murmured, his gaze holding hers, almost silently begging her to believe him. “When we met, I had no idea who your father was.”

			“I don’t believe you. The timing is too perfect and you...”

			Harper swallowed the lump in her throat and forced herself to keep her emotions under control. He’d admitted he was a jet-setting playboy. He’d discussed how relationships weren’t his thing, yet he’d been the one to propose. Baby or no baby, she should’ve paid attention to that red flag waving around.

			But she didn’t have all of the information, from either side. She needed, no, deserved, to know the full truth before making any rash decisions. She just wasn’t sure that she could believe anything she heard right now.

			“Oh, now, don’t be mad at Ethan,” Robert chimed in. “He just wants to blackmail me into giving his resort back. I never stole it, by the way. He was underage and couldn’t do anything with it at the time. I had every right to do as I saw fit. Same with the Montana resort, which I let go a few years ago. It’s all business.”

			Ethan fisted his hands and slammed them onto the table. “I’ll ruin you,” he threatened. “Is that what you want?”

			Robert narrowed his eyes. “You would’ve turned me in anyway,” he accused. “And if I’m going down, I’m sure as hell taking you with me.”

			There were too many threats flying around based on things she knew nothing about. Her head spun, her heart ached and she couldn’t stomach sitting at this table another second.

			The two men she wanted most in her life had ruined every shred of happiness she’d built up just moments ago. She was sorely tempted to just get up and walk away from them both.

			But she had questions and she wanted answers.

			“You’re turning him in?” she asked. “To the cops, I assume? For what?”

			“The feds,” Ethan confirmed. “Your father has been laundering money for years, and I’m sure the IRS would find his taxes more than interesting.”

			Her head started to spin, and her stomach felt queasy. Harper smoothed a hand over her abdomen and closed her eyes to gather her thoughts and will herself not to be sick after hearing all of this.

			“What’s wrong?” Ethan demanded, sliding his hand over hers. “The baby?”

			Before she could answer, the waiter brought back their drinks and a basket of fresh bread, and suddenly Harper wasn’t in the mood for food at all. She wanted out of here, but, unfortunately, she was owed the truth and had to wait so she could hear both men.

			Granted, they were both probably still lying, but there was too much at stake for her to just storm out of here in a fit.

			When the waiter asked about taking their orders, Harper forced a smile and asked for another few minutes.

			Once they were alone again, she pushed Ethan’s hand away.

			“I’m fine,” she stated. “Don’t touch me.”

			“Are you seriously having his child?” Robert demanded in a low whisper. Apparently, her bout of queasiness was what it took to make the situation real to him.

			“I am,” she confirmed, but the idea of a liar being the father of her baby wasn’t helping her worries.

			How had she been such a bad judge of character?

			Was it just because she’d wanted to believe, wanted to cling to the hope and dream of a family? Was that why she’d foolishly thought he cared for her?

			“Do you just set out to ruin lives or is that a default setting?” Ethan growled.

			Robert curled his hand around his stemless wineglass. “I had no idea she was expecting your baby. That’s hardly my fault.”

			“Would knowing she was pregnant have made a difference?” Ethan demanded. “You ruined my life once. I sure as hell won’t let you do it again, and I won’t let you touch Harper’s or our child’s lives.”

			“I can speak for myself,” she ground out, then glanced to Robert. “Did you really do all of those awful things to Ethan and his brother when their mother died?”

			“I did what I thought was best,” Robert stated with confidence. “I have no regrets.”

			“Because you don’t have a damn soul,” Ethan threw out.

			Harper had heard enough. Neither man denied lying, neither man apologized to her for being deceitful and she was tired of all the anger and hate surrounding her.

			She slid her chair back and came to her feet. “I’m done here.”

			Ethan and Robert immediately stood, but she held up her hands. “I mean, I’m done here with the two of you. Stay, eat, threaten each other, whatever. Just do it without me.”

			She didn’t wait to see how they reacted or what they would say. She didn’t care. Right now all she cared about was getting away from them so she could be alone with her growing concerns and fears.

			Harper hated to admit it, but the betrayal from Ethan hurt much worse than that of her father. She didn’t know Robert well; they hadn’t exactly forged a deep bond.

			But Ethan...she’d gone and fallen in love with the man and thought they were going to build a future together. Yes, they’d only known each other a short time, but the things they’d shared were deep and meaningful. Had he lied about everything? Could she believe a word he said anymore?

			She didn’t want to think that she was naive enough to fall for nothing more than charm and sex appeal, but apparently that was the reality of the situation.

			And now she was bringing an innocent baby into the mix. No matter how this played out with Robert and Ethan, Harper vowed to protect her baby at all costs. She knew what it was like to have a mother who put her own needs ahead of her children, and Harper was determined that she would be everything to her child that she’d needed in her own life.

			As Harper made her way toward the private elevators, all she could think of was that she was glad she hadn’t told Ethan she loved him. He didn’t deserve to know, and he didn’t deserve her honesty.

			One day she’d find the man she was supposed to build a life with, but Ethan wasn’t that man.

		
	
		
			Fifteen

			Ethan walked out on the disastrous dinner moments after Harper. He hadn’t gone after her, though. She needed her space, and anything he said to her at this point would only make her angrier...if she even listened at all. He’d needed his own space to put his thoughts in order and figure out how the hell to fix this mess he’d been thrown into.

			He also hadn’t stuck around to say any more to Robert. The damage was done, and Robert was well aware of what would happen to him now. Ethan had already sent the text to Dane that he was turning Robert in.

			He hadn’t contacted his attorney yet. Ethan had pulled up his contact, more than ready to send the text that would set the ball into motion of getting the feds all over Robert. He’d waited years to break this news.

			But Harper. At the end of every thought on revenge, he saw her face. Despite Robert being the monster Ethan wanted to destroy, he was still her father. Harper would be even more hurt if Ethan followed through...especially now.

			He would have to seriously consider everything and talk to Dane.

			This whole scenario was a complete and utter disaster, and all he could think of was how Harper likely felt alone and confused and betrayed.

			Ethan hated Robert even more now than ever. He was pure evil, leaving a path of destruction in people’s lives with absolutely no remorse. The man was a total bastard to have no emotional outpouring of affection toward his own daughter. Robert had been stunned about the baby, but he’d shown no joy at the news, and he’d never said he was sorry for dropping the bombshell about the blackmail that exploded in Harper’s face.

			Ethan shot another text off to Dane telling his brother he’d call later and explain everything in more detail and discuss further action.

			He wasn’t in the mood right now to rehash the evening’s explosive events.

			Once Ethan had left the table, he’d walked around the grounds until he’d covered every square inch. He saw his mother everywhere he went and would give anything to have her here for advice. There were many times over the years he’d had that very same wish.

			Of course, if she were alive, Ethan wouldn’t be in this position in the first place. But then he wouldn’t have Harper.

			There was no way he’d give up without a fight. He needed that woman, that baby...the future he hadn’t even known he wanted.

			Ethan made his way back into the lobby and down the hall toward the private elevator. He had no idea what to say to Harper, how to make her understand that he wasn’t a heartless monster. How did he make her see that he truly cared for her? That he’d come to care for her more than he thought he was ever capable of. He hadn’t wanted to develop feelings for her, but she’d made it impossible to ignore that pull.

			When the door to his suite opened, Ethan stared straight ahead to the wall of windows and spotted Harper out on the balcony.

			His heart pounded faster, harder. She’d come here and not to Robert. Did that mean she wanted to give him a chance to explain the situation?

			With a renewed hope, Ethan crossed the spacious penthouse and opened the patio doors. Harper still wore that dress that had rendered him speechless earlier this evening.

