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      Holy shit.

      “Wow.” I hear a whisper behind me. I can't turn my head to look at Camille; I know we’re seeing the same thing.

      I mindlessly wipe the corner of my mouth. I must be drooling. I subtly push my chin, so I can close my open jaw. Heat creeps up my neck. I feel the stranger’s eyes sweeping my form in a dangerous caress. My breath is caught in my throat, my gaze fixated on the man striding toward us.

      The moment he enters my boutique, Harper Avenue, all air escapes my lungs and my hand freezes on the glass display. Standing in the doorway is every woman’s fantasy, he smoothly pulls the sunglasses from his face, deposits them in his crisp, designer, perfectly tailored suit pocket, and scans the room until his eyes fall on me. Like a moth to a flame, I can’t look away. He moves closer and I’m tilting toward him. He strides toward me with confident, purposeful steps, eyes raking over my body. When his gaze rests on my face, his full lips turn into a seductive smile.

      I’m a gazelle caught in a lion’s trap. I gulp. When he finally reaches me, I stare down at the large, copper-toned hand between us, waiting for me to make a move.

      Only seconds have passed but it feels longer trapped under his watchful eyes. “Yeah, she’s Harper,” I hear Camille say. I didn’t hear the man ask a question. I wonder why her voice sounds like she’s speaking underwater, but I don’t turn toward her. I can't stop staring at this stranger’s hand. I see hints of black tattoo ink beneath his crisp, white shirt cuff. The sharp pinch on the back of my arm finally pulls me from my haze. I slap at the stinging pinch on my arm and turn my face toward Camille, throwing daggers at her with my eyes. She’s staring back at me with puppy dog eyes, melting my annoyance. Tilting her head, she motions to the man standing on the other side of the counter and speaks quietly. “Uh, Harp, this guy wants to talk to you.”

      “Harper Maxwell?” he questions, in a smooth, seductive tone with the barest hint of an accent.

      My gaze shifts back to the newcomer, feeling out of sorts again. Immediately I am lost in the dark pits of his eyes. They’re so dark I swear they’re black, there’s no hint of color or light playing amongst the darkness. The long lashes framing his eyes make them look even darker, more ominous. My eyes slowly slide down his strong, perfectly straight nose until they fall on relaxed lips that give nothing away. There’s no smile playing on the edges or frown to give me a glimpse into his thoughts about me, this strange girl who simply can’t stop staring. His full, soft, dusty-pink lips pull into a smirk under my scrutiny. I snap my eyes back to his, rolling my lips between my teeth, as the heat deepens the blush on my cheeks. I bite back my groan of mortification. He probably thinks I come from a faraway land and have never seen a man before.

      “Y-yes,” I stammer, clutching the cleaning cloth tightly in my fist. I stand straight and push back my shoulders. Fake it until you make it. If I can’t feel confident in front of this man, I can pretend to be a confident, strong, independent business owner—even if I feel like a little girl playing dress up under his watchful eyes.

      His smirk turns into a full grin before he holds out his hand again. I’m not sure when he dropped it the first time, probably around the time my eyes took a slow journey from his eyes to his lips. I place my hand in his smooth, warm palm, unable to contain the shiver that races up my spine as his fingers rub soft, slow circles on the inside of my wrist. I’m quickly melting into a puddle on my countertop, certain that if he asked me to dance a little jig in trade for a small caress, I’d find myself on top of the counter dancing my heart out.

      “I am Rafael Bazán.”

      The gooey puddle turns rock-flipping-solid with annoyance and caution. I try to tug my hand from his when I recognize his name, but he holds it firmly in his grasp. This man is the new owner of my building. I've been terrified to meet him. The old landlord wouldn't tell me anything about the new owner, and the sale of the building was abrupt and surprising. Some of the other tenants in the building closed their doors quickly. I vowed to stay right where I was until forcibly removed. I won’t give up my store without a fight.

      “Mr. Bazán, it's nice to meet you.”

      He cuts me off. “Believe me, muñeca, the pleasure is all my mine.” His voice is practically a purr, trying to seduce me. He brings my hand to his lips, never looking away from my eyes as he lays a soft kiss on my skin.

      “Mr. Bazán,” I begin, trying unsuccessfully to pull my hand from his grip again. His magnetic stare hasn't released me.

      “Rafael. Call me Rafael.” A slight edge is in his tone. His other hand lands on top of mine, making the skin trapped between his palms hot. His eyes are boring holes into my skin and the smile playing on his lips makes me feel like I'm caught playing a game—only I don't have the rulebook for this game.

      I hesitate, not sure I want to lose formality with this stunning man in front of me. He holds the key to all my dreams. If he gouges the price of rent, I'll have to move my business. I refuse to do that. I love this area of Austin with its trendy shops and eclectic vibe. Harper Avenue fits with the neighborhood. I've cultivated my store from the ground up to make it the go-to trendy boutique. I have a loyal customer base in the area. If I move to a cheaper area, I don't know if my customers would be willing to battle traffic to visit my shop.

      He squeezes my hand firmly, but not painfully. “Rafael, muñeca.”

      I rack my brain for the meaning of that word. I don’t speak Spanish, but I’ve heard it often enough that I can pick up some words, but this one is new to me. I've blocked Spanish from my mind for a long time, which is a feat in and of itself, living in Texas. Spanish reminds me of too many nights spent with another man and of those I’ve lost.

      “Rafael,” I say, finally relenting. He lets go of my hand this time, and I let it fall back to my side. “Would you like to step into my office?”

      “Yes,” Rafael says leaning toward me. I spin, but slam into Camille, completely forgetting she is right next to me.

      Camille whispers in my ear as I edge around her, “If you don't want him, I'll take him.”

      I ignore her and Rafael’s chuckle, striding straight into my office to sit behind my large, white desk. Rafael takes a seat in one of the blush-pink velvet chairs on the other side of my desk. He relaxes, a long, thick leg crossed with his ankle resting on his other knee. When he leans toward me, I lean back in my chair, trying to keep distance between us.

      I remain silent, waiting to see what the first words out of his mouth will be. My neighboring tenants are moving out, closing up their businesses almost overnight. Do I start begging to keep my rent the same? Do I wait to see what he will say? Rafael is one of the most attractive men I have ever seen in person, but there’s a quiet, intimidating factor swirling around him. A ball of nerves sits in stomach as I wait for him to slam down his proverbial gavel on the sentence I know he’s about to unleash.

      “I recently acquired this building,” Rafael says smoothly, his hands sweeping in front of him. I don’t miss the slight tilt of his head, begging me to play this game with him. He’s waiting for the contradiction from me. I don’t say the words my store out loud, but they’re sitting between us as if they’re lit up on a neon sign. He wants me to know he owns this space. The building may be his, but the store is mine.

      “Yes, I heard,” I say, smoothing my hands over nonexistent wrinkles in my outfit. I hesitate adding more, but his intimidating stare loosens my lips. I can’t help the note of hysteria that comes across in my voice. “I recently signed a two-year contract with a locked-in rate on rent with the previous owner.”

      “I know, muñeca,” he says as his lips split into a sinister smile, giving me another glimpse of his perfect, white teeth.

      I gulp, removing my eyes from his, fearing I’ll be turned to stone if I stare into them for so long. There is no doubt this man is sexy and intriguing, but one word keeps scrolling across the front of my brain as I stare at him. Dangerous.

      A dangerous man in an impeccable three-piece suit, a honey-rich voice, and an irresistible smile. If I were anything other than a piece on his gameboard and if my life didn’t rely on the outcome of this game, I just might feel lucky to be sitting across from someone like him. I might be charmed, but with the weight of my world resting my shoulders, this isn’t fun for me and I certainly don’t feel lucky to be sitting across from the man who can leave me jobless. Rafael leans closer to me, dropping his crossed leg back to the floor, and placing his arms on my desk. He hasn’t looked away from me one time, hasn’t looked around my office, has only watched me. The weight of his stare isn’t easy to miss.

      I am unable to stop the words as they spill past my lips, completely erasing the cool facade I’m hoping to show. “Who are you? Why did this sale happen so fast? I had a good relationship with the old owner. He told me nothing about you or why he suddenly decided to sell even though he’d just given me a two-year commitment. All the tenants around me seem to be closing up shop, never to be heard from again. They won’t answer my calls or emails. What’s happening? I demand to know.”

      An arrogant, mocking grin pulls at the edges of his lips. His gaze dips to my chest for a second, making his nostrils flare. When his eyes land back on mine there is an unmistakable heat burning in them. I suck in a breath, partially fascinated by the idea of heat with Rafael and partially terrified of getting even an inch closer to him. My chest is heaving after my rapid-fire questions.

      “You demand, muñeca?” Amusement is replacing the heat in his eyes. The corners of his lips are twitching as he suppresses a laugh.

      “Yes,” I say, hating the way my voice shakes, wishing I could make it sound stronger, more firm. I’m the confident woman who always has her shit together. Five minutes across from a sexy man is a designer suit and I’m nothing but a quaking, terrified little girl.

      “I will be the only one to make any kind of demand.” Rafael is full on smiling as he says each word slowly and seductively, making sure I don’t miss the innuendo laced within his statement. I roll my lips between my teeth, willing myself to calm down and praying my heart will slow. A battle rages within as fear seeps into my bones, but my heart races with excitement as an image of us tangled in sheets pops into my mind. I have no doubt he’s demanding in a bedroom. That’s something I will never find out, though.

      “I will honor your two-year contract,” Rafael finally states.

      My shoulders sag in relief as I let out a breath. He ignored every single one of my questions. I’m grateful that I seem to be safe for at least the next two years, but I worry about the reason for the mass exodus. “Why have so many other shops closed overnight?” I ask, twirling the ring on my finger.

      Rafael leans back into the chair, creating distance between us again. I hadn’t realized I started to lean toward him. He makes a small slicing motion through the air while he states in a firm, no-arguments tone, “Muñeca, while I would love to stay and talk with you all day, I will not discuss the status of any other resident’s contract with you, just as I will not discuss yours with them.”

      Rafael abruptly stands, leaving me confused at his sudden mood swing and firm tone. He straightens his suit before turning toward the door. I stand, brushing unseen lint off my dress as I walk around the desk to shake his hand. When I step in front of him and raise my gaze to meet his eyes, they’re traveling leisurely up my body. He takes a step closer, grabbing my hand and bringing it to his lips for the second time today. “Until next time, muñeca,” he whispers against my skin.

      “It—it was good to meet you,” I stammer, the blush creeping up my neck and heating my cheeks.

      He turns to exit my office, stopping in the doorway to face me again. I brace myself for what will come out of his mouth next. The flaming heat is back in his eyes and a sinister smile is on his lips. He looks like the devil ready to tempt me into a life of sin.

      “I am hosting a small meet and greet with my new tenants. Questions can be asked, answers will be given. Dinner on me. I would like to get to know more about the establishments I have collected. A car service will arrive at seven to pick you up.”

      The bell on the front door of my shop chimes signaling his departure before I’m able to coherently respond.
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      I stand in front of Harper Avenue’s door. Apprehension creeps up my spine as I look up and down the block, expecting the other store owners to be waiting much like me, but each storefront is abandoned. A black stretch limousine pulls up. I look around again, expecting it to take off down the street. Rafael wouldn’t have ordered a limo for the shop owners, would he? The street my shop is on is hardly ever quiet, and the eerie silence makes me wary of the black car in front of me.

      A tall man with broad shoulders steps out of the driver’s side door and strides around the limo. He doesn’t acknowledge me as he steps to the back door closest to me. I start taking slow steps back toward the front of my store while digging for my keys inside my bag. I’m really regretting not taking more self-defense classes with my best friend Savannah right now. I could stab him with my key. Or my heel. James, the local gym owner, showed me moves to break from an attacker’s clutches, but none are coming to mind. The only thing coming to mind is ripping the shoe from my foot and throwing it at this man while I run for my life.

      Harper, I scold. Focus. Finally locating my keys hidden in a pocket of my purse, I look down, trying to find the right one while putting the others between my shaking fingers. James’ words enter my mind, use anything you have.

      A throat clearing grabs my attention, making me look up at the driver. The back door of the limo is open, showing nothing but blackness. I can’t see anyone inside. My wary eyes find the driver again. His eyes are hidden behind black sunglasses, a single, thick brow is arched over one eye. He motions toward the open limo door.

      “You are Harper, right?” the driver asks in a deep, grumbling, heavily accented voice.

      I scan around, even more apprehensive than I was before. If this is for Rafael’s meeting with the tenants, why am I the only one here? Why is no one else getting in this creepy limo with me?

      “How do you know my name?” I try to sound strong, but my voice trembles on the last word.

      “Mr. Bazán sent me to pick you up.”

      “Can’t you tell me where to go and I’ll find my own way?”

      “Are Mr. Bazan’s accommodations not up to your standards?” The driver asks in a mocking tone, his eyes scanning me from head to toe.

      “It’s not that,” I try to say, but he turns his back to me while sliding a phone out of his pocket. The door is still open, daring me to get inside. The back of the car feels just as dangerous as the man who sent it.

      The driver is speaking low in Spanish, still turned away from me. A vibration in my purse has me sinking my hand back inside, looking for another lost item in the giant bag. I gasp when I read the message from an unknown number on the screen.

      

      
        
        Unknown: Get in the car, muñeca.

      

      

      

      No, thanks, Rafael. I think I’ll stay right here. I glare at the driver, knowing the person on the other end of his call is Rafael. The driver hangs up the phone, turning back toward me. When he sees my glare, he smirks, placing his hand on the door, waiting for me, taunting me to step inside. Not today, bucko. Not today.

      

      
        
        Rafael: I still have not signed a contract stating I will honor your lease agreement with the previous owner. Get in the car.

      

      

      

      I resist the urge to stomp my foot and scream. I angrily hit my screen, typing out my message.

      

      
        
        Harper:  Is that a threat?

        Rafael: Simply stating the reality of the situation.

        Rafael: You will soon learn that I am not always a patient man. Get in. I have your contract with me.

      

      

      

      I turn my head to look back at my store. This store is everything that I have. I opened it with the inheritance my parents left me. In so many ways, this is the only place I still feel tied to them. Every possession that was once theirs doesn’t hold the same value as this store. Harper’s Avenue has been my dream since I was a little girl. My father taught me how to write a business plan while my mother taught me to express myself through my own style. This store is the marriage of what they both gave me. Business savvy and style. I close my eyes, willing myself to turn and get in the limo. If I have to dance with the devil to keep my store, I’ll do it.

      I toss my hair over my shoulder and march toward the limo, keeping my chin up, not looking at the driver, showing the confidence I found deep within me. I stop right before I sink into the car and turn toward the driver still holding the door. He’s facing forward, not looking at me, but I see his lips twitching. I glare at the side of his face again, before saying, “Just so you know, you’re on my shit list.”
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      When the limo pulls into a grungy and dimly lit alley behind a strip of buildings, I shove my hand between the seats, looking for something I can defend myself with. I’m really regretting not having pepper spray in my purse right now. Each thud of the driver’s footsteps coming closer sends my heartrate skyrocketing. Tears start burning my eyes as the panic completely sets in. I still haven’t found anything to hit the driver with when the door opens.

      This is it. I’m going to die. I’m going to die in a back alley and I’m not even wearing great shoes.

      The door at my back is too close to the alley wall to open, so I can’t escape that way. My spine is pressed against the seat, ready for what’s going to come next. Who brings someone to a fucking alley?

      When I don’t exit the car, the driver leans down and peers inside. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not going to let you kill me,” I sneer.

      “Dios mio,” he mutters, brushing a hand down his face. He continues speaking in Spanish to himself while pinching the bridge of his nose. His jaw is clenched when his eyes land back on mine. “I am not going to kill you. Get out of the car. Mr. Bazán is waiting for you.”

      I slowly step out of the car, looking around and crinkling my nose. There are dumpsters next to the door marked back exit. “Why can’t we go through the front?”

      “Mr. Bazán likes privacy,” he responds dryly.

      The back entrance leads us to a dark hallway with unmarked doors. I dig my fingernails into the palm of my hand, counting to ten. The soft click of my heels and the driver’s shoes are the only noises echoing around us. He stops at the end of the hallway as a man appears from the shadows. Before I finish gasping and turning to run in the other direction, the driver grabs my arm. He doesn’t even cast a glance my way as he speaks to the other man in Spanish. As the driver releases me, the man from the shadows opens the door to a small room with a few black velvet chairs adorned with gold feet. A crystal chandelier lights the space in a soft glow.

      Before I can take in any more details of the ornate room, the driver pulls aside a black velvet curtain, ushering me through into another room. Where am I? The room is sectioned off with booths, couches, and heavy, velvet curtains. The driver stops next to a section shielded by curtains, and I halt next to him. The sunglasses haven’t been removed from his face, but I can feel him rolling his eyes at me when he sighs. He holds back the curtain with one hand and motions me through with the other. Not ready to break my stare and see what’s on the other side of the curtain, I stand there, refusing to move.

      “Muñeca.” Rafael’s deep, masculine voice calls from within.

      Do it for the store. Do it for the store. I chant my mantra over and over in my head, biting the inside of my cheek. As I’m about to walk through into the unknown, Rafael steps forward. He takes my hand in his own, bringing it to his mouth. A shiver runs up my spine when his soft lips connect with my skin. Without taking his eyes off me, he talks to his driver in Spanish and then pulls me through the velvet curtain.

      Two black velvet sofas sit across from each other. They have the same ornate, gold feet and deep seats as the chairs in the previous room. Rafael lets go of my hand, leaving me standing between the two couches as he goes to a bottle of wine resting on a bar cart in the corner of the room. A buffet is set up next to the bar cart, ready to serve. Clearing my throat, I ask, “Where are the others?”

      “It is just the two of us.” The shred of amusement in his voice sets me on edge. I turn to leave without saying a word to Rafael. If he can lie to me then I can be rude to him. He has to know he can’t walk all over me. “That’s not a good idea, muñeca.”

      I glare at him over my shoulder before spewing my frustration. “You lied to me. I’m not some puppet.”

      “I did not lie.” He saunters closer, setting the two glasses of blood red wine on a small, gold side table before stopping right in front of me. I’m still facing the exit, but my eyes are glued to him. “Sit. Enjoy the wine and food.” He’s so close I can feel his breath on my shoulder, caressing my skin.

      “You did lie,” I assert. “You said you wanted to get to know the tenants and you were having a dinner for them.”

      “I did say that, and I am.” His soft tone infuriates me so much I don’t notice that he slowly turned me toward him until I’m facing him. “You are my tenant. I am hosting a dinner for you. Please, sit. I would love to get to know you, my tenant.” A slow, smug smile takes over his face as he slowly tilts his head toward the buffet of waiting food. Dinner. My palm twitches, ready to slap the smirk off his arrogant face, but my body is swaying toward him, hypnotized by his black eyes and perplexing words.

      Stepping back from Rafael allows me the space to release a shaking breath. I curl my fingers into my palm, trying to stop them from trembling. My nerves are completely frazzled. When there’s distance between the two of us, I’m able to think and breathe better. He’s like the damn Bermuda Triangle, messing up all my senses.

      Unable to let the irritation go, I grab the glass of wine and take a hearty drink. Determined to put even more distance between us, I cross the room to the couch that’s farthest away and sit on the buttery velvet. If I were alone, I’d lie on it and rub myself all over the soft fabric and take a nap after a long day at the store.

      Rafael surprises me when he sits next to me on the couch with two plates of food. I expected him to do the polite thing and sit on the couch across from mine, not invade my personal space again. He’s not leaning toward me, but he’s close enough to dominate my attention.

      “What am I really doing here?” I can hear the trepidation in my voice I was hoping to suppress.

      “I did not lie.” His voice is still infuriately calm. “My only intention is to get to know you over dinner.”

      “Why?” Again, my body sways toward him and my question comes out husky.

      Instead of answering me, he leans toward the side table, grabbing the bottle of wine, refilling the glass I didn’t realize I’d emptied. “The answer is simple. You fascinate me.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      Rafael’s lips twitch, concealing a smile. “This is why I wish to know you.”

      Wine sloshes over the side of my glass as I raise my hands in the air, demanding answers. “How can I fascinate you when you don’t know me?”

      A small smile appears on his lips as he shrugs. “Presentimiento. Call it intuition.”

      Pouring the rest of my wine down my throat, I search my mind for a witty comeback. I want to feel like we’re on an even playing field. Who am I kidding? He’s playing major league baseball and I’m playing little league. My hand shakes as I set the again-emptied wine glass on the table. Rafael leans across me with the bottle in his hand.

      “I better not.” My voice wobbles as I inhale his musky scent.

      “You are not driving. You should eat.” He hasn’t moved from his position, just turned his head toward mine. Our eyes are locked and lips only an inch apart. Rafael’s breath brushes across my skin with each word.

      “Inhibitions and all that,” I whisper.

      His mouth curves into a seductive smile. “I think I would like your inhibitions lowered, muñeca.”

      “What does that mean?” I swallow and grit my teeth to stop my eyelids from fluttering.

      Rafael leans closer, putting his lips right next to my ear. His voice is husky and full of sex appeal. “Doll.”

      I pull my head away and use my hand to push his hard chest. The pain rushing through me overshadows the electricity firing beneath my palm. “Don’t call me that.” I bite out each demanding word. As the pain takes over my heart, I close my eyes. After taking a calming breath, I speak again. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.”

      “Why not? Does it remind you of someone?”

      My eyes fly open. Rafael has his head cocked with a tiny, teasing smile on his lips and a deadly gleam in his eyes.

      “Why would you say that?”

      He shrugs, wiping the smirk from his face. “Your reaction.”

      A vision of my dad dancing with me around the kitchen as my mom cooks dinner with my sister floats through my mind.

      “It doesn’t remind me of anyone.” The lie burns my throat. I reach for a bite of food to distract myself from our conversation. Since the moment he walked into my store, he’s thrown me all over the place with my emotions.

      “Are you sure?” A tiny, arrogant twitch of his lips is back, making me want to slap his smug face. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to hit someone in my life but this man brings out an array of emotions. I don’t respond, just begin to eat, silently trying to break the code behind everything he says. The crook of his lips turns into a practiced smile as he shrugs again. “You are pretty. Like a doll.”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head. “Just don’t call me that. Please.” I force out the last word through my teeth, trying to sound pleasant.

      He slightly inclines his head in assent. “As you wish.”

      My hands are still shaking, and, knowing I may regret it in the morning, I take the bottle of wine from Rafael and pour myself a new glass. His victorious chuckle rings in my ears as I take the first gulp. Earlier, I thought I needed all my mental strength to be near him, but now I think I need the buzz to stay in this room.

      Rafael and I eat dinner in complete silence, but I feel his eyes watching me, taking in every detail. My gaze stays focused on the wine and dinner in front of me.

      “Tell me something about yourself,” he asks after we’ve finished eating. Rafael’s fingers brush my hair over my shoulder and trail down my arm, eliciting goosebumps in their wake.

      Reluctantly, I turn my head toward him, falling under the spell of his dark eyes again. “I want my store to be successful. I want that more than almost anything else.”

      He stares at me and purses his lips before closing his eyes and releasing a sigh. My eyes follow him as he gets up from the couch and walks to the corner of our enclosed area. On his walk back to the couch, he looks directly into my eyes without blinking. “This is for you.”

      I take the manila envelope from his hands, gripping the edges tightly. “What is it?” My voice shakes.

      “Your lease agreement with my signature. I will honor your old contract.”

      My body sags against the back of the couch. I can’t even bring myself to care about the wine that sloshed over the side of my glass onto the soft velvet. The envelope rips while I’m tearing the top off, not willing to completely believe him until I see for myself. The words on the page are blurring from my shaking hands and tears in my eyes, but it’s there. It’s all there. The same exact agreement with Rafael’s neat signature on the bottom. There’s a blank space for my name. Turning to face Rafael, he’s already holding an expensive pen out in front of him. My name is inked on the page before I take my next breath.

      Rafael takes the contact from my hands and puts it back in the ripped envelope. “I will send you a copy via messenger in the morning. Now that business is taken care of, please let me get to know you.”

      A laugh bubbles up my throat and my hand comes to rest on his arm. “Right now, at this moment, I think I’m willing to give you just about anything. Thank you.”

      “If I can’t call you muñeca, what can I call you?”

      “My name.” I turn my face toward him and raise an eyebrow.

      “Touché.” His face casts down to the couch. Shaking his head, he rubs his hand over his mouth, hiding a smile. When he peeks at me through his long lashes, a rush of warmth moves up my neck and over my cheeks as the blush spreads over my skin. He breaks our palpable tension when he speaks. “Tell me about your family.”

      Tell me about your family. It’s normal to wonder about someone’s family and past. It’s typical conversation, but I can’t ignore the way my heart breaks apart. I clear my throat and rub my hand over my thigh before balling it into a fist. Rafael’s eyes are waiting for mine when I turn my face back to his and suck in a large breath before I speak. It’s been years. Years. But, the pain of these words never gets easier. “My parents and sister passed away when I was seventeen. No family. It’s just me.”

      Rafael brings his hand to my arm, rubbing gently. “How did it happen?” There’s something in his voice, but I can’t figure it out. The warm buzz from the wine is taking over, leaving everything in a slight haze.

      I can’t stop the tears that spring in my eyes. “Mugging. They were murdered in downtown Dallas.”

      “I’m sorry to hear of your loss.” His whispered words tug on my fragile heart.

      “Thank you,” I mutter quietly, looking back down at my lap, trying to control my pain.

      “Why were you not with them?” The gentle glide of his hands on my arm coaxes me to answer his question. I don’t mull over the strange phrasing or wonder why he sounds curious that I’m not dead, too, because I’m completely lost in his gentle touch and entrancing eyes.

      “Visiting someone,” I say softly. The deep-seated loathing I’ve let consume me since that day works its way into gut, filling me with shame as I watch my hands tangle in my lap.

      Rafael sighs deeply. “I must confess something.”

      Turning back to face him and cocking my head, I wait for him to voice his confession.

      “I knew about your family.”

      My mouth goes dry. I open and close it several times before I’m able to speak. “Wh–what do you mean?” I can’t stop the quiver in my voice. There’s an elephant in the room. Something obvious. Something I should know. Something I should understand, but it’s just out of reach and sitting on the tip of my tongue.

      “Santiago was my father.” The soft accent I heard earlier comes out full force with that sentence. I shake my head, denying his truth. Santiago was my father’s lifelong best friend.

      “Uncle Santiago didn’t have children.” He constantly showered my sister and me with gifts and love, considering us the children he never had. He was practically a second father to me. After my family was murdered he took me under his wing, made sure I was taken care of, and even paid for my college tuition. He made me leave my inheritance untouched until I graduated. The day he died was the day I truly lost all of my family, every last one of them.

      “He was my father,” Rafael insists, squeezing my arm.

      I tug my arm out of his grasp. Confusion swarms my senses as I shake my head and dart my eyes around the room. I want him to be lying, but I know he’s not. Uncle Santiago’s secrets and lies gruesomely tear apart the last shreds of my heart. Why would he not tell me about his family? Why hide them? Did Dad know? My confusion is replaced by a dull ache in my chest.

      I try grasping at the last straw I can find. “You weren’t at his funeral. I would remember you.”

      “I was there. I was in the back. Santiago and I had a complicated relationship.”

      “He never said anything,” I whisper, focusing my eyes back down at my lap. I don’t pull away when Rafael’s hand finds my arm again. He pulls my empty wine glass from my hand and sets it on the table.

      “I lived in Mexico with mi mamá.” The soothing strokes of his hand lull me into a relaxed state. “I should get you home. I think the wine has made you sleepy.”

      A small smile curves my mouth. “I think you’re right.”
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      “Earth to Harper.” Snapping fingers in front of my face pull me from my thoughts. Camille stands in front of me with one hand on her hip and a scowl on her face. “I’ve been trying to get your attention. What’s with you?”

      I shake my head and plaster a smile on my face. “Nothing.”

      Camille rolls her eyes, not believing me for one second. “How was dinner with our sexy new owner? Can he be our boss? He can boss me around any time.”

      “Camille!” I can’t hold in the laughter.

      She shrugs, barely concealing a smile. “What? I bet he likes it kinky. He’s so perfectly polished in that suit. You just know he only gets dirty in the bedroom. I’ll gladly volunteer for that job.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “Oh. I see what’s going on here.” She holds her hands out in front of her taking a step back. “I’ll back off.”

      My face scrunches in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re into him. Did y’all bang last night? Please tell me he dragged you into a coat closet and fucked you while all the other tenants were out at his little shindig. Jesus, that man is fine.”

      “Camille!” I can’t hold in the laughter and can’t bring myself to scold her for talking like that in my store. I just hope she’ll keep her mouth shut if a customer walks in.

      “Give me all the dirty details.” She waggles her eyebrows.

      “No details to give. Dirty or otherwise.” I say, walking away. At least no details like she wants. A bomb dropped on the life I thought I knew? That’s a different story. I had stayed awake most of the night, trying to recall any memory of a mention from Santiago. He was a constant in my life—cheering just as loudly as my parents at my kindergarten graduation, coming with bouquets to every dance recital, and consoling me through my darkest days. Why would he lie to me?

      “No details to give because nothing happened, or no details because you don’t want to share?”

      “No details because nothing happened and nothing will happen. He’s my landlord. That’s it.” I glance down at my watch. “Get out of here, it’s your lunch time.”

      Her shoulders drop as she grabs her purse from the counter. “It’s a shame you’re letting that go to waste. He was totally checking you out yesterday.”

      I point toward the door. “Get out of here! You’re lucky I don’t fire you.”

      She struts away, swaying her hips in a dramatic fashion, flinging open the door as she calls over her shoulder, “You wouldn’t dare.”

      The smile falls from my face the second she walks out the door, my mind going back to its endless questions. Why would Uncle Santiago lie? Why would he keep a child a secret? Is Rafael lying? No, it’s not a lie. I don’t know how I know, but I know in my gut he’s telling the truth.

      I wish there was someone I could ask. My parents are gone. My sister is gone. Uncle Santiago is gone. I’m not friends with anyone from my past and even if I was, none of my friends knew my father and uncle like I did, except one person.

      My dad and Uncle Santiago grew up in rough neighborhoods, bouncing around from house to house in the foster system. Santiago made one of his missions in life to give back to the old neighborhood, hoping that at least one kid would be able to walk away from the threats of that life. The one person who might know more about Uncle Santiago than me is the last person I want to think about, much less speak with. Santiago took him under his wing and led him to the path that he’s on today.

      Roman Marx. My ex-boyfriend. The only boy I ever loved. He was intricately woven into my life before my family died. It’s as simple as picking up the phone to call him; there’d be no hesitation on his end, and he’d fill me in on everything he knows. Or he’d dig into the past until he could answer any question I throw at him. He doesn’t tell me things are impossible. If I ask, he will find a way. No questions, no hesitations. It doesn’t matter. Even after all this time, I know I can call him. If I begged him to break the world down to its core, he’d make it happen. He may not love me anymore. We may not be together, but my soul is bound to his.

      It should be as simple as picking up the phone.

      It’s really not that simple, though.

      I could never bring myself to delete his number from my phone, and even if I did, I have it memorized. It’s ingrained in my memory just as much as his touch. Do I call him and ask, but risk having my heart broken when I hear his voice? Or do I let this go and move on, accepting I can’t have answers from the grave?

      I’ve never been good about letting things go.
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      Groaning, I try to roll over, but I hit a solid wall. My eyes fly open and I open my mouth to scream, but a hand covers it. I start thrashing against the person behind me, screaming against his hand. A leg hooks over my waist, limiting my movements.

      “Sugar, it’s just me.”

      Time stands still when the deep voice registers in my ear. Everything stops. My movements. My breaths. My heart.

      No.

      No. No. No.

      No.

      I called him and left a message. He was supposed to call me back, not show up. Roman takes advantage of my stillness by pulling me closer to his body and nuzzling my neck. The hand that was covering my mouth slides down my neck, my throat, my chest, and comes to rest on my stomach, sending chills along my skin. I close my eyes, relishing in his warmth for just one second before they fly open and reality slaps me in the face.

      Ten years. Ten fucking years.

      “What are you doing here?” My voice doesn’t sound nearly as strong as I wish it did. I’m still not quite convinced this isn’t a dream.

      I grit my teeth to stop my whimper from escaping when his soft lips land on my neck. “You said you needed help. You need help? I’m here. Simple as that, Sugar.”

      Oh my god. This really isn’t a dream. He grunts when I send my elbow into his stomach before I leap from the bed and press my back into the wall.

      And, there he is. Roman fucking Marx. It’s been years since I’ve seen him. He’s filled out since he left me behind. When he left, he was still a boy. An undeniably drop-dead-gorgeous boy, but still a boy. This Roman in front of me, though, is all man. Dear fucking Lord. I will not acknowledge the rush of heat that floods my system. I will not…

      My thoughts trail off as I groan, watching his naked chest emerge from beneath the covers. Roman is leaning against my headboard, an arm thrown over his head, smiling at me. The tattoos on his enormous biceps are new. His bronze skin is taut over each rippling muscle on his chest and stomach. I swallow as my eyes continue to go lower and lower.

      The sheet is pulled down so low. My eyes jump back to his when I see his morning wood. He raises an eyebrow.

      “Why are you here? And, why the fuck are you naked?”

      He shrugs, that damn smile never leaving his lips. “I hate sleeping in clothes.”

      “You don’t get in bed naked with a stranger.” I have to restrain myself from stomping my foot.

      The smile on his face is replaced by an angry scowl as he spits out his words. “I’m not a fucking stranger, Harper.”

      “You may as well be,” I counter.

      Roman launches himself from the bed and cages me against the wall, getting so close I can feel the heat from his naked body. He leans forward, sliding his nose along my cheek on his way to my ear. My heart is tripping over itself and my breathing has turned into pants. He’s been close to me for a couple of seconds and my body is already falling apart. His voice is rough when he whispers, “Have you forgotten I know every inch of your body?”

      The only answer I have for him is my deep gulp and flaming cheeks. He chuckles. “That’s what I thought, Sugar.”

      The nickname sends me into a fit of rage. “Don’t you dare call me that.” I shove against his chest until he backs up. “And put some clothes on.”

      Rushing past him, I head to the kitchen. I can’t be in a bedroom alone with him. His presence is too much. A few minutes later, I hear him walking toward me. I turn, handing him a cup of coffee.

      “You remember how I like my coffee.” A satisfied grin takes over his face. He still doesn’t have a shirt on, but at least he’s wearing pants. Even if they are unbuttoned.

      “Don’t flatter yourself too much. I spat in it.”

      “You’re too sweet for that.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      Roman’s eyes lazily scan me from head to toe. “I know you better than anyone.”

      I close my eyes, counting to ten and breathe deeply. I will not let him rattle me. I’m calm. I’m in control. “Why are you here?”

      “You called.”

      “That’s not an answer.” My voice is so shrill it could break glass. Okay, so that wasn’t calm. I take a breath and try again. “I wanted you to call me back. Not show up.”

      He scratches his chest, calm as can be, setting his coffee on the table next to him. “This is better.”

      We stare at each other, taking in everything that’s the same and everything that’s different. Oh my god. “Wait! How do you know where I live?”

      “I own a security company. It’s easy to find what I want with my resources.”

      “How did you get into my apartment?” I rake a hand through my hair, frustrated I didn’t realize until now that he had no way into my apartment. This should have been the first thing out of my mouth.

      “Your security is seriously lacking. It wasn’t even a challenge.” He crosses his arms over his chest, raising an eyebrow, begging me to give him a challenge.

      “Lovely,” I mutter, biting my lip, flicking my eyes around my kitchen, looking anywhere other than his chest.

      “What do you need help with?” he asks softly.

      “I don’t need help. I only have a question.”

      “Shoot.”

      I put my face in my hands, resting the urge to scream into them. I can’t believe after all these years, Roman is standing in front of me.

      “My new landlord of my store claims he’s Santiago’s son.”

      Surprise registers on his face and relief swarms through me, thankful I wasn’t the only one in the dark. “He had a son?”

      “Appears so,” I respond flatly.

      “Why would he contact you? I don’t like this.” His crossed arms flex over his broad chest as his face turns into a scowl.

      “I didn’t ask your opinion. I only wanted to know if you knew he had a son.”

      Roman’s nostrils flare. “Why did he contact you?”

      “I don’t think he intentionally contacted me. He bought the building my shop is in.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, right. Not fucking intentional. Stay away from him.”

      I cross the room, poking my finger in his hard chest. “Don’t you dare give me an order.”

      “You used to like when I ordered you around, Sugar.”

      Growling, I go back to the other side of the kitchen, putting space between us. “I got what I wanted from you. You need to leave.”

      “I’m going to find out who this guy is. What’s his name?”

      “Just going to completely ignore my request for you to leave. Typical.” I resist the urge to pull on my hair.

      “Yeah, Sugar, I am. You got your answer from me, now I want answers from you.” He cocks an eyebrow, waiting for my answer.

      “Why do you want to know?” I mimic his stance, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “I don’t trust him or the bullshit lie that he randomly bought the building Harper Avenue’s in.”

      My heart stops. “H–how do you know the name of my store?”

      “Sugar.” Roman rolls his eyes and gives me a look that says really?

      “Tell me, Roman.”

      He saunters across the kitchen toward me. I try to press myself deeper into the wall to avoid what I know is coming, but there’s nowhere for me to go. His body and arms cage me. “Damn. I’ve missed the sound of my name on your lips.”

      I swallow. I will not let him see that he affects me. “Tell me.”

      “Already told you, it’s easy to find what I want to find. You may have lost track of me, but I never lost track of you.”

      A million questions pop into my mind that I want to scream in his face but I wouldn’t dare letting a single one of them past my lips. His eyes cast down to my lips and his nostrils flare before he pushes himself from the wall, giving me a bit of space again.

      “Just tell me his name, Harper.”

      I close my eyes, breathing in through my nose and pursing my lips. “Rafael Bazán.”

      “Not Cortez?”

      I shake my head, shrugging. “That’s the name he gave me.”

      “He’s lying about something. Stay away from him.” He’s staring me down, daring me to argue with him. I’m not going to, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to listen to him, either.
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      Christ, that woman. Harper gets under my skin like no other person has ever done. Since the moment I met her in our high school hallway, she’s been giving me hell. Fuck, I love it.

      I stand in the hallway of her apartment building, watching her shadow under the door. She’s still standing there, right in the middle of the door. Almost a decade may have passed since we’ve seen each other, but I still know her better than anyone else. She’s leaning against the door, her hand over her heart staring up at the ceiling, reeling from every feeling I just ignited in her.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket the moment she walks away from the door. I push off from where I was leaning on the hallway and make my way down to the stairs. “Marx,” I answer.

      “Where the fuck are you?” Kiernan barks into the phone.

      “Texas.” I start my jog down the stairs, exiting the building into the blazing Texas heat.

      Kiernan Brooks, my right-hand man, goes completely silent. Not even a breath comes over the phone line before he explodes in my ear. “What did you just say?”

      “I said I’m in Texas.” I speak each word slowly, just to piss him off.

      “Dumbass. Dawson said you just took off in the middle of a job. No word, just left. I’ve been calling you.”

      “I’ve been busy. I called in for back up for Dawson.”

      “Does a client need you in Texas? Dawson didn’t need back up, it was an easy job.”

      “Not exactly.” I hop in my truck, looking up at Harper’s building one last time. I can’t stop the grin that spreads across my face when I see her curtains close quickly. “Every job we do has double men on it.”

      “Then what the fuck are you doing?” I can hear him pacing around.

      “I have some things to handle. You’re in charge until I get back. Don’t cut men from the jobs I assigned.”

      Kiernan’s string of curses echo in my truck when the Bluetooth connects. I toss my phone on the passenger seat and take off to find some answers about the man who bought the building.

      “Roman…” Kiernan releases a frustrated breath. “It wasn’t your fault. You’re stretching the guys too thin.”

      The smile Harper left on my face vanishes into thin air as the anchor drops in my stomach. I growl. “He was one of my men.”

      “Roman,” he starts before I cut him off.

      “No. Discussion over.”

      We both stay silent for a long minute, lost in regret and fury. I close my eyes for a split second, brushing it away.

      “I have shit to handle in Texas. I’m gonna need you to find some information for me.”

      Kiernan releases a string of curses again. “Is this going to get us sued?”

      “Probably not,” I reply, smiling. Not only is Kiernan my right hand in the field, he’s also the business manager of my security firm.

      “What do you need?”

      “This stays between us, yeah?”

      “Christ, what did you get yourself into?”

      I chuckle at his exasperated tone and picturing him pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’m not sure yet. Get me all the information you can on a Rafael Bazán living in Austin, Texas. Maybe from Dallas. Claims his father is Santiago Cortez. Anything you find, send it over.”

      I hang up the phone as I pull into a parking lot of a motel. I didn’t intend to leave my men stranded with no warning, but when I heard that voicemail from Harper—nothing mattered. Nothing but the confusion in her voice. Nothing but the fact that she wanted something from me. I swore to myself all those years ago that if she ever needed me, I would do anything for her. I don’t give a damn what it is. I will deliver it to her on a silver platter.

      I was in the middle of job with Dawson when I checked my phone. Dawson could handle it without me there, but he’s been a bit skittish since the incident. Everyone’s lives changed after that day. Working a standard security detail on a low-level client is something one of the new guys usually handles, but it’s all Dawson’s been taking on, even with my insistence that we double our manpower on everything. When her voice flowed through the line during my break, my knees almost gave out. I didn’t have time to even glance in Dawson’s direction before I took off for my truck. I made the thirteen-hour drive in eleven.

      I turned off my phone after the fifth call. Nothing else mattered.

      I never lost track of Harper, telling myself I was just worried about her safety. Part of me felt like her dad would slit my throat if I wasn’t watching after her. It doesn’t matter that we aren’t together anymore, on some level she’ll always be mine. The call came at the perfect time; I’ve been planning how to come back into her life.

      Seeing her sleeping in her bed, blonde hair scattered all over her pillow, I took what felt like my first breath in years.
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      I throw the curtains closed when Roman looks up at the building. He didn’t see me. Please say he didn’t see me staring at him. How’s it fair he got even sexier after breaking my heart to smithereens? I shouldn’t have called him. It was a mistake and he didn’t have any answers for me.

      I yelp when the doorbell to my apartment sounds. My nerves are still fried from seeing Roman after nearly a decade and not just seeing him, but waking up in the same bed as him. Who does that? My anger is squashed when the doorbell rings again.

      I’d be nervous it could be Roman, but he wouldn’t ring the bell. He’d just barge in like he owns the damn place and everything inside, including me. He doesn’t though. Roman has no effect on me or anything else in my life. Nope. None at all. I’m just frazzled because it was a surprise, that’s all. His dark eyes with just a hint of softer, lighter brown doesn’t do anything to me. His muscled body doesn’t even register. Nope. None of it. Not even the way his eyes heated when they saw me.

      The doorbell ringing for a third time pulls me from my thoughts. I suck in a sharp breath when I swing open the door.

      “Rafael?”

      “Chiquita.” Rafael smiles as takes a step forward, invading my space. “Invite me in?”

      Hesitating for only a moment as Roman’s warning rings through my mind, I step back, allowing him past me. Rafael in his immaculate suit makes everything in my apartment appear run down. I’ve done the best I can with the small space, but as he looks around the room, his eyes are snagging on the chipped paint on the far wall and the water rings on my secondhand coffee table.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I awkwardly ask once he turns back to me, surveying me in much the same way as he did the apartment.

      “No,” Rafael responds with his soft accent. “I would like to take you to brunch.”

      “Why?” I blurt out. I might have plans. Who am I kidding? I have no plans and he knows it. Damn.

      “I have already told you. You fascinate me.” He takes a step closer, and I take a step back, making him smile. I don’t think I fascinate him as much as I entertain him. I’m a mouse in this cat’s game.

      I can use him, too, though. I need to know why Uncle Santiago wouldn’t tell me that he has a child. If Rafael and I grew up together, I would’ve thought of him as a cousin. For someone with no family to speak of, that’s huge.

      “Sure. I’ll go get dressed.”

      Rafael takes another step closer, but I don’t move this time. He’s so close, I can smell his musky scent. He leans toward me, hovering his face over mine as he whispers, “Wonderful. I’ll be waiting.” He watches me closely, waiting for a reaction. I have none. After seeing Roman this morning, Rafael doesn’t affect me the same as the other night. Rafael’s eyebrows scrunch together as leans closer.

      I can’t deny his beauty, but I’m not drawn to him anymore. Damn Roman.

      Backing up a step and turning on my heel, I rush out of the living room.
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      Rafael’s car is so luxurious. The soft, supple leather is smooth and silky under my fingers. I can’t stop caressing the seat under me. Inside the small, confined space, I’m surrounded by everything Rafael.

      The car he guided me to in the parking garage is just like him. Smooth, sleek, and dangerous. Neither of us has spoken a word since he started driving. My words are lodged in my throat. Unable to speak, I turn my gaze to him, watching his profile as he drives. I search for any imperfection I can find, but continually come up empty. His jawline is structured and rigid, fitting together like a puzzle with his perfectly straight nose. Lips that are just the right size for his face. Not a single inky black hair is out of place.

      I don’t leave the house until I feel like I’m a walking advertisement for my store. I live by the motto, If you look good, you feel good. Sitting next to Rafael, though, I can’t help but see the striking differences between us. His suit is obviously designer and perfectly tailored for him. If he told me it’s a custom-made suit, I wouldn’t be even the slightest bit surprised. A neon sign above my head flashes failure with arrows hitting each area of my body. Nude Valentino stilettos are second-hand. The scuff mark I spent hours polishing off the leather feels visible. My green sundress is cute and a new arrival at Harper Avenue. It’s well-made, but not tailored to fit my body or made just for me. My fake leather purse has a hole in the lining where I keep losing tubes of lipstick and coins.

      If I were out to lunch with my girls, I would feel on top of the world, like I had on a great outfit for a great day, but sitting next to this man makes me feel like a knock-off version of myself. I want to run my hands through his hair to mess something up, make him get on my level a little bit. With my luck, I would take him from perfectly coiffed suit model look-alike to a pouty, just-tumbled-in-the-sheets underwear model.

      “Why do you keep making that noise?” Rafael’s silky voice breaks me from my reverie.

      “What noise?” I ask, confused.

      He glances my way, taking a hand from the steering wheel and smoothing it across my brow. Each wrinkle is gently wiped away. “A frustrated sigh?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “I wish you would tell me your worries.”

      A plastic smile plasters itself on my face. Rafael’s insistence and immediate demands to know everything about me are starting to grate on my nerves. “I have no worries. Where are we going to brunch?”

      As we pull up to a valet stand, I feel even more out of place standing next to Rafael. A seriously attractive man with a burgundy blazer opens my door and helps me out of the car. His blue eyes are sparkling in the sun but I feel nothing. Not even a low simmer. That’s what Roman does to me, waltzes into my life, making every other man pale in comparison. Rafael comes striding around the hood of the car, offering me his arm. Winding one arm through his and smoothing my dress with my other hand, I voice my concern. “Is what I’m wearing okay?”

      “You’re perfection.” Rafael’s words are just a whisper against my ear.

      The front doors are swung open for us by another great looking guy. I watch heat fill his eyes as he brazenly checks out my chest. A slow smirk appears on his face as he winks at me. But … nothing. Not an ounce of anything. Freaking Roman. A hostess is standing there with a huge, lovesick grin on her face. “Mr. Bazán, always wonderful to see you. We have your usual table ready for you.”

      Rafael doesn’t even glance her way, keeping his curious eyes trained on me. Just the other day Rafael left me a bumbling mess when he stepped too close but today he has no effect on me. He’s wondering what happened.

      “Thank you,” I quietly say to the waitress as we follow her to our table—a circular booth in the corner of the large restaurant. Quiet murmurs are the only thing that can be heard over the delicate instrumental music quietly playing through the speakers. Rafael holds his hand in front of him, telling me to move into the booth first. I slide in a little, expecting him to sit across from me, but he slides in next to me, his body pressed against mine. I slide farther into the booth to put more distance between us. Rafael doesn’t protest, but his chuckle sends heat to my face.

      A waiter in a suit appears at our table the moment the hostess leaves. “Mr. Bazán, would you like your usual bottle today?”

      Rafael nods at the waiter. “Yes. I’ll have the hash boulevardier and my date will have the house-cured lox benedict.” I stiffen next to him, turning my eyes to glare at the side of his face. He’s known me for a couple of days, yet he feels comfortable enough ordering for me without even asking? Arrogant prick. If Roman surfacing didn’t squash my attraction for him, Rafael’s pompous attitude would have taken care of it.

      The waiter does a slight bow before hurrying away. Rafael turns back to me and smiles when he sees the indignation on my face, making my annoyance start boiling even more. “You didn’t even let me look at a menu. How do you know I like fish? Don’t you think that’s a bit presumptuous?”

      His eyebrow arches as his smile turns into an arrogant smirk. “Would you like me to call him back here so you can change your order?”

      I desperately want to push aside my need to please people and demand the waiter come back so I can order something else. Even if the meal does sound delicious, it’s the principle of the thing. Pushing away my good old southern manners doesn’t come easily, though. “No.” I don’t elaborate or give him any more than that.

      “You will like the meal. This chef is quite good.”

      That’s not the point. Dealing with two bossy men in one day is not my idea of fun. My nails are cutting into my palm, my fists are curled so tightly. Biting my tongue, literally and metaphorically, I release a long breath through my nose, determined to let it go, at least for now. I want answers from Rafael. He’s the son of a man I called uncle. He may not have been blood, but blood doesn’t always make family. Hiding a son and not being an active part of his life does not equate with the man I knew.

      “I want to know why Uncle Santiago never spoke of you. You said you had a complicated relationship, but that doesn’t make sense to me. He never would have abandoned a child. He was at every game, recital, or/and graduation for me. Someone who isn’t his biological daughter. It was the same with my sister. You can’t expect me to believe he didn’t do those things for you.”

      Rafael shrugs, as if it doesn’t matter. “I lived in Mexico for much of my childhood, and he was here.”

      My eyes sweep over his face, looking for a chink in his armor. Why even tell me about his connection with Santiago if he doesn’t seem to care at all?

      I release a frustrated breath, running a shaking hand through my hair. “When my dad considered moving across town, Santiago put up a fight, saying he couldn’t be that far from his favorite girls. My sister and me. Yet he was okay with his only son living in Mexico? And on top of that, never spoke of you?”

      The grinding noise Rafael’s teeth make as he clenches his jaw is audible in our quiet corner. “I am not sure what you want me to say. Our relationship was complicated.” His tone is as lethal as the glare he is shooting in my direction. The leather of the booth squeaks as I push myself across it, gaining even more space between us. His hot and cold attitude sends up glaring red flags as my stomach tangles in a nervous knot.

      I stare back at him, surprised by the venom in his voice. He squares his shoulders and releases his clenched fist as a gorgeous smile takes over his face. When he starts speaking again, his voice is sugary sweet and apologetic. “I am sorry for my outburst. Please forgive me. My father is not the easiest topic for me. Let’s discuss your father. You loved him.”

      I speak without thinking, reluctant to look away from him for even a second, worried what he will do if I’m not watching his every move. His sweet and apologetic face slid into place so easily. “You didn’t love your father?” Fury flashes in his eyes before the mask snaps into place, making me slide another inch toward the open exit of the booth.

      “Chiquita. Please.” His head cocks and his eyes get even larger as he silently pleads for me to drop it. My racing heart forces me to leave this alone for now. I can’t see the front door from where I’m sitting, but I know without a doubt he would be up and out of the booth, blocking my exit before I even made my way around the other side of the seat. My thoughts from the other night echo in my head. I’m a chess piece to him. I just don’t know what he wants.
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      The smell of stale cigarettes is almost unbearable in this tiny motel room. I’ve stayed in a lot of shithole dumps with disgusting odors, but this one takes the fucking cake.

      Harper. She’s the reason this is unbearable. Her sweet, sugary scent is still on my skin from holding her through the night. I can usually handle places like this, it comes with the territory of my job. But after smelling my favorite scent in the world for the first time in almost a decade, I’m about to lose my lunch. She hasn’t even been back in my life for a day, and already she’s turned me into a fuckin’ junkie jonesing for his next fix.

      I would stay in a nicer place, but this is the closest motel to Harper. I’m not willing to be farther from her than I have to be. I don’t trust this situation or this bastard claiming he’s Santiago’s son. My instincts tell me he wants something from Harper, but he’ll get closer to her over my dead body. I’ll tear apart his life before that happens. If he is Santiago’s kid and he kept him away, it’s for a reason. I have no doubts about that. Santiago provided me with food when my mom was too blitzed out of her mind to even remember she had a son. Without him taking me under his wing, I wouldn’t be where I am today. A high school dropout, in the grave, or in a gang, that’s where I would be without Santiago. He was the most cunning and resourceful man I’ve ever known, didn’t utter a word without a reason. And there’s a reason Harper and I didn’t know this bastard existed.

      I boot up my laptop, thank fuck I had it in my truck. It’s rare that I leave home unprepared, and this situation would have been a lot harder without it. Nothing else was in my truck, so I’ll have to stop at a store to pick up some shit.

      As I’m setting up my WiFi through a VPN and getting ready to dig in, Kiernan’s name flashes across my phone screen. “Marx,” I answer.

      “Got some intel for you, bossman.”

      “Give it to me,” I demand, leaning forward, anticipating any information he can give me.

      “Santiago is on the birth certificate. Kid was born in Mexico. Mexican government is just too damn easy to hack into. It wasn’t even a challenge. I actually got bored.”

      “Get to the fuckin’ point, Brooks,” I growl through the phone.

      “Touchy, touchy,” he chuckles. “What’s so important about this, anyway?”

      “I’ll tell you when I know more. Now give me the info.”

      Kiernan’s voice changes from joking to serious as he switches to his information officer. “Rafael Bazán Cortez, son of Santiago Cortez and Adriana Bazán. Santiago and Adriana married shortly before the kid was born, only have the one child together. He was born in Mexico where he was raised. He does have dual citizenship. He dropped the last name Cortez at some point, only going by Rafael Bazán. Working on finding his current location.”

      “He’s in Austin.”

      Kiernan sighs. “Do I want to know how you know this? Are you in his house right now with him tied to a chair while you’re holding a gun to his head demanding answers from him?”

      “No, dumbass.”

      He chuckles, changing back to his joking manner. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time.”

      I glare, even though he can’t see me. He knows me well enough to know that I’m picturing burning him alive. If he wasn’t so useful, I’d have tossed him under a tank during our first week of boot camp.

      “I’ll give you more information when I know more. He’s in Austin. See if you can find out where he lives and a recent photo.”

      “You don’t know what he looks like? Who brought you to Texas? You left that place a long time ago.” His voice is incredulous.

      “Just get me what I need,” I grunt into the phone.

      “It’d be easier to get you everything if you gave me any information. My search could be narrowed.”

      Fuck. He’s right. I know he’s right. My molars are about to crack from how hard I’m clenching my teeth. I prepare to hear his laughter and fess up.

      “I got a call from Harper yesterday saying she needed help. This Rafael guy bought her building and told her he was the son of Santiago. Santiago was a second father to Harper and the only father figure in my life, and she wanted to know if I knew about this kid he never spoke about. Not talking about his kid is not like the man we knew.”

      There it is. His booming laugh comes through the phone, making me vibrate with barely controlled anger. I don’t want to hear it. I’ve been getting shit from Kiernan about Harper for almost as long as I’ve been separated from her.

      “I should’ve left your ass in Afghanistan when I had the chance,” I mutter.

      “You can’t live without me, brother. It’s okay to admit it.” His howling laughter echoes through the phone again before he composes himself enough to continue speaking. “Harper, the elusive Harper. You just up and left at the first phone call, huh?”

      I don’t answer him.

      “Did she ask you to come?”

      “Yes,” I respond quickly.

      He laughs again. “That means no.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “For real, though, brother, is she in danger?” The amusement has completely left his voice.

      I groan, completely frustrated with my lack of information. But my instinct is telling me there’s danger ahead. “Not positive. My gut says yes. I don’t know what it is, but I sense it, man. There’s something brewing.”

      “And, that’s what took you to Texas?”

      “Yes. You know I haven’t thought about her in a long time. I couldn’t ignore it, though.” The lie is like sandpaper in my mouth. I haven’t stopped thinking about her. Ever.

      Kiernan chuckles again. We can be under enemy fire and this guy will find an excuse to laugh. “You know, you’re the best damn leader I ever served under, in and out of the service. You’re a shit liar, though. Don’t forget my mastery with a keyboard far out scores yours. Erasing internet history doesn’t actually erase your history.”

      Shit. I know that it doesn’t. There are ways of finding information even if a skilled person is trying to cover their tracks. I didn’t think I would need to do that in my own office. “What the hell were you doing on my computer?”

      “I’m left to man the command center too much. It gets a little boring outside of the field. I have to find ways to entertain myself.”

      “Stay out of my office.”

      “Whatever you say, bossman.” His snicker tells me that he’s not going to listen to me.

      “Get back to me with whatever you find. Make it fast.”

      “Aye, aye, captain.” The line clicks before I can yell at him to stop with his shit.
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      “I have always wondered what it would be like to be close with your father,” Rafael purrs, leaning toward me. I’ve watched him easily slip in and out of his controlled emotions, and I know he’s playing me, but my body doesn’t respond in the way he wants it to. I lean away him, searching his black eyes for some answers. While my body no longer responds to his techniques, I can’t deny he’s the most seductive man I have ever met.

      “My father was amazing. The greatest man I’ve ever known,” I whisper, looking down at my lap. I can’t imagine having a childhood without a father present.

      “What did he do for a living?” His soft tone only adds another element for me to lose myself.

      “He was an accountant,” I answer obediently, meeting his eyes again.

      “Mmm. Good with numbers,” he hums. “And, money.”

      “Yes.” My brain is signaling me to stay cautious, but I’m overwhelmed by the secrets and questions floating through my mind; I answer before I have the chance to completely think through my answers.

      “Did he work at a large firm?”

      “No. He owned his own company, had private clients.”

      “Did you know any of them?”

      “Just Santiago.”

      Our conversation is broken when the waiter pours a mimosa into the glass in front of me. I shake my head, clearing my thoughts. I’m unsure what it is about Rafael that compels me to answer him. I want to believe that if I answer his questions, he’ll answer some of mine, but I know in my heart that isn’t the case.

      I scoot farther away from him in the booth, seriously needing some space between us. Now that the fog he put me in over the past few days has lifted, I’m utterly confused and wary by his line of questioning. He wanted to know what it was like being close to a father, then started asking about my dad’s business. My dad’s business has nothing to do with why I loved him or why we were close. Money. Does he think I have money? I glance at his suit and watch on his wrist before looking around the restaurant. A small snort escapes, thinking that he would need money from me.

      When the waiter walks away, Rafael continues his line of questioning. “Santi—” He stops, clearing his throat. “My father was a client of your father’s?”

      I’m tentative to answer this now. “Why do you want to know about my dad’s business?”

      Rafael raises one shoulder in nonchalance, slowly moving closer to me. I move farther around the circular seat each time he moves closer. He smiles and chuckles. “Don’t want to be too close to me, chiquita?”

      “I don’t think it’s appropriate. You’re my landlord.” I swallow, trying to read his facial features, but his expression is perfectly composed. He’s claiming to want to know me, but he hasn’t asked a single question about me. Sure, my family is part of me, always will be, no matter the years without them. But why is he asking about my dad’s clients? What does that have to do with me?

      “Is that the only reason?” he asks curiously, eyes watching me like a hawk, scanning every part of my face.

      “Yes.” My response almost sounds like a question. I hate the way he’s making me react. Usually I’m more composed and confident. I’ve worked hard to make it appear like I have it all together and I’m ready to take on the world at any time. This confusing, and undeniably dangerous man is completely throwing me off my game. The questions and red flags are popping up too late, and now I’m here in a booth in the corner of a restaurant with this man as my only way home.

      “You do not sound sure that is the only reason.” His hand on the table moves closer to mine, and I clench my hand into a fist and bring it down to my lap.

      Roman appears in my mind. Roman’s eyes filled with heat and desire for me are burned into my brain. I should feel no loyalty to him; we haven’t been a couple in a long time. This morning was the first time I saw him in years and yet if any man asked me out on a date today, I would turn them down because of him. That just pisses me off.

      “It’s the only reason,” I lie, once more, giving him a small, closed smile. My voice sounds more confident, but if he knew me at all, he’d know I wasn’t telling the truth.

      Rafael stays silent for a moment, staring at me before he speaks. “You seem preoccupied today.”

      I close my eyes, pursing my lips and trying to get Roman out of my mind. “I ran into my ex-boyfriend this morning. I think it’s just throwing me for a loop.” I don’t mention the run-in happened in my bed.

      “Your ex-boyfriend?”

      My eyes snap open at his menacing tone. His jaw is clenched and rage is building in his eyes. I look around the booth and the restaurant, confused by his sudden change in demeanor. Even the mentions of his father didn’t bring this much anger. “What is his name?” Rafael seethes.

      I answer without thinking, leaning away from him, pressing my spine into the leather back. “Roman.”

      Rafael’s fist comes down on the table softly enough to not bring attention to our table, but hard enough to rattle the silverware. I move farther away from him and closer to the edge of the booth. He doesn’t miss my action. His fist uncurls before he shoves his trembling hand through his perfectly coiffed hair. This is the first time I’ve seen him having trouble reining in his emotions. He closes his eyes, breathing in and out for a few seconds before opening them again. I use his distraction to slide away even more. A charming smile falls into place and his eyes round in apology.

      “Chiquita,” he murmurs. “I am sorry about my outburst. I find that I am bewitched by you. You have invaded my thoughts since I saw you in your little store. Thoughts of you with another man clearly don’t do good things to me.”

      His words are spoken to be lovely but just part of a game to him. I don’t miss the subtle insult, my little store. I stare at him, trying to figure out what he wants. If I hadn’t noticed his mask, I might have believed his lies that are meant to make me swoon.

      I grab my purse off of the booth and clear my throat. “I’m not feeling all that well. I would like to leave. Now.” I throw as much conviction into the last word as I can.

      “Please don’t let my jealousy interfere with our date.” His hands slide across the table, reaching for my hand clasped tightly around my purse.

      “This isn’t a date,” I insist.

      The rage comes back to his eyes just for a moment before disappearing again. “I could give you more than you can even imagine.”

      I wrinkle my nose, disgusted that he thinks he can buy me. “I’m truly not feeling well. I’ll call for a ride so you can finish your food.”

      Rafael releases an agitated breath. “No. I will take you home.”

      I don’t respond. Instead, I slip out of the booth and walk to the front door, not looking back at him. I don’t know if he needs to wait for the check, or if he will throw cash down on the table, but I’m not going to sit in that booth with him again and risk further hypnosis.

      He’s at my side before I reach the front door, opening it for me. The valet pulls his car around quickly. Rafael tries to get more conversation out of me during the drive to my apartment, but I don’t really respond. When he pulls up in front of my building, he starts to open his car door, but I stop him.

      “Please. I can go inside by myself. I’m really not feeling well, I’d like to just go in. Please stay here.”

      “I would be happier accompanying you to your door.” He leans toward me, moving my hair off my shoulder and grazing my neck with his fingertips. “I want to see you again.”

      “I’ll call you,” I say before rushing out of the car and into my building, letting the latch and lock close behind me. When I get inside my apartment, I lean against the door, closing my eyes and breathing deeply. This is all too much for one day, and it’s only lunchtime.

      “Hey, Sugar.”
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      The door to Harper’s apartment opens. Finally. She’s back. I haven’t been waiting long, but it feels like forever. I drove by her store first, and she wasn’t there, so I assumed she would be home. When I let myself in and she wasn’t here, I decided I’d stay until she was.

      When I walk out to her living room, she’s leaning against her front door looking exhausted. “Hey, Sugar.”

      Her eyes snap open and her mouth falls in surprise. I walk toward her, ready for her to replace the stench from the motel. “What are you doing here?” she snaps.

      “Came to talk some more.” I don’t stop walking until I’m in her space. “Where were you?”

      “I had brunch with Rafael. I wanted more answers.” She shrugs as if this isn’t a big deal.

      A growl starts low in my chest. She’s got to be shitting me. “Come again?”

      Harper tries using all her strength to push me backward, but I don’t move.

      “Nah, Sugar. Tell me you’re joking, then I’ll move.”

      Her head falls against the door, and she rolls her eyes. “I’m not joking, now please move.”

      “I told you not to go near him.” I can’t stop the frustration in my tone.

      “You’re my keeper now?” She shoves at my chest again, but I don’t budge.

      “Why did you have lunch with him?”

      “Brunch, not lunch. I wanted answers.”

      I step back from her, about to demand that she not see him again. But she must read it on my face because she beats me to speaking. “I’ve already dealt with you this morning and then Rafael’s anger at brunch. I can’t do this right now. Just leave, Roman.”

      That stops me cold in my tracks. Rafael’s anger. What the fuck does that mean? She is not seeing him again. My voice is rough and demanding when I croak my next words. “Tell me everything.”

      She sighs as she walks around me toward the couch. I sit close to her but give her enough room, so she won’t argue with me and will get on with her story.

      “He stopped by not long after you left this morning. I actually thought it was you coming back. Should’ve known better.” She shakes her head, looking at the ceiling. “You wouldn’t have knocked.”

      “How does he know where you live?”

      Harper opens her mouth and closes it again, like she hadn’t even thought of that. “I—I don’t know. I guess he saw my address on my lease agreement.” Her head falls against her palm as she groans.

      “Don’t think he’s supposed to take it to make a personal call.” I need her to see that he’s a potential threat and she shouldn’t be anywhere near him.

      “God, I’m such an idiot.” Harper’s voice breaks, as tears swim in her eyes. She leans forward, doubled over, tapping her fingers against her forehead. I edge closer, trying to bring her to me, but she resists. I bite my tongue instead of demanding she let me hold her. Instead, I rub her back in soft circles.

      “You’re not an idiot. It’s probably my fault, my good looks invaded your mind. You were probably too preoccupied thinking what it will be like when I’m inside you again.”

      I can’t make out her next words, but she doesn’t laugh like I hope she will. They’re too muffled through her quiet tears and hands. I try again.

      “What? I can’t hear you.”

      She pops up with tears still falling down her face. Her beautiful face is red and angry. “Yes, I am! My best friend got kidnapped by a psycho and almost died, and here I am not even thinking how he knew where I lived.”

      Clearly, I didn’t do enough digging in Harper’s life. “What?”

      She waves me off before wiping her eyes and taking a deep, settling breath. “Nothing. Long story.”

      I remind myself that I will find out what happened with that later. If Harper has other threats in her life, I’m going to know about them. Not going to be so casual with my searches. Everyone in her life is going to have their rock overturned. When I’m done, I’ll know every skeleton they’re trying to hide.

      “Anyway,” Harper starts, already back to her composed self, not a trace of the flush that stained her angry face just a minute before. “He showed up, asking to take me to brunch. I agreed. I wanted to know more. I need to know more.”

      “You shouldn’t have gone with him.”

      Harper rolls her eyes. “You don’t have the right to dictate anything in my life, Roman.”

      I grumble, leaning toward her about to say that she’ll always be my business and I have never lost the right to know something about her. I don’t care about the years between us.

      She beats me to it before I can voice any of this, continuing with her story. “Rafael has this frustrating way of hypnotizing me when he’s near me.” Stopping the growl that erupts from my chest would be next to impossible. I hate his name on her lips or thinking of anyone near her.

      Harper shakes her head, biting her lip and staring at the blank TV screen, running a frustrated hand through her hair. She sighs before speaking again. “He kept asking me questions about my dad and the relationship I had with him. It was weird. His questions weren’t normal getting-to-know-you conversations, he wanted to know about his business and if Santiago was a client of his.”

      “Did you tell him?” The potential outcomes start racing through my mind.

      “Yes.” She turns her guilty face down to look at her hands fiddling in her lap.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, reining in my anger. “Harper.” Her name comes out of my mouth drenched in annoyance. She’s always been too open, too trusting. I love her easy way of being around people but hate that she can’t see the potential danger.

      “I know, okay? I get it.” She pops up from the couch standing in front of me with an arm crossed over her stomach and the other waving wildly as she speaks. “You’ve always told me not tell personal information to complete strangers. Here’s something you don’t get, though. I don’t think like you do. I’m not scared something is out to get me at every turn. Sure, I’m careful after everything with Savannah but still, I’m not someone who can go around not trusting a soul. I want to believe people are good and honest.”

      I stand, placing myself right in front of her, bringing my hands to her shoulders so she stops moving and fidgeting. “You know damn well I love those things about you.”

      She steps out of my grasp, holding up a finger. “Don’t you dare say that word near me. Don’t you fucking dare.” Her eyes fill with tears, but not a single one falls to her red cheeks.

      I hold up my hands in surrender. “I know you trust people, Harper, but we don’t know his motives.” I try to restrain the frustration from my words.

      “Don’t you think I get that? I called you, remember? Rafael just has this way of taking my guard down and before realizing it, I tell him too much information. I started to question him about Santiago and he got a little upset. It wasn’t until I brought you up though that he really got angry.”

      “Me?” I ask.

      “I said something about you, and he kind of went a little crazy. I swear, I can watch him put on a mask and compose his emotions perfectly. It’s when it slips that it gets scary. Being there with him in a booth when I saw the absolute fury enter his eyes scared me, so I got out of there.”

      “Did you ask why he got upset?” I sit back down on the couch, pulling on Harper’s hand until she lands next to me. I tug her into my side, not releasing her until she stops resisting. Harper groans but she relaxes into my side. A victorious smile crosses my face.

      “He said he was jealous. It felt like more than that, though. He was angry when I mentioned you. That reaction seems a little extreme for someone he’s met only a couple of times.”

      I don’t bother mentioning I was jealous of every person who spoke to Harper when I first laid eyes on her. Harper’s head lands against my chest as she stifles a yawn. “Get some rest. We’ll talk later,” I whisper. Harper likes to sleep after anything emotional. Every time we fought, I’d find her napping when I came to apologize. She nods and tries to get up. I tighten my arm around her and we fall to the side until we’re lying on the couch with her between me and the cushion. Covering her mouth when she starts to protest, I hug her tighter and nuzzle her neck, breathing her in. After she stops resisting, I take my hand away from her mouth.

      “If I weren’t so tired,” she hisses. “This would not be happening.”

      I chuckle, knowing nothing would keep this from happening.
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      I wake up, curled into Roman’s chest. I must have fallen asleep while we were circled on the couch. I allow myself to relish in his warmth for a few seconds before trying to get up and facing the reality that we are not together. This is not the past, and we can’t cuddle or fall asleep together.

      “Where are you going?” Roman’s deep voice rumbles next to my ear.

      “I’m getting up.” I try to pull away from him again.

      “Why?” His hand comes to my cheek, making me face him. Our lips are so close, I can feel his breath when he whispers his next word. “Stay.”

      I close my eyes and slightly shake my head. “No.”

      His hand slides farther back into my hair cupping my head, bringing our foreheads together. “Stay right here.”

      I breathe him in, wishing everything was different. “No,” I repeat louder, completely untangling myself from him and standing from the couch. He groans, swiping his hand over his face. I walk to the other side of the living room, facing him again. “You should go.”

      “Nope.” Roman leans back into the couch, stretching his arms across the backside, and pops his feet on the coffee table, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes,” I say, barely resisting the urge to stomp my foot.

      “I did some thinking while you were asleep, decided I wasn’t leaving.”

      I look around the room for the hidden camera because this has to be a joke, he can’t be serious. “You’re leaving. You’re going home. You’re not staying here.”

      “I’ll leave.”

      I release the heavy weight sitting on my chest and smile. That was easy. My smile falls when he continues speaking. “To go get my stuff from the motel and bring it here. I’m staying here with you, Sugar.”

      The laugh comes out of me before I can control it. Now I know he is joking. He can’t seriously think I’m going to let him stay here. “Funny.”

      He stands, confidently striding over to me, wrapping me in his arms. “I’m not jokin’, Sugar.”

      Roman’s full lips forming his nickname for me distracts me from arguing with him. A small growl erupts from his chest right before he slams his lips into mine for the first time in almost a decade. My heart starts galloping as his tongue licks along the seam of my lips. I open for him on a moan as my hands go to the back of his head. Our tongues are fighting a war and memories of us are playing through my head. I wrap a leg around his waist and one of his hands drops to my ass, picking me up and rocking me against him. Roman breaks our kiss to trail his mouth down my neck and back up my ear whispering, “Fuck. I’ve missed that mouth, Sugar.”

      And, it’s like an ice-cold bucket of water drops on my head. I bring my leg back down, pushing him away from me. “That can’t happen.”

      “Why the hell not?” he demands, stepping closer to me again.

      The clock behind him catches my eye and I realize I’m going to be late meeting Savannah and Valerie at the bar. “I got to go,” I say before rushing off to my room, hoping he won’t be here when I come back out, but knowing that most likely won’t be the case.

      He’s still sitting on the couch when I walk out of my room. I don’t look at him before walking out the door, heading to my car. He trails behind me, but he doesn’t say a word. I know he’s smiling, though. Probably showing his damn dimple. Roman follows me to the bar, never more than a car-length behind.

      I can’t take it anymore when I get inside, and I whip around to see his smiling face. “Leave. I don’t need your help and you’re not staying.”

      “Sugar, I’ll be on you like glue. Believe me, we will get to know each other again.”

      “I have a boyfriend,” I lie and watch his smile grow.

      “No, you don’t.” Roman takes a step toward me and I retreat a step.

      “Yes, I do,” I scoff, rolling my eyes. I could totally have a boyfriend. He wouldn’t know.

      “Oh yeah? Who?” He pops an eyebrow and crosses his arms over his broad chest.

      I look around at every guy in the room before I notice none of my friends are here, except one. He’s going to have to do. I march straight up to Hudson, Liam’s best friend, wrapping myself around him like an octopus and whisper in his ear, “If you don’t pretend to be my boyfriend right now, I’ll tell everyone that you cried when we watched Notebook last week.”

      Hudson’s hands immediately land on my ass, dragging me farther into him, already playing along. “You wouldn’t,” he growls.

      I giggle like he said something sweet and charming. “You know I would.” I can feel Roman’s eyes watching us, but I don’t give him the satisfaction of looking his way.

      “I was wasted,” Hudson tries to plead his case.

      “Yeah, on wine coolers.” I roll my eyes. The story just gets worse for him. Since Savannah and Liam have gotten engaged, I’ve become closer with Hudson and James. James sometimes disappears, none of us knowing where he’s gone, so Hudson has turned my way to entertain him when he’s not out hooking up with a random girl. We usually hang out in his ginormous house watching movies, but last week, he came to my apartment. I only had wine coolers and chick flicks.

      Hudson tugs on my hair, bringing my face right up to his. He’s glaring at me, but I hope Roman is mistaking it for passion. “Please,” I whisper. His eyes soften after he glances over my shoulder at Roman and starts kissing along my neck.

      He murmurs into my skin. “Wine coolers were all you had. How long do I have to pretend, exactly?”

      “Just keep going,” I hiss. “Make it really believable.”

      Hudson continues to kiss me before lifting me up and wrapping my legs around him, backing me into a wall. “It was one, single, manly tear.”

      “I have a video, believe me. It wasn’t one, single, manly tear. Make that guy over there believe I’m yours or I will show everyone. Hell, I’ll make James play it on a video screen at the gym.”

      Hudson grumbles, weaving his hand into my hair, pulling my face to his, our lips hovering just out of reach. A shadow falls over us right as I hear Roman’s growled words. “Sugar, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      I whip my head around to face him. “I will kiss my boyfriend if I want.”

      “He’s not your boyfriend. We both know that.”

      “Fuck off, man. She’s mine,” Hudson barks before kissing and nipping along my neck, trying to bring my attention back to him.

      Roman ignores him, eyes still trained on me and speaks only to me. “Sugar, I’m warning you, if you don’t tell him to get your hand off your ass and out of your hair, I will his break his hands.”

      Hudson whips his head up, turning toward Roman, anger swirling in his eyes. He drops me to the ground, stepping in front of me. “If you don’t back the fuck up from my girl, I’ll lay you out right here.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Savannah screams, coming up to us, Liam hot on her heels. Savannah’s eyes are moving between Hudson and me like we’re a tennis match with her mouth hanging open. Liam’s lips are twitching like he’s holding in a laugh. I try to use my eyes to communicate with Savannah to tell her to shut the hell up, but apparently our roommate bond was not as strong as I thought it was.

      She opens her mouth to say something, but I beat her to it by whispering so only she can hear. “I’ll never bake for you again.”

      Her eyes widen and her mouth snaps closed. I exhale a sigh of relief. Hudson’s still staring Roman down but Roman’s eyes haven’t moved from me.

      “Sugar?”

      Hudson grabs me again, bringing me up to his chest. His lips are lowering toward mine when Valerie, my other best friend, steps up. “When the hell did you two start this?”

      I close my eyes, head landing on Hudson’s chest. “Fuck.”

      “We’ve been doing this,” Hudson insists, lowering his hand back down to my ass and giving it a squeeze.

      “He’s her boyfriend,” Roman says to Valerie. I turn to look at him, and a small smirk is playing along his mouth.

      Valerie throws her head back, laughing. I try the same technique on her that I tried on Savannah, who’s still standing there looking bewildered. Valerie either doesn’t catch on or doesn’t care. “Hudson and Harper? Please, those two are more like brother and sister.”

      Roman grins like the Cheshire Cat.

      I sigh, giving it up and push away from Hudson. He leans in, kissing my cheek, and whispers, “Sorry, Harp. I tried.”

      I nod, swinging my gaze toward Roman. His gaze has finally left mine to stare at Hudson. His eyes are spitting fire and his hands are balled into fists. He looks like he’s about to physically remove Hudson from me, completely done with this charade.

      Hudson breaks our connection but stands in front of me, blocking Roman from getting closer. He crosses his arms over his chest, silently challenging him. Roman’s eyes move to mine. “Aren’t you going to introduce me, Sugar?”

      “No,” I say. “You were just leaving.”

      “I’m here as long as you are.”

      “Back off, man. She’s not interested.” Hudson turns toward me, pulling me into his side, and walks us toward our table.

      I look back at Roman one last time before facing forward and trying to ignore him. Suddenly Hudson’s arm is ripped away from me. “Keep your hands off of her,” Roman threatens in a low voice.

      “Roman, stop it.” I step in front of Hudson, trying to push Roman away. “Go to the table, Hudson. I promise I’m fine.”

      Hudson doesn’t budge, just stares Roman down. Liam, James, and Gabe, Valerie’s husband, step up next to Hudson, all of them with their arms crossed over their chests. Roman never breaks eye contact with me. “Tell your bulldogs to stand down, Sugar.”

      I match his gaze, never looking to the side at the guys who have become my family. He cocks an eyebrow as the muscles in his powerful arms twitch. I flick my eyes from his to his arms. When they land back on his face, his eyebrow arches even higher, his beautiful mouth tilting into a smile.

      My shoulders drop, sighing in defeat. I turn toward the guys. “It’s fine, I know him. I’ll meet y’all at the table in a second.” When they don’t leave, I push against Hudson’s chest. “I’m serious. I just need to talk to him. Please.”

      They never look at me, only at Roman. I can feel the pulsing anger and threats rolling off of them. Roman is grinning as if he finds them utterly amusing.

      “Come on,” Valerie says to them, pulling on Gabe’s arm. Savannah starts guiding Liam toward the table. Hudson and James don’t move until I whisper please one last time.

      I can feel all of their eyes trained on us as they sit at a table. I look toward them. The guys are perched on the edge of their seats, ready to jump up if I need them. My heart melts a little, knowing they have my back. Valerie and Savannah have their heads bent together whispering and staring at Roman. I catch Valerie’s eyes, she looks over at Roman then fans herself. I roll my eyes when I hear him chuckle. I shake my head, he really doesn’t need the ego boost.

      When I face him, he steps toward me, barely leaving any space between our bodies. He’s not touching me, but I feel more than I felt Hudson running his hands all over me. Roman’s chest is rising and falling with each breath and I can’t look away from the straining muscles beneath his black shirt.

      I slowly look up at his face. That damn smile is finally gone, but the heat pooling in his eyes isn’t better. His eyes are bouncing all around my face before they settle on my lips. I stare at his, too, unable to deny myself from looking at them. The memory of our kiss earlier sends my heart racing.

      It’s always been this way between us. Boiling heat before the first touch. My tongue slides out of my mouth, licking my lips.

      “Harper.” He whispers my name as if he’s on his knees, praying to everything he finds holy.

      My eyes find his again, and I see the worship in his eyes. I let out a breath, barely able to contain my emotions. My eyes flick to his lips one more time. He growls, pouncing on me. One hand winds in my hair, the other landing on my lower back, lifting me against him. His lips crush down on mine, overwhelming every one of my senses.

      “Yes, girl,” I hear Valerie shout from somewhere in the distance.

      My mouth opens for his. At the first swipe of his tongue, every memory slams into me at once. Every sweet memory. Every fiery memory. Every soul-crushing memory.

      I rip my face from his, my eyes stinging with threatening tears. “Put me down now,” I hiss.

      Roman drops me down to my feet. He takes his hands off me.

      I’m relieved. I’m broken. This can’t happen again. I need it to happen again. Every emotion contradicting the next. He’s not touching me, but he hasn’t stepped back. His heat still sweeping into me and overwhelming me. I take a big step back, finally able to look at him.

      “Leave, Roman.” My voice is laced with desperation and heartbreak.

      “Not a chance in hell.” His words are strong and forceful, readying for a fight.

      “Why? You did it so well the first time.”

      He sucks in a tiny breath after I just drew the line in the sand, firmly planting myself on the opposite side. I spin, walking away to our table, blinking away the tears.

      I sit down, willing myself not to look at him. I can feel him, though. He hasn’t moved and his eyes are still on me. I feel his caress as if he’s touching me. I squeeze my eyes shut, hating that he has this power after all these years, hating that he still has it after he broke me into tiny shards of myself.

      I glance over at him. He walks toward me, stopping at the table next to ours. He picks up a chair, turning it so it faces our table. He sits there watching me, unblinking, unwilling to look anywhere but at me. He drew his own line. He shakes his head slightly.

      I know what he’s saying. He didn’t need to mouth the two words, not leaving.
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      “Spill,” Valerie says right after Owen, our usual waiter, walks away.

      I turn my head and shrug, looking out at the bar, avoiding the gazes at our table and the table next to us. “Nothing to spill.”

      Valerie laughs and Savannah places her hand on top of mine, bringing my attention to her. She opens her mouth to speak, but I cut her off. “How’s wedding planning?”

      Her green eyes start to sparkle like shining emeralds, and she sighs. She is the picture-perfect image of someone hopelessly in love. Liam tightens his arm around her and kisses her cheek, looking just as lovesick. If I didn’t love them, they’d make me sick.

      “You’re not going to change the subject.” Valerie’s hand slams down on the table. Savannah snaps out of her blissful bubble, shaking her head.

      “She’s right. You can’t change the subject,” Savannah says.

      “Who is he?” Valerie demands. The guys haven’t said anything but they’re all listening, wanting to know just as much as my best friends.

      “He’s no one.” I try my best to sound bored and go back to staring at other people.

      “A man who looks like that can’t be no one.”

      I roll my eyes when I hear Roman’s chuckle. Fantastic. He can hear us.

      “Don’t make his head bigger than it is, Van.”

      “Sugar.”

      I whip my head toward Roman’s rumbling voice and point my finger at him.

      “No. You don’t talk. You won’t leave, fine, but don’t talk. You don’t exist.”

      He winks at me, and my cheeks turn red in anger.

      “See, that’s not nothing. Tell us who he is,” Valerie whines.

      “Just a guy I used to know. That’s all I’m saying right now. Can we please move on?”

      “Okay,” Savannah says quietly, placing her hand on top of mine again.

      “For now,” I hear Valerie mutter under her breath.

      “Actually, tell me about wedding planning, Sav,” I say, changing the subject.

      Savannah dives into every detail they have planned for their wedding. I don’t really hear a word of anything Savannah says, my mind is scrambling, reliving memories.

      Valerie’s fingers snapping in my face pull me from my thoughts. When she has my attention, she starts speaking. “Sav, I love you. I’m so excited for you, but I want to hear about this sexy guy who won’t stop staring at Harper.”

      “I know. He’s totally eye-fucking her,” Savannah whispers.

      I don’t need to look at him to know that damn dimple popped out when Valerie gasps. I groan, knowing there’s no way to get out of this. “He’s my ex.”

      “For now.”

      I don’t give him the satisfaction of acknowledging him.

      “Damn,” Valerie says, fanning herself.

      “Right here, babe. One of these days you’re going to give me a complex,” Gabe says.

      Valerie turns toward him. “You know you’re my favorite and no one else can compare.” Gabe winks at her, going back to his conversation with James.