			Those dark curls had been released from her updo earlier and now those strands danced around her shoulders. He wanted to reach for her, but he didn’t dare...not until he knew where they stood now. She might hate him even more now that she’d had some time to think, or she might have decided she didn’t even want to hear his defense. But he wasn’t leaving until he fought for the life he had within his grasp.

			“I had nowhere else to go,” Harper stated without turning around.

			Her soft words traveled to him on the breeze and pierced his heart. She sounded so lost, so alone.

			Ethan made his way to the set of chairs and took a seat across from her. She kept her gaze on the darkness over his shoulder, the sounds of the ocean enveloping them.

			“All of my things were moved here, and my suite was given away,” she went on. “I’ll be sure to find something else tomorrow, but with the resort booked, I didn’t have the energy to think of another plan tonight.”

			Of course. That’s why she was here. It had nothing to do with wanting to talk or forgiving him or even being ready to hear his side.

			“I’m sorry,” he told her.

			Now her eyes shot to his, and he didn’t know what hurt him more, the pain or the anger glaring back. She’d definitely had time to think, and from the fury radiating from her, things were about to get worse.

			“Sorry?” she mocked. “What exactly are you sorry for? That you used me? That you knew who my father was and never once said a word to me? That you thought I was foolish enough to marry you, raise this baby with you and never realize that you were trying to destroy my father? Exactly what part are you sorry about?”

			Ethan pulled in a deep breath. “All of it,” he admitted. “Except the part about using you. I never did that. Not for one second. If I could have spared you the pain, I would’ve. I never wanted you caught in the middle.”

			“Yet here I am,” she fired back. “And you’re not too sorry or you would’ve come to me the second you supposedly discovered the truth.”

			Ethan hated Robert. Damn it, he loathed that man with every fiber in his being.

			But he had to admit he was angriest at himself. All of this couldn’t be blamed on Robert. He was just the one who put everything into motion.

			Ethan’s cell chimed in his pocket, but he ignored it. A moment later, it chimed again.

			“Better get that,” she said with a sneer. “Might be your brother and you can celebrate your win. But please have the decency not to gloat around me.”

			Ethan’s guilt spread. “There’s nothing to celebrate.”

			Harper cocked her head, crossed her legs and smoothed her dress out. “Oh, really? You mean getting this resort, no matter the cost, doesn’t merit popping open the champagne?”

			He deserved her bitterness, her snark. He deserved so much more, and he was just waiting for the bomb to completely go off.

			“Robert hasn’t signed the papers,” he informed her. “But that’s the least of my worries now. I’m worried about you, about us.”

			Harper laughed and shook her head as she looked back to the starry sky over the ocean. Despite the calm, relaxing atmosphere, the storm enveloping them was raging out of control.

			“Us,” she muttered. “You say that like there was ever an us to begin with.”

			“We’re engaged.”

			“We were,” she corrected.

			His heart sank as she started twisting off the ring he’d given her. When that had gone on her finger, he’d still been thinking of their relationship as brilliant and the best route to hold on to their careers and raise their child together.

			But now? Well, now he wanted her to wear it because he liked seeing his mother’s ring on Harper’s hand. He liked knowing they were going to build a life together...a dynasty.

			He foolishly had just started allowing himself to feel something, and now he could only feel pain—and guilt, since he only had himself to blame for ruining everything.

			No, that wasn’t true. Robert had done his share, but Ethan should’ve told Harper the second he discovered the truth. He couldn’t blame her for not believing him now. The timing was just too perfect.

			Still looking out at the water, Harper extended her arm and held the ring between her finger and thumb.

			“Take it,” she demanded softly. “I was naive enough to think something would happen between us. I let myself...”

			Her voice caught on that last word, and Ethan felt her pain. His heart ached in a way he hadn’t known for so long. This was why he kept himself closed off. Feelings and attachments always led to a hurt that couldn’t be ignored.

			Another reason why he hadn’t seen through his plans of turning Robert in.

			“I let myself fall for you,” she whispered.

			Her words were so soft, they were almost lost in the ocean breeze. But he’d heard them, and the raw honesty of her statement shredded his soul.

			“I’m not a heartless jerk who took advantage,” he stated, needing to plead his case, but not just to make himself look better. He wanted her to truly know he valued her.

			“I know exactly how this looks,” he went on. “But I swear to you that I didn’t know who you were until a few days ago.”

			“A few days. Plenty of time for you to tell me, but you chose to deceive and lie and talk me into marriage.”

			Harper turned her attention back to him, and Ethan forced himself to look at her. He needed to take his penance; he needed to see her pain to drive home exactly how he’d damaged this innocent woman. All she’d wanted was to honor her sister’s memory, to build her career, and he’d turned her life inside out.

			And they were having a baby. There was no way to dodge that lifetime bond, and he didn’t want to. He just hated the thought that they wouldn’t be able to raise the child together, the way he’d wanted to. But he’d have to put that dream away now. All he could hope was that at some point, Harper came to see that even though his actions might have shown otherwise, he really did care for her.

			Ethan reached out and took the ring, purposely brushing his fingers along hers. Harper snatched her hand back, and he knew in that instant that all was not lost here. She still cared, she still wanted him, but she was angry with herself...angry with him.

			“I don’t expect you to forgive me right now—”

			“Or ever.”

			He nodded to acknowledge that he was actually listening to her, even if he didn’t like what she was saying.

			“Maybe once you have some time to think, you’ll see where I was coming from,” he went on. “More than anything, I need you to see that you weren’t just a pawn in this. You were a victim, yes, but by the time I realized you were caught in the middle, there was nothing I could do about it. I swear to you—I wanted to protect you. I thought I could. I’m sorry I failed.”

			Harper came to her feet and crossed the balcony to the railing. She curled her fingers around the bar and glanced down to her hands.

			The smart move would be for Ethan to remain in his seat and give her the space she clearly needed...but he’d already committed the ultimate sin of betrayal, so what if he added gluttony to the list?

			He rose and came to stand at her side, ignoring the twinge of pain when she stiffened at his touch.

			“No matter what happens, I’ll make sure you’re paid for your work on the resort,” he vowed. “My attorneys will make sure this ends up in my name. It may take time, but I want you to move ahead just like you had planned.”

			Harper sighed. “I can’t even think about that right now—but I don’t really have a choice, do I? My team is due next week and I need this project. I’ve put too much time into it, and the future of Two Sisters is riding on a successful design. The snowball effect Mirage would have on future work is immeasurable.”

			That’s why he wanted her to know he had her back where the resort redesign was concerned. She might be pissed at him for personal reasons, but she still had a career that she loved and wanted to nurture. She had a legacy to continue...one that tied right in with his own.

			“I understand your need to do everything to honor your sister,” he told her, reaching for her hand and sliding his thumb across the top of her knuckles. “That’s just another thing we have in common. I came here to fulfill my mother’s wishes. That’s all. The only person I ever intended to hurt was Robert.”

			“My father,” she murmured.

			At least she hadn’t jerked away from his hand, but he still didn’t like the empty space on her ring finger.

			“He’s not a nice man, Harper.” Surely she understood that. “You even said that he had been distant and not much of a father figure in your life. When I told you the story of my stepfather, you agreed he should be brought to justice. This is the same man we’re talking about.”

			He stared at her profile, his heart clenching when her eyes glistened with unshed tears. She turned her head in the opposite direction, but Ethan was having none of that.

			“Look at me.” He reached around and cupped the side of her face, easing her back to focus on him. “Don’t hide your feelings from me. I know you’re hurting, and I know I caused a lot of that. I’m trying to fix this mess as best as I can.”

			“I don’t think that’s possible.”

			Wayward curls blew around, caressing his hand. He didn’t realize how much he craved her touch until now...until he was faced with the possibility of never having it again.

			“Anything is possible,” he replied.

			Then he did the most difficult thing he’d ever done. Ethan released her and took a step back.