      “Invite him over here,” Savannah says. “He can pull up a chair.”

      “No, he can’t,” I hiss.

      “It really won’t make a difference. He’s so close, he can hear everything, anyway.”

      I shake my head, crossing my arms over my chest. “Nope. He stays there.”

      Valerie shrugs. “I’ll invite him, then.”

      I reach across the table to slap my hand over her mouth before she can get the words out, but I’m too late. Roman is standing with the chair in his hand, putting it right next to mine. He sits back down, smirking at me. He always did love to win.
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      Harper huffs when I stick my hand out to her friend. “I’m Roman.”

      “Valerie,” she says, shaking my hand. Her eyes are bouncing back and forth between Harper and me. Valerie makes the introductions to the rest of the table while Harper fumes silently beside me. When I sit back and relax, I sling my arm around her chair. She sits up straighter, not letting herself touch the back of the chair—or me.

      “How do you know Harper?” Harper’s fake boyfriend, Hudson, asks. He’s been shooting daggers my way since our introduction. I don’t let it deter me. I’m getting answers from Harper’s friends.

      “I’m the love of her life,” I state confidently and try to hide my grin when Harper’s eyes finally meet mine. Gotcha, Sugar.

      “You are no such thing.” She turns toward Hudson, shrugging with nonchalance. “He was a fling, a long time ago. It meant nothing.” Her gaze cuts back to mine with her last sentence, making sure each of her words stab me with their intended effect. I grit my teeth, matching her glare.

      “You two are so going to bang,” Valerie says. I laugh, already liking this friend of hers.

      “We are not,” Harper shrieks, taking on a pitch that could break my eardrum. She takes a large drink from the wine glass in front of her. When she sets the glass down, I notice her hands are shaking. My stomach tightens at the thought of making her too uncomfortable. I love to piss her off and provoke her. But when it starts to hurt her, I can’t handle it. The last thing I want is to hurt her.

      “We went to high school together,” I explain, letting the innuendos and jokes drop.

      Her straight spine sags slightly when she breathes out a relieved sigh. Valerie and Savannah let it drop, but they’ll grill Harper later. I answer their seemingly endless questions. Harper relaxes a little more with each answer about my life that doesn’t involve her. She hasn’t looked at me or joined in on the conversation since I sat down at the table. When she fully rests against the back of the chair, I brush my fingers over her skin on her shoulder. Besides the tiny flinch when I first touched her, she doesn’t acknowledge me or shake me off.

      “I think it’s time I ask a couple questions,” I say, chuckling after Valerie and Savannah hurl another question at me. “Savannah, Harper told me that you had some trouble last year.”

      Liam tenses behind her, pulling her closer to him, and Savannah’s smile falls a tiny fraction before righting itself again. “I did,” she says warily.

      “When you were going through that, did you let your friends help you?”

      “What are you doing?” Harper demands.

      I ignore her and watch Savannah and Liam. Liam is looking at Savannah with a crease between his brow. Savannah’s eyes are bouncing back and forth between Harper and me.

      “Roman.” Harper’s lethal tone is a warning.

      Savannah finally answers, keeping her eyes on Harper. “Kind of. I should have told them my troubles sooner.”

      I turn my eyes to Harper. Her cheeks are filling with color and her angry eyes are glaring at me through slits. “Roman,” she says again. “Stop.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t care that you’re mad. Your safety is not something I’m willing to risk.”

      “We don’t even know anything.” Frustrated tears are starting to fill her eyes as the anger turns to begging.

      “I know enough. I’m going to be your fucking shadow as often as I can, and if I can’t be there, I’m making sure someone else can be.”

      “Then why are you doing this?” Her voice has turned to a whisper.

      “They’re Plan B.” I will do anything to keep her safe, but she’ll be even safer if every person in her life knows there’s a threat out there.

      “What’s going on?” Liam asks.

      Harper wipes her eyes, even though no tears fell. A quick smile curves her lips up as she turns toward Liam. “Nothing. He’s overreacting.”

      “Harp, what the fuck is going on?” Hudson asks.

      I look around the table at her friends. Every time I dug into her life, I never looked at the people with whom she shared her life. The four men sitting at this table care about her, I can see that. They wouldn’t be able to protect her like I can, but they could help.

      I explain, ignoring Harper’s protests. “Harper’s old landlord for her store sold the building out of left field to some bastard. He’s claiming to be the son of someone Harper considered her uncle. I’m not getting a good read on this situation. There’s something at play and I’m gathering intel. The bastard has his sights on Harper, showed up at her apartment today uninvited even though she never gave him her address. Don’t know much yet, but my gut says it ain’t good.”

      “Who is he?” Liam asks. “Do you know him, Harper?”

      She sighs and closes her eyes, completely resigned. “No, I don’t know him. His father was basically my second dad. The man I knew wouldn’t leave a child behind and be okay with him being raised in a different country. His name is Rafael Bazán.”

      James’ jaw ticks at the mention of Rafael’s name. He doesn’t say a word, has barely uttered one word all night, but he knows something. Hard gray eyes meet mine, and he’s as still as a statue except for the continuous ticking of his jaw. He’s silent while the rest of the group flings questions at Harper. I narrow my eyes, watching him. He gives me a tiny, almost imperceptible shake of his head. I look at Harper and back to him. Whatever he knows, he isn’t sharing with the group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      Roman’s footsteps beat a steady trail behind me down the hallway to my apartment. I haven’t said a word to him since he blabbed everything. I didn’t acknowledge when he said he would see me back at the apartment. I remained silent when he was already out of his car, standing next to my door by the time I got out of mine. When he fell into step next to me, I sped up my pace. It’s a short walk from my car to the apartment door, but I feel like I’ve walked across the country with him right behind me.

      I leave the door open after I walk inside. I’m so tired, and there’s no point in fighting him. There’s never been a point in fighting him. Roman always gets what he wants. Even if I did lock him out, he’d break in. Walking straight into the kitchen, I grab a wine glass and pour until it nearly reaches the brim.

      “Have anything besides wine?” Enjoyment laces his tone.

      “Only for guests.” I haven’t turned to face him, but I can see his reflection in the window above the sink. He’s watching me closely with his hands in his pockets.

      “I’m a guest.”

      “No,” I bite out. “You’re an unwanted visitor, like a bug or mouse.”

      He laughs, not even the slightest bit offended. Irritation tickles its way up my spine. Why can’t I affect him like he affects me?

      “You had no right to do that.” I keep the emotion out of my voice. But my knuckles are turning white from the firm grip I have on the edge of the sink.

      Roman leans against the wall, watching me through the reflection. His arms cross over his large chest and his feet cross at the ankle. Casual as can be. Not a care in the world. Not the least bit affected. Damn him.

      “No right to do what?”

      “Tell my friends about Rafael. Hell, you had no right to even sit at that table with me.” I whip around to face him, unable to stop my chest from rising and falling rapidly along with my heart. “And, you definitely had no right to fucking kiss me. Either time. Before we left the apartment and at the bar.”

      His tense jaw twitches as he watches me yell at him, unable to keep my composure or hide just how much he gets to me. He says his words slowly and quietly. They can barely be heard, but his severe tone carries enough weight as if he shouted them from a mountain top. “I will do anything to keep you safe. There are no lines when it comes to that.”

      “It is not your job,” I insist. Wine sloshes over the rim of my glass before I set it down with shaking hands. Interlacing my fingers together to force the shaking to stop, I take several breaths. My hands have never shaken so much in such a short amount of time. My nerves are completely frazzled.

      “I made a promise.” His tone is rough and angry.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I made a promise to your dad.”

      All the air in my lungs leaves in one big rush. Time stands still in my tiny kitchen. The world stops turning. I grab the counter behind me after his admission leaves me feeling beaten to a pulp.

      “You made a promise to my dad.” I’m such a fool. Roman told me when we were together that he would always be there for me. He would keep me safe. Everything a boy promises when he loves a girl. That’s not what mattered, though. That’s not why he’s here. He made a promise to my dead father. “When you left ten years ago, none of the promises you made mattered anymore. None of them.”

      “It all fucking matters. Everything. Every word I ever whispered. Every vow I ever made. All of them. The ones to you. The ones to your father. They all matter.”

      I brush away the tears and stare at the man in front of me, a shadow of the boy I once knew. Shaking my head and clearing my throat, I plead with him. “Please leave.”

      “No,” he says, walking closer to me. “I’m not leaving.”

      “He’s dead,” I scream, holding up a hand, trying to keep him away from me. If he gets too close to me now, I’ll break completely. “He’s dead. He won’t know if you break your promise. I will be fine on my own.”

      He doesn’t stop moving toward me until his chest touches my hand. He doesn’t push against it to get closer to me, just stands there giving me a tiny amount of space. His hand comes up to cover mine, holding it to him, and he brushes his thumb over my skin.

      “I’m staying.”

      When our eyes connect, every emotion he has ever filled me with rushes to the surface. I have always fallen apart underneath his gaze. I know I could fall head over heels in love with him again. He wouldn’t really even need to do anything. If he just stood there, looking at me the way he does, I’d probably end up begging him to let me have his babies. His eyes have always been able to light me on fire.

      “Fine,” I whisper. “You’re not sleeping in my bed, though.”

      He smiles a devilish grin and raises an eyebrow.

      “I mean it, Roman. I’m done fighting with you. You can stay but you’re sleeping on the couch and keeping your distance from me. When Rafael proves not to be the dangerous conman you think he is, you’re leaving. Packing up and heading back to Nashville.”

      “Listening to every word I said tonight?”

      “Your voice is like nails on chalkboard, kind of hard to ignore. You’ll be back in Nashville in no time.” That’s not true, his deep rumbling voice is seriously sexy.

      “We’ll see, Sugar.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Roman pushes against my hand, his strength too much for me, leaning into me. His lips caress the shell of my ear before he starts whispering. “How can I call you anything else when I know how sweet your skin is. How sweet your pussy tastes. How sweet your noises are when I make you come. Everything about you is as sweet as pure cane sugar. I could really use some of my favorite sweet dessert, Sugar.”

      I push against him, trying to rein in my breathing and irregular heartbeat. His eyes meet mine right in front of my face. The seductive smile on his face makes my toes curl. “Go get yourself a cake,” I hiss.

      “Not when you can make it and I can eat it off of you.”
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      At the sound of movement from Harper’s room, I pour her a cup of coffee and make it the way I remember she likes it. I’m willing to bet her taste in coffee hasn’t changed. She likes everything sweet. After adding the amount of cream and sugar she likes, it shouldn’t even be called coffee.

      Harper stumbles into the kitchen rubbing her eyes and grunts when I hand her the mug. She’s never been a morning person. I sit at the table next to her, watching her slowly become a functioning human. Her hazel eyes brighten with each sip and bounce around the room avoiding my gaze. I want her to look at me. I want her to know I thought of her all night. After she ran off, I couldn’t stop thinking about every sweet piece of her.

      My eyes drift down to her cleavage. I smile when her nipples turn to hard peaks through her silk top.

      “Stop it.”

      My grin widens when I look up to find her scolding me. “Can’t help it, Sugar.”

      The scowl on her face is adorable. I don’t want to stop at all. I want to push all of her buttons and make her come alive again. The passion and fire I saw in Harper last night is the girl I remember. We have shit to figure out. I never told her all of my reasons for breaking up with her. I never told her I came back. She thinks I left and never looked back. Even with the years and distance between us, I never left her.

      “I’m dropping you off at your store. Then I’m going to get my stuff from the motel to bring here. I’ll meet you at your store after.”

      “You can’t stay there all day.” Harper runs her hand through her hair, scowling at me.

      “Yeah, I can. I won’t be gone long and you’ll call if he shows up.”

      “I have work to do.”

      “I won’t be in your way.” I have no intention of being in her way, I’m not just not willing to leave her side for a long period of time.

      “You’ll distract me.”

      I could definitely distract her. Harper bent over a desk flashes in my mind.

      “I promise to make the distractions really quick.” I wink and watch her face turn red. She gets up from the table and storms past me to her room, slamming the door.

      “I can hear you laughing,” she yells from her room. This makes me laugh even harder and damn happy that I’m getting under her skin. She’s determined to ignore every time I flirt with her, but I will break down those walls.

      After dropping Harper off at her store, I quickly toss everything from the motel into my truck and start searching for the gym James owns. Rafael’s name carried some weight with him.

      Throwing my truck in park after I pull into the parking lot of Raise the Bar, I jump out and head inside to find some answers. My eyes sweep over the large area. I see him coming out of a room in the back. The receptionist at the front desk tries to stop me, but I ignore her and continue heading straight for him. His head pops up when I’m twenty feet away. The scowl on his face deepens as his eyes narrow into slits.

      James stops walking and crosses his arms over his chest, waiting for me to come to him. I stop in front of him and raise an eyebrow. He knows why I’m here, he knows the information I want. I match his stance, arms crossed over my chest.

      “Tell me who he is.” My demand is rough and curt, leaving no room for friendly interpretation.

      James clenches his jaw and narrows his eyes even more. He watches me for a moment before turning on his heel and striding back into the room he came from. Helpful.

      He can’t get rid of me that easily. I march into his office, stopping in front of his desk. He’s sitting in the chair behind the desk completely still. He still doesn’t speak when I stop in front of him, only continues to glare. I lean on his desk, matching his stare. I will not back down.

      “Door.”

      “What?” I ask, surprised by his one growled word.

      He speaks slowly as if my comprehension level is that of an infant. “Close the door.”

      I push off his desk and throw the door closed, turning back to him. If I expected him to start speaking, I would have been sorely disappointed. He remains sitting in the exact same position. I don’t think he’s even blinked. Completely silent.

      “Tell me,” I demand.

      James finally moves. He points to the chair across from his desk, silently telling me to sit down. If all of his answers are going to come that way, this is going to take much longer than I planned. I sit across from him, narrowing my eyes on him and demand again. “Tell me.”

      After a long, terse silence, James finally speaks. “Why?”

      “Fucking Christ,” I mutter, bowing my head and closing my eyes, gathering every spare ounce of patience I have. “He has his eyes set on Harper, he wants something from her.”

      “Okay.” The expression like pulling teeth comes to mind.

      “Tell me who he is, James.”

      “You don’t need to know.” He finally moves a fraction of an inch, just a tiny shrug.

      “How am I supposed to protect her if I don’t have all the information?”

      “Keep your head on a swivel.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re charming?” I ask, looking away. I’m on the verge of jumping across his desk and ripping him limb from limb unless he starts giving me answers.

      “All the time.” When I look back at him, there’s a small twitch of his lips.

      I try another tactic. “Look, I know you don’t know me, but you know Harper. I see that you care enough about her that you wouldn’t want her to be hurt.” He bristles. I keep going, trying to reason with him, make him see this isn’t for me. It’s for her. “I need to know what this bastard wants from her. You don’t need to like me. Do this for her.”

      He points at me. “You keep watch and protect her.” Then points to himself. “I’ll handle Rafael on my end.”

      “Goddammit. Tell me who the fuck he is.” I demand, slamming my fist down on his desk.

      “You don’t need to know.” James growls, just as irritated with me as I am with him.

      “How do ya figure?” I ask sarcastically.

      “The more you know, the more danger you’re in.”

      I stand up, done with his cryptic responses. James has height and bulk on me; he looks like he could pulverize anyone, but he’d be nothing compared to me if he stood in the way of keeping Harper safe. Leaning over his desk and getting in his face, I growl my words. “Fucking tell me everything you know. I will fucking end you if you’re the reason something happens to her.”

      James stands to his full height before coming down to the same position I am. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to her. I should kick you out of my gym. Sit your ass back down.”

      I’m about to respond when he keeps speaking. “You want answers or not? Sit the fuck down.”

      I glare at him before slowly lowering myself back into the seat. If this wasn’t for Harper, I would already have been gone and not obeyed him like a damn dog. I try to calm down, but I really want to tear this place apart.

      Once I’m seated, James sits in his chair again and sighs before clearing his throat. “It’d be better if you knew nothing about him. The more you know, and more importantly, the more Harper knows, the more danger you’re both in. He isn’t someone to fuck with. I told you, I would get you answers. I can handle him on my end. I will tell you just enough to make sure you’re covered on all fronts.”

      I shake my head. “Not good enough. I don’t give a fuck about danger. I can handle myself.”

      “Don’t doubt that, but you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “If it’s so dangerous…” I drawl out sarcastically. “Then why do you have so much information?” This guy probably doesn’t know anything about being in a real dangerous situation. He just looks like he handles danger. All talk.

      “None of your damn business,” he replies quickly, snarling. James grits his teeth, blowing out a frustrated breath. “I’ll tell you, but it stays between who needs to know. Don’t bring this shit to the rest of the group’s doorstep. They sure as fuck don’t need it.”

      “Fine.”

      “I’m gonna dig until I find some answers. It doesn’t look good for Harper. I don’t know how this landed on her lap, but we’re going to clear it for her before it goes too far.”

      “We?”

      “Yeah. You got me. Shut up and deal with it. I’m not walking away from this. Harper’s a good girl.”

      I shake my head. “Not one to deny help when they have knowledge of a suspect.”

      James curtly nods. “Rafael Bazán Cortez is the son of Santiago Cortez, former head of the Cortez Cartel, the largest cartel to have a foothold in Texas. Rafael took over his father’s place.”

      Fuck.
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      “Come see us again soon,” I call out to the customer walking out of the store. It’s been a busy morning since Roman dropped me off. The customer flow has been steady all day. When one walks out, it’s not long before a new one walks in. I pop my head up when the door chimes, signaling the pattern continues.

      “Good morning,” I call out walking toward the door to greet the new customer. “Can I help you find—” My voice disappears as I watch Rafael tuck his sunglasses into his jacket pocket. Camille left to run a few errands and isn’t due back until later. An image of my cell phone sitting next to the register flashes in my mind. I tear my eyes away from Rafael, judging the distance between the register and me.

      “Chiquita.” Rafael’s seductive accent makes me turn back toward him.

      “Rafael.” His name comes out on a broken whisper. I try again, bolstering all the confidence I can muster. “Rafael, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you.” Each step he takes toward me, I move back a step. Rafael smirks. “I came to apologize for my behavior the other night. May we go into your office?”

      “No. I’m the only one here. I need to be out here.”

      “You are all alone? That is dangerous.” Rafael moves closer to me but I’m rooted in my spot. “A little, innocent lamb all alone is the perfect time for a wolf to attack. Have you not read the children’s tales?”

      “I’m only alone for a minute,” I lie. “My assistant will be right back. Roman is also meeting me here.”

      The anger he tries so hard to conceal flashes in his eyes and his hands ball into fists at his side. He takes the last step, closing the distance between us. Sweat coats my palms when he brushes my hair behind my shoulder and skims his fingers along the strap of my top. “What will it take for you to choose me over Roman?”

      “I’m not choosing either of you.”

      “Chiquita.” Rafael’s patronizing tone breaks me from his hypnotic gaze.

      “I don’t even know you,” I state, trying to take a step back, when the bell chimes on the door. “I have a customer, excuse me.” But Rafael’s hands on my shoulders hold me firmly in place.

      “Sugar?”

      I close my eyes and finally manage to step away from Rafael. This is not happening. I turn toward Roman, hoping to usher him into my office, but he’s already on top of me. Roman’s eyes are locked on Rafael over my head, and I turn to see Rafael with the same deadly stare. In this moment, they look so similar. I don’t know how I didn’t notice the similarities before this. Roman is taller and more muscular while Rafael is leaner but their deep, rich, tan skin tone is exactly the same shade. If Roman didn’t have the lightness playing with the darkness in his eyes, those would be the same, too.

      I don’t waste time with introductions, taking a step back toward Rafael. “You need to leave.”

      His eyes snap down to mine, and the anger and hatred brewing in them makes me catch my breath. If looks could kill. The roughness in the tone of his hissed whisper matches the anger in his eyes. “As owner of this building, I do not have to leave. I can, however, ban anyone I want from my properties.” His eyes dart back to Roman.

      “You may own this building, but this is my store. I will not allow you to dictate who can or can’t come in here. That would be overstepping your bounds, Rafael.”

      The anger that started to simmer in his eyes turns into fury before he reins it in to replace it with his mask. When he looks back to Roman, there’s nothing on his face. Rafael takes a step forward extending his hand to Roman.

      “We haven’t been properly introduced. I am Rafael Bazán.”

      Roman doesn’t accept his hand. “No introduction needed. I know exactly who you are. Stay the fuck away from Harper.”

      Rafael smirks, dropping his hand. “She has not asked me to stay away. I will come around whenever I want and for as long as she is here.”

      Roman growls, stepping forward into Rafael’s space. “If you come around her again, I’ll end you.”

      The chime sounds on the door. “Stop it. Both of you. Rafael, please go. Roman, you can go, too.”

      “As you wish, chiquita.” Rafael stops in front of me, brushing his knuckles along my cheek. “Think about what it will take to choose me. Let me know. Anything you wish, it is yours.”

      He swiftly walks away, exiting the shop before I can reply. There’s nothing he could give me so that I’d to choose him. My heart made my decision when I was fifteen years old, the first time I saw Roman. He was a year older than I was and immediately stole my heart. I’m not ready to be with Roman. I know he’s going to leave again after whatever it is he’s doing here, but he took my heart when I was fifteen—then smashed it underneath his army boot. I still haven’t pieced it back together.

      Roman comes up behind me, resting his hand on my hip.

      “Please go,” I whisper, stepping out of his hold. “I have a customer. I have to work.”

      “Not leaving, Sugar.” He turns toward the customer walking deeper into the store. “What can we help you with today?”

      You’ve got to be kidding. He did not just greet my customer. As she steps around another rack of clothes, she spots us. Her eyes widen when she takes in Roman before a slow smile splits her lips. “I need a new outfit for a date. Harper always picks the best outfits.”

      “That she does,” Roman agrees, as if he knows anything about clothes.

      “Since she’s not here, maybe you can help me?” Her tone is seductive and implies she wants him to help her with more than just clothes. Seriously? An attractive guy stands in front of her and all of a sudden I’m invisible.

      “I’m right here. Do you know where y’all are going tonight?”

      She’s still ogling Roman and biting her bottom lip when she responds. “Mexican restaurant that just opened with the rooftop patio.”

      Roman is looking over his shoulder, smiling at me. “Roman, why don’t you go wait for me in my office?”

      “He can stay,” the customer insists. She’s been in my store several times, but I can’t remember her name right now.

      “I’ll stay,” Roman says, looking at me. “I won’t be any help. Unless it’s Harper in the dress, I’m not the best judge. I want to see my girl work, though.” His girl. I ignore my stomach doing somersaults and my heart beating happily.

      I roll my eyes, not wanting to fight with him in front of the customer. He can do whatever he wants.

      “I think my ovaries just exploded,” the customer says. Roman’s grin deepens, still not looking away from me. My entire body starts sizzling under his stare. I shake my head, avoiding the ache between my legs, and get to work.

      After she leaves with a gorgeous new dress for her date, I start wiping down the counters, evading Roman. He hovered the entire time she was in the store.

      “That was fun,” Roman says, pulling a wipe from the box to wipe down the other side of the counter.

      I scoff.

      “Didn’t you have fun making a sale?”

      “You only had fun because she was flirting with you the whole time. She has a date tonight. Why did she flirt with you?”

      “Jealous?” Roman whispers in my ear. The wipe he was using is forgotten on the counter as he leans over me, smirking.

      “Definitely not,” I say, walking around the counter, putting space between us. He follows me, not taking the hint, or bypassing it completely.

      “I didn’t flirt with her.”

      I groan. “I know.”

      “The only woman I want to watch try on sexy dresses is right here. Lingerie would be good. I’d fucking love to watch you try on some lingerie. Something in red.”

      A flush spreads up my neck to my cheeks when an image of me walking out of a dressing room in lingerie toward Roman flashes in my mind. When I snap myself out of the daydream, the same desperately hungry look is on his face.

      “Yeah, a red just like this,” Roman whispers, caressing my flaming cheeks with the back of his fingers.

      “Not going to happen, Roman.”

      He stares hard at me for a long moment before changing the subject. “Why was he here?”

      Crap. I was hoping he forgot about my visitor and we could just move on and forget it happened.

      Deciding I don’t want to spend the next hour going back and forth, I tell him everything. From the moment he walked into the shop up until Roman arrived.

      “You can’t trust him, Harper.”

      I look Roman in the eye. “I can’t trust you, either.”
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      Punch to the fucking chest.

      “Bullshit,” I seethe. I take a menacing step toward her, crowding her space. “You can trust me more than anyone. I know you better than anyone.”

      She pushes against my chest, fury igniting in her eyes. “You haven’t seen me in ten years, Roman. You may have known me when I was a teenager and naively in love with you, but you don’t know me now.”

      “I will always fucking know you, Harper,” I growl through clenched teeth. Harper is as much a part of me as my blood, bones, and muscles. She fucking lives inside of me and I live for her.

      Harper shakes her head, denying everything I’m saying and feeling. “I can’t trust you.”

      I take a step back, pain radiating through me. Her words may have well have been bullets burning through my system. “How can you say that?”

      She slowly approaches me, and our eyes are locked on each other. When she reaches me, she cranes her neck to keep looking me in the eye. She’s so close, I can feel her soft breasts grazing my chest. She venomously whispers her words, but they’re as catastrophic as an atomic bomb. “You left me. On the worst day of my life, I went to you. Even though you had already fucking shattered me, I still went to you. Some whore wearing your t-shirt answered your door. I’ll never forget that. I’ll never forgive that. I’ll never trust you.”

      She spits out the last words as if she’s disgusted by the thought of trusting me. She walks away and leaves me there stunned, racking my mind for what she’s talking about. What girl? There’s no way she would have come to me, and there’s no chance in hell I would have had another woman wearing my shirt. I haven’t been celibate for the last decade, but it took a long fucking time before I was able to form any sort of life outside of Harper. She’s right about one thing though—I did leave. I left for her.
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      Ten Years Ago

      “Roman, I can’t take this.”

      A piece of me hates myself even more each time I hear Harper’s soft cries through the phone. I’m clutching the phone so hard between my hands I wouldn’t be surprised if the piece of shit broke in half.

      I don’t ask her what she can’t take. I already know. She needs to leave me, she’s better off without me. Even being barely out of basic training, I know I can’t put her through this. Every time I see one of the wives looking broken and beaten down, I refuse to put Harper through that life. She’s better off without me. She’s always been too good for me. I’m a fucking trailer park kid, with a junkie for a mom and a sperm donor for a dad. My mom sold her body for drugs throughout my life, I’m sure she was doing it before I was born, probably doesn’t even know my father’s name.

      Harper’s the opposite of me. A goddamned princess or angel. Perfect family. Perfect house. Perfect face. Smart. Kind. Generous. Beautiful. This could never last. I’m a fucking fool to ever think it could actually be anything. She needs more than me, and now she’s killing herself applying to colleges in every state, so she can go wherever I get stationed. It can’t work like that. She’s destined for better than me. Stubborn. My smart, kind, generous, beautiful angel who smells like sugar is also stubborn as a fucking mule. She won’t listen to reason and go where she could actually get a good education for what she wants to do. I won’t allow her to put her life on hold for me.

      Silence is what I’ve been giving to her for weeks. Silence and broken promises. I promised to come home on leave after boot camp. I didn’t. She’s called, written letters, and sent care packages, which I’ve been ignoring. When she does get me on the phone, I treat her like trash and I want to beat my own ass each time I’m an asshole. I need her to realize she’s better than me, deserves more than me, and then fucking leave my sorry ass. Here I am sitting on an army base with the knowledge that I’ll probably be receiving orders for my first tour of duty soon. I’m going to be in a war in a country halfway around the world, and I’m too much of a pussy coward to leave her. She needs to leave me.

      I close my eyes, listening to quiet crying.

      “Roman?” she asks softly.

      “Yeah.”

      She sucks in a tiny breath, taken back by my cold response. Men and women are walking by me with guns strapped to them. I wonder if I could convince any of them to put a bullet into my good-for-nothing skull.

      “Why are you doing this?” Her voice is so quiet and defeated, I hate myself even more with each syllable.

      “Doing what?” I make myself sound bored and irritated.

      “Acting like you don’t care.”

      I don’t respond. I close my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose and wishing she would leave me. I’ll never be able to give her the life she deserves.

      After the heavy silence, she speaks again. “Do you care?”

      “About what?” I blow out a frustrated breath.

      She takes a moment to respond. I hear her inhaling, preparing for my answer before she even asks the question. “Do you care about me?”

      “Yes,” I answer automatically. I hate that I’ve done such a good job at being a bastard that she questions if I even care about her. I’m doing what I have to do, though.

      “You’re acting like you don’t want to be with me anymore.”

      More silence. I’m not speaking a word, but on the inside I’m roaring. She’s everything. When a choked sob breaks over the line, I want to forget about my plan and go to her on my knees begging for forgiveness and worship her in every way. Refusing to break, I remain silent.

      “You said you cared.”

      “I do,” I urge. We can’t be together, she needs more than whatever life I can give her, but she needs to know that if she needed me, I’d come running. “I do care. I would do anything for you, Harper. Anything. Even if we aren’t together.”

      She sucks in a sharp breath. “Even if…”

      Her words trail off before I finish them for her. “We aren’t together.”

      I pull the phone from my ear, making sure we’re still connected, the silence is so intense. I want to beg and plead and make her understand. If she knew the real reason. If she actually knew why, she’d never let me go. She’d follow me to the ends of the earth and wait for me, hoping and praying I don’t come home in a body bag with a folded flag as her only consolation. Army people move, we move a lot. Kids of people in the armed forces are called army brats for a reason. She’d never accomplish her dream if she followed me from base to base.

      “Don’t do this, Roman.”

      Again, I give her nothing but silence.

      “Please,” she begs over a broken sob. “I love you so much. You’re everything to me. Please don’t leave me, Roman. Please.”

      “I already left,” I state.

      “I’ll come to you as soon as I graduate. We can be together. I know the distance is hard but don’t do this. Please, baby. Please. Don’t leave me.”

      Her sobs and pleas are cracking me in half. I grit my teeth, holding back the tears that are flooding my eyes. I can barely hear her whispered question over the line. I swallow, holding back my bile. This is it. When I answer, it will be done.

      “Do you love me?”

      Even though the words are so quiet, they are filled with determination. She thinks she knows what I will say and thinks that she can use it against me. I’ve never lied to her before. I’ve always told her the truth, every single time. I’m about to give her my first lie and I’m doing it for her.

      “Not anymore.”

      Her sniffling stops immediately as silence takes over the line. I’ve shocked her. I wait for her answer as I fight against my urge to tell her the truth and beg for forgiveness. Fuck. We can figure this out. She may be too good for me but I can fight her harder and make her go to the best college and not follow me. We can still be together. I’m a fucking idiot. I’ll find a way to give her everything. I’ll find a way to come home safe. She loves me. I love her. She’ll wait for me and I’ll still make her dreams come true. I open my mouth to plead for forgiveness and tell her truth but the line clicks. I look at the phone.

      Call ended.
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      Ten Years Ago

      Roman and I haven’t spoken in weeks. I hung up and turned off my phone when he obliterated my heart into tiny, irreparable shards. I didn’t know words could cause so much damage to a person, to their heart, to their soul. I never questioned Roman’s loyalty or love. It’s something he gave me for free, he filled me and showered me with it every day. In moments of weakness over the past few weeks, I’ve called him. He never answered or called back.

      Staring at the ceiling of my bedroom, I wonder if he’s even thought about me. Did I do something? If I said something or did something wrong, I wish he would have told me. I could fix it. I could be better. Am I not good enough? Did he meet someone else?

      I swipe angrily at the tears falling down into my hair when a soft knock makes me turn toward the door. I don’t bother telling whoever it is that the door is open, anyone in my family will just walk right in. “Hey, doll.”

      My dad leans against the doorjamb with his arms crossed over his chest. His creased eyebrows and frown make fresh tears spring to my eyes. I know my family is worried about me. I haven’t given them any details, simply told them that Roman and I are over.

      He strides across the room and sits on the edge of my bed, wiping my tears from my face. “I hate to see you cry, doll.”

      He’s called me doll my entire life. The only time he calls me by name is when I’m in trouble or severely testing his patience.

      I shrug my shoulders. “I think constantly crying is my new reality.”

      “What happened?” He asks, wiping each tear before it falls.

      I sit up bringing my comforter with me and wrapping it around my shoulders, staring at my father. A sob breaks free when I ask him the question that has been plaguing me. “Why doesn’t he love me anymore?”

      “Roman? Not love you? That’s impossible.”

      I suck in a giant breath, trying to compose myself so I can speak. “Open the blinds, pigs must be flying and hell is freezing over because the impossible is happening. He doesn’t love me.”

      My dad shakes his head, trying to hide a smile. “Why would you think that? This is simply a new challenge for the two of you. Long distance can be tough.”

      “He told me he doesn’t love me.” My heart is shattered. Roman’s cruel tone and harsh words replay in my mind. I wonder when he stopped loving me. Was it before he left for basic training? During the training? Maybe he realized how boring I am through my letters. He always thought I was the most fascinating person he’d ever met. I thought he saw the real me, the one underneath the facade. Shiny, blonde hair? Check. Fashionable clothes? Check. Great GPA? Check. On the outside, I’m confident and sure, but I crumble to pieces on the inside.

      “I don’t believe that for a minute, doll.”

      “He said it!” I cry, gripping my hair and rocking in the blanket. I wipe my eyes against the fabric. My dad shakes his head, looking at me. His jaw is clenched and eyebrows drawn in.

      “He lied,” my father insists. “I know that boy.”

      “He’s never lied to me. He wouldn’t lie about this.”

      “I don’t know his reasons, but I know he’s lying. Roman loves you. The kind of love that terrifies a father. The first time that boy walked into our house, your mother and I knew he was it for you. He couldn’t take his eyes away from you for more than one second. He was so protective, even in the beginning. The love you two share isn’t something you typically see in high school. It’s real. His love for you is ferocious. He’d take on anything just to be with you for a minute. I’m telling you, doll, he lied.”

      I let my dad’s words soak in. I want to argue with him. Roman wouldn’t hurt me this way if he loves me. He must mean it. The distance between us started weeks ago and he chose not to come home during his leave. Roman hasn’t loved me for a while.

      “You’ve barely left your room in the past few weeks except to be a zombie at school. It’s time for you to join your family again. We miss seeing your face at the dinner table. Come on, doll. Think about what I said. If I go down those stairs to dinner without you, your mother may finally kill me.”

      The corners of my lips twitch for the first time in weeks. I slowly climb off the bed and follow my dad downstairs, mulling over everything he said. Is he right? Does Roman still love me? Does he have a reason?
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      There’s a light on in Roman’s apartment when I pull into the parking lot. Rain is pelting the windows of my car as I stare at the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of him. My dad’s words ran through my mind most of the night. These past weeks have been so different. This is not the Roman I know and love. Something’s going on. Love doesn’t just shut off.

      I woke my parents early this morning and begged them to let me drive to see Roman. They were reluctant to let me go, yet agreed to it—only if I called every hour of the fourteen-hour drive. I should be with them right now at a play my sister’s been dying to see, but my seat will be empty. I’m going to win my love back. I’ll make him see we belong together, he’s everything to me. I have to still mean something to him. I can’t think about the alternative.

      If only I could gather up enough courage to actually get out of the car and knock on the door. I roll my eyes when my cell phone rings. I already called my parents to tell them I arrived safely and in one piece, but they’re probably making sure I’m still okay. I glance down at the caller ID and smile.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard where I am by now, Uncle Santiago,” I say when I answer the phone. “I promise, I’m okay. You and my parents worry too much.”

      “Doll.”

      My smile freezes and falls away when I hear Uncle Santiago’s choked word. “Are you okay?”

      “Where are you, doll?”

      “I’m at Roman’s place in South Carolina. What’s going on? What’s happening?” Fear slides into my stomach. My teeth start chattering despite the warm temperature.

      He takes a deep breath before he begins speaking. “I have to tell you something, but first I need you to agree to something.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask through my chattering teeth.

      “Harper, Doll, I need you to agree to what I’m going to ask of you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Roman’s going to drive you home, right away. I will pay for his plane ticket back home.”

      “Okay,” I say again, confused.

      “Do you agree?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      Another choked sound comes through the line. “Dammit. I don’t want to do this over the phone.”

      I stay quiet, terrified of what’s coming. I think I already know, though, but it’s too awful to think about it, to admit even in my own mind. I’m unwilling to think anything until I hear the words from Uncle Santiago.

      “They’re dead.” A soft sob breaks his words as he struggles to speak.

      “Who?” I ask, already shaking my head as the first tear slips down my cheek.

      “All of them.”

      “No,” I whisper. My parents’ and Sadie’s faces flash through my mind. “You can’t mean…” I can’t even finish the words. It’s not true. It’s not. It’s not. The hardness of the steering wheel against my forehead holds me in place as tears fall freely down my cheeks. My body shakes as I inhale on a sob.

      This isn’t true.

      “Who?” I ask, hoping he means someone else. Anyone else. I hate myself for hoping someone else is dead besides my family. I should be hoping no one is dead, but someone is. People are. It just can’t be my family.

      “Your parents. Sadie,” my tough, always-composed uncle cries. His voice cracks on a choked sob through my sister’s name. My head starts shaking faster, rejecting the information.

      “No, you’re wrong. They’re fine,” I insist. I don’t even know what happened, but he’s wrong. He has to be wrong.

      “I’m so sorry, doll. I’m so, so sorry.” He keeps repeating his words through his sniffling and harsh breathing.

      “What happened?”

      “They were shot,” he says, and the horror in his tone scares me.

      “B—but, I just talked to them.”

      “I know. Come home, Harper. Get Roman to bring you home.” I nod even though he can’t see me. He keeps talking. “I’m at the police station. I need you to come home.”

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      “I love you, doll.”

      I nod, unable to speak, unable to tell him I love him, too. The call ends before I can muster the words. I stare at the light in Roman’s apartment again, needing him now more than ever. The rain drowns me as soon as I step out from the car. The never-ending tears slide down my face and mix with the rain. I sprint to his door, pounding on it, silently begging him to open. I’m staring at my shoes when the door opens.

      “Roman,” I say, my voice breaking. When I look up, it’s not Roman’s dark eyes I see, though. It’s a girl. A woman. She looks so much older than I am. She’s standing in nothing but a t-shirt. A t-shirt with my high school’s insignia. It’s Roman’s shirt. Each thing I notice comes into my mind slowly as I process what I’m seeing.

      I stare at her, wondering who she is. The tears haven’t stopped flowing. She smirks at me, clearly amused by the drowned rat in front of her. Long and slender legs peek out from the shirt she’s wearing. Her long hair is perfectly curled but mussed as if she just had the greatest sex of her life. Denial lodges itself in my throat. This can’t be happening.

      “Is–is Roman here?” I stutter.

      “No, he went to get us some food. We worked up quite the appetite.” She winks at me.

      “Who are you?”

      “Harper,” I answer automatically, wiping the tears from my eyes. “I really need to talk to him.”

      “Harper?” She chuckles quietly when she says my name. I stare at her again. She’s still smirking as she looks me up and down. “He said you were pathetic but I didn’t think anyone could possibly be as pathetic as he described.”

      I take a step away from her, the rain hitting my back. He told her I’m pathetic? I gulp, staring at her again, seeing her messy hair and bright eyes in a completely new light. The reality swallows me whole and leaves me empty.

      “He said that?” I ask quietly.

      “He said a lot of things about you, Harper. Naive little girl, thinking a man like that could be interested in you. Sure, you entertained him but you’re nothing now. You should have seen him trying to hold in his laughter when he broke up with you.”

      I take another step back, feeling like she’s hitting me with each of her words. My knees are quaking so hard, I’m terrified they’ll give out right in front of her.

      “You were there?”

      “Of course, I was. He can’t get enough of me and I can’t get enough of him.”

      My entire body starts trembling as my heart breaks even more. My family is dead. The boy I’m in love with thinks I’m pathetic. He’s been cheating on me. I turn to run back to my car when her words stop me. “I’ll tell him you stopped by.”

      I turn back toward her, watching her laugh as I stand in the rain, completely soaked and broken. “Please don’t,” I yell before running to my car and peeling out of the parking lot.
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      Harper hasn’t said a word to me in a week. Not. One. Single. Fucking. Word. I’ve been glued to her side but the silence is grating on my damn nerves. I know she’s battling with something and I’ve tried to give her space. She’s the person that needs to work things out before approaching you with a fight. I’m here, though. And I’m ready for a fight. We need to fight. After we fight, I can strip her bare and sink into her, making up for all the lost time.

      Not one word for a fucking week, though, is driving me up the fucking wall. Harper is jogging on a treadmill next to Savannah while they chat. I’m beating the shit out of a bag, sick of the silence she’s given me. Not only is she silent, but she will barely fucking look at me. And she’s taunting me with sexy-as-sin dresses. Every meal we’ve had together, she stares at the table, she won’t acknowledge when I speak, and she rips her elbow away when I tried to guide her as we’re walking. Completely ignoring me except for those dresses. And they’re all in red.

      Red is my fucking weakness against her skin and blonde hair. I have to stop myself from sinking to my knees when she comes out of her room every morning wearing these dresses. They’re classy enough for work, just teasing me with pieces of skin. Every morning I groan in pleasure and displeasure while watching her sway her ass to the kitchen. And each morning a tiny smirk will play on her lips. I never see it full on, though, because she won’t show me her face, just her profile.

      I know the game she’s playing. She wants me to break, leave, and never come back. Not fucking happening, Sugar. I’m here to stay. I’ll live the rest of my life on that damn couch and follow her around, working on nothing but a laptop. I’ll give up field work, I’ll ride a fucking desk and follow her around. I’m not leaving. I’ll stay after the danger is gone. I’ll stay when I handle Rafael and make sure he never comes near her again. She can wear a red fucking dress every day for the rest of her life and I’ll be here. I’m not leaving. I pound the bag, jabbing each of my thoughts. My knuckles are stinging and cracking, getting blood on the bag. I don’t care about James’ rules for pounding on the bag with bare knuckles. I need the pain, need the release.

      My eyes flick up to Harper every few seconds. She hasn’t looked my way once. Savannah keeps looking toward me and talking to Harper. I’m done with this. You want to play, Sugar? Let’s fucking play. I rip off my shirt and make sure my shorts are riding low on my hips. Harper used to worship my chest and shoulders. I was a scrawny kid compared to what I am now. I pound the bag harder. My eyes find Harper and Savannah on the treadmills again and I can’t help but smile when Savannah’s eyes widen. She leans over, never losing her pace as she whispers something to Harper. Her hands come down the bars of the treadmill, squeezing them so tightly, I see her knuckles turning white. Her head slowly starts to swing my way.