			“You stay here tonight,” he told her. “I’ll give you space and time to think.”

			Her eyes widened as she turned to face him. “Where are you going? There are no more rooms.”

			Like he’d be able to sleep or relax without her at his side? But the fact that she was concerned for him despite everything was only another added factor on the growing list of reasons he shouldn’t just let her go. They both wanted to be together, but the damned outside forces were determined to pull them apart.

			Ethan turned and left her on the balcony. The sniff and soft cry as he walked away gutted him. For all the time, the years, the money and everything else he and Dane had put into finding leverage they could use against Robert, Ethan was starting to wonder if any of this was worth it.

			Because of his revenge quest, he might just lose the one woman he’d ever allowed himself to care for since his mother. And if he lost Harper and their baby, nothing could ever fill that void.

		
	
		
			Sixteen

			The elevator chimed, echoing through the empty penthouse.

			Harper tightened the belt around her robe and set her glass of water on the kitchen island. After Ethan left a couple hours ago, she’d decided she was more than deserving of a nice hot bubble bath. But now that she was done, her problems were still there.

			Apparently, Ethan wasn’t done talking, or he’d forgotten something. Or maybe he’d just decided it was silly for him to leave when he had nowhere to go. She’d been shocked when he said he’d let her have the entire suite for the night.

			First of all, the place was plenty big enough for both of them, considering it had other rooms: a den, a game room, a designated office. They could make it work. Second, this was his penthouse.

			Damn him for being a gentleman and making her so confused. How could she hate him for just wanting to retain the place his mother had wanted him to have? How could she hate him when she’d looked into those dark eyes and seen a pain she’d never seen there before? And how could she hate him when he was the father of her baby?

			But she did hate him. She hated him for making her feel, for making her want...for making her see a future that involved a family that she’d always wanted and then showing her that it was all a lie.

			How could she turn back now? She settled a hand over her belly and fought back tears. It wasn’t as if she could just erase Ethan from her life.

			The elevator door slid open, and Harper pulled herself together, but it wasn’t Ethan who stepped off.

			“How did you get access up here?”

			“I still own the place.” Robert stepped into the penthouse and glanced around. “Your boyfriend here?”

			Harper crossed her arms over her chest and willed herself to remain calm. Getting worked up wasn’t good for her or the baby.

			Besides, she’d heard Ethan’s side, so she should listen to Robert.

			Part of her didn’t want to. She wanted to hide and ignore any of this was happening. Was that terrible? She was exhausted, and being fed more lies just didn’t seem too appealing.

			“What do you want?” she asked, ignoring the reference to Ethan.

			Robert shifted his eyes back to her and came farther into the penthouse. “This suite is usually reserved for elite guests.”

			Harper said nothing as her father came closer and finally took a seat on a bar stool like he’d been welcomed in.

			“Listen,” he began, flattening his hands on the marble countertop. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

			“Funny how nobody was trying to hurt me, yet you both did,” she retorted, anger bubbling back up to push ahead of the pain.

			Harper reached for her glass of water and curled her hands around the base. The urge to toss the contents in his face seemed cliché, but the desire was there nonetheless.

			“I’m aware I haven’t been a great father,” he went on. “That was something I had never intended on being. I’m too busy traveling and working. I’ve done what I could since I found out you existed. I gave you this job as an olive branch.”

			If what Ethan claimed was true, then Robert was busy traveling and breaking the law, but she remained silent and let him keep going.

			And the olive branch? Did he really think that this was the way to build a relationship—by throwing money at her? As much as she wanted this project, she would’ve taken an invite during the holidays or maybe a few days’ visit here and there. But he always rushed in their phone calls or emailed...anything to keep his distance and not get too involved.

			“But I should warn you,” he went on. “Ethan’s out to get me at all costs. That includes using you, obviously.”

			Harper took a drink and weighed her words. “Whatever is going on with Ethan and me is really none of your concern. Did you come here to deliver a real apology or just to warn me away from your enemy? Because I won’t be used as the ball you two volley back and forth.”

			Robert stared at her a minute before shaking his head. “I see he’s corrupted you.”

			“He’s done nothing of the sort,” she argued. “I don’t trust either one of you right now. But I do wonder why you were so cruel to those boys when their mother died.”

			Robert pursed his lips, and Harper assumed he was working on another lie—or perhaps he was debating whether or not to tell her anything at all.

			“I’ve always been an opportunist,” he stated, easing against the back of the stool. “When I married their mother, I thought I could help her run these resorts. I wasn’t quite in the financial position I am now, and I needed a leg up.”

			Harper snorted. “So you took advantage of a single mother.”

			“Opportunist,” he repeated. “When she passed away, I felt it my duty to take over. The boys weren’t old enough to run anything. Hell, they were still in high school.”

			Harper listened to him justify his actions.

			“Why did you hire me for this renovation project?” she asked. “I mean, you barely know me. You toss a few hours of your time my way each year. Even though I’m always trying to reach out and forge a relationship. And don’t say the olive branch. I don’t believe it.”

			He stared at her another moment and sighed. “My assistant looked over the portfolio you sent, and she said your designs were fresh and new and exactly what Mirage needed. I agreed because you are my daughter.”

			Harper hated to ask, but she had to know. “Did you even look at what I sent? Do you even care, or were you just going to throw the money at me when I got done?”

			“I didn’t look at them,” he confirmed. “But I trust the judgment of my assistant, otherwise she wouldn’t work for me.”

			Harper’s heart sank. She’d already known he hadn’t hired her out of affection or a genuine wish to see her succeed in the business that meant so much to her. But now she realized he hadn’t even hired her because he thought she was talented or because he loved her ideas. He hadn’t even taken the time to look at a few images...images she’d painstakingly poured herself into for each space of this resort. She’d lost sleep, she’d shed tears, all because she wanted everything to be perfect for Robert and his property.

			“Get out.”

			Robert jerked at her command, and she had to admit the steeliness to her tone shocked her, as well.

			“You need tougher skin,” he replied. “If every little thing hurts your feelings—”

			“Little things?” she repeated. “Hurt feelings? You don’t know a damn thing about feelings, so don’t attempt to lecture me on mine.”

			When he remained still, she jerked her finger toward the elevator. “Get. Out. We’re done here.”

			Robert’s lips thinned. “You won’t make it in the business world if you keep those emotions on your sleeve.”

			“Yeah, well, from the sound of things you’re not going to make it much longer, and you’ve had yours closed off for decades. So I’ll take my chances and be human.”

			He stared another second, and she thought he’d toss out another nasty remark, but he ultimately turned on his heel and got on the elevator.

			Once Harper was alone, she took two shaky steps to the nearest bar stool and slid up onto the metal. Crossing her arms on the bar top, he laid her head down and finally wept.

			She couldn’t hold the pain in any longer. She had no clue what move to make next. She had no clue how she would ever recover from this crushing blow.

			All she knew was that her baby would need her to be strong, and Harper vowed to rise up from this setback and be stronger than ever.

			And never let another man near her heart again.

			 

			“There you are.”

			Ethan jerked up from the desk in Harper’s tiny office. He hadn’t realized he’d fallen asleep, but he blinked and focused on the person in the doorway.

			“Dane?”

			His twin glanced around the room and shook his head. “Rough night?”

			Scrubbing his hands over his face, Ethan leaned back in the leather chair and sighed. Rough night didn’t cover it. He’d been tortured with his own thoughts, replaying his actions over and over, wondering at what point he could’ve prevented everything from falling apart, or if that had even been a possibility.

			A woman stepped up from behind Dane and offered a sympathetic smile.

			“You must be Stella,” Ethan stated. “I’d offer you guys a seat, but...”

			The office had no spare furniture—it barely had room for this desk.

			“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Is there something we can get you?”

			Ethan’s heart ached, but there was nothing anyone could do at this point, so he simply shook his head and focused back on his brother.