      Finally. When her amber eyes meet mine, I stop the swinging bag with my fist and just stare at her. Our eyes are locked. I can see her pain all the way from across the gym. Let me erase it, Sugar. Ever so slowly, her eyes start to slide down my face, lingering on my lips before they slip to my chest. She stumbles for a split second, gripping the handles even tighter. Her pace slows as she stares at my naked chest and I watch hers rise and fall faster. I grin when her skin breaks into a deep red flush. Her chest is heaving, snagging my full attention. Flicking my eyes up to hers, I find her staring at mine. Sweeping my tongue over my lips, wishing they were caressing her skin, I refuse to look away from her or break this connection. Pure lust replaces the pain in her eyes.

      Lust. I can work with that.

      Harper breaks our connection, looking back to Savannah and whispering furiously. Savannah is giggling and keeps flashing her eyes over to me. After quickly wiping down the bag, I march over to Harper, intent on getting her to speak to me. Even if it is only one word. I am dying to hear her sweet voice. The glimpses I’ve been getting over the week—as she talks to anyone who is not me—have been tearing me apart.

      I slam my hand down on the stop button, jerking her to a halt. Her eyes find mine. And, they’re on fire. Lust and rage are creating havoc and making them burn for me. I release a breath, satisfied she’s looking at me and I’m right in front of her.

      “Sugar,” I drawl her name slowly, reverently, just like I would say it if I were coming inside of her. I flick my eyes to Savannah, quickly nodding a greeting. “Savannah.”

      Savannah grins, flipping her eyes back and forth between us like she’s at a tennis match.

      My entire chest fills with warmth only Harper can provide when she says one word. “Roman.” Her word may have been growled and feral, but it was directed at me. And it was my name on her lips. I’ll take my name coming out of her mouth any way I can get it.

      “It’s time.”

      She grits her teeth in frustration as her hands ball into fists at her side. “I’m not done. I’m still working out.”

      “We can do another type of workout at home,” I say, shooting her a grin.

      Savannah starts laughing, drawing attention to us. Her laugh is so loud and distinctive, it surprises me that something like that can come out of her.

      “I’m not sleeping with you, Roman.”

      My eyes slide back to Harper as I lean toward her. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Sugar. I meant we can work out at home.”

      “Sure, you did.” Harper looks away from me, causing Savannah to laugh even louder. Liam comes up to her treadmill, taking a page from my book and pressing the stop button on her treadmill. He leans over, skimming his nose along her neck and muttering into her skin. “I live for that sound, gorgeous.”

      When I look back at Harper, I’m surprised to find longing on her face as she stares at her best friend and Liam. That longing better not be for Liam. I didn’t pick anything up when I met them. I smirk, remembering how cute Harper was as she ignored me while I sat next to her, chatting away with her friends.

      “It’s time, Sugar,” I repeat, making sure my tone conveys no arguments. It’s happening and it’s happening now.

      Harper turns toward me, and the longing in her eyes has only intensified as she stares at me. She doesn’t want Liam. She wants what Savannah and Liam have. Sugar, I’m going to do everything in my power to make you mine again.

      “Time for us to have that fight.” I clarify, adding to myself silently, after we fight, we’re definitely going to make up. Naked.
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      Roman’s steps echo behind me up the stairs and down my hallway. My eyes are cast down, staring at my feet taking each step toward my apartment. I’m walking as slowly as I can without crawling, not ready to have it out with Roman. All week I successfully avoided saying anything to him. Only letting myself look at him when I was certain his eyes were somewhere else. Then he had to switch the tables on me today, using my own game against me. I know what I’ve been doing, wearing red all week. I know how it drives him wild, but he knows how much I’ve always loved his chest.

      My head snaps up when I hear Roman curse behind me and come to a complete stop. A man I’ve never seen before is casually leaning against my door, flipping his keys around his finger before catching them in his palm and then starting over. Flip. Catch. Flip. Catch. He’s staring at me, scanning my body from head to toe with a gigantic grin on his face like he knows a secret. Roman runs into my back since I stopped abruptly.

      “Please tell me this isn’t Harper,” the stranger says. My spine stiffens when he says my name, and Roman curses again. He steps in front of me. “She is far too sexy for the likes of your ugly mug.”

      “Stop looking at her like that.”

      “Ah, so it is the famous Harper.” I peek over Roman’s shoulder to see the stranger rubbing his hands together gleefully. He’s gorgeous.

      “Wow,” I whisper. Roman turns, glaring at me. My eyes widen, motioning toward the stranger whose grin grows even larger, showing perfectly straight, white teeth. He’s about Roman’s height but isn’t as broad as Roman. His deep, vivid, blue eyes are twinkling as he watches us, running a hand through the messy dark blonde locks on his head. The hair on the sides of his head is cropped close, but it’s long on top and looks incredibly silky.

      “Kiernan.” Roman’s tone is threatening and menacing. So, not a stranger?

      Kiernan pushes off the door and comes straight into Roman’s space, and they stare at each other before Kiernan breaks out in a laugh. “You should have seen your face.”

      Roman’s lips twitch as he tries to hide his smile, and the two hug and slap each other on the back.

      Roman brings me to his side, wrapping an arm around me. I roll my shoulder, pushing his arm off of me. Roman growls while Kiernan throws back his head, laughing again.

      He picks up my hand and brings it to his lips, flicking his eyes over to Roman, before he presses a kiss against my hand. Roman yanks my hand away from him, muttering to himself.

      “I’m Kiernan, love. I’ve heard so much about you.” He’s still grinning, happily staring at me.

      “I haven’t heard a thing about you,” I respond, looking between Roman and Kiernan. “I’m Harper.”

      “Kiernan Brooks. Best friend and righthand man to your lover boy. I’m sure we’ll get to know each other really well.” He shoots me a wink.

      I start shaking my head and waving my hands in front of me. “He’s not my lover boy,” I say in exasperation, using my fingers to emphasize the last part with air quotes.

      Roman interrupts before either one of us can say anything else. “What are you doing here, Kiernan?”

      “You’ve been talking non-stop about the gorgeous Harper here for the last decade. Thought I should take the chance to meet her. I have to say, you didn’t do her justice. I think you might be too ugly for her. Think I can convince her to go for someone better looking than you? Someone like me?”

      Roman steps in front of me, blocking my view of Kiernan. His hands are balled into fists and he leans forward, going nose to nose with Kiernan. “Back the fuck off, man.”

      Kiernan smiles, patting Roman on the shoulder, not in the least affected by his alpha male show. I push past the both of them, unlocking the door to my apartment and going inside. I try shutting the door in their faces, done with both of them, but Roman’s foot finds his way inside the door frame. “Nice try, Sugar.”

      “I think I love her,” Kiernan laughs, following Roman inside. I walk to the fridge, grabbing a water for myself and a beer for Kiernan. After I open it, I hand it to him. Roman stands there staring at me, waiting for me to hand him something. I shrug and turn my back on him. He can get it himself. Or better yet, he can leave and walk straight out that door. Maybe I can convince Kiernan to take him back to Tennessee.

      I try shutting down the question looping through my mind. Did Roman really talk about me? I shudder, thinking about what he must have said. If he laughed about me with a girl in his bed, he probably said even worse to his guy friends. I close my eyes, shutting off the pain easing into my splintered heart.

      “So, you two know each other?” I ask, turning back toward him, sliding a fake smile into its place.

      “He’s VP of my security company,” Roman states, staring at my lips with his eyebrow drawn in and a frown on his face.

      His security company? I didn’t realize he owned the company. What the hell is he doing here? I bet he needs to get back. I can use this to get him out of my life. I can use this to make him walk out that door before he completely destroys me for the second time. I’ve barely gotten to a place where I can feel my heart beating without feeling pain and here he is, looking devilishly sexy every day, threatening to send me back into an abyss of desperation and sadness.

      Kiernan expands on Roman’s simple statement. “We met at basic training. I haven’t been able to get rid of him for the last ten years.”

      Roman rolls his eyes and pushes Kiernan on his way to the fridge to grab a beer.

      “He’s kind of like a fungus that way, isn’t he? Once it’s there, it doesn’t leave, just infects your life and destroys everything.”

      Roman’s head turns, watching me, his frown still tightly in place. He doesn’t say anything as we stare at each other with Kiernan’s laugh booming in the background.

      When Kiernan’s laugh settles down, he crosses his arms over his chest, with a take-no-prisoners attitude. “I came because you’re going to need some backup, Rome.”

      I swing my head to Roman’s, and his head is slightly shaking. Kiernan continued speaking. “I found some cartel chatter about Rafael’s activities. It ain’t good, man. He’s the real fuckin’ deal.”

      “Cartel?” I whisper. Roman mutters a curse as Kiernan looks at me, surprised. “Cartel? As in the freaking drug cartel?”

      Kiernan looks back at Roman. “You didn’t tell her.” It’s not a question, just an angry statement.

      “Want to fill me in, Roman?” I ask, putting my hand on my hip.

      “Nope,” Roman says popping the p, staring at me, daring me to argue with him. I stand up to my full height ready to lay into him when Kiernan beats me to it.

      “That’s fucked up, man. This is her life. She deserves to know.”

      “This isn’t any of your business,” Roman hisses through his teeth.

      “You’re asking me to dig into things. It sure as hell is my business.”

      I snap my fingers, getting their attention and breaking their stare down. “Rafael is interested in me. It is my business.”

      Roman stares at me, reading every emotion on my face. His jaw twitches as the gears in his head turn. He closes his eyes, clenching his jaw so tightly, I hear the grinding of his teeth. “Fine.”

      I nod, crossing my arms over my chest, satisfied I won this round.

      “Rafael’s in a cartel.”

      I stare at him waiting for more of an explanation but he doesn’t give me one. “Taking lessons from James?”

      He pops an eyebrow, watching me. I want to launch myself across the room and strangle him.

      Kiernan’s eyes bounce back and forth between us, waiting for one of us to break. When the silence continues, he grumbles before he starts speaking. “Rafael is the head of a cartel. James is helping Roman track down some more intel.”

      “Wait,” I say, holding up my hands. “I was joking. You brought James into this?”

      Roman shrugs.

      “Is that a problem?” Kiernan asks. “Is James a dick or something?”

      “No,” I say quickly and defensively. “James is the best.” I cut my eyes to Roman. “Which is why he shouldn’t be involved. How dare you drag my friends into this.”

      Roman stalks toward me, breathing hard. “I already told you, Sugar, I’ll do anything to keep you safe. James will be fine. He knows what this is.”

      “You haven’t told her a goddamn thing, have you?” Kiernan asks, crossing his arms over his chest and scowling at Roman.

      I answer for Roman. “No, he hasn’t. He hasn’t told me anything. He lies. He leaves. Pretty charming, isn’t it?” My stare doesn’t break from Roman; he’s fuming, nostrils flaring and eyes on fire.

      “You know enough.” His short reply makes me even angrier.

      “Do what you’re good at and get the hell out. Leave me alone.”

      “Got a place to stay, Kiernan?”

      “Yeah, man. Down the street at a motel.”

      “I’ll call you in the morning.” Roman doesn’t take his eyes away from me or stop crowding me during this brief exchange.

      I avoid Roman’s gaze as I watch Kiernan walk toward the door and pause in the entryway. He looks back over his shoulder at the two of us. His eyes briefly meet mine before staring at Roman’s profile.

      When Kiernan starts speaking, I turn my gaze back to Roman to watch his reaction. “This is her life, Roman. She deserves to know. She deserves to know everything.”
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      Fuckin’ Kiernan. Been a pain in my ass since I met him. I’m done with his shit. There’s gotta be another guy out there who’s as skilled on a computer and in the field. I’ll buy out his shares in the company and make sure to kick his ass as he walks out the door.

      Harper’s fury is rolling off of her in waves. My eyes are still on the closed door my soon-to-be-dead best friend walked through. Meddling shithead. I grit my teeth before turning back to Harper. The anger shining in her bright eyes doesn’t take away from her beauty. She’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I saw her before she saw me all those years ago. Ran smack dab into a fucking locker. Her beauty stunned me, still stuns me. By some serious stroke of luck, she looked my way.

      “Dios mio.”

      I can’t stop my eyes from flicking all over her face. She wants to scream and make me burn for lying to her. I want to make her scream and burn. Scream my name. Burn for me. Her lush, pink lips are pursed as she glares at me.

      “You’re stunning.”

      A small flare of her anger deflates as she looks at me with a slightly softer expression, even though the annoyance is still there. The vulnerable hope only lasts a second before a cold, impenetrable wall slams down over her expression. My gut twists and bile rises in my throat, knowing it’s me and my choices that have shut her off from me. I could read her entire mood and thought process with one look when she was mine. She couldn’t hide anything from me. Her expressions and eyes were goddamn open books for me, giving me everything she had.

      I lean in closer, too desperate for a reaction, any reaction. Lust. Happiness. Desperation. Rage. Anything. Harper’s breath hitches when my nose glides along her cheek toward her ear. Her eyes slam shut as her pink lips part, taking in a breath when I whisper in her ear. “Daria cualquier cosa por sentir tu piel contra la mía y estar dentro de ti, llenándote.” She’s always begs me to tell her what I say in Spanish. I don’t wait for to ask, I tell her before she even has the chance. “I’d give anything to feel your skin against mine and be inside of you, filling you.”

      She shudders against me, her hand coming to my chest, gripping my shirt tightly in her fist. Yes, give me everything, Sugar. My dick is straining against my shorts. I slide my lips along her cheek until they’re resting against her lips. I breathe deeply though my nose when our lips touch, resisting the temptation to lift her off her feet and slam my cock against her center. She’d run if I did that. Slowly opening my mouth to trace my tongue along her bottom lip, I urge her to open for me. She does. She sighs and my entire body is on fire.

      I groan as our tongues tangle. Her hand moves up my chest to my neck then my hair, tugging on my ends. I grab the back of her head, angling her and deepening our kiss. Harper whimpers when I break our kiss and sighs when I press my lips to hers again, dying for another taste. I slide my hand down her hip to cup her ass and bring her toward me, rocking my erection against her. And, just as I feared. She breaks our kiss, bringing her hand back down to my chest, clutching my shirt and leaning her head against my chest.

      “You can’t do this to me, Roman. Please.” Her soft voice breaks on the last word. It feels like a grenade explodes in my chest, knocking the air from my lungs and obliterating when I see the tears in her eyes.

      I rest my forehead against hers for a moment before kissing her forehead, letting my lips linger against her skin. “I’m sorry, Sugar. I’m sorry for everything. I’m sorry for every single damn thing I’ve ever done, even the things you don’t know about.”

      Her eyes look up at me again, hands resting against my chest as I have her wrapped in my arms. I’d give her anything to make her stay right here, wrapped up in me.

      “Everything,” she whispers sullenly.

      “Yes, everything.”

      “Kiernan said that, too, before he left. What is everything you need to tell me? What’s everything you’re sorry for?”

      “Fuck,” I mutter, frustrated with the bastard all over again. “Too dangerous, Harp.”

      Harper pushes me away from her, running her hands through her hair before meeting my eyes, staring at me earnestly with tears in her beautiful, amber eyes. “You can’t decide those things for me, Roman. This is my life. You have to tell me. Everything.”

      I take a step toward her, but she walks around me, shaking her head. “No, this can’t happen. You can’t touch me. You can’t do this to me. You’re going to leave again but this time when you do, I’m going to be in one piece.”

      “I never left you, Harper,” I say softly, begging for the impossible—for her to suddenly not be so curious and to just let it go. I want to us to move forward, not dredge up the past.

      Harper whips, around staring at me incredulously, opening and closing her mouth before she starts yelling. “How can you say that to me? You never left? You fucking broke my heart over the phone. You never looked back. I was lost without you, desperate to be yours, I drove thirteen hours straight to knock on your door and some girl wearing your shirt answered.”

      I interrupt her before she can continue. “What the fuck are you talking about? What girl?”

      “Yeah,” she laughs humorlessly. “I bet they all blend together after a while, huh? Gorgeous girl, tall. Wearing. Your. Fucking. Shirt.”

      “There’s an explanation for that,” I grit out through my teeth. “I wasn’t with anyone for a long fucking time after you. My roommate was manwhore, she was probably one of his and laundry got mixed up. You’re searching for any excuse to get rid of me.”

      She doesn’t say anything, only rolls her eyes as if I’m lying to her. “Believe me, Roman, you slept with her.”

      “When did you come to see me?” I ignore her jabs about this nameless girl. I don’t know who the fuck she’s talking about. After I broke up with Harper, I didn’t look at another girl for a long damn time. Even after I saw Harper with someone else. Just weeks after we broke up. She couldn’t have been as heartbroken as she’s claiming. I was the poor sap who could do nothing but drink until the urge to go back to her wore off. When I finally did go to see her, she was wrapped in someone else’s arms.

      Thoughts of pulling the guy limb from limb floated through my mind. I wanted to tear him apart and put him in the ground for even looking at Harper. I knew when I broke up with her the wolves would descend. Someone as special as Harper wasn’t going to be single for long. There was a long line after me, waiting for me to screw shit up, to scoop her up and claim her as their’s. I hated myself even more, knowing I was the reason that she was with someone else. That was what I wanted, though, wasn’t it? I wanted her to be happy and not wait for me, to go after everything she wanted.

      And, look at her now. Stunning. Perfect. Smart. College-educated. Owning her own damn business. A great group of friends. This is why I did what I did, so she could get here, not be stuck on some base hoping and praying I’ll come home to her in one piece, dreading every knock on the door.

      She hasn’t answered my question as I follow her into the kitchen, watching her pour herself a glass of wine and sit on top of the counter. “I came to see you the day my family died. Actually, I found out they died in your apartment parking lot.”

      My heart stops beating as I stare at her. She was there? The day they died? How could I not know about this? “Why didn’t you knock on the door?”

      “I did.”

      I shake my head. “I would have answered and I certainly would have remembered if you had come to see me.”

      “That’s what I’m saying, Roman. I did come see you. I did knock. It was pouring down rain, I just found out my entire family was dead. I knocked on your door, needing you more than ever. Even if you didn’t love me anymore, at least not love me the way I loved you.”

      She stops taking in a breath as I struggle to keep breathing. Loved. Past-tense. There’s nothing about my feelings for Harper that are past tense. Every beat of my heart is for her. Each time she’s near me and my blood roars in my veins, creating an electricity I only feel when she’s close to me, that’s for her. It’s all for her. It’s always been for her.

      She keeps going, not realizing I’m in fucking agony, that each of her words are ripping me open like bullet holes. “I needed you.” Another shake of her head, clearing it, erasing her need for me. “A girl answered. She was wearing one of your high school shirts and was extremely nice when she told me you were sick of me. I was just some pathetic girl from back home. You two laughed about me while you were in bed together, she was there when you dumped me over the phone. And the last tiny thread of hope and of my heart I was holding on to for dear life, snapped and washed away with the rain.”

      Oh, fuck no.
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      Roman starts pacing. Even though bringing up these old wounds is making my still-shattered heart feel like each bruise is fresh and new, my lips quirk into a tiny smile to see him freak out as he’s caught in the mess he caused. His hands are running through his hair as he’s muttering curses. Suddenly he stops, turns to me, and brings a hand to his chest, whispering one word in the most reverent tone I’ve ever heard. “Harper.”

      “What?” I snap, looking away, unable to handle the pain in his eyes. I’ve always taken on his emotions as my own. I felt his pain more than my own—each time we found his mother passed out on a park bench or stumbling her way out of the county jail.

      “I don’t know what girl you’re talking about.” I see him take a step toward to me in my periphery as my heart starts to pound. Agony and anguish are rolling off of him. It takes every ounce of strength I have to not turn to him and comfort him. “Sugar, please look at me. Please.”

      I take a deep breath, biting my lip, trying to keep my tears at bay. My eyes look toward him, but I don’t meet his eyes yet. First, they fall on his down-turned lips before skating up to his crinkled eyebrows. After I look at every centimeter of space on his face, I finally meet his eyes. The brown that plays amongst his impossibly dark eyes seems dull as his eyes beg for forgiveness.

      He releases a shuttering breath and takes a step forward. I let him open my legs as he steps between them, placing a fist on either side of my hips and resting his forehead against mine, breathing in deeply. Roman leans back, looking into my eyes before he starts speaking. “I don’t know what girl you’re talking about. I don’t, Harper. What you’re describing though, that shit isn’t me. I wish you knew that. I’d give anything to go back and not hurt you so much. I could never do something like that to you. I wasn’t with any girl while we were together, and after I broke up with you, I still couldn’t be with another girl. I fucking belonged to you. I belong to you.” He rests his forehead against mine for another long moment.

      I don’t say anything, trying to process everything. I can’t find the lie in his words but why break up if he “belongs” to me? That doesn’t make any sense.

      He continues speaking without any urging. “How could I not know you were there? Fuck. I’m going to find out who that bitch was. Fucking Kiernan.”

      I feel defensive when he brings up Kiernan. Kiernan’s the only reason we’re even having this conversation, at least he thinks I should be told things about my own life. Instead of the man in front of me, content to control my life and leave me hanging and alone in the dark. “Kiernan has nothing to do with this.”

      Roman glares at me, clenching his jaw. “It was one of his girls, I’m sure.”

      “He was your roommate? Doesn’t matter. He didn’t make her say those things to me, and I doubt he told her any of the things she knew about me. Only things you could have said.”

      Roman’s hand comes up, cupping my jaw and bringing my eyes back to his. “I’m going to figure this out, Sugar. I don’t know what happened, I wasn’t with anyone around that time. If you believe anything I say, believe that.”

      I swallow before nodding and getting completely lost in Roman’s gaze. His next question pulls me from my stare, surprising me. “Did Santiago know that you came to see me?”

      “Yes,” I answer, confused by his question. “He’s the one who called to tell me about my parents and sister.”

      “He called me, too. I came to the funeral.”

      Bomb.

      Explosion.

      My ears are ringing after the bomb Roman just dropped on me.

      I hear his voice off in the distance, but my mind is spinning and I can’t process his words.

      I think back to the day of the funeral. Three funerals rolled into one a few weeks before my eighteenth birthday and a few months before my high school graduation. Uncle Santiago stood on one side of me with my hand wrapped tightly in his large, tan, rough hand. Daniel, a new, good friend stood on my other side with his arm wrapped around me. I couldn’t look at the three glossy, black coffins in front of me. I stared at the tree line in the distance, pinching my thigh, begging to wake up from this nightmare. Go back in time. To when my family was alive. To when Roman was mine. Roman. I stood, in agony that I should’ve been with them. Instead, I was trying to get a boy’s attention. A boy who left, a boy who didn’t love me, a boy who made fun of me while some other girl was in his bed.

      “Harper.” Roman’s fierce voice breaks me from my reverie.

      “You weren’t there.” I state in a blank tone.

      “Yes, I was. You were wearing a black dress with a pink bow. The same color pink of Sadie’s room.” Roman looks down after saying my little sister’s name. When he looks back up at me, there’s pain all over his face. Roman loved my family like they were his own, and they loved him. Sadie thought of him as an older brother, and he was protective over her, just like a brother would be.

      “Santiago was next to you and you were in the arms of some guy. I sat in the very back of the church and snuck out before you walked down the center behind the caskets. I watched you get in the limo with that guy. I watched him hold you at the cemetery. I was a coward. I couldn’t bring myself to walk up you and tell you how much I regretted. I was there.”

      Each time I think my heart can’t possibly break more, I’m proven wrong. My heart keeps breaking, finding new pieces to completely shatter and turn to dust. Each breaking piece fills me with rage. I angrily look up at Roman, making eye contact. “I hate—”

      Roman’s hand covers my mouth. He leans in, his eyes matching my rage. “Don’t you dare say that to me. It’s not fucking true and you fucking know it, Harper.”

      I rip my head away from his hand, even angrier that he’s right. Even after all he’s done to break me, I’ll never hate him. I could never hate him. My heart will always be his.

      “Well,” I start, flustered, searching for something to say. “I don’t like you.”

      Roman leans, in kissing my cheek, and whispers in my ear, “That’s fine. You don’t have to like me, as long as you’ll always love me.”

      His lips slide over my cheek until they reach my lips, placing a searing and hard kiss there. He breaks the kiss just as quickly as he started it. “We’re going to figure this shit out, Sugar.”

      “Why didn’t you come up to me? I needed you, Roman.”

      “I was an idiot boy. I’ll never make that mistake again, no one and nothing will ever be in our way.”

      “He was just a friend,” I whisper, looking down.

      Roman sighs, bringing his arms around me and wrapping me in a hug. “It wasn’t just that there was a guy next to you. Fuck.”

      Tensing in his arms, I try to prepare myself. I don’t want to break any more. “What?”

      “Harper, I broke up with you because I didn’t want you to wait for me.”

      I lean back, looking at Roman’s face, searching for something in it. For what, I don’t know. Clarity, maybe. “You didn’t,” I whisper.

      “You would have followed me anywhere.”

      He’s not wrong. It’s true, I would have followed him to any town, city, or country. “You had no right to make that choice for me.”

      “Harper, we can’t keep going round and round like this. I couldn’t think about you giving up your dreams to be with me.”

      “I wouldn’t have had to give anything up,” I insist, even though deep down I know it’s a lie. “I could still have my store and you.”

      “You still have me.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Roman slams his mouth down on mine, done with speaking, pouring every unspoken word into this kiss. My entire body engulfs in flames as he kisses me. Passion. Heartbreak. Love. Forgiveness. It’s all in this kiss, warring with the other, desperate to see which will come out on top. He’s pleading for my love, my forgiveness. Atoning for his mistakes. I’m trying to mend my heartache, giving into the passion I’ve always felt. I don’t know how long he’ll be here. I won’t let my heart get involved this time, but his kiss and hands feel too good to pass up. I’m aching for a release, the kind only he can give me.
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      Harper is slamming down hangers on each rack of clothes, grumbling to herself. The smile spreading across my face is unstoppable. It’s been a week since we started doing whatever it is we’re doing. Harper forgave me just enough to not dislike me as much as she did. I’m still not her favorite person, but I’ll get there.

      She proposed that we have fun until it’s time for me to leave again. I have no intention of leaving. She doesn’t trust me enough to believe that, and I think if I told her, it would send her the other way. We’ll play this her way. For now. Then we’re doing it my way. She wants casual, easy, no feelings and no strings.

      I’m going to pull her feelings from her one by one and make her realize how in love with me she actually is. The past week, she’s been trying to rip off my clothes and seduce me. It’s killing me and my balls not to give in to her. She’s so close to needing it the way I need her. Each slam of the hanger and each grumble gets me that much closer to her. To her heart. To be being able to slam back inside of her.

      I hold back a groan, running my hand down my face. Memories and fantasies of her blur together in my mind, making me impossibly hard behind my zipper. We’ve been making out like teenagers every chance we get, but I haven’t let it go any farther than that. I’m jonesing to work off some of this excess energy. My first choice would be to exhaust myself inside of Harper while listening to her scream my name. That’s not going to happen, though. She’s the reason I have all this excess energy in the first place. Back in Tennessee, I would lose myself in field work when I wanted to distract myself, but I’m not willing to leave Harper at the moment.

      Kiernan’s out running surveillance on Rafael. He wants to bring in a couple more guys to cover some of Rafael’s crew. I don’t currently have the manpower to run my operations in Tennessee and here.

      The chime on the door distracts me from my thoughts of Harper naked, spread out on a bed. James walks in, towering over everything in Harper’s store. He takes off his sunglasses, giving me a nod as he makes his way over to Harper. Jealously swirls through my gut as she hugs him tightly around his middle. My knuckles crack as I squeeze my fist tighter when he leans down to lay a kiss on the top of her head, and Harper gushes a hello.

      “Harp,” James says, never willing to give more words than necessary. Harper told me she didn’t really know James all that well until Savannah’s ex-boyfriend got released from prison, and James and Liam didn’t let either girl out of their sight. She got to know James during those weeks. He’s Savannah’s best friend, according to Harper. I don’t know how Liam does it. I’m using every ounce of restraint I have not to rush across the shop and rip his arms away from Harper.

      The bastard smirks at me over Harper’s head, probably following my thought process. He hugs Harper tighter before letting her go. He never laughs or cracks a full smile. I’d bet all my money the fucker’s laughing at me in his head. I narrow my eyes, staring at the huge arm he has draped over Harper. She turns toward me with a smile, happy her friend is visiting during the day.

      My scowl leaves his arm and settles on his face. “I’m not sure Harper carries dresses in your size.”

      He arches his brow as an answer. Harper looks at me, a bright, stunning smile resting on her face. “Did you know he was coming?”

      James answers before I have the opportunity. “Nope.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I study his face, wondering what he’s here to lay on me. “What’s up?”

      “Office.”

      James and Harper start walking toward me, and when she’s close enough, I grab her hand and pull her to my side, not letting go of the grip I have on her hand. She chuckles softly. James follows behind us into the office. Harper rounds her desk, taking a seat at her chair, and I sit down on the edge of her desk, facing James.

      He’s stopped in her doorway, staring at the chairs in front of the desk. I run a hand over my mouth, concealing my smile. “Sit down, man.”

      He looks directly at Harper with confusion on his face. “They’re pink.”

      “Aren’t they gorgeous? The velvet is so soft.”

      I bite my tongue to hold my laughter as James approaches the chair slowly as if he’s worried it’s going to explode into a ball of glitter. He stands next to it, staring at it before slowly sitting and adjusting himself several times before he can comfortably fit.

      A camera shutter has me turning toward Harper. She has her phone out, taking a picture of a disgruntled James. My eyes shift back toward him, barking out a laugh at the frown he has on his face. He’s glaring at Harper.

      “Savannah is going to love this.” She smiles, looking down at her phone. She throws her head back in laughter when her phone chimes a moment later. Her eyes meet James across the desk, and she chokes out her words through her laughter. “Savannah says you look like a pretty princess waiting for tea time.”

      James doesn’t say anything, only crosses his arms over his chest, grumbling and staring at the wall as he clenches his jaw.

      “I’m just kidding, James. What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

      Turning his head back toward us, he slowly nods, looking at me. His intense, penetrating gaze flicks to Harper and back to me as he silently wonders if he should speak in front of her. I nod, letting James know he can speak. Dread fills my stomach; I hate that she has to hear any of this shit.

      James dives straight into his intel. “Word is Santiago wasn’t grooming his son to take over.”

      “What do you mean, take over?” Harper asked.

      “Usually, second in command will fill the leader’s spot if something happens,” James says.

      “No,” Harper whispers. “Are you saying that Santiago was part of a cartel?”

      “No, babe,” James says. “I’m saying for all intents and purposes, Santiago was the cartel, at least on this side of the border.”

      Harper’s mouth is agape while she processes the information.

      “Sugar,” I say quietly, reminding her that she knew Rafael is the leader of the cartel.

      “I know. I just didn’t realize Santiago was, too. I guess that was stupid of me.”

      I reach over, taking her hand and squeezing it. Before I can reassure her more, James starts speaking again.

      “Rafael kind of appeared out of nowhere and took over the cartel when Santiago was murdered. His reach is fuckin’ far, extends everywhere, including DEA. His guys never go down. He’s untouchable.”

      “Murdered,” Harper gasps. “No, I was told it was a heart attack.”

      James looks at me, then back to her before quietly breaking down more of the life she thought she knew. “He was murdered. Execution style.”

      “How did I not know about this? Who did it?”

      James shrugs as I pull out my phone to text Kiernan. His death certificate says he died of a heart attack, so I didn’t have Kiernan dig any further because it was the same as what I heard.

      “How do you know?” I demand. “His death certificate says heart attack.”

      James stares at me without answering—but that’s all the answer I need. He won’t give up his sources.

      “My guy says Rafael appeared shortly before Santiago was taken down, tensions were thick between him and the old man. Rafael didn’t let anyone question the fact he would take over once Santiago was dead. Shit ain’t good.” James shakes his head. I wait for him to expand, but of course he doesn’t.

      “What do you mean?” Harper asks, wiping tears from her eyes.

      James takes a deep breath. “Santiago’s crew ran smooth as butter, from what I hear. Treated his men like kings. Rafael takes a different approach and it ain’t good.”

      “What approach?” My voice is rough and lethal.

      “That’s all I know.”

      “What trade?” I ask.

      “Mostly drugs. Typical shit from south of the border.”

      “Anything else?”

      James sighs when I ask my question, his penetrating stare only leaving my glower for a second to look at Harper and back to me. He flicks his eyes to Harper one last time before closing his eyes. Then he opens them and gives me the answer I was dreading.

      “Don’t know for sure. Rumor is Rafael took up a new trade after his old man died, could be rumors. Girls.”
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      After James leaves, the rest of the day is a blur. I can’t focus on any activity or job I need to do. The only thing I can focus on is James’ words. They’re on repeat through my head.

      Roman has been in and out of my office all afternoon and evening. He has a laptop set up and has been on the phone with Kiernan. I know he’s digging for more information, things my mind hasn’t even begun to process.

      The second I click the lock closed on the front door, Roman drags me through the store, flicking off all the lights and out the back to his truck. I can’t bring myself to care that I didn’t close out the register for the day. It’s something I’ll regret tomorrow, but I doubt I’d even be able to process the numbers at the moment.

      Once we’re at my apartment, Roman guides me to the couch, gently setting me down as he heads in the kitchen. I stare blankly at the TV until a full glass of deep red wine appears in front of my face. My body sags on a deep exhale as I take it and bring it to my lips for a taste. He sits down next to me with an open beer and slings his arm around my back, bringing me close to his chest. After laying a kiss on the top of my head, he quietly asks me a question. “Chinese?”

      “Sure,” I respond. Anything would be fine, I’m not thinking about what would be good as this dark cloud hangs over my head.

      When the Chinese food arrives, we eat on the floor in front of the coffee table in silence. Roman settles me back on the couch after we’re done, wrapping me tightly in his arms. His head rests against the top of mine as he smooths one hand over my hair and the other grips my hip.

      “Tell me what’s going through your mind, Sugar.” Roman’s soft, soothing tone releases the floodgates for the tears to pour down my face. I bury my head in his chest and sob, fighting to gain control.

      Roman patiently waits for me to settle enough to speak. His sweet murmuring finally calms me down. “Do you think my dad knew about Uncle Santiago?” This question has been weighing on my mind all day. My dad and Santiago grew up together in the foster system, often together in the same foster home. Even when they weren’t together, they remained close since they met at age five. They both said they knew everything about the other one. My mom joked that Santiago was my dad’s husband, he knew him just as well as my mom.

      Did my dad know Santiago was a leader of a cartel group? A cartel group that deals drugs. I don’t even know what kind of drugs. James said the typical south-of-the-border stuff, I don’t even know what that means. Everything I know about cartels is from the news or movies. I can’t associate that with my beloved uncle. A man who was my second father. I lived with him after my family passed. I was so lost in grief when I lived with him, could I have missed something? Not realized he was a bad man? He was the only family I had left. He cried when I walked across the stage at my graduation. How can that man be evil?

      I can’t imagine my dad knew. He got out of the system, joined the navy, and got his master’s degree in accounting. He married the only woman he ever loved, my mother. Could he have known? How did my uncle hide this? Memories are passing through my head so quickly, I can’t grasp onto any of them. Are there signs I should have seen? I don’t think there’s a pamphlet for this, is there? 10 Ways To Know If Your Loved One Is In The Cartel.

      “Sweetheart,” Roman whispers, pulling me tighter against his chest. “No, I don’t think he knew. Your dad was the greatest man I’ve ever known. He loved you so much, Harper. He’d never let you be around someone so dangerous if he knew.”

      “I don’t know how to feel. My uncle was not dangerous. Santiago’s the only reason you and I even met. Are there nice cartel members?”

      Roman chuckles. I know that’s an absurd question. It’s not like the cartel is known for being Boy Scouts. “Maybe we have it all wrong. This can’t be true.”

      “Fuck,” Roman hisses, bringing his head down on top of mine. He releases a shuttering breath, and I know he’s having as much trouble processing everything as I am. I can’t believe I didn’t realize sooner that Rafael took over for his father. Roman understood from the beginning. I close my eyes as pain spreads through my heart. I can’t imagine the thoughts Roman has been ruminating over since he found out.

      “Your dad was the greatest man I ever knew, but Santiago was the second. Both of them saved me. I owe my entire fucking life to them. I still don’t understand why Santiago did the things he did for me.”

      “He loved to help people,” I whispered. “He and my dad hated when they saw a kid with a life that reminded them too much of their own.”

      “There are too many kids like that where I grew up. I questioned every day why Santiago took me under his wing and paid for me to go to that damn private school. I almost left so many times and told him to fuck off, but then I saw you.”

      Warmth fills me at his words. I knew Uncle Santiago was paying for a kid to go to my school, but I didn’t know who it was. When Roman and I met, we didn’t know we had that connection.

      “I couldn’t leave or deny him after I saw you. I did everything he asked of me, made sure I met his expectations. No way in hell was I leaving you after I saw you.”

      I lift my head from his chest, staring into his dark eyes. So many girls fall over themselves for blue or green eyes. They don’t know the magnificence of Roman’s eyes. They’re so dark in color, they almost look back, but lighter browns and gold flecks make them shine and stand out against his tan skin.

      “Me arruinas,” Roman breathes. “You ruin me.”

      A soft moan escapes my lips when I hear his words. He usually only brings out his Spanish when we’re making love. I’m like Pavlov’s dog when he speaks Spanish. My core ignites as my breathing speeds up and my heart races.

      A small smirk appears on his handsome face—he knows exactly what he’s doing to me. He leans in, his lips beginning a trail at the edge of my lips. I gasp as a shiver runs down my spine at the barest contact of our lips. I need him to press his lips against mine. He denies me when I try to turn my head to make contact. His hand is in my hair, holding me where he wants me as his lips trail to my ear.

      “He extrañado tu sabor. Me muero por tenerlo de nuevo en mi lengua con tus muslos temblando alrededor de mi cabeza. I’ve missed your taste. I’m dying to have it on my tongue again with your thighs shaking around my head.”

      Whimpering, my hands slide into his hair as he lays soft kisses below my hair along my neck, murmuring in Spanish.

      He hasn’t even kissed me yet and my panties are soaked. It’s always been this way with him. My body is ready at the first moment of contact. “Roman,” I breathe as his tongue trails along my neck.

      He brings his head up, staring into my eyes, our lips hovering just out of reach from each other. His eyes are moving all over my face before settling on my lips. He crushes his mouth down on mine, finally, finally, making contact. When my mouth opens on a gasp, he sweeps his tongue inside. Roman’s kiss starts a wildfire inside my body. I’m burning up from his touch, but I never want it to stop.

      Roman leans into me, pushing me back on the couch until he settles on top of me between my open legs without breaking our searing kiss. I need more. We’ve been only kissing for a week, but I need more of his touch, his tongue, his everything. I’m completely breathless when his breaks to kiss down my neck as I’m frantically pulling his shirt. Roman leans back on his knees, grabbing the collar of his shirt behind his head and rips it off. My hands move to the taut muscles of his chest. His chest has always been my weakness—now that he’s older, though, it will be my undoing. My thighs clench around his narrow hips, making his hips buck, rubbing his hard length against me. Craving even more of him, my nails dig into his chest and slowly rake down his abs. A feral growl erupts from the back of his throat, pulling the straps of my dress from my shoulders, leaving my top half in nothing but a lacy, red bra.

      “Fuck. Yes,” Roman moans, bringing his hands to my breasts and rolling my nipples between his fingers through the lace. “You wear red just for me, Sugar, don’t you? Have you worn red for another man?”

      My eyes leave his glorious chest, meeting his. His eyes are hooded, staring down at my body with pure lust. A rush of desire floods my core. “Never,” I breathe, arching my back for more of his touch. “I only wear red for you.”

      A deep rumble starts in Roman’s chest. I can feel the vibrations beneath my palm before his crashes down on top of me, sealing his mouth to mine. One of his hands reaches back, skimming up my leg along the outside of my thigh, making me tremble in anticipation. When his hand reaches my thong, his thumb brushes along the top, making me shiver. I lift my hips, urging him on, and each lift is met with his hard dick rubbing against my center. It’s almost too much to handle, even through all of these layers.

      Roman’s fingers brush my panties aside, skimming along my slit before pushing one finger inside of me. “Christ,” he mutters, bringing his head to the crook of my neck and kissing it. “I’ve barely touched you and it’s better than every fantasy I’ve had about you for the last ten years.”

      I release a long moan, raising my hips, silently begging him to move his finger. He doesn’t disappoint. One, thick, long finger moves in and out of me, brushing along my g-spot, teasing me, bringing me impossibly close to the edge without sending me off. Roman’s thumb lightly circles my clit, but doesn’t give enough pressure to give me the orgasm I’ve been waiting for. I’ve been with men since he left, but being underneath Roman right now feels like I haven’t had a release in ten years.

      “Please,” I breathe, not even a little ashamed I’m at the point of begging.

      “Not yet, Sugar. I want you to fall apart on my tongue. Nada es más dulce que tú. Nothing is sweeter than you.”

      Roman slowly kisses down my body, stopping to suck my nipple. He rolls his tongue over the peak through the lace, never stopping his incredibly soft touch between my thighs, leaving me panting at edge of a release. “Take it off,” Roman demands, not moving his mouth from my chest.

      I reach behind me, pop open the clasp of my bra, and Roman lifts his head just enough to allow the fabric to be removed. He starts sucking and kissing my nipple again as I arch for him, begging for more. I feel insane with desire when he denies me, moving his lips to my stomach, pushing my dress farther down my body. I whimper uncontrollably when he removes his hand from my center to pull the dress off my body, and my panties follow right behind it. Roman is on his knees staring down at me, completely naked. He still has his pants on, and I reach for the buckle of belt, but he stops me with a hand over mine, rubbing his thumb along my skin.

      “Just you, Sugar,” he says softly, shaking his head.

      I bite my lip, looking at his pants. I can see his hard cock straining through the material. “At least take off your pants, that looks like it hurts,” I say, rubbing my hand over his erection.

      He groans, closing his eyes and rocking his hips into my hand for moment before laying his hand over mine, stopping me again. “If my pants come off, there’s no way in hell I won’t sink into your wet pussy.”

      Licking my lips, I stare up at him, spreading my legs a little more. “That’s what I want.”

      “Fuck,” he mutters. “You’re killing me. Not tonight, Sugar.”