			Dane wore his typical flannel and jeans, which looked extremely out of place at a tropical resort.

			“You do know you’re in Southern California, right?” Ethan asked.

			“We hopped on my plane and came straight here,” Dane growled. “I didn’t take time for a wardrobe change because I was worried about my brother.”

			Ethan hadn’t seen Dane in too long, and knowing he’d rushed here to see him during the most difficult time of his life had Ethan feeling so damn thankful. At least there was one relationship he hadn’t destroyed completely.

			“How did you know where I was?”

			“I know my way around here, too,” Dane replied. “But I overheard one of the staff members talking to a cleaning lady, and they said there was a man asleep in the back office. I figured it was you or another guy who was kicked out of his room.”

			Ethan rolled his eyes and pushed away from the desk to come to his feet. “I’m sorry I’m not making a better impression,” he told Stella. “It’s been a rough twenty-four hours.”

			That megawatt smile widened, and he could see how his brother fell so hard.

			“No need to apologize,” she told him.

			Dane crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door. “So, where do things stand now?”

			Ethan raked a hand through his hair and tried to organize his thoughts. “They stand in a mess.”

			“I’ll put Robert aside for a second,” his brother said. “How’s Harper?”

			Ethan swallowed and refused to be overcome by emotion. He would not break down, damn it. He certainly wouldn’t lose it in front of Dane and Stella. He needed to get a grip, hold it together and focus on how to fix this disaster instead of wallowing in self-pity.

			“I haven’t spoken to her since last night.”

			Ethan had wanted to stay, he’d wanted to demand she hear him and understand, but he respected her enough to walk away. She was smart, and he could only pray she came to the conclusion that, despite his mistakes, he’d never meant to cause her pain.

			“I told her to stay in the penthouse and I’d leave,” he added. “There were no rooms, so I ended up here.”

			“Is she worth fighting for?” Dane asked.

			“She’s worth everything.”

			Ethan didn’t even have to think of his response. Harper had come into his life like a whirlwind of freshness and had breathed new life into his heart, actually managing to fill that dark void.

			“Then why are you down here sulking?” Dane demanded. “Go do something.”

			“I was giving her some space,” Ethan muttered. “She doesn’t want to see me right now.”

			“Then let’s go deal with Robert.” Dane cursed beneath his breath. “Not that I want to see the old bastard, but he deserves justice.”

			“You know I completely agree,” Ethan replied. “But I haven’t pressed on that just yet.”

			“Because of Harper,” Dane guessed.

			Ethan swallowed, but that lump of guilt hadn’t moved since yesterday. He simply nodded, unable to go into more detail for fear of being too overcome with emotions. He didn’t recall the last time he’d been so consumed by so many feelings.

			“I’m going to let you two talk,” Stella chimed in. “This is such a beautiful resort, and I haven’t been to the beach in ages. I’m going to take a walk.”

			She went up on her toes and kissed Dane’s cheek before slipping away. Dane stepped into the office and closed the door, leaning back against it.

			“You need to pull yourself together and go talk to Harper,” Dane repeated. “She’s had all night to think. I know you screwed things up, but hell, I deceived Stella from the beginning and managed to make things work. You have to be honest and throw in a heavy dose of begging.”

			Ethan had already planned just that. Harper and their baby were worth putting pride aside and fighting for...no matter what he had to do.

			“Where’s Robert?” Dane asked, his voice hardened now.

			“I’m sure he’s still in his suite,” Ethan stated. “You ready for a family reunion?”

			Dane nodded. “The final one.”

		
	
		
			Seventeen

			Harper zipped up her makeup case just as the chime on the elevator sounded through the penthouse. She stilled, her heart beating fast. She’d been trying to get out before Ethan came back, but when she’d gotten up earlier, her morning sickness had hit her full force.

			She was getting a late start, but at least her queasiness had subsided somewhat. She didn’t have much to gather since her things had just been sent up yesterday. She hadn’t exactly unpacked.

			Pulling herself together, Harper inhaled and counted to ten to calm her nerves. She’d just stepped from the master suite and into the living area when the elevator door whooshed open.

			But her guest wasn’t Ethan or even Robert.

			“Hello?” she said in greeting to the striking woman who stepped into the penthouse.

			“Hi, I’m Stella.” The woman took a few steps in, clearly unsure if she should keep walking or remain still. “I’m Dane’s fiancée.”

			Dane. The twin.

			Harper clasped her hands together and nodded. They must’ve come after talking to Ethan.

			As much as Harper would’ve appreciated another woman to talk to, she really wasn’t in the mood to confide in a stranger—especially with one who was associated with Ethan...even by default.

			“Did Ethan send you up?” Harper asked.

			“No. He thinks I’m walking on the beach.”

			Harper studied the other woman. Long, silky hair. A simple green maxidress with a denim jacket and little booties. She was definitely not dressed for the beach.

			“We hopped on Dane’s jet as soon as Ethan texted him about the mess here,” Stella stated, as if reading Harper’s mind. “And there’s no rooms available, so the desk graciously held our luggage. I haven’t changed yet.”

			Harper softened and sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m being rude. Come in, please. Have a seat.”

			“No need to apologize,” Stella replied as she moved into the living area. “From what I heard, you’ve had an explosive couple of days.”

			Harper followed and took a seat on the sofa. She smoothed her sundress over her thighs and crossed her legs.

			Stella sank onto the edge of the opposite sofa and rested her hands on her knees as she tilted her head, her face covered with concern. Clearly she had been filled in on the series of events that had taken place.

			“I’m sorry for just coming up here,” she started. “But I wanted to give the guys time to talk, and I thought you might need a female sounding board. Of course now that I’m here, I feel a little silly, since we’re strangers.”

			Harper couldn’t help but smile at Stella’s obvious nerves.

			“I’d like to think I know a little of what you’re going through, though,” she added. “I’m not sure how much you know about how Dane and I met.”

			Intrigued, Harper rested her arm on the edge of the couch. “I don’t know anything other than the fact you two are engaged.”

			Stella beamed. “We are, but our road to happiness was not easy. The short version is Dane was an ass, but the longer version is, he had his reasons.”

			“Sounds familiar,” Harper muttered.

			Stella went on to explain that her father had won Mirage in Montana from Robert a few years ago. When Dane had come to Montana to get it back, he’d known full well who Stella was. He’d deceived her from the start. But then he fell in love, and Harper could see why.

			Not only was Stella stunning with her dark skin, inky black hair and adorable accent, she seemed genuinely concerned, which really said something about her character. To come to the aid of a total stranger was something Carmen would’ve done. Harper felt an instant connection.

			“Listen,” Stella added. “I’m just saying that the Michaels boys might be a little hardheaded and have tunnel vision when it comes to their goals. Rightfully so, since their mother left this legacy for them.”

			Harper listened to all the reasons why she shouldn’t be so infuriated with Ethan, but that didn’t stop the pain from wrapping its talons around her heart and digging in.

			“I just can’t believe that he had no clue who I was at the start,” Harper stated. “The timing...”

			“I understand.” Stella eased back on the sofa and crossed her leg. “And today is the first time I met Ethan, but I know Dane. First of all, they look so much alike, it’s crazy. But second, I know those two boys have fought hard to get where they are. I truly believe Ethan had no ruthless intentions where you’re concerned.”

			Common sense pushed through the pain, and Harper finally admitted to herself that she believed he hadn’t approached her because of her father—but that didn’t negate the fact he hadn’t come to her when he did find out.

			“Listen.” Stella came to her feet and held out her hands. “What do you say I find somewhere to change my clothes and we take a walk on the beach or go grab something to eat?”

			Harper’s stomach rolled a little at the thought. “I’m still not up to the point of eating,” she said, patting her stomach.

			“Oh, I forgot! This is so exciting.” Stella beamed. “I mean, I think it’s exciting. Are you happy?”

			Harper nodded. “I am. Despite everything, I’m really happy.”

			Stella smoothed her hair behind her ears and pulled in a breath. “Then let’s take that walk, you can show me around and we’ll talk babies.”

			“Are you...”

			“Oh, no,” Stella replied with a laugh. “But I can’t wait until Dane and I start our own family.”

			“I’ll call down and have your luggage brought up,” Harper suggested. “There are plenty of bedrooms here, and I’m sure Ethan would insist anyway. I’m still in limbo, but you can change here and we can go out for a while.”

			“Sounds perfect.” Stella pursed her lips. “You’re redesigning the resort, aren’t you?”

			Harper nodded. “The design work is pretty much done, and I’m supposed to start the physical renovations next week. I’m not in a work mind-set right now, though.”

			“Would you be in the mood enough to give me a hint on what your plans are as we walk?” Stella urged.

			Harper felt a spark of delight. “I think I could manage that.”

			“I’ll tell Dane the plans.”

			Which meant he would tell Ethan, but that didn’t matter. Harper wasn’t asking his permission, and she wasn’t going to be involved in the whole family thing now that his brother had arrived.

			Harper might just have to go home and wait until her crew arrived. What once was the most important project of her life had been tainted by a dark cloud and had taken a back seat to the turmoil that had become her life.

			 

			Dane had waited so long for this moment. To finally come face-to-face with the bastard who had altered his future and stolen what belonged to him and Ethan.

			His brother stood at his side at the closed door to Robert’s suite. Dane knew the pain Ethan was feeling; he knew the confusion and angst. But Ethan would have to figure out the next steps with Harper on his own. There was only so much advice Dane could give. He would support Ethan no matter what, but that was one battle he’d have to fight alone.

			Ethan rang the bell and took a step back.

			“He’s still just as much of an ass as ever,” he muttered.

			“Good to know some things never change.”

			The door swung open, and if Robert was surprised to see them, he didn’t show it. The man had gotten pudgier, harsher. Good. Dane took joy in believing life hadn’t been perfect and easy for his stepfather.

			“I’m not surprised you’re both here,” Robert stated, blocking the door from letting them in. “I admit, I was hoping you wouldn’t be so clichéd as to gang up on me.”

			“We’re not ganging up,” Dane offered. “Just letting you know how things are.”

			Robert crossed his arms over his chest but made no attempt to move or invite them in. Fine by Dane. He wanted this over with so he could put the black mark on his life behind him and move on with Stella and their life of happiness.

			“I can’t believe you don’t have the authorities here yet,” Robert scoffed.

			“That’s up to you,” Ethan stated.

			Dane fisted his hands at his sides. He wasn’t sure what angle Ethan was taking, but Dane would wait this out. Since they were dealing with Harper’s father, Ethan had final say on how they worked this. In the end, Robert would always be scum, but Harper and Ethan might be able to find happiness.

			“Sign this resort over to me today, and I’ll hold on to the damning evidence that would have you fighting for freedom for the rest of your life.”

			Robert narrowed his gaze at Ethan, then turned to Dane. “And you’re just here for moral support? I heard you already got the Montana property.”

			“Don’t worry about my business,” Dane replied. “I’m here because Ethan and I are a team.”

			“Against me.”

			Dane shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest.

			“Do you want to sign the papers or not?” Ethan asked. “Because this window is going to close soon.”

			“How kind,” Robert murmured.

			“I’m feeling generous.”

			Dane admired his brother for not completely going off on Robert—not just for their past, but also for treating the woman he loved so terribly. Their situations weren’t so different. Stella’s father was a complete jerk who had been using her to get his resort back up and running the way it should be. He’d promised her the entire resort all in her name, but had never intended on following through.

			So, yeah, Dane understood just how much self-control Ethan was practicing right now. Dane couldn’t stand the sight of Robert—seeing him again just dredged up all those memories of how much that man had destroyed.

			Not physically, but emotionally. All those years ago, Dane and Ethan had already begun pulling apart because of the grief of losing their mother, but to have another blow had really blindsided them.

			“How do I know you won’t turn me in once I sign everything back over to you?” Robert asked, skepticism lacing his tone.

			“You don’t,” Dane chimed in. “It’s a risk you’ll have to take.”

			“You’re losing time,” Ethan stated. “Do you want to sign or not? Either way, you’re leaving the resort today. We need your room, and I’m sick of having you here near Harper.”

			“Don’t act like all of this is on me.” Robert dropped his hands and shook his head. “Whatever. Take Mirage, but you’re paying for the renovations. I’m done with this place—it’s not worth the headache.”

			Dane wasn’t so quick to believe him, but he did sound frustrated and over it. Good. The sooner he was gone, the better for all of them.

			“You should have the file in your in-box,” Ethan replied.

			Robert narrowed his gaze. “Awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

			“I wasn’t leaving here until you signed because I didn’t want to put the feds on you. That would crush Harper, even more than you’ve already hurt her. There was no need to pile more on the burden she’s already carrying.”

			“You have until lunch to sign,” Dane added. “Ethan’s nicer than I am, but I’m calling the authorities in three hours if Ethan doesn’t have the final copy back.”

			Then if anything happened to Robert, that guilt would be off Ethan and onto Dane.

			“They’ll be signed,” Robert grumbled. “I need to get back to Barcelona anyway. I have real work that needs my attention.”

			“Don’t think we won’t be keeping our eye on you,” Ethan added. “If you cheat anyone out of investments, properties, money, I will not hesitate to make your life a living hell in ways the feds wouldn’t dream of.”

			Robert let out a mock laugh. “You think I’m scared of what you could do to me?”

			Ethan took a step toward Robert, and Dane waited, fully expecting to have to pry his brother off.

			“Try me,” Ethan said in a low, menacing voice. “I promise, you’ll regret ever crossing me or my family.”

			Robert must’ve seen something in Ethan’s eyes, because the older man nodded and took a step back.

			“I’ll pull up the documents now.”

			Without another word, he slammed the door, causing Ethan to jerk back. The echoing of the door sounded through the hallway, and Dane glanced each way, thankful nobody was around. Likely, they were all on the beach or still in bed.

			“Do you believe him?” Dane asked as they turned toward the elevator.

			Ethan nodded. “I do. He’s too arrogant to let himself go to jail. If there’s a loophole to save his ass, he’ll take it.”

			Dane hoped that was true, for all of their sakes.

			“I need to find Harper.” Ethan punched the button on the elevator to close the doors. “I don’t know what I’m going to say, but I can’t stay away.”

			“She’s with Stella right now.”

			Ethan jerked around. “What?”

			Dane held up his hands. “Calm down. It was my idea. I thought Harper could use another woman to talk to, and Stella texted and said they were going to walk around the resort. Harper is showing her around and discussing new designs.”

			“And me,” Ethan muttered, turning back to watch the numbers light up as they passed each floor.

			“That goes without saying, but Stella is in your corner.”

			“She doesn’t even know me.”

			“But she knows me,” Dane countered. “Trust me on this. Stella might just tip the scales.”

			The elevator doors slid open, and Ethan stepped out first. The lobby had only a few people milling about, going in and out of the buffet area for a quick breakfast.

			“I think I should change my clothes,” Dane stated, glancing down to his attire. “Oh, Harper had our luggage taken to your penthouse.”

			“Did she now?” Ethan smirked, though it quickly faded. “I do have plenty of room. More if she’s leaving.”

			“Then maybe you should give her a reason to stay.”

		
	
		
			Eighteen

			“You’re a difficult woman to track down.”