      He leans down, hovering over me again and kissing my lips softly, running his tongue over them for me to open. When I do, his tongue clashes with mine for a soul-searing kiss. His lips trail down my body, and he settles between my thighs. I tremble with anticipation as he looks up and orders, “Play with your nipple. Yeah, like that, Sugar.”

      His lips are so close to my clit that I feel them brush against me each time he breathes. Roman kisses the inside of my thighs, slowly making his way back to my center where he lightly traces a finger along me. “I love seeing you quiver,” he murmurs before his tongue sweeps along my pussy.

      After the first, slow lick, he devours me like a starved man. His arms wrap around my legs, holding me in my place, slightly lifting me closer to his face as he sucks my clit into his mouth. Removing one hand from my leg, he sinks two fingers inside of me, curling them, hitting the perfect spot. My eyes roll back in my head. I buck off the couch when he removes his wet fingers, circling them over my clit and sinking his tongue inside of me. His groan sends me over the edge as I call out his name in pure ecstasy.
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      “Come to the gym with me,” I whisper in Harper’s ear, sucking her lobe into my mouth.

      Harper groans, trying to wiggle away from me but ends up just grinding against my dick. I’ve been sleeping in her bed for a week, each night fooling around but never taking it too far. She keeps insisting we’re keeping feelings out of this little fling, but my feelings for her are as strong as they were a decade ago. There’s no way to keep this strictly physical. I’m going to make damn sure she feels something for me before I bury myself inside of her and fuck her into oblivion.

      “Wake up, let’s go to the gym.”

      “Roman,” she mutters, her face still jammed into her pillow. “It’s my day off. My only day off this week. You and your tongue have been keeping me up all night. I want to sleep.”

      “I can wake you up with my tongue,” I say against her skin, rocking my hard dick into her ass.

      I hear the smile in her voice when she answers. “Tempting. Keep talking.”

      My hand sweeps her hair from her neck and shoulder. I lay my lips right in the sweet spot that always makes her shiver and sigh as I pull down her tank top, exposing her breasts. She moans softly into the pillow, reaching behind her to wrap her hand around my length, slowly jacking me off.

      My hand slides down from her breast to her pussy, already wet for me. I bite her shoulder as I groan, dipping my fingers inside of her. “Remember when I made you scream last night?”

      “Yes,” she breathes, rocking herself on my fingers, trying to reach the edge faster.

      “I want to do that all day,” I say, kissing her neck, sucking the skin just below her ear and rocking my hips faster in her silky palm. It’s going to kill me to do this, but I love working her up, leaving her wanting until later. When she’s denied that instant gratification, her orgasms explode through her body, making her quake and shiver all over. “I really do. I want to make you scream my name over and over all day,” I repeat, slipping my fingers out of her. “But first, we go to the gym.”

      Harper growls, flipping over and staring at me. “Not fair.”

      “Just think how good it will feel when your muscles are tired and I make you come until you pass out.”

      Harper sits up and straddles me, leaning down to kiss me lightly on the lips. “Fine, but first, just one thing.”

      I cup her cheek, unable to deny her anything when she looks at me like this. “Anything, Sugar.”

      She kisses my lips one more time before getting on her knees to slide her panties down her legs, straddling me once more, but facing the opposite way. The view in front of my face is making me pant. Fuck. She’s good. “Ask me what I want, Roman.”

      I tear my eyes away from her slick pussy, looking into her eyes filled with heat. “What you do you want, Sugar?”

      “Just one tiny orgasm before we go,” she says, tucking her hand into my briefs and pulling out my hard cock. When her mouth sinks down on me, I grab her hips until her pussy is over my face.
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      “I don’t know how I’m going to run,” Harper says as we walk into Raise the Bar. “My legs are like jelly.”

      I smirk, feeling smug and like I’m ten feet tall. It’s me who makes her legs shake and her pussy wet.

      Harper tries to bring me back down to Earth when she opens her mouth again. “Don’t look so smug. It’s just been awhile since I’ve been with anyone. Any guy could give me an orgasm to make me feel this way.”

      She walks away, leaving me behind watching her go. She can say all she wants, but I know the truth. It’s us. Together. We’re what makes it different and so damn good. Besides, no other man is ever going to come close to touching her again. I watch Harper walk over to the treadmills and wait until she’s started to head over to the bags.

      Liam and Savannah are in the boxing ring with James on the side, calling out commands to Savannah. I’m surprised by her ability to pound the shit out of the pads with precise punches and kicks. I never would have guessed her small frame could harness that much power.

      “Marx,” Keirnan says coming up beside me. I haven’t seen him in a few days but he takes one look at my face and instantly knows that I’m pissed. I’ve been avoiding his calls.

      “Fuck off,” I growl. Kiernan steps in between me and the punching bag, I have time to stop my punch, but I choose not to. My gloved fist lands solidly against his abdomen.

      “Fuck,” he grunts clutching his stomach. “What the hell is going on with you? You’ve been dodging me for days. I’m here to help you, idiot.”

      “You’re the reason Harper and I aren’t together,” I spit out. I know deep down that it’s not his fault, but right now, I can’t make myself think rationally.

      “What?” He asks, taken aback.

      “Ten years ago, she came after me. Harper fucking came for me, man. The day her family died one of your girls, wearing my shirt, answered the door and said some nasty shit to her.”

      Kiernan blinks staring at me, his mouth opening and closing, searching for something to say.

      “Who was she?” I demand, punctuating each of my words with a fist in his chest. My hits aren’t hard enough to hurt, just to make my point that I’m fuckin’ serious. I want to know who she is. I have half a mind to track her down, even if it’s a decade later.

      “It’s been a decade,” Kiernan says slowly. “I have no clue who you’re talking about.”

      “Ten years ago. March fifteenth,” I say.

      “Yeah,” Kiernan says sarcastically rolling his eyes. “I know every woman I’ve ever slept with by the date and can remember it a decade later.”

      “Why would one of your hook ups be wearing my shirt?”

      “Fuck if I know, Roman,” Kiernan says. “You can’t put this shit on me. I’ve wanted you to go after her since you stupidly broke up with her. In fact, I told you not to do it.”

      We stare at each other, both of us now pissed. It’s true, he did tell me that. He’s told me to pull my head out of my ass since I ended things with Harper but it doesn’t keep me from wanting to pin this on him. His one-night stand hurt Harper. I don’t know who she is, but Kiernan is here and he can stand in for her sins.

      A light sparks in Kiernan eyes as he gasps. “Oh shit,” he says slowly.

      “What?” I growl, still frustrated.

      “Remember Arden? That girl that was obsessed with you?”

      I think back, running that name through my mind. “The girl that slept with you because she thought it would make me jealous even though I didn’t know her name?”

      “Got it in one,” Kiernan replies nodding his head slowly with his eyes wide.

      “Her?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” he says looking down at the ground, rubbing the back of his neck. He releases a frustrated breath before biting out a curse. “Fuck.”

      Kiernan’s head slowly rises. “I remember her,” I say.

      “She was a bitch, had a nasty streak, and was fucking crazy. It had to be her.”

      “Know where she is?”

      Kiernan snorts. “Didn’t exactly want to keep in touch after she tried to seduce you and told me she only wanted me for my roommate. What’d she do?”

      “Damn,” I mutter before relaying the entire story to Kiernan.

      “Fuckin’ psycho bitch. For what it’s worth, Rome, I’m sorry that she fucked things up. If I’d known Harper was there, I wouldn’t have let her leave until you saw her.”

      “Not your fault,” I say, knowing he’s not lying. My lips twitch imagining him restraining Harper, forcing her to stay in our old apartment until I arrived. Kiernan would have done it, too. Crazy ass.

      “I really am sorry, man. I wish I never would have brought that girl to our place.”

      “’Preciate it,” I say. He doesn’t need to apologize, but it’s nice to hear anyway.

      “Stop avoiding me, brother,” he says.

      I laugh, softly tapping his shoulder with my glove. “See you later, man.”

      I get back to my workout as Kiernan walks away, slowly working into a rhythm until I’m zoned out, focusing on nothing but each punch landing on the bag in front of me. James surprises me when he steps behind the bag, holding it place, allowing my punches to land more firmly.

      “She good?” James asks about Harper, voice grumbling.

      “Yeah, she’s good. It’s a lot to process for her and she has questions no one can answer, but she’s doing okay. Thanks, man.”

      James nods and calls out punch combinations that I follow. “Anything I can help with?”

      “Not unless you can talk to the dead. She’s beating herself up pretty bad that the man she knew and loved was the leader of a cartel. It doesn’t make sense to her. She’s curious if her dad knew about it or not. They were friends most of their lives.”

      “I’ll see what I can find.”

      I look up at him, taken back that he’s willing to do even more, find out more beyond what’s necessary. “If you do,” I rasp between punches. “Come to me, yeah?”

      He gives a single nod. “I got you.”

      I slow my punches when I see Liam walking up to us out of my periphery. He’s staring at Savannah as she hops on the treadmill next to Harper. I shake my head, chuckling at his lovesick expression.

      “Hey y’all,” Liam says.

      “How’s it going?” I ask, sticking my gloved fist out for him to tap.

      “Great,” Liam responds with a grin, looking back at Savannah over his shoulder. “Listen, Sav and I are having an impromptu party tonight at our new lake house. It’d be great if y’all came. Sav’s already letting Harper know the plans.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be there,” I look over to Harper talking excitedly with Savannah. I’m pretty sure that girl would go with or without me, but I’m not letting her out of my sight. “Cool if I bring a buddy of mine? He’s from out of town.”

      “The more the merrier, man. Of course, bring him along. You’re good to come, too?” Liam asks, turning to James.

      “Yup,” he responds.

      “Savannah wants to celebrate the new house and landing a big client, so dress nice.”

      “She told you to say that, right?” James asks, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, she did.” Liam says, grinning.

      “Whipped,” James grunts.

      “Nah, man. Just really fucking happy.”

      “Keep doing it. We may be brothers now, but I’ll still make sure no one finds your body.”

      I bark out a laugh at James’ words. His head swings to me as his eyes narrow. “Same goes to you.”
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      I wake up from an afternoon nap to sounds of Harper moving around in the kitchen. Harper is baking and listening to soft music, wearing only my shirt. My heart hammers against my chest as I watch her dance around, singing along with the song while whisking batter in a bowl.

      I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful. Her hair is piled on top of her head in a messy knot, with bare feet two-stepping across the floor, a streak of flour on her makeup-free face. Harper doesn’t go to the grocery store in anything less than a perfect outfit. Seeing her like this, without a care in the world, is just for me. This part of her is completely mine, something only I get to see. Thank Christ for that. If any other man saw her like this, I’d have to fight an army to compete for her love.

      When her back is to me, with her hips swaying and a sexy tease of her ass showing, I move up behind her, placing my hands on her hips and move to the music with her. She sighs and melts into my chest, leaning her head against my shoulder, and sways to the music with me. My arms cage around her stomach, pulling her tighter to my body, not leaving a centimeter of space between us, and lean down to kiss along her neck.

      “I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as you.”

      She laughs, playfully running her ass along my hardening dick. “I’m a mess right now.”

      “You’re stunning. Always. Doesn’t matter what you wear, you’re stunning. Like this, though? In the kitchen doing something you love with a smile on your face as you dance around wearing my shirt with me in the other room? You’re nothing less than magnificent. Gorgeous. Perfect. Mine.” I pull her even tighter with the last word.

      “Roman,” she whispers, tilting her head and staring up at me. A small fire starts to blaze in my chest just from my name on her lips. Not able to deny her anything, I give her what she wants. I kiss her softly, licking along her pillowy lips until she opens for me, gliding my tongue inside, slowly moving it against hers. The blaze turns into a wildfire spreading through my body when I feel her tongue against mine. I growl when she bites my lip. She moans when I kiss and nibble along her neck. The bowl falls to the ground when my hand snakes under her shirt and I play with her nipple. Batter splashes along our legs, but neither of us stops exploring each other, begging the other for just a little more.

      Spinning Harper in my arms, I rip the shirt from her body, leaving her gloriously naked and blushing for me. “Dios mio.”

      Shaking hands strip the clothes from my body, leaving me naked and hard for her. We stare at each other, both of us panting and ready.

      “No feelings, right? No strings?” Her voice is a hoarse whisper, trembling with anticipation.

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself, Sugar.”

      “I just need you.”

      “Thank fuck,” I rasp, pulling her naked hips toward me. Sighing when her bare skin hits mine, I relish her silky smooth skin. I can’t stop the tremble in my hands as I slowly move them up and down her skin from her hips. My hands glide over her ass, landing on the backs of her thighs, picking her up so she can wrap her legs around my waist.

      I sink to my knees and lay her on the floor. We kiss deeply. One of her hands fists into my hair while the other runs down my back, pushing me closer to her. I grind my hips, and my dick slides along her wet pussy, causing both of us to shiver and moan.

      My lips trail down her body, begging any entity that this will never be taken away from me again. I’d do anything, give anything, defeat anything, to have Harper shaking beneath me and asking for more like she is right now. I suck her peaked nipple into my mouth, groaning. “I love your tits, baby,” I moan around her skin.

      “More,” she begs, arching her back, thrusting her tits farther into my face.

      Fuck. She’s going to make me come just from her noises, but I’m determined to wring an orgasm from her body before I sink myself inside of her.

      From the corner of my eye, I see the spoon laying in the bowl on the ground with batter all around it. I pick it up from the bowl and swirl the chocolate mixture around her nipples before sucking every last drop off.

      “So sweet,” I whisper against her skin, trailing the spoon down her body, leaving a path of chocolate that ends right above her pussy. “What kind is it, Sugar?”

      She moans, arching for me, but I pull away, keeping my lips, hands, and body just out of her reach. “Please.”

      “Answer me, Sugar. What kind is it?”

      “Double fudge chocolate,” she moans as I sweep my tongue along the batter I painted on her nipple, trailing down her stomach.

      “It’s so sweet.”

      “Yes,” she cries out.

      “Not as sweet as you, though. My sugar. Always so sweet.”

      Reaching the end of my chocolate trail right above her pussy, I skim my fingers along her slit, shuddering at her wetness. My dick pulses, aching to be inside of her.

      I push one finger inside of her, my thumb rubbing circles over her clit when she begs for more. I push a second finger into her, tapping her g-spot each time. My mouth latches back on her nipple, sucking hard, grazing my teeth along the peak. Her pelvis grinds down on my hand.

      “Fuck my hand, baby,” I say against her skin, fingering her faster and harder until her thighs tremble and her pussy clenches around my fingers. She screams, releasing her orgasm when I press down on her clit and move a third finger inside of her. I continue to stroke her through her orgasm, wringing out every last drop.

      Her hand fists my hair, bringing my head to hers to kiss me passionately, completely wrecking me. Without breaking from the kiss, I move my body over hers as she parts her legs, with mine fitting perfectly in between. I cup her face, kissing softly over her lips. “I’ve wanted this for so long.”

      She starts to speak and I know she’s going to insist we can’t bring feelings into this, so I put my finger to her lips as I shake my head.

      “Don’t say it.”

      “Okay,” she mumbles against my fingers.

      Harper shudders as I glide a hand down her side and kiss her passionately. She moans and flexes her hips to meet mine when I grind my dick over her wet pussy.

      “Now, Roman.”

      “Yes, Sugar,” I grit out, guiding myself inside of her. Once the tip enters, I slam my hips into hers. “Fuck. I missed this.”

      I move slowly in and out of her as she writhes beneath me. She is the most stunning sight. I take in every look that passes over her face when I push deeper, pounding harder when she begs for more.

      “Estoy en el cielo. This is heaven.”

      Her pussy flutters around me when I speak Spanish to her. I keep going, telling her everything. How she feels on my dick, how much I’ve missed this, how stunning she is … every dirty thing I want to do to her. I promise this is our new beginning.

      She bucks her hips, growing wilder and getting closer to exploding around me. Her pussy clenches around my dick so tightly, it’s taking everything not to come before I get her to that edge.

      I rise to my knees, hooking her legs around my hips. I bring my thumb to her clit as I fuck her. We’re moving across the wood floor with every thrust. I’m holding her so tightly, she’ll have bruises tomorrow. Her hands move to her tits and I fuck her even harder, crazy with lust.

      “Vente, bebe. Come for me, baby.”

      And, she does.

      Her pussy tightens around me as she screams my name. Her moans and my name on her lips while I’m buried balls-deep inside of her hurls me over the edge. I roar her name as I empty inside of her, moving my hips, desperate for both of us to feel every last quake of the life-altering orgasms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          
            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re still on my kitchen floor after the most intense orgasms of my life. Connecting with Roman again is earth-shattering. I’m draped over him with my head on his shoulder, looking up at his face. His eyes are closed as he holds me tightly with a tiny smile. My fingers trail over his face, taking in each feature from his full lips with the most perfect cupid’s bow to his strong jaw line and nose that is just the tiniest bit crooked. I don’t remember that little quirk about his nose, and I wonder if it’s new.

      One of his eyes pops open, his tiny smile growing just a bit. “What are you doing, Sugar?”

      “Memorizing your face. I don’t want to forget anything when you leave. I wish I could bottle this moment and keep it forever.” My throat closes when I finish speaking. I didn’t mean to be that honest, but this moment—our first time together again—is so perfect, it deserves nothing less than complete vulnerability and honesty.

      Roman opens his mouth, but I place my fingers over his lips, just like he did with mine only a bit ago, and whisper to him. “Don’t. Not now. I know what I said, I know what we agreed. I only want this one moment. That’s it. I want to soak up every ounce of you that I can before you walk out of my life again.”

      Roman sighs, taking my hand in his and kissing my fingers. “Every part of you is perfect, even these fingers. This wrist,” he says, kissing along my arm and muttering as he kisses each part of my body. We are staring into each other’s eyes when mine to start to well. I take a deep breath, soaking it up one last time before closing my eyes, turning away, and putting my feelings back into a box.

      “I need to bake another cake,” I say, groaning and pulling away from Roman. He yanks me closer to him and kisses me again before letting me rise.

      “Chocolate?” He smirks. “I’ll never look at a chocolate cake again without getting hard.”

      I laugh as I push myself off the ground. “Yeah, chocolate. It’s Savannah and Liam’s favorite. She asked me to bring it.”

      “Can I help?” Roman asks, handing me the shirt he ripped off of me earlier. “I’d rather you be naked but I don’t think I’d let you get through making the cake unless you cover up.”

      “Sure,” I say, grinning and pointing to the floor. “You can start by cleaning up the mess you made.”

      “You’re the one that dropped the bowl, Sugar.” He’s crouched down, still naked, staring up at me with the world’s most breathtaking smile and a light in his eyes. The feelings I boxed up are begging to be freed so I can fall for this man again. I swallow, forcing my smile to stay in place.

      “It’s your fault I dropped it.”

      “I don’t regret a thing,” he says as he starts to clean.

      A naked man with a mop in his hands is downright sexy. This could be a lucrative business. A sexy man cleaning the house as you watch his muscles flex over his taut body with each movement. Too bad it’s probably illegal.

      “You’re going to need to put some clothes on.”

      “Distracting you, Sugar?” Roman says, glancing over to me, winking with a smirk.

      “Just do it,” I mutter, turning back to the ingredients on the counter.

      Roman pulls on his sweats, then steps up next to me at the counter as we begin working side by side. Each time our hands brush, a wave of heat spreads through me and moves up my neck and cheeks.

      “Shower?” Roman asks after popping the cake in the oven.

      I don’t answer him; instead, I whip off my shirt and toss it to the ground, walk out of the kitchen and toward the bathroom. Roman chases after me, tossing me over his shoulder as I laugh the whole way. I haven’t felt this light, happy, and free since the last time Roman was in my life.
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      “Have you been here before?” Kiernan asks as the three of us pull up to the modern farmhouse sitting on the water. It’s white with blue shutters and natural wood flower boxes on the windows.

      “No,” I answer. “Only seen it in pictures. They just closed on it last week.”

      Roman parks behind another car in the circular drive, hopping out and striding quickly around to my side. He opens the door for me, taking the cake from my lap and balancing it on one large palm while the other helps me down. When I land on my feet, he pulls me into his side, walking toward to the front door with me wrapped in his arms. He leans down to kiss the top of my head. “You look gorgeous, Sugar.”

      I smile up at him. “You don’t look so bad yourself.” That’s an understatement. His muscular ass and thick thighs look spectacular in navy pants tailored perfectly to his body. His tan skin glows against his crisp white shirt open at the collar.

      “Don’t worry about me, guys. I can open my own door, no problem,” Kiernan calls out, stepping out of the truck. “Roman, a real gentleman would have opened the door for all his guests.”

      I crack up, which makes Kiernan light up. “Don’t laugh at his jokes,” Roman says. “I made that mistake and now I can’t get rid of him.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Harper. He’d be lost without my friendship. He lies a lot. He’s not lying about how good you look, though, your ass in that dress is fantastic.”

      Roman spins around so fast, stepping into Kiernan’s space and making him laugh. He shoots me a wink over Roman’s shoulder. I’ve loved getting to know Kiernan over these last few weeks, he’s hilarious and loves to push Roman’s buttons—which always makes me laugh. He never jokes around while he’s working though, taking each job seriously.

      “Back off,” Roman growls.

      Kiernan puts up his hands, smiling. “It’s just too easy.”

      Roman stands there for another moment, glaring at him before turning back to me and grabbing my hand, pulling me inside after him.

      I suck in a breath when we enter. It’s perfect. Everything is perfect. The gray couches with blue pillows in front of the fireplace, the granite countertops in the kitchen. The windows in the back of the house show off the incredible view of the sun sinking below the grassy hills in the distance, making the water sparkle. Twinkling lights are hung about the cedar deck. Savannah and Liam are the only two people outside, wrapped in each other’s arms. She’s staring up at him like he’s her knight in shining armor and he’s looking at her like she’s most the precious gift in the world.

      Valerie comes up, handing me a glass of wine and Roman a beer. “Don’t they just make you sick?”

      “They’re too sweet for words,” I gush, eternally happy my best friend found the love of her life.

      “Savannah! Liam! Stop playing googly eyes with each other! They’re here.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      Valerie shrugs, wrapping an arm around Gabe as he walks up to our group. “Savannah asked me to tell her when you arrived. You’re the last to arrive. No surprise.”

      “It’s Roman’s fault,” I insist, knowing she won’t believe me, but if he hadn’t pushed me against the door when I came out of the closet fully dressed and sunk to his knees in front of me, we would’ve been here a lot sooner.

      “I’m not even sorry about it,” Roman says, winking at me.

      “Dear Lord,” Valerie mutters. “Your man is fine.”

      Gabe sighs, shaking his head and squeezing Valerie closer to him.

      I chuckle. “You’re going to give Gabe a complex.”

      She throws her head back, laughing before leaning into to me to whisper. “Don’t let him fool you, he loves it. He takes me home after I say things like that and shows me just who my man is. I only do it because I love what he does to me afterward.”

      My mouth drops open, and I glance over at Gabe. His eyes are full of heat, staring at Val. I’ll never understand their relationship.

      Roman introduces Kiernan to everyone when James and Hudson walk over to our little group. I wave at Savannah and Liam’s parents and chuckle as I watch Olivia, Liam’s sister, chase after her little girl.

      “Thanks for coming, y’all. We’re so happy you’re here to celebrate our new lake house with us.” I turn back toward the front when Savannah starts speaking. A huge grin takes over her face before she utters her next words. “We’re hoping since y’all are here, you’re willing to celebrate something else with us, too.”

      “You’re pregnant,” Valerie calls out, shrieking. “Oh, my God! I’m going to be an aunt!”

      Everyone in the room gasps and starts talking excitedly.

      “No, I’m not pregnant,” Savannah says, laughing.

      Liam pulls Savannah closer to him. “At least not yet,” he says, looking down at her with so much love in his eyes.

      “We’re getting married,” Savannah shrieks.

      She has the biggest grin on her face as the room is silent, waiting for what else she has to say. They’ve been engaged for a while now.

      “Right now,” Liam finishes sounding insanely proud. “Well, in about thirty minutes.”

      “What?” Valerie yells.

      Savannah laughs, kissing Liam. “I’ll see you at the altar.”

      They both walk over to us. Valerie and I are staring at her with our mouths hanging out.

      “Wh–what about—” I stop. “I don’t even know where to begin with my questions!”

      “Come on,” Savannah says. “I’ll tell y’all everything. Help me get ready. Olivia, come with us.”

      “Whiskey and cigars, boys?” Liam asks, unable to wipe the grin from his face.

      I start to follow Savannah, but Roman smacks my ass. I turn toward him, glaring at him.

      “Kiss,” he demands.

      I try to hide my smile as I step up to him, kissing him firmly on the lips, letting my tongue trace along his lip for just one second before I follow the girls into the other room, tingling all over my body.

      Valerie and I immediately launch into questions as Savannah sits down at a vanity in the master bedroom.

      “Tell us everything,” Olivia says. “We had plans to go look at flowers next week!”

      Savannah sighs dreamily, resting her chin in her hand. “Last week when we closed, we came out here, and watched the sunset. I said it is the perfect place. He told me he couldn’t wait for a little girl who looks just like me to be running around in the yard as all of our family and friends were here.”

      With a chorus of aww from all of us, Savannah smiles and continues. “I didn’t want to wait another second to marry him. This is our perfect little slice of heaven. You know we love Austin, but this isn’t far from the city, and it’s gorgeous out here. It’s close enough to commute for work. James’ land isn’t far from here. It’s not as trafficky. We might live out here full time.”

      “What?” I ask, stunned. I never thought they’d move out of the city. She’s right—it’s not far at all.

      “That’s a conversation for another day,” she says waving her hand. “We talked about our wedding and how stressful those can be. Everyone we love most in the world is here. That’s all we want. I need him to be at the altar when I walk down the aisle, that’s it. So, we decided to get married, right here, on our little slice of heaven.”

      I sniffle, so happy for my friends. “That’s perfect. Do you have a dress? I could have gotten something for you.”

      “I do. It’s perfect. After we decided to get married here, we went shopping the next day in town. I found this amazing little vintage shop you would die over, Harp. There it was. The perfect dress, hanging on a mannequin. Let me go put it on.”

      A minute later, Savannah walks out of the closet wearing a beautiful white gown with a lowcut scoop neckline. It fits her body perfectly, showing off every single one of her curves. It’s light enough to be the right dress for this event. She spins around, showing the back where it dips into a low scoop, just above her butt. Her dark curls are pulled to one side. She looks glamorous.

      She leans over the vanity and applies red lipstick, and her emerald green eyes sparkle.

      All three of us are breathless, watching her. She’s been to hell and back and now she’s about to walk down the aisle and marry the man of her dreams, who stood by her and helped her save herself. She’s the strongest person I know and deserves this beautiful night.

      Savannah’s mom pops into the room. “We’re ready, honey. You look beautiful.”

      “She knew?” Valerie asks. “I’m your best friend!”

      “She’s my mom,” Savannah replies, laughing. “We told our parents earlier today.”

      “Hey! I’m the sister and future sister-in-law!” Olivia says.

      Savannah shrugs. “I knew you’d enjoy the spontaneity and the surprise.”

      Olivia grumbles. “You’re right.”

      “Dad’s waiting to walk you down the aisle,” Savannah’s mom, Ashley, says.

      “Let’s do this!” Savannah rushes out the bedroom door. “I can’t wait to marry my man.”

      The backyard has been quickly transformed into the perfect wedding venue with chairs facing the water and an arch with flowers now displayed. Caterers mill around inside, and a photographer is setting up her camera. Savannah stops at the end of the hallway. “See you ladies after.”

      We all walk outside, taking seats. I sit next to Roman, taking it all in. Liam stands up at the front under the arch, looking proud and excited with an officiant at his side. Music plays and we rise, turning toward the back of house, watching Savannah make her entrance with her father. I rotate to face Liam when Savannah descends the steps of the deck. His mouth is open with his hand on his chest, stunned by her beauty. His eyes are glassy as he watches her walk toward him to commit to a life together forever.

      I spin to face Roman and find him watching me with a wistful expression on his face. The air whooshes from my lungs as I stare into his eyes and see more than I’m ready to see. He’s leaving. I have to remind myself of this as my feelings bang against the box they’re locked in. I can’t let myself fall. It would hurt worse this time.

      Our eyes are still locked as we take our seats again. I’m barely able to rip my eyes away from him to watch two of my closest friends get married, and let my tears flow during the entire ceremony. I cry for my friend getting her happily ever after. I cry for my friend who endured torture to get here. I cry for me. For all the dreams and plans I had with Roman. The dreams and plans that will never happen.
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      The deck has been transformed into a reception area with tables along the edges while the center is a make-shift dance floor. Liam and Savannah are dancing under the stars, gazing at each other with goofy smiles on their faces.

      “Want another glass of wine?” Roman asks, his lips grazing the shell of my ear.

      “Yes, please,” I respond without taking my eyes off of the newlyweds.

      Roman kisses my shoulder before getting up to walk inside to the bar. Kiernan surprises me when he sits down in Roman’s empty chair.

      “They’re a good couple,” he says, gesturing toward Liam and Savannah.

      I nod, watching them wistfully.

      “Want to dance?” Kiernan asks, standing and holding out his hand toward me.

      I smile, wondering if I could get Roman out here later. He danced with me in the kitchen, but he’s never been one to dance in public. “Sure.”

      I take Kiernan’s hand, allowing him to lead me to the floor. The song playing is soft and slow, singing about a lost love and a yearning to have it back. I swallow past the lump in my throat, thinking it’s fitting for my situation with Roman.

      “You and Rome are a good couple, too,” Kiernan says looking down at me.

      I shake my head. “No, we’re not a couple.”

      He rolls his eyes. “That’s bullshit and you know it.”

      “We’re just having fun. No feelings, no strings.”

      “If you think that surly bastard doesn’t have feelings for you, you’re delusional. He’s never lost track of you. I’ve been hearing about you since I met him. He was crushed when he broke up with you.”

      “That’s not true. He moved on pretty quickly.”

      Kiernan stops moving, looking down at me with a frown on his face. “I should apologize for that. That girl was my fault. Rome told me about it. I don’t even remember her name but I do remember her. She had it bad for Roman, pretty sure she was using me to get to him, but I was a stupid kid and she was an easy lay.”

      I curl my lip in disgust. Kiernan laughs. “I’m a better man now, promise.” He takes his hand from mine, making a cross over his heart before wrapping it around mine again.

      “One night when she was over, sleeping in my bed, Roman was drunk, telling me about you, how much he loved you and missed you. How he thought he made the right decision but wondered if he fucked up by leaving you.”

      My throat clogs as tears start swimming in my eyes. “Roman would never say anything bad about you. Never. He’s already beat my ass for even talking to that girl ten years ago. I never would have told her what he said about you, I’m betting she was listening. The last time I saw her was right before she put her plans in motion to seduce Roman. I think it was the same day you came by.”

      “Thanks for telling me.” I give Kiernan a hug, completely grateful the weight of that night has been lifted from my shoulders. I lean back looking up at him. “It doesn’t change anything, though. He still broke up with me. He still utterly destroyed me. I stopped loving him.”

      “You’re not very good at lying.”

      I ignore his comment, instead focusing on the next issue. “He lives in Tennessee and I live here. Rafael hasn’t shown up in weeks, it’s been quiet, I think y’all will be heading home pretty soon.”

      “I don’t think he considers himself a Tennessee resident anymore.”

      Before I can ask him another question, Roman steps up, placing his hand on Kiernan’s shoulder, and squeezes so hard I can see his knuckles turning white. Kiernan smirks and winks at me as he gives my hands to Roman. Before Kiernan walks off the dance floor, he stops at my side and whispers in my ear. “He’s got it bad, Harp. He never stopped loving you.”

      He

      Never

      Stopped

      Loving

      You.

      I can’t believe it. He left. It was hard when Roman first left, but we could have made it work. I’ve heard his excuses, but I can’t wrap my mind around them. Roman and I could’ve conquered the world together. We would’ve found a way.

      Roman pulls me tightly into his arms as Kiernan’s declaration repeats in my mind. He never stopped loving you. Roman holds me tightly through the next two songs; neither of us says a word through either.

      When the third song starts, he opens his mouth. “What did he tell you?”

      He told me that you love me. You never stopped loving me. “He apologized for that girl.”

      Roman grunts. “Bout time. Fuckin’ ass.”

      “It’s not his fault, Roman.”

      “He brought her to our place. It’s his fault.”

      “It’s not his fault she said those things. He didn’t know that would happen. He didn’t know she would lie to me.”

      He closes his eyes, shaking his head. “Fuck.” He takes a hand from my back running it through his hair. “I know. I keep wondering where we’d be if I’d seen you that day. I bet we’d be at this wedding, but we’d be married.”

      Startled, I look up at him. Throughout high school, I pictured the day I would marry Roman so many times in so many different settings. Details and locations changed, but he was the one constant. The man who’d be waiting for me at the other end. I thought I’d spend my life with him, have babies with him, but it all ended with one phone call.

      “You can’t mean that.”

      “I do mean that. If it would’ve been me answering the door that day, you’d be my wife by now.”

      Tears fill my eyes for every broken dream. “If it was that easy, why didn’t you call? Why didn’t you answer my calls?”

      He closes his eyes, bringing his forehead down to rest against mine. “I wanted to answer the phone every time you called. I almost called you so many times and not just right after, through all of these years.”

      Roman proves to me again that a destroyed heart can keep breaking. I’ve nothing left to break, but I can’t stop my question. “Why?”

      He shakes his head and stays silent for a long time. He’s not going to answer and I’m not going to push. This is supposed to be easy. A fling with really amazing sex, no feelings, no strings before he leaves again. This is supposed to be fun. This doesn’t feel fun. I try to add some pep in my tone when I point out a flaw in his plan. “If we stayed together and were married, we probably wouldn’t be here. Who knows where we’d be.”

      “We’d be here,” he states firmly.

      “How do you know?”

      “Savannah and Valerie are meant to be in your life. I’m so grateful you have them. Even Liam, James, Gabe, and Hudson. You’re meant to be here with them. They’re your family.”

      He’s right. I clench my jaw to keep the pain in my heart in check. Roman’s always had a way of seeing straight to the point, to the real matter of an issue. They are my family. I lost so much at a young age, but these friends have given me a happiness I didn’t know I’d have again. I can’t imagine my life without them.

      Roman tilts his head toward Liam and Savannah. “They look good together.”

      I smile, looking over at them then back to Roman. “Yeah, they do. They deserve this. It’s a perfect night. They went through so much just to get here.”

      “We would be married,” Roman states one more time, making me fall silent, unsure of what to say or how to continue.

      We sway to the music, not letting go of the other one. I rest my head against Roman’s chest, listening to his heart beat as we stay silent for another song. The vibrations of his chest make their way through me before I fully register his words.

      “I bought a ring,” he says softly.

      I look into his eyes, unsure of what to say. Does he mean what I think he means?

      “An engagement ring,” he clarifies. “For you.”

      “Roman,” I start, and try to pull away, but his arms tighten around me. “No feelings, no strings. Remember?”

      “I didn’t buy it recently. I bought it when we were still together.”

      Confusion swims through me. Everything he’s saying tonight confuses me and serves a painful reminder that I wasn’t worth staying for. “I don’t understand,” I whisper, choking on the words through the sobs that I’m barely keeping at bay.

      “My first leave, I was going to come to you and ask you to marry me. I even called your dad. He knew.”

      I shake my head, refusing to believe that. My dad never told me anything like that. He knew how much I was hurting, wouldn’t he have told me that?

      “It’s true,” Roman whispers.

      “Then what happened?” I ask in an angry whisper. “How did you get from buying me a damn ring to fucking destroying my heart?”

      “Kiernan has a thing for pawn shops, it’s weird. I don’t get it but I went with him one day to a local pawn shop, just looking around as he was buying God knows what. There was this ring that reminded me of you. I saw you wearing it in my mind. It wasn’t much but it was beautiful and just right for you. Santiago gave me some money before I left to keep me afloat until I had a steady income. I spent all his money on that ring, felt so damn proud and happy to be carrying it in my pocket. I wanted to race home to you that second and put it on your finger.”

      I shake my head, still not understanding. We softly sway, barely moving on the dance floor as couples twirl around us.

      “When I got back to base, there were three wives who’d just found out their husbands were dead. Three. It happens all too often. I sat on a bench, watching one of them break down. She reminded me of you. Beautiful woman, long legs and blonde hair and a tiny little blonde toddler hanging off her. It felt too real of a possibility. I couldn’t leave you that way. Each time I convinced myself I wouldn’t be in those numbers, that I would come home to you, I’d see another widow or a wife struggling without her husband, putting on a brave face. I know you would’ve done it, I know you’re strong like the men and women who send their loved ones off to war, but I couldn’t do it. My mind would’ve been on you living in a state that wasn’t yours waiting for me to come home.”

      He pauses, taking a deep breath, and I’m staring at a button on his shirt, processing everything he’s saying. I hate that he made a decision for me. It should’ve been mine. “I knew you’d stay, even if I told you my concerns. I would’ve put my troop and me in danger if I was only consumed with worry for you. You deserved better than waiting for someone like me. I couldn’t give you the life you deserved. I was a broke kid who spent every dime to his name on a ring. You were this beautiful princess with everything going for you. I grew up in a trailer that was falling apart and a junkie for a mom, no dad. I was nothing. A fuckin’ street rat. I had no business even looking in your direction.”

      “You’re not nothing,” I whisper. My chest aches to hear him speak that way about himself.

      “Not now,” he says. “I made something of myself, but then? Back then, I was nothing. Fuck. Some days I still feel like that piece of trash kid. Every time I touch you, my mind screams that I’m not worthy of it, that I’ll taint something as beautiful as you.”

      “That’s not true,” I insist angrily. “You have always been something. You were everything to me.”

      “I didn’t deserve it.”

      “We’ll never agree about this,” I say. “You hurt me more than you can imagine.”

      “I know. I hate myself for it.”

      “Don’t. Don’t say that. I think it’s time I should forgive you.”

      His eyes fill with hope before he even speaks. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I don’t agree with it, but I think part of me understands. It was my decision to make.”

      “Fuck. I’ve missed you,” he breathes, nuzzling my neck.

      “This is still a fling, Roman.”

      He doesn’t respond, just kisses along my exposed skin, making me melt against his chest. We’re hardly even dancing anymore, just holding each other out on the dance floor.

      “We didn’t use a condom earlier, Sugar. I’m sorry. I didn’t even ask, it just happened. When we were together before, we didn’t use them. I swear I’m clean.”

      “I’m clean, too, and I’m on the pill, so covered there, too.”

      “Do you want to use a condom next time?”

      I shake my head slowly, being completely honest with him. “I can’t imagine having something in between us.”

      “Me neither, Sugar.”

      Roman continues to softly kiss along my skin, eliciting goosebumps in his wake.

      “What did it look like?” I ask so softly, it’s barely a whisper.

      “The ring?”

      I nod.

      “It was vintage from the 1920s. A simple round stone in the middle with diamond-shaped stones on the sides. It wasn’t much, it wasn’t what you deserve, but it was beautiful. I’d buy you something bigger now. I have the money to get you anything you want.”

      I allow myself to live in fairytale for just a moment. “I’d want the ring you bought back then.”

      I close my eyes, burrowing into his chest, letting long forgotten dreams wash over me before I lock them up again. I wish we were dancing as husband and wife, my vintage ring sparkling under the twinkling lights, celebrating our friends. Opening my mouth to ask one more question before locking this all away before it can crush me, Roman speaks, answering the question I didn’t get a chance to ask. “I still have it.”
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      My pants feel painfully tight as I watch Harper twirl around the dance floor with her friends. She’s taunting me with each sway of her hips and lustful look over her shoulder as she bites her lip. I adjust myself but don’t take my eyes off of her until a big body stands in front of me, immediately deflating my dick.

      I look up to James’ angry scowl before he takes the seat next to me, handing me a fresh, cold beer.

      “Been quiet for a few weeks,” he states, taking a long drag of his beer.

      “I don’t like it.”

      He frowns, looking at the women on the dance floor. “I don’t, either. Still keeping a watch on her?”

      “Haven’t left her side.”

      “Good,” James grumbles. “I’m keeping tabs. Word will get to me if he surfaces. Savannah has been through enough for every girl in this group. Don’t want anything to happen to Harper.”

      “Nothing will,” I vow. “Find anything about her dad?”

      His frown deepens. “Nothing concrete.”

      “But, you found something?”

      He shrugs. “Too soon to tell. If I did, though, it wouldn’t be good.”

      “Fuck,” I curse, running my hand through my hair.

      Harper is still dancing around, smiling with her friends. I don’t want to burden her with anything else. She’s been through so much, lost too much. Rafael has stayed underground for a few weeks, but I don’t trust he’ll stay there. He came to her every day and now he’s disappeared? Nope, don’t trust it for a second.

      Something’s coming. I know James feels it, too. He confirms this when he speaks again. “Somethin’ ain’t right about how quiet he’s been.”

      “I know. I have Kiernan following some of his crew, but he’s only one guy and nothing has happened to cause any suspicion or led to where Rafael might be.”

      James is looking at Kiernan doing the sprinkler on the dance floor with a skeptical look on his face. “You trust him?”

      “With my life,” I answer honestly. “He’s the best at what he does. If there’s a trail of information to find, he’ll find it. How do you have these contacts of yours?”

      James swings his head toward mine, glaring at me with his gray eyes. “Like I said the first time, it ain’t your damn business.”

      “Fair enough,” I respond, holding up a hand in surrender. “You ever need a job, you’re welcome to work for me any time.”

      “Let me guess, you’re thinking about expanding in Texas.”

      “We’ll see,” I answer, watching Harper. It will depend on her for my future plans.

      “Yeah,” James says slowly and sarcastically. “She was upset while y’all were dancing.”

      “Were you watching us?” I ask, looking in his direction.

      He glowers at me and I turn my focus back to the dance floor. I know he wasn’t watching us, just observes everyone. I wasn’t kidding when I offered him a job, I have a feeling he’d be great on my team.

      “She’s okay. I surprised her, that’s all.”

      James nods. Getting up from the chair, he looks back at me one last time and voices his promise quietly. “Same thing applies to you that I tell Liam. Your body won’t be found.” He walks toward the dancing group of girls, tapping Savannah on her shoulder. She spins toward him, smiling up at him before she throws her arms around his neck. He takes her off to the side for a dance as a new song begins.

      Harper comes back to the table, taking up residence in the perfect spot––my lap. “What’s their story?” I ask, pointing toward Savannah and James. I find Liam in the crowd, watching the two of them with a small smile.