			Harper glanced over her shoulder, and Ethan’s heart clenched at the sight. She stood on the edge of the shore, the water lapping up over her bare feet. She held a dainty pair of sandals at her side, her other hand gathered up the skirt of her red dress and her curls tossed around in the wind. She was like something from a dream, something he could see, but not touch. Something that could vanish in a flash.

			Her dark eyes locked with his a split second before she turned back to stare at the sunset.

			“I haven’t exactly been hiding,” she said as he came to her side.

			“I hear you spent some time with Stella.”

			“She’s amazing.”

			Ethan had talked with Dane and Stella over dinner in the penthouse earlier. He’d hoped Harper would show back up—he’d even ordered enough dinner for four.

			“She seems to think I should forgive you,” Harper stated after a moment.

			Ethan slid his hands into his pockets to keep from reaching for her. He wanted this too much to screw up by being selfish and thinking of his wants first. Harper was everything to him. Not just because of the baby, but because she made him feel so many things he’d never thought possible.

			“And what do you think?” he asked.

			Ethan studied her profile, trying to capture the proper words to describe the beauty she radiated.

			“I don’t know what to think,” she murmured.

			The gentle waves filled the silence, and he waited.

			“Did you have my father arrested?”

			Ethan pulled in a breath. “No, I didn’t.”

			Harper’s gaze shifted to his, her brows rising. “Why? That’s all you’ve wanted.”

			“That used to be all I wanted,” he corrected.

			Unable to be this close and not touch her, he took a chance and reached for her hand, the one she clutched her skirt with.

			The material fell down around her ankles as he raked his thumb over her knuckles.

			She trembled.

			“After my mother died, I shut down,” he started. “Ask Dane. I even closed off from my own twin. I didn’t want to feel anything for anyone. I wanted to crawl inside myself and never get hurt again.”

			Harper’s chin quivered, but he kept going. He had her attention—this was the opening and the chance he’d been waiting on...he’d been praying for.

			“Then Robert took the main part of my mother’s legacy, and I didn’t know what to do,” he stated. “I know I was too young to run the place myself, but I would’ve listened to her managers. I would’ve done anything to make sure nothing severed that bond between my mother and me.”

			He drew in another shaky breath and squeezed her hand. “You know that I’ve been wanting revenge on my stepfather, and he deserves to have everything taken from him. But that all changed the second I realized you were his daughter.”

			“I don’t know the man like you do,” she supplied. “I met him when I was twenty, and we’ve had a handful of interactions since then. I believe you about the kind of man he is. What hurts is the fact you didn’t tell me the moment you knew.”

			Ethan nodded in agreement. “I know I hurt you. Harper, you have to believe me. The second I found out, I started trying to find a way to make sure you were not involved in this backlash. I wanted to shield you and our baby from everything ugly about this. I know I should’ve come to you, but I wanted to handle it myself.”

			Emotion clogged his throat, and he swallowed back the lump as his eyes began to burn.

			“I wasn’t able to protect my mother,” he choked out. “You’re the only other woman I’ve ever loved, and I needed to make sure you—”

			“What did you say?”

			Ethan stopped and blinked. “What?”

			“You said you loved me,” she stated, tears swimming in her eyes.

			A swell of warmth spread through him. He hadn’t even realized he’d said the word, but now that it was out, he realized that’s the exact word he’d been searching for to describe how he felt about Harper.

			“Did you mean it?” she asked.

			Ethan smiled for the first time in what felt like days. “Yeah, I did. I love you, Harper.”

			Tears spilled from her eyes, trailing down her cheeks. He released her hand and framed her face, swiping at the moisture with the pads of his thumbs.

			“Sorry,” she muttered. “People are probably looking.”

			“Of course they are. Who wouldn’t, at the most beautiful woman in the world.” Ethan took a step closer until his chest brushed hers. “And who cares? Don’t be afraid to show who you are.”

			“I don’t know who I am,” she said. “I wanted to be the reckless woman having a heated affair with this hot stranger. Then I wanted to be the woman who was strong and could be a great mother. Then I thought maybe, just maybe, you and I could grow together and perhaps fall in love and raise our child as a family.”

			“You’re all of those women,” he told her.

			Harper closed her eyes and licked her lips. “No, I’m not,” she said, looking back up at him. “I’m the woman who is a poor judge of character.”

			“No, you aren’t.” He tipped her head so he could focus on her and she had no choice but to hold his gaze. “You’re the woman who is loving, trusting, caring, loyal. You demand those same things in return, which you should. You’re not at fault here. But I do love you. I know you might not be ready for that yet, but I’m giving you all the time you need. Just...don’t give up on us.”

			Harper smiled. “I love you, too.”

			Ethan had never heard sweeter words. He didn’t deserve her affection or honest emotions, but that was his Harper. She didn’t hide her thoughts or feelings.

			“I want to try to make this work,” she went on. “I feel like everything was so rushed. Maybe we could take our time, truly get to know each other more and dedicate each day to growing together.”

			Ethan couldn’t hide his smile. “I’d love that.”

			Harper went up on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Don’t hurt me again.”

			Smoothing his hands up and down her back, Ethan shook his head. “Never. I promise to always be honest with you, and we can face whatever obstacles the future holds together.”

			“That’s all I ask,” she told him. “I hope you don’t care I invited your brother and Stella to stay in the penthouse. It wasn’t technically mine, so...”

			Ethan slid his lips over her mouth then eased back and rested his forehead against hers.

			“I want you to share everything with me,” he told her. “I can’t wait for you to get to know Dane. We’re all starting a new chapter.”

			“Does this mean we’ll be going to Montana to visit?”

			Ethan shuddered. “Cold weather? Maybe we could go in the summer.”

			Harper threaded her fingers through his hair and laughed. “I’d love to see it. I’ve never been there, and I hear it’s gorgeous.”

			“In the summer,” he repeated.

			“Fine,” she conceded. “A summer visit. Should we go back up to the room and visit with our guests?”

			Ethan took a step back, took the sandals from her hand and laced his fingers in hers. “Is that what you want?”

			Harper smiled and nodded.

			They started up the near empty beach. It was getting later in the evening, and most people were at dinner or getting ready for the free entertainment in one of the resort’s nightclubs or theater.

			“I want that sense of family,” she told him. “I feel like I’m getting a second chance at having a sister and the life I’ve always wanted.”

			“I’ll give you anything you want,” he told her as he guided her to the steps leading to the open lobby. “But I have one request.”

			She stopped and turned to face him. “What’s that?”

			Ethan slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out the ring. He’d never been so nervous, because he actually wanted this more than anything. He wasn’t using the proposal as a ploy or any other reason than the fact he just wanted her in his life forever.

			Harper’s gaze landed on the ring, and Ethan wasted no time in dropping to one knee. He’d cheated her out of a real proposal before—he wasn’t going to do that again. She deserved everything she’d ever dreamed of or desired.

			“Harper, will you marry me?” he asked. “Have my children and grow empires with me?”

			With tears in her eyes, Harper nodded her head yes and reached for the ring. “I know I said I wanted to take things slow, but I still want to marry you. I just want some time before we say ‘I do.’”

			Ethan came to his feet and wrapped his arms around her waist. He lifted her up and smacked a kiss on her lips.

			“I don’t care how long you want to wait,” he told her. “Just say you’ll always be mine and forgive me when I do stupid things.”

			“Done,” she told him. “Now let’s get upstairs and celebrate with your family.”

			“Our family.”

			“I like the sound of that.”

			Ethan covered her mouth with his, wanting to connect to her even more. He’d finally found a love he’d never thought possible with a woman he didn’t deserve. She’d forgiven him, and he would never take her for granted again.

			Now they were moving on to their new chapter, growing their family.

			Seeking justice and revenge wasn’t everything in life.

			He had all he needed right here in his arms.
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			A Bet with Benefits

			by Karen Booth

			One

			Mindy Eden was doing far more than burning the candle at both ends—she was melting it from every angle. Her days were divided between her position as chief operating officer of her family’s department store, Eden’s, and her role as founder of her custom greeting card business, By Min-vitation Only, or BMO. Under Mindy’s leadership, Eden’s was rebounding after years of teetering on the edge, while BMO was growing by leaps and bounds. Money was rolling in, her to-do list was a mile long and she was sleeping about four hours a night. She loved every minute of it. This was no time to slow down for anything.

			As she settled in the back seat of her car on her way to Eden’s, her cell phone rang. She’d been waiting for this call from Matthew Hawkins, the interim chief executive officer Mindy had hired to run BMO while she helped her sisters get Eden’s back on stable ground. “Matthew. Do you have news for me?”

			“I do, and it’s not what we were hoping for.”

			“Let me guess. They want more money.” BMO had just made an offer on an amazing old warehouse in New Jersey. The Mercer Building. It was a massive space, and it would be a huge undertaking to move the entire company, but it had to be done. Right now, they had production running out of four different facilities, with the administrative offices at a fifth site and bulging at the seams. The Mercer would make it possible to streamline their entire operation and give them room to grow, and it would be an incredible space to work from.

			“I wish it was as simple as that. The building has been sold,” Matthew said flatly.

			“What do you mean? I thought you were on top of this. You told me it was a done deal.”

			“Unfortunately, I think your personal life interfered on this one. Your romantic personal life.”

			Mindy was close to asking Matthew if he had his head screwed on right. There was no romance in her life. There wasn’t much personal in there, either. Aside from the time she spent with her sisters, Sophie and Emma, at Eden’s, she didn’t have a spare minute to socialize. “Is this some sort of cruel joke?”

			“Your ex. Sam Blackwell. He bought the building. Right out from under us.”

			Mindy was rarely caught off guard. She had a knack for anticipating problems and being a step ahead. But she had not seen this coming. Sam had been out of her life for five full months, since the last time she broke up with him and kicked him out of her apartment.

			She’d never forget their last conversation.

			You tell me to go and I’m not coming back. Ever.

			My sisters need me more than I need you.

			Have it your way, Min. Good luck with your dysfunctional family.

			Mindy had broken up with Sam several times before that and he always found a way back. This time, he’d not only stayed away, he’d moved on to greener pastures. He’d been photographed with several gorgeous women in the tabloids, most recently with Valerie Cash, a former model turned executive fashion editor. That hadn’t been easy for Mindy to take. She couldn’t figure out what made him stay away this time. Unless, of course, it was because he’d finally believed her when she’d said that he was no good for her.

			“Mindy? Are you there?” Matthew asked. “Sam Blackwell. Your ex-boyfriend.”

			“He was never my boyfriend.” Sam never would’ve allowed himself such a label. He wasn’t the type—his words, not hers.

			“Look, I couldn’t care less what role he played in your life. The bottom line is we have to start looking for something different. Maybe new construction. I can start meeting with architects and looking at commercial sites.”

			There was no way Mindy was going to give up on the Mercer this easily. “Are you insane? We’re talking eighteen months on new construction, if we’re lucky. We don’t have that kind of time. And frankly, I’m a little shocked that you’re suggesting it. That kind of delay could destroy everything I’ve built.”

			“With all due respect, I’ve built quite a lot since I’ve been here. I have a lot invested in BMO, as well.”

			Mindy had to stop herself from biting down on her own tongue. BMO was her company, not Matthew’s. And he needed to stop acting this way. “I’m going to fix this. I don’t want you to do another thing until you hear from me.”

			“How? The building is sold. If we try to buy it from Blackwell, he’ll make us pay through the nose.”

			Mindy drew in a deep breath. Matthew was excellent at organization, but he wasn’t much of a shark. She, however, was well versed in the art of getting what she wanted out of Sam Blackwell. Not that she was an expert. She’d failed at that before, but she at least knew his tricks. “Let me handle it. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

			“This is technically my job.”

			And technically, I can fire you. “BMO is still my company and this affects our entire future. I want to get this done quickly, and I know how to deal with Sam.”

			“Good luck. I’d say you’re going to need it.”

			Thanks for the big vote of confidence. “Goodbye, Matthew.” Mindy leaned forward to speak to her driver, Clay. “Change of plans this morning. We need to make a stop before I head into Eden’s. Eighteenth Street and Tenth Avenue. North side of the street.”

			“All the way down by Pier 60, Ms. Eden?”

			“Yes, please. All the way down.” All the way down to see Sam. Mindy sat back, glancing out the window and making a conscious effort to unclench her jaw and relax her shoulders. She’d spent the last five months wondering if Sam Blackwell would find a way to wander back into her life. Now she had no choice but to storm into his. She would not allow him to create problems for her from afar, pulling strings and making messes. He was going to have to do it up close and personal.

			“I won’t be more than fifteen minutes,” she said when Clay pulled up in front of Sam’s office building.

			“Got it. I’ll hang back and wait.”

			Mindy climbed out of the car, breathing in the crisp October day deeply, if only for a boost of confidence. She strode inside, sunglasses on and head held high. With no turnstile or guard in front of the elevator bank, she bypassed the security desk and nobody said a thing. Mindy had learned long ago that if you act as though you know where you’re going, no one will question you. She did not want to give Sam even a minute to prepare for her arrival. She quickly scanned the directory and pressed the button for the seventh floor. Alone inside the elevator, she blew out a breath and decided to give herself a pep talk. “You got this. Sam Blackwell will not hurt you. Personally or professionally.”

			When the ding came and the door slid open, the reception desk was straight ahead, manned by a suitably gorgeous woman Mindy did not recognize. Behind her, a solid black wall was emblazoned with the words S. Blackwell Enterprises in gleaming chrome. The furnishings were sleek and modern, not so much as a stray paper clip in sight.

			“May I help you?” the receptionist asked coldly.

			“Mindy Eden for Sam.”

			“Is he expecting you?”

			For an instant, Mindy considered answering honestly and saying no, but Sam had to be expecting her. He didn’t do things like buy a building out from under someone unless he was expecting a response. “Yes. He is.”

			The receptionist picked up the phone and eyed Mindy as she spoke to Sam. “Yes, sir, Mr. Blackwell. Of course,” she said before hanging up. “He’ll be with you soon.”

			An eternity went by as Mindy paced in the reception area. Back and forth she went, but she wasn’t about to sit down. She had too much anxiety coursing through her veins. The thought of seeing Sam made her nervous, a reaction she needed to stomp into submission. She would get what she wanted today. She would not let him control her.

			She’d nearly convinced herself of it until all six feet and six inches of deliciously imposing Sam Blackwell appeared before her.

			“Mindy.” His voice was smooth and low, the sound filtering into her ears and quickly spreading through her entire body. It was like being gently shaken awake, something Sam had done to her countless times, rolling over in bed and pressing his long, lean form against hers. Sam was insatiable. He always wanted more of everything. Seeing him now made Mindy want to give him at least a little something. He was too appealing for words in black trousers and a charcoal-gray shirt, no tie, the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, showing off his firm forearms and his silver Rolex. His jet-black hair perfectly walked the line between tidy and messy. “I’d wondered when you’d turn up.”

			Damn him. So he had planned this. He’d lured her here by buying the Mercer and she’d taken the bait. Maybe she should have let Matthew deal with this, but it was too late for that. She had to stay strong. Confident. She couldn’t let Sam rattle her. “I need fifteen minutes. In your office.”

			“That sounds like a lot more fun than what I was just working on.” His eyebrows bounced, and the corners of his mouth threatened to curve into a smile.

			Mindy cursed herself for thinking exactly what he was thinking. Fifteen minutes was plenty of time to do a lot of sexy things to each other. “If I do it right, it will only be fun for me.”