      “He’s like her brother. Savannah has a pretty grim past, James taught her to fight so she could protect herself.”

      “Liam isn’t jealous?” I know I wouldn’t be able to keep a lid on my jealousy if that were Harper. I don’t want anyone else’s hands on her except mine, which is why I cut her dance with Kiernan short when I saw them together.

      “I think he was in the beginning, but if James hadn’t done what he did for Savannah, she probably wouldn’t be alive. Liam would do anything for James for that reason alone.”

      I’m proud of my girl for finding a group of friends that will have each other’s backs. It reminds me of Kiernan, Caleb, and me. Now it’s just Kiernan and me. Caleb balanced both of us but I made a mistake by sending him alone to a low-level job without the resources needed, and it cost him his life.

      As if Kiernan is reading my thoughts, he takes the seat next to us, voicing his opinion. “You have to stop beating yourself up about Caleb.” I feel Harper’s questioning eyes turn my way, but I keep mine trained to Kiernan, not wanting to answer that question here at her best friend’s wedding. Annoyance bubbles up inside of me when he changes to another subject I don’t want Harper thinking about tonight. “We need to pull one of our guys and bring him here. It’s been too quiet, I don’t like it.”

      “Isn’t quiet a good thing?” Harper asks.

      “Not when a cartel leader approaches you daily and then suddenly stops. That silence is concerning.”

      “This isn’t the place to discuss this. Our men are maxed out on jobs.”

      “They were,” Kiernan says. “Job just got cancelled. It’s time to bring one of the boys.”

      I know he’s right. “Bring Dawson. The rest will be added to other jobs.”

      Kiernan opens his mouth to argue but I stop him. “No. Even the easy jobs get more than enough men.”

      “On it, boss.” Kiernan pulls his phone from his pocket, walking out toward the water to arrange the new plans.

      I know it’s coming as soon as Kiernan gets up from the chair. My shoulders tense, bracing for a question I dread. I avoid Harper’s stare, hoping I’m wrong and she won’t ask.

      “Who is Caleb?” Harper’s tone is soft, as if she knows this is a hard subject.

      “This isn’t the place, babe.”

      Harper’s cool palm comes to my cheek, turning my face toward her. “Please, Roman.”

      My jaw clenches. I want Harper more than I want to avoid my fuck up, though. I’m slowly pushing her boundaries, trying to get her to trust me and release the feelings I know she’s bottling up. She’s mine. I just want to be hers. I’ll do anything she asks of me.

      “We do security but also investigating. That’s where we have fun, but the security certainly helps keep things afloat. Caleb was in the army with us. We went through basic together and served together overseas. He was like a brother to Kiernan and me. He helped us build my company from the ground up and he was damn good at his job.”

      Harper kisses my jaw, silently pressing me to keep going. My hand skims up and down her back, relishing the opportunity to touch her freely.

      “A few months ago, we had a small security job, very low-level. All in all, it should have been a boring job. The amount of people who needed protection that night should’ve required us to put four men on it. A few of my guys called in sick. They no longer work for me. We were stretched really thin that night, every other job was more of a risk, so I made the decision to go short-staffed on that one. I still don’t understand everything that happened.”

      I stall, taking a deep breath. My stomach feels like it’s full of lead, weighing me down as the guilt eats me alive. Harper’s hand kneading the muscles at the back of my neck brings me back to reality. I can relive this and admit my faults to her. For her.

      “A fight broke out and Caleb was shot. Bullet between the eyes, he was gone before he ever felt the pain.”

      Harper gasps, covering her open mouth. “Baby.”

      My eyes flash to Harper. The pain in her eyes matches the pain in my chest. “It’s not your fault. It was a terrible accident but it’s not your fault. You didn’t pull that trigger.”

      “I shouldn’t have sent the men understaffed, to any job, even if it was simple.”

      “You had no other choice,” she calmly states, rubbing the back of my head. “I’m so sorry for your friend. I wish I had the chance to meet him.”

      That gets the first smile out of me when I think about Caleb. “He would have loved you. He constantly told me to go after you, win you back.”

      “Smart man,” she quips, smiling slightly.

      I shake my head, the smile falling away. “He helped me keep tabs on you. I tried to forget about you, told myself you were better off, and then Caleb would walk in and drop a file about you on my desk. Or mention your name when he knew I needed it. That’s who he was, he knew what the people around him needed, always doing jobs before it was even asked of him. It should’ve been me.”

      “Don’t say that,” she whispers angrily. “Don’t fucking say that.”

      I grit my teeth, still believing it should’ve been me. I was pissed at Caleb that day, he kept bringing up Harper’s name, telling me to look at the information he found. The last time he showed something to me a few weeks before was an old picture of her on a date with another man. He found it on social media, rubbing it in my face, taunting me she would find someone else. I was done looking at what he brought me about her. It pissed me off that he didn’t think I knew I needed to do something and get back to her. Every moment since his death I’ve been making my plan to come and get her. Make her mine again. Death could happen at any time, and I don’t want to leave this world without Harper knowing I’ve loved her all my life.

      “I usually take the boring jobs and let my men have the better ones. I like investigating, it’s what I spend most of my time doing. That day I was needed in the field. I was annoyed with him, so I gave him the boring job while I took something more thrilling.”

      “You didn’t know that would happen,” she says softly. “Why were you mad at him?”

      “He wanted me to come after you. I was convinced you were better off without me. When he died, I vowed to make you mine again, no matter what it took. Your phone call happened at the perfect time.”

      “Oh,” she whispers, chewing on her bottom lip. Fate. Destiny. Kismet. Whatever you want to call it. Harper is mine. We’ll always find each other again. I laughed at ideas like that until I met her. Whatever life brings, I will stay by her side or fight like hell to be there. Whatever the afterlife brings— heaven or hell, reincarnation—my soul will find hers.

      “He showed me this picture of you from your Facebook page of you on a date with some guy. I’m sure it was along the same lines, but I refused to look.”

      “It’s not your fault, baby. I’m willing to bet he wouldn’t want you to feel this way.”

      I chuckle. “No, he’d tell me that I need to fuck you and make you mine or some other man would do the job I couldn’t.”

      Harper laughs before laying her head against my shoulder. “The party is winding down, after their send off, we can go home and you can fuck me.”

      “I can’t wait, Sugar.”

      A smile crosses my face. It’s exactly what Caleb would want to happen.
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      A Few Months Earlier

      “Look at it,” Caleb says, tossing a file on my desk with a picture of Harper on the front.

      I stare at the heavy manila envelope he dropped, already knowing what it contains. Harper. Something about Harper. My eyes slide to the hole in the wall that I created the last time he brought me information about her.

      That picture of her in a restaurant with a guy’s arm wrapped around her as he looks down at her smiling will be burned in my brain forever. Caleb and Kiernan have been pestering me to go after Harper for a long time. When Caleb showed me that picture and left my office, I went on a rampage, throwing my fist through the wall.

      It’s what I want for her, someone better than me, who can give her everything she deserves. Doubt there’s anyone good enough for her, but there’s sure as shit better than me and the low life I came from. Just because I want more for her doesn’t mean I want to fucking see it. Pain ricochets through my chest when I look down at a smiling Harper.

      The envelope Caleb just dropped in front of me proves he’s not done.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      “Look at it,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest and raising an eyebrow.

      “No,” I say. I want to go to her, I’ve wanted to go to her since I stupidly broke up with her but her needs are far more important than my wants. I’ve tried forgetting about her over the last ten years but nothing works. She’s my addiction.

      I’d fall down a rabbit hole looking into her, making sure she’s safe, wondering where she’s living. My hand grabs the drawer handle on my desk before I’m even aware I’m doing it.

      “I know you have her picture in there,” Caleb says, sitting down in the chair across from me.

      “Fuck,” I grumble. “You and Kiernan are worse than little old ladies at a nursing home. Stop snooping through my shit.”

      He shrugs, grinning. “We’re looking out for you.”

      “You’re entertaining yourselves,” I mutter, frustrated that they know so intimately my feelings for Harper. Neither one has even met her, but they’ve heard enough stories about her, and I’ve carried a picture of her with me everywhere.

      Every time I go on a date or bring a girl home for the night, they’re there the next morning, saying shit like, “She ain’t Harper.” No shit. No one is Harper. Harper is in a league of her own, I’m a lucky bastard she ever looked my way.

      “Just go through the information. This time is different, I don’t know what it means, but there’s shit you have to see.”

      “Caleb,” I start before he cuts me off, bringing a fist down on my desk.

      “You’re being a coward,” he spits out with a disgusted look on his face. “The Roman I know, the man that had my back overseas, isn’t a fucking coward, so why with her?”

      “You don’t fucking get it,” I hiss. “She deserves better.”

      “Says who?”

      “Everyone,” I shout. “You don’t know her or know where I came from. She never should have been with me.”

      “Maybe you should let her make her own choices,” Caleb says, shaking his head.

      We stare at each other, both of us pissed. I fucking know that she’s the best thing to ever happen to me, I’ll never meet anyone better. I came to terms with that a long time ago but I don’t accept that there’s not better for her.

      “Look,” Caleb says, sighing. “Maybe you weren’t enough back then. I get it. I didn’t want anyone at home waiting for me or following me around, giving up their dreams. She has her store now, a new life in a new city. And, you’re the best damn man I know.”

      I stare at the hole I punched in the wall. I’ve almost caved so many times, hopped in my truck and gone after her. There’s not a damn thing in this world I would get on my knees for, beg for, except for her.

      “Not good enough,” I say.

      “You’re a fucking idiot. She’s going to find someone to settle with and she will be settling. Why don’t you get that it doesn’t matter where you come from?”

      “Says the guy with the perfect family behind the white picket fence,” I reply sarcastically.

      “If Harper came from your trailer park, you wouldn’t love her?”

      “Fuck you,” I breathe.

      I’d love Harper no matter what. He fucking knows it.

      Fuck him for knowing me.

      “Get your ass in your truck and go get your girl. There isn’t a better man in this world. You think you’re the lucky one. I think you’re both damn lucky to have each other and know each other.”

      “It’s been ten years,” I say.

      “I bet she still carries a picture of you, too. Look at what’s in there.”

      I nod, but I don’t commit to looking at it. If it’s more evidence that there’s been other men besides me, I don’t want to see it. He closes the door behind him as he leaves my office. I look around my office, seeing what I’ve built. I could retire today and have enough to live on for the rest of my life.

      I open my desk drawer, taking out the picture of Harper. She’s only seventeen in this picture, but already she was the most beautiful woman on the planet. She’s wearing a white sundress, her hand slightly covering her laughing mouth. Bright, shining eyes that I lived to see every day are piercing me through the photograph.

      I could give her everything. It’d never be enough, but I can sure as hell try. If I showed up on her doorstep after ten years, what would she say?

      A knock echoes in the office as the door opens. “Time to go, boss,” Dawson says.

      “Take Caleb, he pissed me off. He can have the boring assignment.”

      Dawson smirks before heading out the door as I stand to leave for the job I took from Caleb. A few hours later when I get the call from Dawson and Caleb is dead, I vow that Harper will be mine again.

      I shouldn’t have waited ten years to do it, but I’ll have to wait a bit more to get my company through the loss of Caleb. Caleb’s death rocked me and shook me awake. I can’t leave this world without fighting to get Harper back.
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      “Roman, it’s been months with complete silence. Maybe he got the message,” I say, turning over and pulling the comforter up around me.

      “Or maybe he’s just waiting until I leave you alone.”

      “You’re being paranoid.”

      “I’m being cautious,” Roman argues.

      “I don’t feel well. You want to go to the gym, so go.”

      “I’ll call Kiernan or Dawson over here for while I’m gone.”

      “No, I don’t feel well, I don’t want them here. I haven’t even met Dawson yet. We’ve been arguing all morning about this.”

      He sits on the edge of the bed, running his hand over my head.

      “What if you need me?”

      “It’s just a stomachache,” I say, closing my eyes with his intoxicating touch. “Just go. I’m going back to sleep but I’ll lock the door and set the alarm when you leave. I’ll be okay.”

      “Your alarm system is a piece of shit.”

      I sigh, not wanting to have this fight again. When Roman found out the only alarm system I have was installed by the landlord who denies my request for an updated system, he was ready to pack up my stuff and move me somewhere else. I argued that he’s here until this Rafael shit is taken care of, he will be with me and he’s kind of like my own personal alarm system.

      “I’m sure it will hold up for an hour or two.”

      “Fine,” Roman grumbles. “I’ll make it quick. Can I get you anything while I’m out?”

      “Ginger ale, please.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the doctor, Sugar?”

      “I really am fine. I think I had a little too much wine last night, I need to sleep it off some more.”

      “You and your girls are crazy.”

      I smile, thinking about the fun we had last night. Roman won’t let me out of his sight so he tagged along to girl’s night, sitting at the bar, watching us.

      “I promise I’ll be back fast.”

      “Just not too fast, I want to nap,” I say, smiling.

      Roman leans down, kissing my temple. “I’ll set the alarm and lock the door on my way out. Just stay here, Sugar.”

      I quickly fall back asleep with a smile on my face as I hear Roman leaving the apartment clicking the lock into place.

      A soft touch against my hair rouses me from sleep. I smile, turning toward Roman, resting my head against the hand on my head. My eyes fly open when I notice the scent is wrong.

      Rafael.

      I jump back, bringing the comforter up to cover my body. “Rafael, what the hell are you doing? You need to leave.”

      “Muñeca,” he says in his sultry accent.

      “Don’t call me that,” I snap.

      “I think I will. I do not feel inclined to give you what you want. He has been keeping you from me. And, that is what your father called you, yes?”

      I can’t believe Roman guessed correctly, Rafael had been waiting for this moment.

      “Yes,” I answer, looking around the bed and nightstand for phone. “How do you know what he called me?”

      “I have it right here,” Rafael says, holding up my phone. I reach out trying to grab it, but he slaps my hand away, tucking it inside of his pocket.

      “I will give it back to you in just a bit, muñeca.”

      “Stop it,” I hiss.

      “We are going to have a little chat about your father, do you not think it is fitting that I call you by his name for you? There is so much that I do know about you, I need more.”

      “Get the hell out of my apartment,” I order in my most lethal tone.

      “I know you have some questions. You know what the family business is but what you do not know is, this is your legacy, too.”

      I gasp, white noise filling my ears, rejecting what he’s saying. He’s wrong.

      “I haven’t been wondering anything,” I lie.

      “Yes, you have. You told your boyfriend you are worried what your father was involved in.”

      “How do you know that?”

      A wicked smile takes over Rafael’s face. “I have my sources.”

      “Who?” I ask.

      He ignores my question, answering another one instead. “Your father’s hands were in so deep. Your father took something that belongs to me and gave you something that is mine. The debt is yours to repay. The gift from my father belongs to me. If you give it to me, I will disappear.”

      My eyebrows scrunch together in confusion. Fear rolls around in my belly, making my nausea worse. “What are you talking about?”

      Rafael launches himself across the bed, gripping my neck with his thumb directly over my pulse point. “Do not lie to me.” His thumb presses down harder with each word that leaves his mouth. My hands are scratching his hand and arm, begging him to release me so I can breathe. He squeezes once more before releasing his hold on my neck, but his hand winds in my hair, pulling me toward him.

      I’m gasping for breath.

      “This could have been so easy for you. If you only would have agreed to be mine, I would have forgiven the debt your father owed. Instead you were a filthy whore and called the man who left you. He never loved you. He used you to get close to my father. My father wanted you to belong to Roman. It is all a game. It has always been a game.”

      Tears fill my eyes from the pain where he’s pulling on my hair. His lips come down on mine in a rough kiss. I try to shove him away, but he forces himself on me harder.

      “You made the wrong choice, muñeca.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. I know you have it.”

      “Have what?”

      Rafael’s other hand wraps around my throat again squeezing until my vision turns spotty. I’m choking and feeling weak, on the verge of passing out when he lets go and rises from the bed.

      “I have given you and your little boyfriend many warnings. You have one week to return what is mine.”

      Rafael drops my phone on the dresser as he walks out the door. My hand is on my throat and I’m gasping for breath as I leap out of bed to grab it, calling 9-1-1.

      Roman and James arrive right after the police and paramedics arrive. Roman wraps me in a hug, lifting me off the ground. “Are you okay, Sugar? Please tell me you’re okay. Fuck, this is my fault. I shouldn’t have left. I knew I shouldn’t have left. Are you okay?” He sets me down, looking me over from head to toe, clenching his jaw when he sees the bruising around my neck. “Fuck, I’ll––”

      “Roman,” I say, nodding toward the cops looking at my front door.

      “Save it,” James harshly whispers. He leans down, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. My neck is a little sore and I’m a little shaken up, but I’m okay.”

      The female paramedic speaks up behind me while taking off her gloves. “She has some bruising, but no damage to her throat. We always suggest going to the hospital for further evaluation.”

      “I’ll take her right after this,” Roman says, not letting go of me.

      “I don’t need to go.”

      “Sugar.” Roman doesn’t say anything else, just hugs me again and lays a kiss on my lips. The paramedics pack up their gear and leave my apartment.

      James steps up behind us as the cops approach. He whispers so softly I almost don’t hear him, but I know what I heard. “Watch what you say.”

      Roman is rock solid next to me with anger and tension rolling off of him in waves. James’ warning rings in my mind as the cops ask me to explain what happened.

      I give them a play-by-play from the moment I woke up to when he left, but I remain vague about the information Rafael gave me. Roman’s hand curls into a fist when I describe waking up to Rafael. He utters a low growl when I report to the cops that Rafael forcibly kissed me. And when I describe how he choked me, he can’t hold back constant cursing and threats to kill Rafael under his breath.

      “How do you know Rafael?” the shorter cop asks.

      “He’s the new landlord of my clothing boutique. The building recently changed ownership. He asked me out a few times and I denied his advances.”

      “So, he did this out of jealousy?” the cop asks suspiciously, eyeing me up and down as if I wouldn’t be worth the trouble. Roman growls and steps forward, but James’ hand lands on Roman’s shoulder, holding him back. I close my robe tighter under the cop’s scrutiny.

      “Have some respect,” James demands from behind me.

      “I don’t know why he did it,” I lie. “I’m only telling you how I know him.”

      “If you didn’t want him to kiss you, why didn’t you push him off? Are you sure you’re not lying so you don’t piss off your boyfriend?”

      I’m stunned into silence as I stare at the shorter cop. The taller one hides a smirk behind his hand.

      “I tried to…”

      Roman stops me. “He broke into her home, entered her bedroom unannounced, choked her, and forced himself on her. Do your damn job, find him, and arrest him for breaking and entering and assault. We’re done here. She told you what happened.”

      Roman turns me away, guiding me to my couch. James remains rooted to the spot, staring at the cops with his hands balled into fists. The cop calls out. “There’s no sign of forced entry. You must have let him in voluntarily.”

      “Motherfuckers,” Roman grits out through his teeth.

      “We’re done,” James growls, stepping toward them, forcing them to retreat through the door.

      James stands in the doorway watching them disappear. When he closes the door behind him, he brings a finger to his lips. I open my mouth to speak but Roman covers it, bringing a finger to his lips. James starts sweeping my apartment, running his hand along doorways and furniture, looking under the tables and in every nook and cranny. He thoroughly checks every room as Roman holds me on the couch, watching and waiting for James to be done.

      “None,” James says, standing in front of us with his arms crossed.

      “Thank fuck,” Roman says.

      “None what?” I ask.

      “Bugs,” James and Roman answer at the same time.

      “Like in the movies? People really don’t do that, do they?”

      Roman’s lip tilts up and he arches his eyebrows. “Yeah, babe, like in the movies. Rafael has information about you. He knew I left, it’s a possibility he had this place bugged.”

      “It’s not that,” I say.

      “What do you mean?” James asks.

      “I think it’s someone from your team, Roman.”
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      One of my men?

      No fucking way, I vet each man myself. I do not have a mole amongst my ranks.

      “Tell me everything,” I angrily demand Harper.

      Harper starts trembling as tears fill her eyes, spilling more with each passing second of her story. She completely breaks down when she says her dad worked with the cartel in some capacity.

      “He said my dad was in deep with them.”

      “It’s okay, Harper. He could be lying.” I calm down a bit, trying to soothe her.

      “You don’t actually believe that,” she cries.

      I don’t answer. She knows—we both know—he was involved with the cartel. We just don’t know in what capacity. When she finishes, I’ve turned to stone, unable to move. I’m so angry I want to tear apart her apartment because he touched her. Guilt consumes me. I shouldn’t have left her alone. Fuck.

      “Why do you think it’s one of my men?” I ask, my voice rough and hoarse from anger.

      “He said he has his sources, right after he repeated something I told you.”

      “What did you tell me?” I ask, confused.

      “He knew I told you I was worried if my dad was involved with the cartel. Did you tell anyone?” Harper asks us.

      “Not a soul,” James replies firmly.

      “All my men have been briefed on the situation, every detail. Including that detail. They were digging for information about your dad and the cartel. James was asking around, too,” I confess.

      Harper pulls her hands away from mine. “How could you not tell me?” Her head swivels from me to James. “So, you have told people?”

      “No,” James says calmly. “My questions don’t involve you. The people I’m asking don’t know you exist. We’re leaving it that way.”

      “I wanted to know for sure before I gave you any information on your father. I didn’t want to upset you if he wasn’t involved,” I explain.

      “You can’t keep making these choices for me, Roman. This is my life. You being here is temporary, you have no say in what I decide for myself. We are a fling.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it,” I explode. Leaning toward her, I stare hard into her eyes. If she calls us a fling one more time, I’ll go off like a stick of dynamite.

      “Not the time, you two. Fuckin’ Christ,” James grumbles. “Those cops were dirty.”

      I’m still staring at Harper when I answer James. “Betting they’re not the only ones in his pocket.”

      “They were assholes but how do you know they were dirty?” Harper asks.

      “After a while, you just get a sense for these things.” James shrugs.

      “When we found out Santiago’s death certificate was incorrect, I knew he had people in his pocket. It made sense to me that the cops who got here—right after he broke in—would be on his payroll.”

      “The short one was wearing a gaudy Rolex. It was real, not fake. Can’t afford that shit on a cop’s salary.”

      Harper looks at James, stunned. “Who are you?” she whispers.

      James ignores her question, firing one back to her. “Do you know what he wants?”

      “No,” she says. “He thinks I have something and that I know what it is. I really have no clue. He said we have one week and that we’ve received many warnings.”

      “Fuck.” I lean back in the couch, trying to figure out where to start in search of my mole.

      “You didn’t hear anything before he came in?” James asks.

      “No, I was sleeping, I wasn’t feeling well.”

      “He disabled your security system and used a key to get in. Y’all will need to stay somewhere else.”

      “I’ll find a place,” I say. Harper starts shaking again, looking around at her apartment.

      “I’ll never be able to come back here,” she says quietly. “How the hell did he get a key?”

      “After this is done and you’re safe, you can come back. We’ll find out.”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “I won’t. I couldn’t even get my stuff from the old house. James did it for me.”

      “I’ll do it again, Harp. If that’s what you need,” James says in his firm tone.

      She looks up at him, smiling. I hate that she’s gone through so much in our time apart. She’s filled me in on the situation with Savannah’s ex, everything Savannah went through and how it affected her.

      “I’ll check in later. I have an idea for a place,” James says, walking to the door. He looks back before he exits. “Don’t trust a single one of your men, including Kiernan.”

      Dammit. He’s right. I’m going to have to dig into Kiernan, even though he’s been with me for a decade. Being tight for a decade could be the perfect cover.

      “Let’s go to the hospital. Get you checked out.”

      “I’m fine.”

      I stare at the deep purple bruises blossoming on her neck. There’s a bruise the size of thumb on her pulse point. I lean in, kissing each bruise softly. “You’re not fine.”

      “I’m only sore, nothing else.”

      “He kissed you.”

      She nods, looking down.

      “Do you swear that’s all?” I ask, lifting her chin with my finger to meet my eyes. My body is coiled tightly waiting for her answer, terrified he did something more.

      I want to burn him alive at the stake for laying his lips on her like that but I will do much, much worse to him if I find out he touched her in another way.

      “I swear, baby. That’s all.”

      We stare at each other, taking in this morning’s events. “Need to run an errand. I’d like to do it now, but if you’re not up for it and still aren’t feeling well, it can wait.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “It won’t take long,” I take her hand and lightly kiss her fingers.

      After Harper gets dressed, she manages to convince me she’s okay and doesn’t need to go to the hospital. We head out to Kiernan’s motel.

      I park the car in front of his door and jump out. I jog to Harper’s side and help her down. As we walk the few steps toward the door, I use my body to shield her. I’m on an even higher alert than before. My fist pounds on the door until I hear the chain clink.

      He opens the door with a smile that falls when he sees Harper’s neck. His hard, enraged eyes turn to me, ready to accuse me of something I would never do. The words he would’ve said as he started opening his mouth falter—when my fist lands square in the middle of his face.

      He leans back from the force of the punch, and I grab his shirt, shoving him inside the room. “Come in and shut the door,” I tell Harper.

      Harper follows behind me, shutting the door. “Roman, stop it,” she yells.

      I need to know if he did this. “How dare you fucking betray me. Betray her.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Kiernan yells, wrestling with me, but I have him pinned with my knee on his neck.

      “Did Rafael sway you to be his rat with money? Did you do this for fucking money?” I scream in his face, hitting him again.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Kiernan roars beneath me, rolling us until he’s on top. I flip him again, making him land hard on his back.

      I take my knee from his neck, fisting my hands in his shirt, bring his face close to mine. “Tell me why,” I demand. “Tell me why you would betray me.”

      “Fuck you, Roman. Get the fuck out of here. I would never and you damn well know it. Get the fuck out. Fuck you for even thinking it. I’d lay down my life for you and for her,” Kiernan yells in my face, pointing at Harper. “If I ever find out that it’s you who put those bruises on her, I’ll fucking end you. No brother of mine would do that.”

      “She pissed me off,” I lie, testing him.

      Kiernan roars as he flips us, wrapping his hands around my neck. “Fucking sorry excuse for a man.”

      I punch in him in the jaw, rolling until I’m on top of him. “She betrayed me, just like you, you piece of shit.”

      “Fuck you. She would never and I wouldn’t, either.”

      I relax, pulling him up for a quick hug. If he’s concerned about Harper in that way, it can’t be him. “Fuck. Sorry about that, brother. I had to make sure it wasn’t you.”

      Kiernan pushes me off him. “Fuck you. What the fuck are you talking about?”

      He’s still pissed, but I can’t stop the grin taking over my face. I look over at Harper; she’s sitting on the bed, staring at us with exasperation. “This is ridiculous. Kiernan wouldn’t do that.”

      “I had to make sure,” I say, getting up from the floor and kissing Harper in celebration.

      “Again, what the fuck is going on?” Kiernan yells, wiping the blood from his face. “Did you fuckin’ do that to her?”

      “Of course not, I wouldn’t lay a hand on her. We have a mole,” I inform him, sitting down on the bed next to Harper. “Get cleaned up and I’ll fill you in.”

      “I’m going to get you back for this, motherfucker.”

      “I’m ready to go, anytime,” I say grinning, feeling immensely lighter that Kiernan isn’t the rat—and that he cares enough about my girl that he would take me out without hesitation.

      Kiernan walks into the bathroom, turning on the faucet. I gather Harper in my arms, rubbing her back in small circles. “Are you sure you’re okay, Sugar?”

      “Yeah,” she whispers. “Just scared and heartbroken.” Her eyes well with tears.

      “Sweetheart, your dad and Santiago may have done things that neither one of us understands, but they are still the men that you love. Your dad is still the man who raised you.”

      “How can the man who kissed my bruises be someone that most people would consider a monster?”

      Kiernan steps out of the bathroom, denying my chance to answer Harper.

      “Now tell me. What the fuck was that?” Kiernan demands, sitting in a chair at the small table in the corner.

      “We have a rat problem.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I went to the gym this morning, Harper stayed home. It’s the first time I left her alone in months. Rafael showed up, Harper woke up to him in her bedroom.”

      “What the hell,” Kiernan says, looking at Harper with wide eyes.

      “He says she has something of his. Motherfucker choked her.”

      Kiernan closes his eyes, softly cursing, then looks back to Harper. “Are you okay?”

      “A little sore, but yes, I’m okay.”

      “He said some things that only I knew, things I told all the guys because I’ve had y’all looking for info. We have a rat. I’m sorry, man. I had to make sure it wasn’t you.”

      “You know I would never betray you.”

      “If it was anyone but Harper, I wouldn’t even question you. It’s her. I take no chances.”

      “Understood, man. Any ideas?”

      “Nope,” I admit, feeling pissed I don’t even have a clue. “Everyone is a suspect. Even Dawson.”

      “I’ll see what I can dig up. How do you want to play this?”

      “I don’t want to tip off Rafael that we know it’s one of my men. I don’t think he knew Harper would figure it out. We’ll let everyone know he broke in, but we won’t say there is an issue. Until he’s cleared, Dawson doesn’t go near her. I know he was going to come out with us, but find an excuse. He doesn’t even lay an eye on her until we’re sure it isn’t him.”

      “Agreed. Let’s find the bastard.”
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      Roman hangs up the phone with James, looking at me with sympathy in his eyes. “We’re going to stay at Liam and Savannah’s lake house. James said the security is topnotch at their place.”

      “It is,” I confirm, remembering Liam invested in advanced security technology when he bought that house.

      “We need to get our stuff from your place. You don’t have to go back there, I’ll go and you stay here with Kiernan.”

      “I’ll go, I’ll be okay.”

      Roman walks over to me, cupping my cheek in his hand. “Are you sure, Sugar?”

      “Yes, let’s go. Bye Kiernan.”

      “Later, Harp. I’ll brief the team, tell them you’re in a hotel. You made the reservation, right?”

      “Yep, we’ll swing by on the way to Liam’s to check in and drop off a couple things. Our cars will be parked in the garage. If anyone comes, it will look like we’re there. You’ll meet us in the garage with the rental?”

      “Yep,” Kiernan says. “Going to pick it up before I brief the boys.”

      “I swear to God, if you get me a Prius or some shit, I’ll kick your ass.”

      Kiernan smirks. “Wouldn’t dream of it, boss.”

      Roman grumbles, and I laugh as he grabs my hand and walks us out the door to his truck.

      My hand is in Roman’s the whole way back to my apartment, and his thumb is rubbing slow strokes against my skin. After Savannah’s psycho ex-boyfriend, Aiden, I couldn’t even walk inside the old house. He ruined that place for us. This wasn’t as bad, but Roman by my side gives me strength.

      “I’m proud of you,” he says softly as I take a deep breath before walking into my apartment.

      When I step inside, it doesn’t feel like mine anymore. Another space I felt safe has been tarnished. Rafael easily waltzed through my front door while I was sleeping. If his intentions had been worse, I could have been dead before I even opened my eyes. The thought sends chills down my spine.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I say.

      Roman puts up a hand, halting me from entering any farther. “Let me check it out really quick.” He pulls a gun from a holster at the back of his pants.

      When did that get there?

      Roman quickly sweeps the small space, giving me a nod that it’s safe.

      Roman is packed and ready to go within two minutes, while I have a huge suitcase sitting on my bed with barely anything in it. He told me to bring as much as I can since we don’t know when we’ll come back. I’m standing in my closet looking around, wondering what I’ll need. I overpack for a weekend trip—for this, I want my whole apartment. Unable to decide, I pull my mother’s jewelry box from its cubby, bringing it to my suitcase.

      “What’s that?” Roman asks, staring intently at my hands.

      “My mother’s jewelry box. Why?”

      He looks up, confused, glancing between me and the box. “I don’t know. I think I’ve seen it before. I guess it was just in passing.” He shakes his head as if clearing his thoughts and gives a tiny shrug.

      “Probably, she had it forever. My dad made it for her.”

      Roman smiles. “I miss them.”

      A lump clogs my throat. “I do, too.”

      Desperately wanting to leave the apartment as quickly as possible, I start pulling clothes from hangers. Anything my hand touches goes in the suitcase. Half an hour later, I’m ready to go with three suitcases and my decoy bag that will stay at the hotel.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I say, wheeling the nearly-empty decoy suitcase behind me. I turn toward Roman. He looks like a donkey, loaded down with my bags.

      “I’m going first, Sugar.”

      I walk toward the door, and I put my hand on the handle to open it for him, but he stops me. “No, I’ll get it. Stay behind me.”

      Roman makes quick work carrying all the bags down the stairs and loading them in his truck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I feel Roman’s eyes on me through his rearview mirror. Before he let me get in my car, he coached me about staying close to his bumper, not letting anyone between us. I’ve been following him closely as he drives the long way, taking several detours on our way to the swanky hotel downtown. He winds around the parking garage, passing empty spaces before pulling into one on a middle level.

      I hop out of my car, meeting him at the tail of his truck. “Wouldn’t it be better to be on the ground floor in case we need to make a quick getaway?”

      He smiles and laughs. “You watch too many movies. Whoever my rat is needs to believe we’re unconcerned, people who have something to worry about don’t park in the middle of a garage.”

      My eyes wander past him when my mouth drops open. “Oh, shit.”

      “What, Sugar?” Roman says, grabbing me and swiveling his head, looking around the garage.

      “Please don’t kill him.”

      “Who?” he asks, still scanning the spaces until his eyes find Kiernan. “Motherfucker.”

      Kiernan is grinning from ear to ear, leaning against an all-black minivan. Roman grabs my hand, pulling me behind him until he’s face-to-face with Kiernan. “You didn’t.”

      “You said no Prius, nothing flashy, you wanted to blend in. I think I hit the mark pretty well,” Kiernan laughs, hitting the back of the van.

      I cover my mouth, trying to contain my laugh, but a snort escapes. Roman whips his head to mine. “You are not laughing.”

      “I am picturing you driving it.”

      Roman growls. Kiernan puts his hand to his chest, acting offended. “I got you top of the line, no expense was too great. This baby is tricked out. You can take the pretty lady out on a date, then watch a movie in the back.”

      I can’t hold in my laughter. I let go of Roman’s hand, walk over to Kiernan, wrap my arm around his waist, and his arm slings over my shoulder. Roman’s lethal glare isn’t upsetting us. “Babe, please thank your friend for helping us out.”

      “We’re trading it in.”

      “No one would expect us to be in a minivan,” I say, still giggling.

      “I forgot to mention the best part,” Kiernan says.

      “What’s that? It comes with a screaming toddler?”

      “I rented this privately. Open one of the doors.”

      “No,” Roman growls.

      “Just do it,” Kiernan says, rolling his eyes.

      Roman walks up to the side of the van, looking over at Kiernan, probably expecting something to pop out at him. I wouldn’t be surprised if the proud grin on Kiernan’s face is anything to go by.

      Roman yanks on the handle, opening the door.

      “Holy shit,” he says slowly, looking at Kiernan.

      “Yep.”

      “What?” I ask, looking at the door and inside at the driver’s seat, but I don’t see anything.

      “How?” Roman asks.

      “Apparently, you aren’t the only people in Austin worried about safety.”

      “What is it?” I ask again.

      “The doors and windows are bullet proof,” Roman answers, still inspecting the door. “See how thick the door is?”

      Now that he mentions it, the door is thicker than a regular car door. Roman waves his hand, signaling me closer. “Feel the weight of it. Push it closed.”

      It’s much heavier than a regular car door. “Wow,” I whisper.

      Roman looks at Kiernan, letting a tiny smile appear on his lips. “You’re probably the only person alive who could find an armored minivan. Couldn’t find a bulletproof truck or SUV?”

      “Now, that wouldn’t be any fun. You had to pay for my black eye. Watching you drive off in a minivan will do just fine as an apology.”

      “Keys,” Roman says, holding out his palm.

      “I knew you would make the right decision. This will keep Harper safe.”

      Kiernan leaves as we’re taking our decoy bags from the truck and heading inside, hand-in-hand, to check in. I gasp when we walk into a suite too large to be used as a cover.

      “This is too much,” I say turning to Roman.

      “Nothing for you would be too much.”

      “But, we’re not staying here.”

      “We need people to think that we are. If we were staying at a hotel, this is the type of place and room I would get for you. My men know that.”

      “Ah, so you do this for all the girls in your life.” I try to squash the jealousy that’s bubbling in my gut and remind myself that there are no feelings in this fling. It’s getting harder and harder with each passing day to ignore what this man does to my heart.

      Roman is pulling clothes from our bags, tossing a dress on the chair and leaving shoes out with toothbrushes on the bathroom counter. I stand in the middle of the suite watching him work, fascinated by every detail he pays attention to. After tossing the bags in the corner of the room, he strides toward me with slow, confident, swaggering steps.

      “The bed needs to look like we’ve been in it.” His husky voice sends a rush of heat to my core and causes my knees to shake.

      “Oh,” I whisper.

      “Only one thing I can think of to accomplish that.” His stare gets hungrier with each step toward me.

      “Jumping on the bed?” I ask in a squeaky voice.

      “Nope,” he says, stepping into my space, running a finger along my cleavage. He whispers softly in my ear. “If I put you on that bed with your legs spread and pussy dripping as I taste your sweet flavor then roll around on that bed fucking you, no one could deny that we’ve been here.”

      “That––that could work, too.” My voice is trembling.

      His mouth is so close to mine, his finger still tracing along my body, avoiding everywhere I want him to touch. My nipples are peaking through the fabric of my top, and his finger keeps dancing along, just out of reach. I shiver when he steps even closer and feel his thick erection pressing against me.

      “How do you feel?”

      “I feel good,” I answer, hoping he doesn’t treat me like glass, like I can’t handle being with him the same day Rafael terrified me. I can handle it. I want it. I need it.

      “Good. Get on the bed.”

      My fingers pop open the button on my shorts, dropping them to the ground. We left in such a rush this morning, I didn’t put on underwear. Roman groans in anticipation, licking his lips as he looks me up and down while I strip. He grips his hard cock through his jeans, not taking his eyes off me as I sit on the bed. I wait for him to make a move, but he just stares at me hungrily.

      “We have to make the bed real messy, Sugar. Up for it?”

      “Are you?” I challenge.

      Roman drops his pants and briefs, ripping his shirt over his head as he stalks toward the bed, palming his dick. He spreads my legs as he gets closer, then surprises me by grabbing me and flipping me over. His big body moves us up the bed until we’re in the middle. As I raise my hips at his urging, he flips on his back, sliding underneath until I’m centered above his face.

      Gripping my hips hard, he brings me down to his face and starts devouring me, leaving no space untouched. Unable to control myself, I roll my hips against his tongue, moaning. He groans, sending vibrations through my core. “Ride me, just like that baby.” I reach for the top of the bedspread, ripping it untucked, using it to anchor myself. I cry out his name when he brings his fingers into the mix, slamming them into me, while his tongue rolls along my clit. He licks and sucks through my orgasm, then picks me up before I have a chance to recover, slamming me down on his cock.

      My vision blurs as new sensations take over my body. I arch my back and grind down to get him even deeper. Roman bottoms out on each thrust, moaning in pleasure when I circle my hips. “It’s always so good,” I moan, rubbing my clit along his pelvis.

      “Only this good with you,” he groans, as he sits up and brings one of my nipples into his mouth. He’s even deeper now. I can’t tell where he begins and I end, we’re fused so tightly together. Roman’s head lifts from my breast, looking up at me as my hands come to his face. Our intense fucking shifts into slower, more sensual movements as we get lost in each other.

      I softly lay my lips against his as he rasps my name in prayer. My love that never truly left my heart or soul consumes me as I call out his name through my orgasm. Every broken piece of my heart comes back together, stronger than before—beating for no one but the man inside of me.
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      Harper’s hands shake as she pulls on her shorts and her head bent with her hair covering her beautiful face. Why won’t she look at me? I’m sitting on the bed with my briefs on and jeans in one hand, watching her and worried what we did was too much.

      Harper spread out over the white sheets, hungry for more—it made me crazy. I became insatiable when she was riding me with a look of adoration. For a moment, all of her walls were down and I saw the fire and love that she gave me every day when we were kids in love. I’d fight any army of men for that woman.

      My dick barely deflated after coming inside of her; we were both animals rolling around on the bed. There’s no mistaking what happened on that bed. If Rafael or any of his men snuck in here, they’d know what we did. It looks like we’ve been fucking for days.

      After several rounds of mind-blowing sex, we crashed onto the bed tangled together. She leaned over to kiss me, stealing my breath with the look in her eyes, and then she completely shut down. She hasn’t said a word since she got up from the bed.

      I watch her walk into the living area and take a seat on the couch as she waits for me to get ready.

      Fuck this. She’s not going to do this. A plan forms in my mind as I pull on my clothes, not taking my eyes off of her. No more of this no feelings bullshit. I’m done playing it safe. It’s time to make her realize she’s mine. Always has been, always will be.

      Purposefully striding toward her, I grab her hands and yank her off the couch into my chest, framing her gorgeous face. Her eyes round in surprise as a tiny gasp leaves her lips the second before I slam my lips down on her in a bruising kiss. Mine. My mind chants her name every blissful second our lips are locked together.

      When I break the kiss, I’m still cupping her face in my hands and I demand one thing. If she gives this to me, I can make her see we belong together. I was a stupid kid when I let her go. As a man, I’d never make that mistake again.

      “Give me tonight.”

      Tension hangs in the air, neither of us breathing—only staring at each other. I don’t have to expand on what I mean. She gets it. She knows. My heart stalls waiting for her answer—each silent second that passes, lead starts to fill my gut. I’m worried I’ve lost before I’ve even begun to play.

      With one word, she sets my world right.

      “Okay.”

      We’ve been attached at the hip since I rolled into town almost two months ago, but she needs to see me as her man. The only way I can think to do that is by taking her out on a real date. It will almost be our first real date. Dating as a teenager isn’t really dating. I’m going to get every detail about her I missed over the past ten years, and she’s going to learn that I’m not the boy who left her, who made the mistake of deciding her life path.

      My head swivels back and forth, checking the hallway before I allow her to walk out. We take the stairs down to the parking garage, and I stop in my tracks, remembering the one thing that won’t make tonight perfect. “Fuck,” I mutter. I’m going to be taking my girl out in a minivan. A fucking minivan.

      “Get in,” I say, opening the passenger door and ignoring Harper’s smirking face. “I’ll grab the bags.”

      It takes me two trips to carry all of Harper’s things and load them in the back. When I get behind the wheel, Harper bursts out laughing. She’s folded over with her hands covering her face, laughing so hard, she’s on the verge of not breathing.

      “Don’t get used to this. When we have kids, we are not getting a fucking minivan. Fucking Kiernan.”

      Her laughter immediately stops as she looks at me, startled.

      “You said you’d give me tonight. I’m not holding anything back today. If tonight is all I get, I’m leaving it all out on the table.”

      Her neck moves as she swallows, watching me with wide eyes as I back the van out of its space. My grin is so wide, nothing could break it. Not even when she snaps a picture of me driving this monstrosity.

      I continue to check the rearview mirror to make sure we aren’t being followed as I take a longer route than necessary heading toward Liam and Savannah’s house.

      Liam and Savannah aren’t there when we arrive, but Harper has a spare key. Harper gives me a tour, showing me where to leave our bags. When we walk into the kitchen, she groans, picking up a card in front of a bottle of champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries.

      

      
        
        Have fun playing house!

        Love,

        Savannah and Liam

        P.S. Let him in, Harp!

      

      

      

      I read the card over her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “Have I told you how much I like your friends?”

      “They suck,” Harper says, taking a bite out a chocolate-covered strawberry and leaving a tiny smear of chocolate next to her lip. “They have good taste, though.” She picks up the champagne bottle and checks out the label.

      I move closer to her, craning my neck to suck the space next to her lips and lick the chocolate off. She gasps, brings her hand down on the counter and curling it around the edge. Her head comes back, resting against my shoulder.

      “Delicious,” I murmur against her skin before kissing her lips. I break the kiss, grabbing her hips until her ass meets the thick outline of my hard cock. “I can’t wait for tonight. Wear something that will blow me away.”

      She stands there stunned when I walk away to find the office to set up my gear. My plan is to comb through every employee file I have on record and find one that links to Harper’s family.

      Kiernan is planning to keep Dawson busy—so busy, that he won’t find it weird that he hasn’t met Harper. Until I can clear him, he’s isn’t going to be near her. Kiernan and I are forming our plan to eliminate each man from suspicion while Harper is at the store. James needs to meet Dawson; I trust his instincts. But tomorrow he’ll be with Harper while I’m with Dawson and Kiernan running through our clients.
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      Ice clinks in my glass as I swirl the whiskey. I’ve been sitting at the bar, staring at the bedroom for the last half hour, waiting for Harper to be ready. My body is humming with determination to make tonight go my way. She’s not going to know what hit her, and by the end of the night, she’ll be over this fling bullshit.

      Texas. Tennessee. I don’t give a damn, as long as she’s there. If I can’t expand my company, I’ll sell it tomorrow and find something else to do. None of it matters without Harper. When I laid eyes on her again after all these years, I had the same reaction I did the first time. Complete and utter shock, loss of words, skipping heartbeat. Everything I am flipped on a dime because of her.

      I couldn’t even see her face when I walked into her room two months ago, just a lump under the covers with blonde hair spilling on a pillow—and her sugary sweet scent ruined me for the second time in my life.

      Now the door opens and she destroys me all over again. I clear my throat, trying to find my voice as she walks toward me. Fumbling like a teenager, I try to grab the flowers sitting behind me and hand them to her, but I fail. The whiskey glass is knocked to the floor and glass shatters. I don’t acknowledge it, don’t take my eyes off the woman standing in front me.

      She sucks in a breath. “It broke. Be careful.”

      Ignoring her warning, I walk toward her, the glass crunching under my shoes. “I’ll replace it.”

      My eyes scan her from head to toe over and over, taking in every detail of the short red dress. The straps on her tan shoulders are so thin and delicate. The top cuts into a low v, exposing her ample cleavage, with a bow in the center. There’s a cutout beneath her breasts, showcasing her soft skin. And the skirt is so short, she’ll be teasing me all night.

      “Does this untie?” My voice is thick with desire as I trail a finger down her breast to the bow between her cleavage. Her nipples pucker beneath the fabric, making me hard as steel.

      “Yes,” she answers breathlessly. “Not out here, though. Liam and Savannah have cameras all over the house, except bedrooms and bathrooms.”

      “I know. They’re not watching the footage, though.”

      Harper raises an eyebrow and tugs on the string of the bow, revealing her breasts as the material falls to the side. She moans when I lick my lips and roll one stiff peak with my fingers. My mouth latches onto the other, tugging lightly with my teeth. “I’ll be thinking about this all night. I’m only allowing myself a small taste.”

      She runs her fingers through my hair, keeping my mouth at her nipple. “Just a little taste,” she says, moving her hand down her body before it disappears beneath the skirt. I groan, tugging on her harder and relentlessly. Harper swipes a glistening finger over her nipple. “Just one little taste,” she says softly. I switch to her other nipple, licking her wetness from her skin. My dick is pulsing beneath my pants. I squeeze it hard before standing up and tying the bow for Harper again.

      “I decided something,” she says, running her hands along my shoulders.

      “What’s that, baby?”

      “You said you aren’t holding back, neither am I. Everything I want to say or do, I’m going to. If we only have tonight, I’m leaving it on the table, too.”

      My hand fists in her silky hair, bringing her mouth to mine. “This is the way it should have been every day for the past decade. I’ll spend the rest of my life atoning for my mistakes.”

      She doesn’t respond, but her glassy eyes and fierce kiss tell me everything I need to know.
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      Roman opens the car door for me, helping me step inside. “If I didn’t have serious trust issues right now, I’d call a car to take us to dinner.”

      I laugh. “I think it makes a great story. First date in ten years with a badass army man and you take me out in a minivan.”

      “Great story for the kids?” he asks, winking.

      Roman wasn’t kidding about not holding back. That’s the second time he’s brought up future kids. It’s something we used to talk about a lot. Even as teenagers, we knew we wanted a big family. Roman didn’t have anyone growing up—he had to start taking care of his mom from a young age. He often lived without power and had to stretch food as long as it would last, if he got anything at all.

      It’s been a dream of his to raise a family of his own and do it right, give his kids the opportunities and love he never had. I’m almost surprised he didn’t find someone in these ten years and start a family. It would have killed me if I ever learned of him having a child with another woman.

      I didn’t know how to act after this morning in the hotel room. He healed my broken heart. That only gives him more opportunity to break it again. I don’t know where we’ll go from here, but my feelings are too strong to stuff back into the box. Every touch sends electricity racing along my skin. Every look sends my heart galloping and stomach somersaulting. Every sweet promise pushes me closer to handing him my heart and never looking back.

      I couldn’t deny Roman this night when I wanted it just as badly. Having a real, grownup date with him is something we never had the opportunity to do. Tonight, in my mind, we’re a couple. A couple with a future. A couple so undeniably in love, others want to be close just to capture some of the magic. Tomorrow could bring me misery, but tonight I’ll pretend this is the life we should have had.

      The valet’s lips twitch when they watch tall and muscular Roman fold himself out of the minivan. He grumbles as he hands over the keys—but smiles when he takes my hand. He stops me just in front of the doors and spins me toward him, brushing hair from my face.

      “My girl is the most beautiful girl in the world,” he says before a sweet kiss lands on my lips. “Let’s finally have a proper date.”

      We’re seated in a circular booth, giving us the illusion of privacy. We scoot all the way in, sitting right next to each other with our bodies touching. His hand lands on my thigh, rubbing up and down my skin.

      “If you keep doing that,” I whisper in his ear, teasing the shell with my tongue. “I’ll leave a wet spot on the seat. I’m not wearing panties.”

      A quiet groan escapes his lips, and his hand clenches around my thigh. After a moment, his hand drags up my inner thigh, running a single finger along my slit before moving inside of me. I gasp, clutching the table in front of me. I try to compose myself as the waiter appears to fill the water glasses.

      “Your best red,” Roman requests, his voice undeniably husky and turned on, his fingers still inside me.

      The waiter nods before walking away. Before I can reach an orgasm, Roman slides his finger out, bringing it to his lips and sucking the tip. “Just wanted another little taste.” A shiver run up my spine at his wink. He leans in, kissing me and running his tongue along mine. He breaks the kiss and whispers against my neck. “Later.”

      I take a large drink of water, calming my nerves and cooling down my body. The passion between us is off the charts. I can’t keep my hands off of him, and after this morning, the intense connection we shared, it’s even worse. I want him all the time.

      “Tell me about the last ten years, Sugar.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything,” he says. “Before I made my mistakes, I knew every thought that passed through your head. I want you to catch me up on the last ten years, and I promise I’ll never miss another one after tonight.”

      “Roman.”

      He softly kisses my lips. “No, tonight is ours. Don’t. I get it. We need to talk about what tonight will mean, but not tonight. Tonight is ours.”

      “I don’t know if I remember every thought I had over the last decade,” I chuckle.

      “Start from your family.”

      I shake my head. “It was horrible, Roman. I couldn’t drive after that girl answered your door and said those awful things.” Roman growls, but I continue before he has a chance to say anything. “Santiago got me a plane ticket and arranged to have my car shipped home. He was too good to me. I can’t believe––no, not doing that tonight, either. My friend Daniel was with me through the entire thing.”

      “Is that who you were with at the funeral? The guy with his arm around you?”

      I hear the underlying jealousy. Even though it shouldn’t, a thrill shoots through me. “Yeah.”

      “I don’t remember you mentioning a friend named Daniel.”

      “I met him the day after our phone call.” I avoid using the words, left me. We’re starting over and forgiving for every mistake. “We met outside of the community college. I was supposed to be starting a fashion course for high schoolers. I was outside crying and he was kind to me.”

      “Probably because he wanted to get in your pants,” Roman mumbles, letting his jealousy rise to the surface.

      “It wasn’t like that. At least not in the beginning. He was with me during the whole ordeal, then shortly after the funeral and reading of the will, he tried to kiss me. I denied his advances, and he disappeared. I’ve never seen him again. Santiago was thrilled, he hated him.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m sure that wasn’t easy after everything you lost. Santiago was a smart man, I’m glad Daniel never got too close to you. If Santiago hated him, it was for a reason.”

      “It wasn’t easy,” I answer, allowing a little of the pain to seep in.

      “Did you live with Santiago?”

      I nod. “Santiago kept the money from my parents in a trust for me. He paid for everything—college, my car. He left the money untouched. I only got it after he died. It wasn’t much, but I used it to start my store.”

      “What wasn’t much?” Roman asks.

      “The money my parents left. There wasn’t a lot, but it helped me start my dream without getting a loan.”

      “Hold on,” Roman says. “I’m confused. Your parents didn’t leave you with a large sum?”

      “No,” I answer, confused. “Why?”

      “Sugar, your parents were loaded. Where did all the money go?”

      “That was all the money,” I say slowly.

      “You’re telling me you only had enough to start your store?”

      “Yes,” I answer, still confused. I never thought about how much they left behind. I was in too much pain for too long to consider if it matched our wealth.

      “So, you’re only living off your store’s income?” Roman shifted from my sexy date into investigator. He’s looking at me directly in the eye with one eyebrow cocked, asking these questions. He looks like he’s searching for the lie in my words.

      “Yes,” I answer again, frustration starting to rise.

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “I’m sorry. That just surprised me, and it doesn’t seem accurate. Your dad taught me how to balance a checkbook and pay my bills with his accounts. Babe, you should have a lot more money. I thought you were just saving or investing it, living within your means. I didn’t understand why you were in such a small apartment, but I didn’t question it.”

      “Do you think Santiago did something with their money?”

      He shakes his head vigorously. “No, he wouldn’t do that. He obviously did things that neither one of us thought he could do, but betray your family? Never. Besides, his bank accounts made your parents look like they had an average income. How much did he leave you?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Nothing.”

      “He left you nothing?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t think anything of it or expect him to. Just the trust from my parents was transferred to me.”

      “Harper, he left me five million dollars and I was just some street kid he got a kick out of helping.”

      I feel my eyes bulge from their sockets. Five million dollars?

      “You were more than just a street kid to him. He cared for you, you know that.”

      Roman sighs, exasperated for a reason I don’t understand. “Yeah, I know he did. But, you and Sadie were everything to him. You were all he had left. He was all you had left, and he left you nothing? Something isn’t right about that. The money he left me was a drop in the bucket of his fortune.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say. “I wasn’t even invited to the reading of his will. I don’t know who was. I assume Rafael?”

      “No,” Roman insists, shaking his head. “I don’t think Santiago gave a flying fuck about him. This doesn’t make sense.”

      I’m becoming uncomfortable with the topic, so I try to change the subject. I don’t know why he didn’t leave anything for me, I’ve never found it odd. “When did you find out about Santiago?”

      “About a month after it happened. I was overseas at the time, working an operation with limited communication.”

      I nod, unsure of what to say of these tragic consequences we’ve suffered. Roman runs a hand over his face. I know the money is going to weigh on his mind, but I wish it wouldn’t. I’m doing fine. I started my dream, it was a final gift from my family.

      The tension evaporated from my body when he starts in on his next line of questions. None were as hard as the ones we just crossed. I told him everything from starting my store to meeting Savannah and Val to being terrified after Savannah was attacked. He told me about meeting Kiernan and Caleb and the years they served together. He used Santiago’s money to start his company, and he’s invested the rest.

      We eat our way through three full courses before heading back to the house. Now we’re curled together on a hammock underneath the stars. We’re living in the fantasy of being together. The three words that would change everything haven’t passed through our lips, but we’re speaking as if forever is guaranteed.

      “Would it be hard for you to relocate to Texas?”

      “No, Sugar. I’d move here in an instant. Just the say the word. It wouldn’t be hard at all.”

      We lapse back into silence, enjoying the breeze playing over our skin.

      “I think a small wedding like Savannah and Liam’s would be perfect.”

      “I think I’d want to go to the courthouse. I’m not sure I could handle walking down the aisle without my dad.” I let the tears fall, curling into Roman’s body.

      He kisses the top of my head. “He would be so proud of you. Sadie and your mom, too. God, they would love to see your shop.”

      I nod, unable to speak.

      “Anywhere you want, baby. Courthouse, a beach, anything. Just as long as you promise to say I do.” He shrugs. “Though if you don’t, I’ll chase you to the ends of the earth until you agree to be mine.”

      I laugh, wiping away the last of the tears. “You might be hard to explain to my future husband.”

      Roman tickles my sides, bringing me even closer to him. He stops tickling me, running his hands up and down my side.

      “Harper,” he breathes, his eyes roaming over my face. “I’m not letting tonight end without you agreeing to take this one day at a time.”

      “Roman,” I begin, but he cuts me off.

      “I fucking love you, Harper. I never stopped loving you. I’ll love you every single day of my life. I will do anything you need me to do in order to finally, truly forgive me. Every single damn day I’ll prove that I’m the only man who will treat you as well as I will. Anything you want, Sugar, I’ll give it to you. I know I need to earn your trust, and I will. I swear to you. I’ll earn it and keep fucking earning it. I don’t expect anything back except for you to agree to take this one day at a time with me. I want those one days to add up to a lifetime together.”

      Tears burn my eyes as I stare into his earnest ones, silently begging me to agree.

      “Roman.”

      He cuts me off again. “Fuck. You’re going to say no. I vow to you, I will be the man you need me to be. Want me to build you a house that’s mostly just a huge closet to keep all your clothes and shoes? I’ll do it with my own hands. Want me to slay an army? I’ll do it. Want me to move to Texas? Done. I’ll only go back to Tennessee to get your ring.”

      “Roman, stop.”

      “Fuck,” he mutters, staring at me. The gold flecks in his eyes are shining brightly.

      “I don’t want to take this one day at a time.”

      “Harper—”

      I cut him off with a kiss to his lips. “I want a lifetime. I love you, Roman Marx. I’ve loved you since you ran into that locker staring at me when you didn’t think I saw you. I saw you. I’ve always seen you.”

      Roman’s hands tangle in my hair, bringing my face down to his, kissing me passionately and filling me with ten years of lost love, and the promise of a lifetime.
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      “I’m going to sit in the back, holler if you need me,” James says, walking away quickly and closing my office door behind him. I laugh at his retreat. All morning, women have been throwing themselves at him. Older women, girls who probably aren’t even legal, every single one who has walked in so far.

      After the last customer left, he turned to me with a red, blushing face, muttering quietly. “I’ve never had my ass grabbed so many times.”

      When the bell jingles, I turn from my closed office door and move back toward the front with a smile to greet the new customer. The petite blonde walks right up to me. “How can I help you? Are you shopping for a special occasion?” I ask, ready to match a new customer with the perfect outfit.

      “Are you Harper Maxwell?”

      “Yes,” I say, still smiling.

      She sticks a manila envelope in my hands. “You’ve been served.”

      “Wh––what? Wait,” I call after her.

      She doesn’t stop, walking out without another word. I stare down at the envelope in my shaking hands. I don’t know what’s in here but I’m terrified to open it and find out. I feel as if my entire life is hanging in the balance. Right now, I can only guess the ways my world could come crashing down. If I open this, it could make my nightmares a reality.

      “Harper,” a deep voice says in front of me.

      Startled, I look up, shocked to find a face I recognize but haven’t seen in a long time. I didn’t hear the bell on the door chime, so lost in my thoughts.

      “Daniel?”

      He smiles. “Yeah.”

      “Oh, my god,” I say, rushing toward him, throwing my arms around his neck. “It’s so good to see you.”

      He hugs me back tightly, slightly lifting me off the ground.

      I hear a throat clear behind my back. I step out of Daniel’s embrace and see the angry eyes of James. He’s glaring at Daniel and me, and disappointment adds to his anger.

      “James,” I say, laying a hand on his bicep. “This is an old friend, Daniel. We haven’t seen each other in a long time.”

      James doesn’t speak, only continues to glare at Daniel.

      Daniel takes a tiny step back, putting more distance between him and James. I hate to break it to Daniel, but that inch of extra room wouldn’t save him from James.

      Daniel sticks out his hand for James to shake. James looks down at the hand in disgust, barking out his question. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I came to say hello to an old friend,” Daniel says, slowly looking between James and me.

      “James,” I say quietly. “It’s okay.”

      Daniel is still looking between James and me, not saying anything. “It’s good to see you, Daniel. Are you passing through or do you live in Austin?”

      “Passing through. I’m back in Dallas. I heard you opened a shop here, though, thought I would stop by and say hi.”

      “I’m glad you did. You kind of just disappeared back then.”

      “Sorry about that,” Daniel says, looking down at his shoes. “I didn’t know how to say bye with everything you were going through.”

      We lapse into an awkward silence, neither of us sure of what to say. James is still standing behind me, watching the both of us with guarded eyes.

      “I need to run,” Daniel says. “It was good to see you, Harper. I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”

      “Don’t trust him,” James says when Daniel walks out the door.

      I turn toward James, rolling my eyes. “You don’t trust anyone.”

      He shrugs. “Other customer gone?” James looks over his shoulder as if he expects a woman to come up and grab his ass.

      “Wasn’t a customer,” I grumble.

      James cocks an eyebrow, waiting for me to explain further.

      “I got served,” I say holding up the envelope.

      “What the fuck,” he says, taking it from me. “For what?”

      “I haven’t opened it yet.”

      James rips open the top, taking out the documents in inside. My stomach sinks as I watch his neutral expression turn into a scowl.

      “James,” I whisper, tears already welling in my eyes. “What is it?”

      James takes his phone out of his pocket, hitting dial. He watches me with a grim expression, keeping the papers tucked under his arm, out of my reach.

      “Get your ass to your girl’s store. Now,” James growls into the phone, hanging up.

      “Please tell me, James.”

      “We’re waiting for Roman.”

      James walks to the front of the store, flipping the lock and switching the sign to closed. Panic starts to rise in my chest and my breathing turns shallow. James’ arm comes around my shoulder as he passes me, turning me and walking me to the office. I beg him over and over to tell me what’s happening. I argue it’s my life so I have a right to know.

      James sits staring at the wall, not saying a word, keeping the papers firmly in his arm, away from my reach. I give up pleading with him and dissolve into tears. Just then Roman walks into my office, looking around manically. When he spots me curled in my chair, he rushes over to me, running his hands over my hand, looking me over.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” Roman asks softly, cupping my cheek.

      “Ask him,” I sneer, tilting my head toward James.

      I roll my eyes and huff when James hands over the papers to Roman. Roman’s roars and cursing startle me. I look between James and Roman. James is watching me with sorrow in eyes.

      “That motherfucker,” Roman spits out. “I’ll kill him.”

      “What’s happening? Please tell me. James wouldn’t show me.”

      Roman looks at James and nods his head. “I owe you.”

      James nods, still not speaking. Roman lays the papers on my desk in front of me. It’s a notice for eviction. A three-day notice for violating the terms of the lease. A thick cardstock note is paper-clipped to the top with an envelope behind it. Now I understand why James waited for Roman. A sob leaves my chest. I look at James across my desk, hoping he knows I’m not mad at him.

      “Hate this for you, Harp,” James frowns, looking down at me.

      The note makes me afraid to touch the envelope, but Roman pulls it free, tucking it in his pocket. The clean, perfect cursive from Rafael completely turned my life upside down.

      

      
        
        Give me what I want.

        First, I will destroy your life.

        Then I will destroy his.

        If that is not enough, you will end up like your thief of a father.

        Poor bastard who got his family killed.

        You should have been with them when they died.

        He did not have to die but he would not stop stealing.

        Do not believe me?

        The proof is in the envelope. Your money hungry father betrayed the cartel that gave him his life.

        His debt is now yours.

        See you soon, muñeca.
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      Watching Harper tearfully leave her store for what she says is the last time completely guts me. Only last night I swore to make her the happiest woman on the planet and that I would do anything for her. Here I am on the first day of her being mine, and I’m failing miserably. I wasn’t here when she was served with bullshit papers for a charge that isn’t true.

      Rafael has city officials all over the capital in his pocket. I still told her we could fight back and make sure she stays here. She said no, he’ll still own and control it. Fuck. She’s right. This is a losing situation.

      Watching her brokenhearted face look back at her store one last time fills me with rage. “We’ll get your car later, Sugar. Going to follow us, James?”

      “Yeah,” he says, laying a hand on Harper’s shoulder as he walks to his SUV.

      I guide Harper to the passenger side of the minivan, helping her in. She hasn’t brought up her dad yet, but I know it’s causing her even more pain than losing the store.

      When I hop in behind the wheel, she throws her arms in the air, fresh tears streaming down her cheeks. “Oh, God, how am I going to empty the store in three days? Where am I going to put it all? I’m basically fucking homeless.”

      I drag her body over the console, putting her in my lap, hugging her to my chest. “Don’t worry about cleaning the store and handling the storage. I’ll handle that. I promise, I’ll get it done for you, Sugar.”

      She cries into my chest, shaking with each sob she releases. My chest constricts, feeling every ounce of pain she is feeling. I want to take it all and hold her burdens.

      “You’re not homeless,” I say softly. “You still have your apartment.”

      “I only packed two pairs of underwear. I don’t even feel safe enough going back there for underwear. Safe to say, I won’t live there anymore. So yeah, I’m homeless.”

      “We’ll find a new place. An apartment, house, loft, whatever you want.”

      She cries harder, fisting her hand in my shirt. “He’s taking everything from me. Why? Is––is it because of my dad? God. Is it true?”

      I close my eyes. I haven’t looked in the envelope yet, but Rafael doesn’t seem the type to give evidence where he has none. This was a knife to her gut, just as I knew it would be. “I don’t know. Kiernan is on his way to the house, so is James. We’re going to figure this out.”

      She nods, her tears slowing down. Harper climbs off me, moving into the passenger seat. “Let’s go,” she says dejectedly, staring straight forward with slow tears falling down her perfect cheeks.

      Kiernan scrubs a hand over his face listening to James speak with his arms crossed over his chest. Their heads turn toward us when I pull in front of the entryway. The heavy door creaks open as Harper slips out straight into Kiernan’s waiting arms. His worried eyes meet mine over her head, his jaw tight. James catches the keys I toss his way, opening the door for us, allowing a murmuring Kiernan and Harper to walk through.

      I watch her walk straight to the bedroom and shut the door. “Meet me in the office,” I say to James and Kiernan, leaving them to go to Harper.

      She’s curled on the bed, facing the window. I sit next to her, rubbing my hand along her side. “I’ll be in the office with them. We’re going to get everything taken care of.”

      She nods but doesn’t respond or look at me.

      “I’m sorry I already failed you, baby. So sorry.”

      She looks at me with new tears filling her eyes. “This isn’t your fault. It’s his.”

      I don’t know if she means Rafael, Santiago, or her father, and I don’t ask her to elaborate. “I love you, Harper.”

      “I love you, too,” she whispers.

      “I’ll be back soon. I’m in the office if you need anything.”

      I stand in the doorway for a few moments, watching her. I will tear Rafael apart for making her shed even one tear. He won’t get away with hurting her this way. And, if I could, I’d call her father and demand he pay for hurting her. Fuck. Her father was her fucking hero. I hope this doesn’t destroy her.

      James and Kiernan are silent when I walk into the room, settling down on the brown leather sofa. I reach over to the side table and pour myself a shot of whiskey. After I sling it back, I pour another—and one for each of the men in front of me.

      “How is she?” Kiernan asks.

      “Not good,” I respond, pulling another gulp in my mouth, relishing the burn at the back of my throat. “I’ll be out of touch the rest of the day. I’m going to hire movers and find a storage facility for her store.”

      “Does she have a website?” Kiernan asks.

      “Yeah, but I don’t think she sells off it.”

      “I’ll get it hooked up for a shop, turn it into an online store for now.”

      “Thanks,” I say appreciating that my best friend has taken on Harper as part of his family.

      “Have you looked in the envelope?” James asks.

      I pull the envelope from my back pocket, throwing it on the coffee table. “Not yet.”

      “This is fucked up, man,” Kiernan voices.

      “Kier, I need you to find her father’s and Santiago’s old accounts. The money she got in the will doesn’t add up. Rafael’s asking for something of his. He never says money but I wonder if this is about money. Find where their fortunes went.”

      Kiernan nods. “Anything else?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. This takes precedence over the rat today.”

      “Agreed,” Kiernan says.

      “James, find his location.”

      “Consider it done.”

      I nod, all of us falling back into silence, staring at the envelope on the table. James picks up the envelope, opening it to pull out several sheets of paper.

      “Looks like copies of her father’s books and bank statements for businesses. These are probably their fronts for the cartel, where they launder their money. Fuck,” he breathes looking up at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Just glancing at this page, he scraped at least a million.”

      “Dammit,” I seethe.

      “If Rafael took over for his father,” Kiernan says, rubbing his jawline. “Wouldn’t he be bringing in this same type of cash? Even more because no one is scraping from the top? Would he really be going through this trouble and harassing Harper for something that happened ten years ago?”

      “Rafael passed the debt to Harper,” James states.

      “Fuck this,” I yell, throwing my glass against the wall. “It’s about more than that. We’re fucking missing something. We need to find it. The debt is ten years old. Rafael probably would have been a teenager or early twenties, why the fuck would he care about it? Harper’s entire family was gunned down for this. Their lives paid the debt.”

      “My guy said Rafael showed up shortly before his old man died,” James says. “That was after Harper’s family, right?”

      “Yeah,” I answer. “Almost two years. So again, why would Rafael care if he wasn’t even here for it?”

      “Why now?” Kiernan asks. “Why bring you up in the note? What do you have to do with this?”

      “Harper and I were together back then, I was close with her family and Santiago. Maybe he thinks I know something.”

      “I’ll keep digging,” James states.

      “We’re missing something, we need find out what it is before he hurts my girl even more. Find him, James. I’m going to fucking end him.”
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      Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. How could this be my father? A thief? Betraying Santiago? I’m mad at my father for betraying the cartel! What has my life come to? How can the greatest man I’ve ever known also be someone that I can’t understand and can’t forgive? I can’t––I squeeze my eyes shut. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.

      No matter how hard I try, it’s the only thing I can think about. My father. My store. Did my mom know what my dad was involved in? Every privilege I was granted as a child was dirty money. My store was opened with dirty money.

      My store.

      Walking out of the door today for the last time was like having my heart stomped on with a stiletto. I need to call Camille and the other girls. Every heartbreaking, tortuous thought that crosses my mind is followed by something that I need to do. My to-do list keeps growing and growing. My arms wrap around a pillow, squeezing it tightly as I breathe deeply trying to calm myself before I hyperventilate.

      Nausea rolls in my stomach—I’m sick from the anxiety. How am I going to accomplish closing down the store in three days? I need to call the girls tonight, letting them go. Fuck. I’ll need to figure out some severance package for them. None are full-time, so it’s technically not required, but I refuse to let them leave with this short of notice without something.

      Thoughts rush through my head at a mile a minute. My healed heart is cracking with every thought. The tears haven’t stopped pouring down my face. My eyes already feel raw from where I was rubbing them, trying to force the tears to stop. I pick up my phone to start figuring out a severance package for each girl when it rings in my hand.

      Savannah.

      “Hello?” I answer, trying to sound normal and not on the verge of a complete mental breakdown. I can’t bring this shit to her doorstep. I severely underestimated Rafael. He’s systematically taking everything from me. My home. My store. My hero. My heart cracks as I think the last part. I swallow the sob before it can make its way out.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t called me,” Savannah says.

      I’m silent for a moment; she can’t have heard already. “How did you find out?”

      “Wait. What are you talking about? Find out what?”

      “About my store?” I say, unable to voice the part about my dad.

      “What happened with your store?”

      I release the sob. “I’m being evicted. Harper Avenue is officially closed. Everything needs to be out in three days.”

      “Oh, my god, Harp. I’m so sorry. What can I do?”

      “Nothing,” I say, still crying. “Roman and I are handling it. Thanks, though.”

      “No wonder you didn’t call,” she says.

      “Was I supposed to call?” I ask.

      “Girl, you always call me when we start our periods and we have a movie night with chocolate. I’ve been waiting for you to binge chocolate with.”

      “I haven’t started,” I say slowly, counting the days in my head since my last period.

      “Really? You always start the day before me. That’s weird.”

      “Oh, my god,” I breathe.

      Savannah’s silent for a moment, the tension hanging thick through the phone line.

      “No,” she whispers.

      “I don’t know,” I panic.

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

      I can’t be pregnant. Roman and I started officially dating yesterday. It hasn’t even been twelve hours. Yes, we’ve been having sex for almost two months, but this is too much. What am I going to do if I am? What will Roman think? I know what we talked about yesterday, but nothing concrete has been decided.

      And, now I’m a girl with all these problems. I wouldn’t blame him for running to the hills of Tennessee. Waiting for Savannah during the next twenty minutes feels like waiting a lifetime. I meet her at the front door before she has a chance to enter. She doesn’t greet me, just grabs my hand and yanks me into the bathroom, handing me a bottle of water and a pregnancy test.

      “I bought several just to make sure,” Savannah says, biting her nail. “This is supposed to be the best one, though.”

      I start laughing hysterically.

      “What’s so funny?” Savannah asks, watching me like I’m a maniac. I can’t control the laughter or get any words out. This situation is just too crazy. Roman. Rafael. My store. My dad. Everything. And, now I’m taking a pregnancy test. I’m fucking homeless with no business and no job prospects and I’m taking a pregnancy test. My laughter turns to sobs as I fall to the bathroom floor.

      “Oh, sweetie,” Savannah says, dropping next to me and wrapping her slender arms around me. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “No, it’s not,” I insist. “I can’t even tell you everything.”

      “Yes, you can. You can tell me anything.”

      I shake my head, still sobbing. “No, it’s too dangerous. Please. I’ll tell you soon but I can’t today.”

      “I don’t agree with that. You knew my dangerous situation. I’m tough enough to know yours.”

      “It’s not that,” I plead with her to understand. “I swear I’ll tell you soon.”

      She huffs. “Fine.”

      “But, Sav, I’m homeless. I don’t have a job. The baby daddy lives in a different state.” I start sobbing again.

      She wraps her arms around me, waiting for me to calm down. “We need to know, either way. Take the test, Harp. We’ll figure out everything else later. One thing at a time. One thing that we can control.”

      I nod, rising to my feet and wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans. Savannah stands, too, handing me the pregnancy test. I take a deep breath and step into the bathroom, possibly about to change my life even more than it already has.

      The twenty minutes I was waiting for Savannah seem like a beach vacation compared to waiting for three minutes for the display to flash with pregnant or not pregnant. When the timer goes off, Savannah looks at me. “Ready?”

      I nod, reaching for the test.

      Pregnant.

      I’m fucking pregnant.

      I sink to floor again, crying. My tears are a mixture of pain, sorrow, and happiness. I’m already in love with the baby inside of me, but I’m already failing. I have nothing to offer this baby.

      “Are you going to tell him?” Savannah asks quietly.

      “Yeah,” I say. “We’re dating or whatever. He told me loves me and I told him the same.”

      Savannah squeals, wrapping me in a tight hug. “With every shitty thing happening, you can at least be happy that the love of your life came back for you.”

      “You’re so sappy since you got married.”

      “It comes with the territory,” she shrugs, smiling.

      “I’ll be here as we figure out everything else, okay? You’ll always have Liam and me, for anything you need.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll even give you a job if you need it. I know you’ll be fine. You always land on your feet, even in the highest, most gorgeous stilettos.”

      I lean my head against her shoulder, sucking up every ounce of love and support radiating off of her.

      “What do you think he’ll say?” Savannah asks.

      “I don’t know. He’s always wanted a big family, but it’s probably too soon. I’m not exactly a catch right now. I’m just bringing trouble into his life. And he lives in Tennessee.”

      “I bet he would move here for you. You’re not allowed to leave, so he’ll have to come here.”

      “He said he would but we’ve been together for like twelve hours.”

      “Harper, don’t kid yourself. You’ve been together a lot longer than that, even when you were apart you belonged to each other. Liam and I made a bet at our wedding. We made a bet to see how long it would take for you to admit your feelings. That man would have married you that night.”

      Warmth and hope fill my chest. “How should I tell him?” I ask.

      “With all the drama happening, you should do it in a really fun, exciting way. Make it special.”

      “That does sound fun,” I say.

      “Can I tell you something else?” Savannah asks, scrunching her nose and biting her lip nervously.

      “I’m really happy you’re pregnant. Liam and I are trying, so hopefully I won’t be too far behind you.”

      A fresh wave of tears spring to my eyes, but this wave is complete joy. Savannah and I both look toward the door when we hear movement out in the hallway. “Kiernan and James are here, they’re probably leaving. Let’s go say goodbye.”

      Savannah pops up and helps me to my feet. All three men turn to look at us as we walk out of the bathroom.

      “Hey, Sugar. You doing okay?”

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurt out.

      “That is not what we planned,” Savannah says behind me.
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      My body is frozen solid, the earth stopped spinning, and time stopped. The only thing I can see clearly is Harper’s face. Her gorgeous face filled with doubt and worry. My gaze slides down her body to her stomach; I think part of me is expecting it to already be round and full, different from when I saw her only an hour ago.

      Pregnant.

      Pregnant.

      Pregnant with my baby.

      Harper is pregnant with my baby.

      “Holy fuck.” My words come out on a whoosh of breath. There’s noise all around me, but I only see Harper worrying her bottom lip, nervous for my reaction. Ridiculous. How can I be anything but the happiest man alive?

      My legs eat up the distance between us and hands wind into her hair. I’m still in a daze. This can’t be real. I can’t be this lucky. My lips crash down on hers. Her hands wrap around my back, gripping my shirt tightly when her mouth opens for me. My tongue plunders inside, sweeping along hers. I’m pouring every word I haven’t said yet into this kiss. Thank you.

      Everything around me comes back into focus as we break our kiss and I lay my forehead against her. Savannah is ushering Kiernan and James out the front door, calling out just before it slams. “Congratulations! We love y’all!”

      “Pregnant?” I whisper, still not willing to believe my luck. This other shit swirling around us couldn’t bring me down if it tried. It’s only given me more reason to fight and give Harper a safe, happy life.

      “Yeah,” she says softly, breaking eye contact and looking down at the ground. I feel her body tense slightly when she pulls her lip between her teeth. “Is that okay?”

      “Is that okay?” I repeat, taken aback by the crazy question. “Is that okay?”

      She’s still looking down, worrying her lip, but she nods. I pull her lip from between her teeth, not wanting her to hurt her pillowy lips. “Is it okay that in a span of twenty-four hours you’ve given me everything I ever wanted?”

      Her eyes pop up to mine, round with surprise. She can’t really think I’d be upset about this. Since I fell in love with her, I’ve been vocal about wanting a family with her.

      “It’s more than okay,” I promise her. “It’s everything. I’ll try every day to give you even a fraction of what you’re giving me.”

      “What am I giving you?” she asks softly.

      “A family. You. A baby. Everything,” I whisper against her skin, kissing her again.

      Her arms tighten around me, holding me tightly as mine band around her, hugging her to my body while I kiss her with everything I have, pouring every piece of myself into the kiss.

      Breaking the kiss, I bring my hand down to her stomach, hoping to feel something. I know it’s too early but fuck, I’m happy. “Are you feeling okay? Have you been thinking this was a possibility?”

      She shrugs. “I feel nauseous, but I thought it was probably the stress. Now I’m not so sure.”

      “Fuck. The stress. Baby, I’m going to handle everything, don’t worry about anything. There’s no need for you to be stressed or worried, let me take care of you.”

      I need to get the ring from Tennessee. I want Harper to be my wife before our baby comes into this world. My name didn’t come from much, but I take pride in the name it’s become. I got out of the trailer park and off the path my mother was on. She overdosed during my time in the Middle East. At that point, I hadn’t seen her in years. I sent gift cards to the grocery store every month, hoping she didn’t find a way to trade them in for cash. She wasn’t really a mother, and I had no father—unless you count the men she fucked for her drugs. I know I didn’t.

      My kid is going to know nothing of that life. I’ll give him or her every opportunity to be something. Kids from my area only had a few choices: gang life, death, or military. Harper’s father helped me see that. Santiago helped me see it, as well. Both of them grew up the way I did and made something of themselves, or so we thought. I vow our children will never question us the way we are questioning them now.

      Harper brings her hand up to my face. “I don’t think you can completely take away the stress about everything we’re dealing with, but I love you for trying.”

      “How long have you known?” I ask, still rubbing her stomach.

      “About twenty minutes. Savannah called me, wondering why I hadn’t called her. We start our periods at the same time every month without fail. I always call and we have a slumber party with Val and eat tons of chocolate. I didn’t call—so she called me—and I realized that in fifteen years, I’ve never started even a day late. She rushed over with a test and here we are.”

      I press another kiss to her lips before bringing her in for a hug. “How far along are you?”

      “I don’t know, I need to go to the doctor to confirm everything. I only took one test, I think most women take multiple.”

      “Call the doctor,” I say, pulling my phone from my pocket handing it to her.

      Her laugh sends warmth spreading through my chest and pride filling my veins. “Right now?”

      “Yes, right now. Let’s go today.”

      She laughs. “It doesn’t work that way. They probably won’t have an appointment today.”

      “Just call,” I urge. A smirk breaks over my face when she shakes her head and starts dialing. I try not to look too smug when she tells me they had a cancellation and can squeeze us in this afternoon.

      The day started with a shitstorm of epic proportions but is turning around to be the best fucking day.

      My smile falls from my face when Harper starts crying. “I’m sorry,” she says, bringing her hands to her face, hiding her tears.

      I tear her hands away from her face. “What could you possibly be sorry for? I’m pretty sure you get a pass on anything for the next nine months. Happy wife, happy life, and all that.”

      She chuckles through her tears. “I’m not your wife.”

      “Yet,” I say with confidence. “You’re not my wife yet.”

      “I just blurted it out. Savannah and I planned this fun, sweet surprise. You would have loved it, but I just blurted it out, like I was asking what you wanted for dinner.”

      “Sugar, I don’t care how you tell me, just as long as you tell me.”

      “I wanted it to be special,” she says, pouting.

      “I think it was special, but I’ll tell you what—don’t tell me what you planned, and surprise me with our next kid.”

      “Roman,” Harper says, laughing. “We don’t even know how far along I am and you’re already talking about our next kid.”

      “Sugar, I’m already thinking about our next four kids.”

      She laughs like I’m joking. I’m not, not even close. I sweep her up into my arms, carrying her into the bedroom. “We have three hours until the appointment—enough time to show you how damn excited I am and how fucking hot it makes me to think about my baby inside of you.”

      Bringing my knee up on the bed, I gently lay Harper down, hovering over her. “You’re beautiful.” Each article of Harper’s clothes comes off slowly as I peel them from her body, kissing every inch of her skin. Our lips meld together, never breaking apart while we make love.
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      “Maybe we should keep the van,” I say, trying to keep my face serious.

      Roman turns his head, glaring at me for a second before looking back at the road. “There’s no way in hell we’re keeping this van.”

      “I like it.” A smile takes over my face as I raise an eyebrow.

      “You only like it because I just ate your pussy in the backseat.”

      I shrug, not seeing an issue with this reasoning. “The reclining seats that lay almost flat are pretty useful.”

      “Nope,” Roman says, popping the p. “I’m not driving this thing longer than I have to.”

      “Fine,” I say, chuckling at the expression on his face.

      “Ready to talk about the store?” He glances at me with a worried expression, afraid he’s going to send me into a tailspin again. I’m better than I was this morning, but I’m still struggling coming to terms that my dream is gone. Poof. Just like that. I want to find the old landlord and strangle him for selling to Rafael.

      “Sure.” May as well rip off the bandage and get this over with.

      “James is meeting the movers in an hour and taking everything to a large storage facility. It’s climate controlled, so there won’t be any issues with anything. I didn’t know if the heat could destroy fabric, so I played it safe.”

      I groan. “I’m going to need to call all my vendors and see about returning everything. I don’t have the money to rent that space for long, and I’ve pretty much depleted my accounts with the severance pay.”

      “Wait a minute. Don’t worry about the storage fee, I’ll take care of it. Kiernan is working on your website, so you can sell online until we find a new storefront that you’ll own.” He puts emphasis on that last word. I feel the same. If I’m ever able to get Harper Avenue open again, it will be in a building I own. I don’t think I’ll ever rent again. “You’ll be an online boutique until we find a location. You may have to cut the girls’ hours but I’m sure you’ll still need help. I don’t think it’s time to think about severance. They’ll need to know today what’s happening with the store, Camille will freak out if she opens in the morning and everything’s gone.”

      My face drops into my hands as I start crying.

      “Oh shit,” Roman says. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s not that. I’m just happy you’re here.”

      “Always, Sugar.” He grabs my hand, pressing a kiss on my palm before holding my hand in his lap.

      “So, I’m not jobless?”

      Roman glances at me again. “No, Sugar. You’re not jobless but even if you were, we’d be okay. We’ll start looking for a house tonight, so you won’t be homeless, either.” Roman winks. I laugh, my heart feeling much lighter this afternoon.

      “Are you going to move here?” I ask.