			“I’ve had worse offers.” Sam waved Mindy closer, waiting until she started down the hall first. “Last door on the right.”

			“I remember.” Mindy led the way, ignoring the intoxicating effect of having her lungs filled with Sam Blackwell‒scented air, hoping she could find the strength to outmaneuver him and get the Mercer Building, all with her pride and heart intact.

			 

			Sam had a definite opinion about most things, but he was uncertain how to feel about Mindy Eden showing up at his office. Judging by the tug in the center of his chest the instant he saw her, he’d missed her. As he trailed behind her down the hall, the tension building in his hips confirmed that at the very least he’d missed her body—every killer curve. But he didn’t trust Mindy. Not anymore. By the third time you get kicked out of a woman’s life, she’s officially taken the gloves off.

			“What can I do for you?” Sam asked, closing the door behind him.

			Mindy dropped her handbag in one of the chairs opposite his desk. “I had hoped you and I were beyond guessing games.”

			“If we are, it’s because I don’t play them. I honestly have no idea why you’re here.” He rounded his desk but waited to sit. “Please. Have a seat.”

			Mindy shook her head, her russet-red hair a wavy tumble across the shoulders of her trim-fitting black jacket. Peeking out from beneath her lapel was something black and lacy. He loved that she worked in a fashion-forward business and could apply a sexy edge to her wardrobe. “I’m not staying. I’m here about the Mercer Building. You know, the historic warehouse out in New Jersey that I was about to buy? You snatched it out from under me. You’re trying to meddle in my business.”

			“I might have bought it, but it had nothing to do with your business.”

			Mindy’s pouty berry-pink mouth went slack with disbelief. “So what, then? Was this some attempt to get back together with me?”

			Wow. He had not seen that coming. “Is that really what you think?” He rounded his desk and closed in on her, enough to smell her perfume and see firsthand the touchable texture of her skin. His mind and body began to wage a battle. There was no telling which would win out—the urge to keep her at arm’s length or the one to wrap her up in them. “I don’t hear from you for five months and you think that I’m suddenly so struck with affection for you that I devise some silly plan to lure you to my office? Believe me, Mindy. If I wanted to get back together with you, I would call you. On the telephone. And I would ask you out.”

			Mindy crossed her arms as if she was determined to keep him away. “I have a hard time believing you aren’t up to something, and it’s not my fault that I suspect it. That’s what you do. You meddle. You’ve interfered with Eden’s plenty.”

			If only Mindy knew that what she saw as meddling, he considered to be nothing more than a favor. “I’m not a gatecrasher, Mindy, no matter what you think. I had nothing to do with buying that building out from under you. I don’t know why Eden’s would want it anyway. You have enough space in Manhattan to build a cruise ship.”

			“It’s not for Eden’s. It’s for BMO. My company. We need to find a single space for our entire operation. Having things scattered all over the place is killing our margins.”

			That was a different case. BMO was Mindy’s baby, but she’d left it in the hands of someone else. Had she managed to worm her way out of her duties at Eden’s? Was that why she was taking time to personally address this issue? “I thought you were letting the interim CEO take the reins.”

			“I’m still involved in the day-to-day. I’m not really capable of being hands-off.”

			The phrase made Sam want to thread his fingers through Mindy’s hair, but he pushed the thought aside. “I get that. I’m the same way.”

			“It’s only a little more than a year until I will have fulfilled my two-year obligation to Eden’s and can hightail it out of there. I’m not going to stop putting my mark on the world with BMO.”

			He’d always admired Mindy’s determination. When she wanted something, she did not take her eyes off the prize. That had actually been part of the fun of being with her—trying to distract her. It almost always involved the two of them taking off each other’s clothes. “Then how can I help? Do you want me to see if I can help you find a different space?”

			“No. I want you to sell the Mercer Building to me.”

			He stepped back, perching on the very edge of his desk and stretching out his legs, crossing them at the ankles. He pinched his lower lip between his thumb and index finger. It wouldn’t be a travesty if he decided to sell her the building, but Mindy was his key to an event he’d been certain before now he’d never get into. An event he needed to be at. “I need something in return.” He didn’t want to be greedy, but he also didn’t want to be foolish. Why do a favor for Mindy? Out of the goodness of his heart? She’d ground his ego into the dirt with her stiletto heels. He didn’t owe her a thing.

			“A pile of money?”

			“No. An invitation to your sister’s wedding.”

			Mindy reared back her head, eyes wide with astonishment. “That’s in a week. There are no invites to be had. Plus, why would you even want to go to Sophie’s wedding? Half of the guest list doesn’t like you.”

			Sam didn’t hurt easily, but that wasn’t an easy remark to hear. “It makes me look second-rate to not be attending the social event of the year.”

			“Since when do you care what people think about you?”

			“A good businessperson always cares about their reputation. I’ve been concentrating my work in New York and I need to be firmly entrenched in those social circles if I’m going to get anything real done in this town.” His sister, Isabel, had been the one to encourage him to stick closer to Manhattan over the last five months. She’d told him he couldn’t outrun his feelings by buzzing to Prague or Buenos Aires or wherever the smell of money and big deals lured him. Logic said that the minute Mindy dumped him last time, he would want to be as far away as possible. The Eden family was impossible to ignore in this city. But he suspected Isabel was right. He couldn’t avoid everything that caused him pain. Even when he’d had more than enough to last him a lifetime.

			“I couldn’t get an invitation for the queen of England right now. Sophie has been moaning for months about how tight the guest list is, and now that we’re this close, she’s perpetually freaking out.”

			Sam’s mind immediately leaped to a solution. He cleared his throat and prepared himself for another potentially insulting answer. “Who’s your date?”

			A rush of pink colored Mindy’s cheeks. She batted her lashes and looked away. “I don’t have one. So what?”

			“There’s no need to be defensive about it.” Sam had to fight the smile that wanted to cross his lips. He didn’t want to be so happy that Mindy Eden, one of the most extraordinary women in the city, didn’t have a date for her own sister’s wedding. But he was. “I could fix that for you. You’d be killing two birds with one stone. Getting your building and a date.”

			“You’ll really sell me the building if I take you to Sophie’s wedding? That’s all you want?”

			Sam was surprised Mindy had asked the question, a classic misstep in negotiations. Never let on that you think you’re getting a great deal. “Take me to the rehearsal dinner, too. You know, make it seem like I’m really in the inner circle.”

			“I’m not sure this is such a good idea. You and I both know we don’t work as a couple.”

			Sam shrugged and pushed off from the desk, taking his seat behind it. He was wary of the idea, only because he knew how frustrating it would be to spend time with Mindy and not be able to touch her. But he could get some real business done at Sophie and Jake’s wedding. He might even mend a few Eden fences. “Like I said, not struck with affection for you. But I think I could be convinced to keep you as a friend.”

			Mindy’s blue-green eyes were full of questions, and maybe disappointment, too. He was okay with that. She’d taken him down many notches more than once. Let her know how much it hurt. “Okay. If you’ll sell me the Mercer Building for what you paid, I will bring you to her wedding.”

			“And the rehearsal.”

			“I’ll have to figure out how to play it with Sophie, but okay. The rehearsal, too.”

			“For what I paid?”

			“Yes. Not a penny more.”

			“And as friends.”

			She grumbled and plucked her handbag from the chair, hooking it on her arm. “If that’s what we’re shooting for, then yes. Friends.”

			Sam got up to walk her out.

			“I can find my way,” she shot at him.

			“I know that. I just want to be sure you don’t steal anything on your way out.”

			“Very funny.”

			“Okay, then. You go ahead. I’ll just watch.” He leaned against the door frame, grinning to himself. Their impromptu meeting had been a win for him, especially the last part. He’d come off like a gentleman, when really he’d been after only a spectacular eyeful as Mindy walked away.
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