      “Is that even a serious question?” He squeezes my hand, bringing it to his lips for another kiss.

      “I guess I want to hear you say it.” I hate that I need the reassurance, even after how amazing he’s been, but I do. I want to hear it from his lips, hear the confirmation.

      Roman doesn’t say anything as he pulls into the parking lot of my doctor’s office, unbuckling his seatbelt and mine, pulling me into his lap. One hand frames my face, his fingertips weaving into my hair. “Nothing in this world could stop me from moving here to be with you. Even if you didn’t want me to live with you, I’d move here. This,” he says rubbing my stomach, “is my kid, too. I will be there every day of their life. Nothing will keep me from you or this baby.”

      My lips fuse to his, relishing his words. My hand slides up his chest, right over his heart. I come alive feeling his heart beat against my palm. “I’d do the same, you know. I’d take down anything that kept me from you. James taught me how to throw a punch. I could take a bitch down.”

      Roman throws his head back, his shoulders shaking from laughter. “I have no doubt about it,” he says, kissing my nose. “Let’s go see our kid.”
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      Roman impatiently bounces his leg, staring at the door. We’re waiting in one of the exam rooms for the doctor to come in and confirm I’m pregnant. He exhales a sign of relief when the doctor finally enters the room.

      “Well, Harper, you are indeed pregnant. You’re on birth control, right?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “I’m assuming this was unplanned?” she asks, standing next to the exam table with a look of sympathy on her face. It hasn’t been long since I was in here getting a refill on birth control and telling her I wasn’t sexually active at the moment.

      “Unplanned, yes. Definitely not unwanted, though.” I smile at her with tears in my eyes. Harper smiles at me as her sympathy washes away.

      She looks up at Roman, acknowledging him for the first time. “Is this Dad?”

      “Fuck,” Roman breathes, standing up. “I love the sound of that. Roman. Nice to meet you.” Roman sticks out his hand for the doctor to shake.

      “Good to meet you, too. When did you take your first test, Harper?”

      “Only this morning,” I answer pointing a finger at Roman. “This guy couldn’t wait to come in.”

      The doctor’s smile grows even wider. “I need to know she’s okay. Will being on birth control hurt the baby?” Roman asks her.

      “This early in the pregnancy normally doesn’t have any effects, but she should stop taking them immediately.”

      Roman nods. “I’ll throw them in the trash when we get home.”

      “Let’s take a look at the baby. I need to warn you, we may not see a heartbeat today, depending on how far along you are. That’s no cause for concern, though. It may be a little early. If we do see the heartbeat on the ultrasound, I will try to use the doppler to detect the sound but again, this early in the pregnancy, we may not be able to hear it.”

      Roman’s eyes grow comically wide when the doctor prepares the internal ultrasound machine and tells me to put my feet in the stirrups. The stunned look grows to wonder and awe as a tiny circle appears on the screen with a little fluttering heartbeat. Roman holds my hand and kisses my forehead over and over, not taking his eyes from the screen as the doctor does the measurements.

      “You’re about seven weeks along,” the doctor announces.

      “Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?” Roman asks before looking down at me. “If it’s a girl and she looks like you, I’m fucked.”

      The doctor and I laugh. “No, it’s too soon to tell. Let’s see if we’re lucky enough to hear the heartbeat today. That is, if you want to try. Some feel disappointed if it’s unsuccessful.”

      “Let’s try,” I whisper, squeezing Roman’s hand.

      “Yeah,” Roman says. “I’m feeling lucky this afternoon.”

      He rests his head against mine, looking into my eyes as we wait, listening, hoping to hear something over the white noise. After a few seconds, I close my eyes, feeling disappointment even though I knew not finding the heartbeat was a possibility. My eyes fly open when a whooshing sound takes over the room.

      Roman slams his mouth down on mine, kissing me through tears as he laughs, unable to control his smile. “That’s our kid,” he whispers. “I love you, Sugar, so damn much. I didn’t think it was possible to love you more than I did, but I do. I love you even more, it’s growing every second.”

      “I love you just as much, Roman.”
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      “Remember,” I say as Roman and I walk into the bar. “You can’t tell anyone.”

      “Kiernan is the only person I would tell, and he already knows. You’ll probably need to tell him to keep his mouth shut. He’s not exactly low key.”

      I groan. “He better keep his mouth shut.”

      “Why don’t you want to tell anyone?”

      “It’s too soon. It’s so early. General rule of thumb says twelve weeks.”

      “Kiernan knows, Savannah knows, and James knows. James probably won’t tell anyone because he barely speaks, but won’t Savannah tell Valerie?”

      “No, she wouldn’t. She’d leave this up to me. She will tell Liam, though, but she’ll tell him not to tell Hudson.”

      “I think Valerie will know with one look at you. She’s kind of crazy that way,” Roman says, laughing.

      “I know, right?”

      “How are you going to explain not drinking?”

      “I have the perfect plan. I saw this on a TV show—you bribe the bartender to keep bringing you club soda in a cocktail glass. It looks like a vodka soda.”

      “You don’t drink vodka soda, you drink wine. So, what? You’re going to use grape juice?”

      “Think that will work?” I ask, wondering if a bar carries grape juice.

      “No, I think you should just tell everyone. I know I want to shout from the bar top and buy the whole damn place a round to celebrate.”

      I laugh, picturing him jumping on the bar announcing our baby. “The vodka soda thing will work, you’ll see.”

      I march straight up to the bar, calling over Owen, our usual waiter, and telling him my plan. “Congrats, Harper. He’s a lucky man.”

      “And, he knows it,” Roman says from behind me, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      Owen walks away to make my fake vodka soda and I look at Roman over my shoulder. “Really?”

      “He was staring at your tits. I didn’t like it. Come on, he’ll bring it to the table.”

      Roman leads us to our group of friends, pulling me down in his lap, even though there’s an empty seat for me. I don’t move, though, because I love the feel of his hard body against my back and his arms wrapped around me. “I already told Kiernan to keep it quiet,” he whispers in my ear.

      Savannah and Liam are grinning at me; it’s obvious Savannah told Liam, and they’re not playing cool. James is cool as a cucumber, though, sitting at the head of table, silent and observant as ever. Owen comes over to the table, setting down drinks in front of everyone, and Valerie scrunches her eyebrows while looking at my drink. “What’s that?”

      “Vodka soda. Thought I’d change it up tonight,” I say, taking a sip and glancing away from her.

      “You’re pregnant!”

      Kiernan bursts out laughing. “That didn’t take long.”

      “Wait, you knew?” Valerie asks him.

      “Yeah, I was there when she told him.”

      “Not fair!” Valerie whines. “You know I like to be the first to know things.” She looks around the table at the smiling faces, the only ones who looks surprised are Hudson and Gabe. “You all knew?” Valerie gasps, looking at me. “And you weren’t going to tell me?”

      “It’s so early, Val. I couldn’t hold it in and just blurted it out the second I saw Roman after I found out. James and Kiernan just happened to be there.”

      “And, Savannah?”

      “She was there, too,” I say slowly.

      “You should have called me.”

      “Damn,” Hudson says. “I can’t believe you knocked up my girlfriend.”

      Roman laughs. “I never believed for a second that she was yours.”

      “I thought we were pretty convincing,” I say.

      “That’s because no one knows you like I do,” Roman says in my ear, nipping at the lobe and causing a shiver to race up my spine.

      “That’s not the only thing, Val,” I say, blinking back the tears that spring in my eyes.

      “What is it?” She’s avoiding my eye contact, and her arms are crossed over her chest as she pouts.

      “It’s been a really crazy day. First, I lost my store, then I learned some things about my dad that changes how I feel about my entire life. This morning I felt crushed under the weight of the day, and then I found out I’m pregnant.”

      “What do you mean you lost your store?”

      “Rafael served me with an eviction notice. I have three days to clear the premises, movers packed it all up today.”

      “I’m setting her up with an online boutique, though,” Kiernan says, winking with a sympathetic smile.

      “Harper,” Valerie breathes. “What the hell?”

      “There’s a lot I can’t say yet, but I swear to you, both of you,” I say, grabbing Savannah’s and Valerie’s hands. “I’ll tell y’all everything when I can.”

      “Are you okay?” Valerie asks, her full lips turned down in a frown.

      “Yes and no,” I answer honestly. Roman rubs circles on my back, kissing my shoulder, reminding me he’ll be here through it all. That little piece of knowledge gives me strength to keep moving forward. His hand anchoring me and comforting me earlier was the only reason I made it through the phone calls with my employees. I haven’t begun to think about my dad and what that means yet. That’s going to be a huge mountain to climb and something I may never get over. My happiness about the baby takes precedence at the moment.

      “Fine,” Valerie says, throwing her hands in the air. “I’m happy for you about the baby. Next big news, though, I get to be the first to know!”

      “Deal,” I say to Val, smiling from ear to ear.

      “Roman,” Valerie says, looking intently at him.

      “Oh, Christ,” Gabe mutters.

      “When are you going to make an honest woman out of our girl instead of getting the milk for free?”

      The entire table explodes in laughter, even James has the barest hint of a smile, and I swear I see his shoulders shake.

      “She’ll have my last name by the time this baby comes,” Roman declares confidently, squeezing my hip. I turn my head to stare at him, raising an eyebrow in a challenge. His answering wink tells me this is something he will make happen. His dick hardens beneath my ass as we stare at each other, smiling.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As soon as we’re inside the house, Roman pushes me against the front the door, kissing up my neck and grinding his hips against mine. “Pretty confident I’ll take your last name.” My voice is hoarse and breathless as I arch my back, forcing him to kiss further down my chest.

      Roman bites my nipple through my dress. “You will. Soon.”

      I shiver as his hand slides up my inner thigh. “I hope this isn’t your proposal. It needs some work.”

      “You’ll know when I’m proposing, Sugar.” He groans into my neck when one of his long fingers pushes my panties aside and slides into me. I wrap my leg around his hip, thrusting to meet the heel of his palm on my clit. Roman uses his other hand to lift my other leg wrapping around his hips, so he can walk us toward the couch where he drops me on my feet.

      “Bend over.”

      Turning around and bending over the couch, I stick my ass in the air, ready for him. Roman’s hands skim up my thighs, grabbing my thong to pull down my legs and shoving my dress up, exposing me. He groans as he pulls down the zipper of his pants, freeing himself. My back arches toward him when the head of his cock slides up and down, teasing my entrance.

      “Are you going to say yes when I ask?” he growls in my ear, making me whimper for him. I’m almost begging him to fuck me.

      When he enters me, he hears my answer. “Yes.”
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      The bacon is sizzling on the stove, and the chocolate chip pancakes are piling higher on a plate. Harper’s favorite indulgent breakfast. She’s sleeping in this morning, still curled under the covers and dead to the world. I’ve been awake for hours, getting in a workout with the equipment Liam has in the garage. It’s not enough to replace a gym, but it will do for this morning.

      Since finding out Harper’s pregnant, I haven’t wanted to exhaust her too much or drag her to the gym when she’d rather be anywhere else. The morning sickness has been coming and going over these past few days, and her sweet tooth has been even more indulgent than usual. I don’t mind, though. I’ll meet her every whim with a fucking smile on my face.

      News on Rafael has been quiet over the past few days; nothing else has shown up or threatened us. Kiernan’s still digging for information, and Rafael’s hidey-hole is eluding James. I have every bit of confidence I will take this fucker down and my girl and our baby will live a peaceful life with nothing in our way.

      My laptop is open to an email with potential real estate listings––both residential and commercial. Harper hasn’t seen a house online she’s interested in yet. She refuses to look at anything over a certain price point, even though we can more than afford it. I saved and invested the majority of the millions Santiago left for a purpose like this. Spoiling my girl by buying her the house of her dreams is the best way I can think to use the money. My investments have almost doubled, but she refuses to look at the houses I show her.

      When the bacon is done, I make a plate for Harper, carrying it into the bedroom for her. Gently shaking her awake with the plate behind my back, I smile as her eyes slowly open, landing on me as I place the orange juice on the nightstand. She huffs and closes them again, bringing the blanket higher to cover her face. I shake her again, this time holding the plate in front of me. Her eyes are hard and grumpy when they open again until they land on the plate of food. I try not to take offense when she leaps up and grabs the plate from me. I shake my head, laughing—the chef doesn’t get a good-morning kiss, but the pancakes get a long, drawn-out moan.

      I watch her eat happily, my chest filling with pride and puffing out a bit that I’m the man to put that smile there by doing something she didn’t even ask for. Her smile is my reason for living and breathing, and I’ll work myself to the bone for that smile. It lights up her entire face, making her brown eyes sparkle.

      I get up from the bed when the doorbell rings. Kiernan’s standing on the other side of the door, holding a stack of papers with a bewildered expression.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, immediately on alert.

      “I found her money.” His eyes get even larger. “Where’s Harper?”

      “She’s eating breakfast.”

      “Get her, we need to talk.”

      He pushes past me into the house, sitting on the couch in the living room and staring down at the papers in his hands. My stomach fills with dread at what he found. His shocked expression and worried eyes have me on edge.

      I step into the bedroom, giving Harper a wary smile. Her face lights up when she sees me. “Sorry, baby, breakfast came first this morning. Thank you for breakfast.” She gets up, walking toward me, and stands on her tip toes to kiss me on the cheek. Fuck, she’s sweet. And happy. And I’m the bastard that just might ruin her day.

      “Sugar,” I say, running my hand down her arm. “Kiernan’s here, he needs to talk to us.”

      The bright smile immediately falls from her face. “Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t know. He told me to get you so we could all talk. Get dressed, babe.”

      I stand by the door, watching her change from her sexy sleepwear to a pair of jeans and casual shirt. Nothing less than perfection.

      “Let’s go,” she says, grabbing my hand. I squeeze her, giving her all the reassurance I can in this moment. The dread in my gut is telling me everything’s about to change.

      Harper and I sit down on the couch opposite of Kiernan. I get straight to the point. “What’s up?”

      Kiernan looks at Harper, running his hand through his hair, pulling at the ends. “I think I know what he wants.”

      “What is it?” Harper asks, gasping.

      “Money,” Kiernan says. “I don’t know why he isn’t just saying money when he talks about it but, what I found, what else could he want?”

      “What are you talking about?” I demand. “You’re not making any damn sense.”

      “I don’t have any money,” Harper says, her shaking hand curling her hair behind her ear.

      “You do, you just don’t know about it. I’m willing to bet he knows about it. You also have a safety deposit box in your name in Dallas.”

      “Why didn’t she find out about any of this earlier? Why wasn’t this in the will?” I ask.

      “It was already in her name so there was nothing to transfer after death. This is the bank where the safety deposit is.” Kiernan slides a piece of paper across the coffee table.

      Harper picks it up, looking at the address. “This is where my dad banked. I’ve been there. He set up my first account there.”

      “He was probably also putting the box in your name and you didn’t know.”

      “Why?” Harper asks, clutching the piece of paper between her finger tips.

      “I don’t know,” Kiernan says. “No documents contain what is inside the box, but you can go and look.”

      “I don’t have a key or anything.”

      “The bank will have a master key,” I say, rubbing Harper’s back. “We’ll head to Dallas today if you want or whenever you’re ready.”

      “Today,” she said nodding once, determination settling over her face. Her hand lies against her flat belly. “I want to solve this as quickly as possible.”

      “Are her accounts with the money there, too?” I ask Kiernan.

      He sighs, rubbing his hands through his hair. “No. Every account in her name is offshore.”

      “Offshore?” she asks. “I thought only tax evaders used offshore accounts.”

      Kiernan rolls his lips between his teeth, not wanting to point out the fact that the money is there to avoid taxes and suspicion.

      “Where?” I ask, moving past the potentially awkward situation. When Harper is ready to emotionally deal with her dad, we can talk about this, too.

      “There are several accounts. Two from your parents. Three from Santiago. They’re split up all over the place. Bahamas, Switzerland, Grand Cayman, and Bermuda.”

      “What?” Harper asks shocked. “How can there be that many? And why in so many places?”

      “It’s another level of protection to split up the cash in different locations.”

      “How much?” I ask. This must be where the money from her parents and Santiago is located. They wouldn’t have left her with so little, but if none of this had happened, she never would have known. That doesn’t seem right.

      Kiernan takes a deep breath. “All together it’s three-fifty.”

      “Thousand?” Harper asks shocked. “Why so much?”

      Annoyance grates against my nerves—she shouldn’t think that’s a lot. Santiago left me five million, and for what? Maybe I was supposed to come back to Harper sooner. Maybe it actually belonged to Harper. The lawyer told me Santiago had just updated his will before and had intended to put a letter to me, but he died before giving the letter to the lawyer. Fuck. I always thought the letter would say he was proud I did something for myself after he paid for my school.

      What if I stole Harper’s money? Three hundred fifty thousand? That’s it? I know it’s a lot of money, more than some see in a lifetime, but both her parents and Santiago had the means to give her more. Harper deserves more, she deserves every cent they had. What the hell were they doing? Why would Rafael be so concerned about that amount? That’s not even a drop in the bucket for the head of a cartel.

      I will sign over the millions to my name. Today. It doesn’t matter that it would be hers anyway once she becomes my wife. It’s hers. Fuck, it must belong to her.

      “No,” Kiernan says, drawing out the word. “Three hundred fifty million.”

      “Oh,” Harper says, her jaw hanging open, staring at the piece of paper Kiernan is trying to hand her.

      “Yeah,” I say sarcastically. “That makes sense why Rafael’s after it.”

      “He can have it,” Harper says, still staring blankly at the paper she refuses to take. “I don’t want it.”

      I grab the paper from Kiernan’s hand, looking at all the account numbers with the amounts in each.

      “You’re not giving him this money, Harper,” I order.

      “Why the hell not?” she asks, finally done with staring blankly. There’s an inferno behind her eyes, she isn’t ready to back down. “Don’t you dare try to tell me what to do with this. I don’t want it. He can have every last penny.”

      “No,” I growl. “Your family left this for you.”

      “It’s dirty money. My father and uncle were dirty. I don’t want to touch it. Rafael can have it, then he’ll leave us alone and let us have peace.”

      Kiernan breaks in, stepping into our argument. “I don’t think he’d leave either one of you alone that quickly. If you fold easily to him, I fear what else he thinks he’d be able to do. Harper, this is your money.”

      “It’s dirty,” she yells, looking back and forth between us with tears welling in her eyes.

      All three of us look toward the door when the doorbell rings. Kiernan approaches it slowly, looking out the window. His tense shoulders relax before swinging open the door to let James in.

      “No,” Harper yells, holding out her hand palm up, trying to ward him off. “Not you, too. I don’t want to hear it.”

      James doesn’t say a word, only frowns, staring at Harper. His eyes meet mine after a second, and I nod.

      “I found him.”

      “Where?” I demand.

      “One of his shell corporations owns the building where Harper’s apartment is. His apartment is across the hall.”

      “Fuck,” Kiernan breathes.

      I stand up from the couch, my hands balling into fists. “You’re telling me, he was right there all along? Fucking watching her all this time?”

      James nods.

      “That’s how he knew when I left her alone?”

      James nods again. “I still think you have a rat problem.”

      “Motherfucker,” I roar, pacing to keep the need to punch something at bay. I turn toward Harper. “You’re not giving him a fucking dime of your money.”

      “What money?” James asks.

      “My dad and Santiago left me three hundred fifty million dollars. I just found out. Want it?”

      James stares at her, his eyes bugging out of his head, and I’ve never seen him so expressive. “Uh, no thanks.”

      

      “Do you think Savannah and Liam want it? They just got married, newlyweds always need money, right?”

      James looks at her like she’s lost her mind but doesn’t answer her.

      “Can we transfer the money to her bank account here?” I ask Kiernan.

      “Moving that type or cash isn’t something that goes unnoticed, it would raise a lot of red flags. It can slowly be moved in small increments. Still though, red flags. It will be easy enough to get debit cards for each account.”

      “Do whatever you want,” Harper says. “I’m not taking the money.”

      “It’s yours,” I say.

      “My dad and Santiago did God knows what to earn that money. I won’t touch it.”

      I shake my head, refusing to argue about this anymore. “We need to get going if we’re going to make it Dallas in time.”

      “Fine,” Harper agrees, marching off toward the bedroom.

      “Fuck, this is a mess,” I mutter with my hands on my hips.

      “Hopefully whatever’s in the safety deposit box will shed some light,” Kiernan says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            41

          

          
            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      Roman and I haven’t said a word to each other, and we’ve been in the car for an hour. When I got in, I crossed my arms over my chest, looking out the window. Roman pried one of my arms away from my body and held my hand in his lap. He didn’t say anything, and I could feel the anger rolling off of him, too, but he kept my hand in his lap, rubbing circles on it since we left the driveway.

      “What do you think the little nugget is?” Roman says, breaking the silence.

      “What?” I ask.

      “The baby, our little nugget. Boy or girl?”

      “Boy,” I answer automatically.

      Roman smiles, looking over at me, raising my hand to kiss my knuckles. “Why?”

      “When the test read positive, I immediately pictured a little boy running around, trying to be just like his dad.”

      “I think girl. A girl just a stunning as you who won’t date until I’m dead.”

      “Good luck with that.” And just like that, Roman pulled me from my sour mood and made me laugh and smile. He kisses my hand again with a smile on his face. “I can’t believe you’ve only taken me on one real date and I’m pregnant.”

      “Okay, let’s make this a date.”

      “A car ride to Dallas that could potentially make our lives messier is going to be our date?” I ask skeptically.

      “Don’t think about the destination, put it out of your mind for now. Fact is something neither one of us can even guess is waiting for us a few hours away. Second fact is that no matter what it is or how all this bullshit settles, there’ll still be you and me. We’ll still be us, not a damn thing in this world will ever change that. I just got you back, I’m not wasting another second of it. Ten years was too damn long, Sugar.”

      “Okay,” I say, trying to get my swoon under control. “We’re on a date.”

      “Did you date anyone seriously while we were apart?” Roman tenses as soon as the question is out in the open. He glances at me before flicking his eyes back to the road. In that one second, I can tell this has been weighing heavily on his mind.

      “No.” I shrug. “I never made it past date three with a guy.”

      “Why not?”

      “As much as I wanted to hate you, none of them were you. Roman, you set me on fire with one look, you have from the first time we met. When you touch me, I feel it everywhere. Being around you is like a sensory overload. If a man couldn’t make me feel even a fraction of that, why bother?”

      “Christ,” Roman breathes. “How did I get so damn lucky?”

      I smile, shaking my head. I’m the lucky one. “Did you date anyone seriously?”

      “No, Sugar. Never. I didn’t even try. I won’t lie and say I’ve been celibate all these years, but everything I’ve done to become the man I am has been for you. Serving our country, rising in the ranks, earning my degree afterward, starting a successful company, investing the inheritance from Santiago, all of it. It was all for you. It took me too damn long to get here, I own that mistake. But I knew I would come for you one day.”

      “Why did it take so long?” I ask. I don’t need to ask him how he knew during our separation that we’d find each other again. If I broke myself open and dug around in my inner most thoughts, I thought the same. I’ve belonged to him since I met him. My heart started beating for him the first time he kissed me. My soul bound to his irrevocably the first time we made love. No other man could ever truly have me. They didn’t lose before the game started, they were never even in the game.

      “I never thought I was enough for you. I hated where I came from, I hated that your parents and Santiago pitied me.”

      I cut him off. “They did not pity you. My family, no matter their faults, loved you. You were Sadie’s hero. Mom and Dad loved you like a son, knew you would be their son one day. Have I ever told you what my mom said to me after she met you?”

      “No.”

      “You walked out the door after dinner that night and kissed me on the porch. I was leaning against the door when my mom came into the foyer. My heart was still racing from your kiss. She was smiling so big, Roman. She had tears in her eyes as she watched me catch my breath. Then she said if anything ever happens to her, she’ll never have to worry about me. She said I’d be taken care of and she’d be damn proud to have you as a son-in-law. She’d never seen anyone so in love at such a young age. She solidified every thought I was already having. I already knew I wanted to marry you, but I worried I was just being a silly high school girl. I wasn’t, though. I just happened to meet my soulmate young.”

      Roman breathes deeply, taking in everything I told him. After a moment, I squeeze his hand. “They never pitied you. Continue. Why did it take so long?”

      “I wanted to be someone who deserved you, who could give you the type of life you were accustomed to having. Your dad could provide you with anything. I wanted to do that for you. Even after the inheritance and success with the company, I still never felt like I was enough. Told myself you were better off.”

      “I wasn’t better off. I was missing my heart.”

      “I still don’t think I deserve you, but I’m done staying away. The moment I walked into your room, I couldn’t even see you, just your hair, but I knew I’d do anything to hear you tell me you love me.”

      “I love you, Roman.”

      He looks at me, bringing my hand to mouth, pressing a gentle kiss. “I love you, too.”

      We pass the hours getting to know each other even more and catching up on the ten years. My favorite part of the drive is when we argue about baby names. Even being able to do that feels monumental. By the time we pull into the bank parking lot, I feel ready to take on the world.

      “Ready?” Roman asks, staring up at the tall skyscraper in downtown Dallas.

      “Yeah,” I say confidently. “I have you and we can get through anything.”

      Roman and I walk into the bank holding hands, marching toward one of the teller windows with purpose.

      “How can I help you?” a sweet older woman asks.

      “I need inside of my safe deposit box, but I lost the key.”

      “Okay, dear. Please take a seat in the lobby and I’ll get a manager to help you.”

      “Thanks,” I say before we walk toward two chairs next to each other.

      Before either one of us can settle in for our wait, the manager comes to sweep us away. After checking my ID and verifying my social security number, she leads us into a vault with safety deposit boxes from floor to ceiling. The manager uses a key to unlock the box but doesn’t open it. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

      “Thank you,” I say, not taking my eyes from the box in front of me. It’s one of the smallest in the room, just a thin cubby.

      “I’m right here,” Roman whispers, wrapping an arm around me.

      My shaking hand pauses right before it touches the handle to open the door. I take a deep breath, preparing myself. When I open the door, I’m confused. There’s a single sheet of paper with nothing else. It isn’t in my father’s writing, but Uncle Santiago’s.

      I show Roman the note after I read it. His eyes pop up to meet mine, mirroring my confusion.
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      “My mom’s jewelry box?” I ask Roman, looking up at him.

      “I don’t know, Sugar.”

      “I don’t know of any other jewelry box, and my dad made it for my mom.”

      “Then it’s probably the one.”

      “Yeah,” I say quietly, looking down at the single piece of paper. Roman takes his phone out of his pocket, turning on the flashlight and crouching down to look inside.

      There’s nothing else in there; it’s just empty. How long has this been in here? Uncle Santiago died a few weeks before my twenty-first birthday, so it’s been here for at least seven years.

      I flip the page over, looking for any information other than the few words written on the front. What am I supposed to look for in the jewelry box? I’ve opened it weekly for the past ten years. I wear my mom’s jewelry often. I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.

      “Maybe something is engraved on one of the pieces,” I suggest quietly.

      “Maybe,” he murmurs just as softly, taking the piece of paper from my hand and looking at it. Roman holds it up to the light, but it’s still just a single sheet of computer paper with a few words scrawled in the middle.

      “What do we do now?” I ask. “Does this even have anything to do with Rafael?”

      “I don’t know.” Roman shrugs before pulling me into a hug. “Are you doing okay?”

      “I’m not really sure. I feel underwhelmed. I don’t know what I was thinking could be in here, but I didn’t think it would be one single sheet of paper.”

      “Me neither.”

      I squeeze his middle, hugging him tighter, breathing in his spicy scent. His heartbeat against my ear calms me down.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “On to the next piece of the puzzle,” I say.

      He doesn’t let go of me yet, just continues to hold me. “When we get into the car, we leave this bullshit here. We’re back on our date, okay?”

      I smile into his chest. “Sounds perfect.”

      We walk hand-in-hand to the van. I turn my face toward the sun, soaking it up, and leave every emotion I felt in that vault behind. Roman opens the door for me, making sure I’m settled before he jogs around to the other side of the van. When he gets in the car, I lean over the console, brushing my finger along his arm. “So, is this the third date or a continuation of the second date?”

      “Isn’t the third date the one where the guy gets lucky?”

      “Yes,” I say, smiling flirtatiously.

      “Definitely the third date,” he says, flashing me a grin and a wink.

      I pat my stomach, laughing. “Although I think you already got lucky.”

      Roman grabs my hand, bringing it to his lap and looking at me before pulling out of the parking lot. “You have no idea. I’m already so damn lucky.”

      “Why Tennessee?”

      “Nashville is a big market for security. There’s a lot of celebrities and it’s a major city, so investigation work is never in short supply. I didn’t want to be in New York, Chicago, or LA. In my mind that left Texas or Nashville.”

      “If you chose Texas, we could have had this reunion a lot sooner.”

      “I knew that would happen if I chose Texas. I had nothing when I discharged from the army except an inheritance I didn’t understand but also didn’t deny.”

      “So that left Nashville.”

      “Yep,” Roman said.

      “Do you like it there?”

      “It’s a neat city, but it’s not home.”

      “Where do you consider home?” I ask. Even when we were young he didn’t feel like his trailer park was a home.

      “Wherever you are,” Roman answers. “The place doesn’t matter, you’re what anchors me.”

      Swoon.

      “I love when you melt,” Roman says in a husky voice. The pure hunger in his eyes makes my breath catch.

      “Not so fast, this date just started. You’re not guaranteed to get lucky.”

      “I’m not too worried about it.” Roman winks, sending my heart fluttering. He’s the sexiest man without even trying. He makes driving a minivan look sexy. His toned, tan arm is stretched in front of him, holding the top of the wheel. I shiver thinking about him above me. His cocky smile tells me he doesn’t miss my reaction to him.

      “Have you ever thought about opening a bakery?” Roman asks, taking me by surprise.

      “No, not really. I mostly consider baking to just be a hobby for myself. I love making things for my friends. I thought about having a little dessert area in the boutique. I thought it would be fun to go shopping with girlfriends and being able to have a coffee and dessert after buying some clothes.”

      “Why didn’t you do it?”

      I shrug. “The space I was in really wasn’t big enough for that type of thing. And I don’t know if eating a slice of cake is helpful when you’re trying on a pair of skinny jeans.”

      “Let’s look for a space big enough to have something like that. I think it’s a great idea.”

      “Thanks,” I say, blushing from his praise. “Are you going to expand your company, or what are you going to do?”

      “Not sure yet, Sugar. Kiernan could run the Tennessee office and I’ll work on opening the Texas branch.”

      “I’m going to miss Kiernan when he goes back to Tennessee.”

      “I won’t,” Roman says, smiling. I know it’s not true. Kiernan is the closest thing to a brother Roman has. “If Kiernan doesn’t want to run it, I may shut it down and start fresh in Texas.”

      “I don’t want you to do that for me.”

      Roman glances at me. “It’s nothing, babe. I have tons of connections in the security business. I get could all my guys jobs. The rest is just a change of location.”

      We lapse into silence, staring at the road in front of us. Roman is being honest and forthcoming about everything, telling me things I didn’t even know to ask for. It’s time I do the same—there’s something he doesn’t know that I did for him while he was serving our country.

      “You know, I was there the day they buried your mom.”

      Roman’s eyes whip to mine then back to the road. His jaw clenches. His mother and childhood are subjects he hates; he avoids them at all costs. I’ve only gleaned what little I know of his childhood from small snippets he shared. He never wanted to taint our time together with the ugliness of his past.

      He doesn’t ask why or how I knew, but I answer him, anyway. “I knew you were overseas. Andrea from high school, she was one of the nurses who worked on your mom, trying to bring her back, called me after. She assumed we were still together, so she told me everything. Saint Matthews always buried those who couldn’t afford a plot, so I knew it would be there. I called and spoke with the pastor, asking for information.”

      “There wasn’t a service or anything. I couldn’t come home. No one else would have shown up. I paid for the burial.”

      “I know. The pastor told me. He stood with me as they lowered her casket into the ground. I knew you probably hadn’t seen her since you left and that a goodbye would be hard for you. I also know you love her, even though she was awful, because that’s who you are. So, I said goodbye for you. She wasn’t alone, Roman.”

      Roman scrubs a hand over his face when he looks at me, and his eyes are slightly glassy. “It’s haunted me for years thinking she went into the ground with no one around. I know she did it to herself, made her life what it was, but she was still my mom.”

      “I know,” I whisper. “I had flowers sent to her grave for a year. It’s all I could afford, but they were her favorite color, no matter the season.”

      “Pink,” he whispers.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Remember I was wearing pink when I met her? She told me how much she loved the color.”

      He shakes his head. “She just loved the girl in it. After she met you, she begged me that night to be stronger than her, to not follow in her footsteps. That’s one of my best memories of her. I remember telling her how important it was to me for you to meet her and how important you are to me. She tried her best that day. I know she wasn’t normal, but she actually tried.”

      “I know, baby.” I squeeze his hand, sending all the love I can through our connection.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A few hours later, we pull into the driveway of the lake house, getting out in silence and heading straight for the bedroom. The jewelry box has been sitting on top of the dresser since the day we arrived at Savannah and Liam’s place.

      “I’ve opened this box hundreds, if not thousands, of times,” I say to Roman. “It feels different now. I’m expecting it look different when I open it.”

      “I know. I’m expecting it to be like a jack-in-the-box, something springing out at us as soon as we open it.”

      “Thanks for putting that thought in my head,” I say, lightly slapping his chest.

      “It’s not a horror movie, Harp.”

      “Feels like it,” I mutter.

      “Want me to open it?” Roman asks.

      “No, I’ll do it.” I reach forward, holding my breath as I open the lid. My teeth are biting into my bottom lip and my eyes are squinting as I prepare for something to jump out like Roman said.

      Of course, nothing happens. It’s the same as it always was. Roman and I each pick up an item, running it through our fingers, looking for an engraving or clue. When the box is empty, Roman picks it up, feeling along the interior with a frown on his face.

      “Nothing?” I ask.

      “Not that I can see or feel.” He flips the box over, staring at the bottom. “There’s a couple screws here. I can take it apart.”

      “Will you be able to put it back together?” I ask worriedly. “I don’t want to lose it. It’s one of the only things I have left.”

      “Of course, Sugar. I’ll be extra careful. Be right back.”

      I stand there staring at the box, begging it to give me some answers. But Roman is right. This isn’t a horror movie. It doesn’t rattle around the top of the dresser or open with a light shining out of it—sucking me into another dimension.

      Roman comes in carrying a screwdriver. He turns over the box, carefully taking out each screw and setting them on the dresser. The bottom piece slides out from the rest of the frame. Roman looks at me then back down at the jewelry box, pulling out a flash drive and several envelopes. Each one is labeled with a different name. Sadie. Marissa. Harper. Roman. Roman’s letter is written in a different handwriting than the other three. His is from Santiago, and the rest are from my dad.

      I pick up the letter for me, my sister, and my mom. Roman’s holding his, staring at it with a scowl. “Ready?” I ask.

      He nods, ripping open his envelope. I do the same with mine. Roman watches me pull out folded paper. He hasn’t made a move to pull his from the envelope. “Aren’t you going to look at yours?”

      “After you. Just in case,” he says, planting a kiss on my forehead. I sit on the edge of the bed, looking down at the letter in my dad’s handwriting.

      

      
        
        My Dearest Doll,

      

        

      
        If you’re reading this, it means that I’m gone. Before we get to anything else, know that I loved you with my entire heart. The first time I held you right after you were born, you changed my life. I became a dad. A word so scary and jarring, I didn’t know what to do. One day, you and Roman will experience this joy. The joy of holding something you created out of love. There’s nothing like it in the world, Doll.

      

        

      
        If I’m gone, that means you’ve received your inheritance. I’m sure you didn’t think twice about the number. I bet Roman did, though. Not because he’s greedy or out for your money, but because he loves you so fiercely. He knows what you deserve and he’s smart as a whip, he knows the pittance you received isn’t what is owed to you.

      

        

      
        If Santiago is alive, he will explain everything to you on your twenty-first birthday. If he’s not and you’re reading this, then everything we planned is working. You must also know by now that your Uncle Santiago is the head of a cartel, and I helped him. Santiago is my brother, no matter his poor decisions in life. I would never turn my back on him. I had a skillset and his trust, which he greatly valued. He kept the dirtiness of his life from you. The very first time he regretted his path is when he held you. I wasn’t going to allow him in your life.

      

        

      
        I gave him five minutes in the hospital to hold you, his niece. You wrecked him, the same way you wrecked me. He begged me to be part of your life, he swore he’d put you first and the cartel second. He said no dirtiness would ever touch you. I hope that is still true. He is not a bad man. Santiago, the true Santiago, is the man that you know. The man that loved to be your taste tester even when you tried the wildest cake flavors. He’s the man that was at every recital and graduation, right next to me. That is Santiago. Remember him that way, love him that way. Don’t let a hard life that led to bad choices affect your view of your uncle.

      

        

      
        As for me, please never think poorly of me. I’d die a thousand deaths if I found out you thought of me differently. When we meet in the afterlife and you look at me differently, I will be destroyed. Please know I did what I did because Santiago is my family. We aren’t blood, but he’s my best friend. I had no blood family until your mom and I had you and your sister. He was the closest thing to a family I had. When you survive the streets, abuse, neglect, and hunger together, you share an unbreakable bond. We are from the same life but chose different paths. Santiago and I are doing everything we can for Roman, for him to choose the military. It is his only way out of where he comes from.

        I hope when you’re reading this, you just turned twenty-one and Roman is with you, as is Santiago but of course I won’t know. I’m writing this letter because I discovered some things about the cartel and Santiago’s son. Yes, Santiago has a son. He’s dangerous. I fear that if my death is suspicious, he is behind it. He’s why both Santiago and I have moved our money to offshore accounts. Santiago has taken you, your mother, and sister out of his will in hopes that it will protect you from Rafael.

      

        

      
        The flash drive is everything I have on him. Use it wisely.

        I know you and your high and mighty ways. The money intended for you in the offshore accounts is clean. My business was successful and I made good, honest money doing it. It’s clean and it’s yours. The money intended for your mother and sister is clean, too. All the money I earned from the cartel, I donated to children’s shelters. Hoping to save even one life from a life like Santiago and I had.

      

        

      
        Take care of your mother and sister. They will need you and lean on you in face of my death. My strong, beautiful, fierce Harper. I love you, even from the afterlife.

      

        

      
        Take care of Roman, too. There will be things he learns in his life that won’t be easy on him. Treat each other well.

      

        

      
        I wish I could say enough I love yous to last until the end of your days.

      

        

      
        I love you, Harper. My beautiful doll of a daughter.

      

        

      
        Love always,

        Dad
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            Roman

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper’s tears are soaking the pages of her letter. My chest is cracking open watching the tears fall down her face. She has cried far too much, for my taste. I love when my girl smiles and is happy. After this shit is done—and I will end it soon—I’m going to spend my life trying to only make her smile.

      She takes a deep, shaky breath before looking up at me, tears still spilling down her cheeks. “You need to read your letter,” she says.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Not now. Read yours first, then we’ll talk.”

      I lean against the door frame, pulling the letter with Santiago’s handwriting from its envelope and blowing out a long breath, preparing for a freight train that I can’t stop.

      

      
        
        Roman,

        My son.

        I do mean that literally. If you’re reading this, it means I am gone and never got to tell you in person. You are my son.

      

      

      

      No. Fuck no. My breathing becomes ragged as rage tears through me. I don’t bother reading the rest, crumpling the pages and throwing them to the ground.

      I walk out of the room, yelling over my shoulder. “Get in the fucking car, Harper.
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            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      What the hell just happened.

      “Harper,” Roman roars from the front door. I’ve been frozen to my spot on the bed since he stormed out. I race toward the front of the house to meet him. He’s waiting for me by the door, motioning for me to walk through it. I don’t question him, just follow his command.

      “Get in,” he growls.

      I don’t speak until he’s speeding down the street. “Roman, you’re scaring me. Slow down.”

      He growls, gripping the steering wheel so tightly, it looks like he’s about to yank it from the steering column. But his foot comes off the gas, slowing us down.

      “What’s happening?” I ask. “What did it say?”

      “Like you don’t know. Fucking urging me on to read it.”

      “I don’t know, Roman. I swear. Please tell me what’s going on.”

      “Not right now,” he yells, slamming his hand down on the steering wheel.

      A few minutes later he whips into the parking lot of Raise the Bar, jumping out of the car as soon as he slams into park. I run behind him, trying to catch him, but his strides are too fast and long. He walks straight past James standing at the reception desk and up to one of the punching bags hanging from the ceiling. I stop next to the desk, covering my mouth, as I watch him roar in anger, slamming his fist into the bag.

      Tears well in my eyes with each punch to the bag. After only a few punches, I can see that his knuckles are bleeding, dripping blood down his hands and arm. James comes around the desk, standing next to me and watching Roman.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, turning toward me.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper. I explain about the safety deposit box and the note inside of it which led us to the letters. “He crumpled his letter, threw it on the ground, and now we’re here doing this.” I wave my hand toward Roman.

      “What did it say?”

      “His letter?” I ask, looking at him. His eyes are focused on Roman, watching him intently, and flicking to the few people around him.

      James nods.

      “I don’t know,” I answer, wishing I did so I could help him in some way.

      “He can beat the shit out of the bag as long as he wants to, but if he starts a fight with any of those people he’s growling at, I will forcibly remove him. Fair warning.”

      “Understood,” I whisper, wanting to ask James to forcibly remove him right now, so I can figure this out and help him in a way that isn’t bloodying his hands.

      “Come on. Sit behind the desk. You’ll still have a view of your boy.”

      I walk around his desk and plop down in the chair, not taking my eyes off Roman. Tears silently pour down my cheeks. He beats the bag until he’s so physically exhausted his arms hang like limp noodles by his side.

      Slowly one arm comes up to wrap around the bag, holding it steady while he crashes into it. His forehead rests against it as he looks at the floor, breathing heavily. Roman’s head rolls to the side, finding me immediately. He winces when he takes in my tear-stained face.
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      It takes every ounce of strength I can muster to peel myself from the bag and walk toward the front door. As I’m walking past Harper, I signal my head toward the door. “Come on, Sugar.”

      Her face softens at the term of endearment. Fuck. I’m fucking it up again, and I can’t even stop myself. I didn’t mean to speak to her the way I did. I couldn’t hold in the rage and hostility any longer.

      Those three words are all I say to her before walking out of the gym. I slow my pace until I hear her footsteps. She peppers me with a few questions on the way home, but I remain silent. I can’t talk. The words won’t come. I depleted my body with physical exercise and now that the anger’s gone, there’s nothing left inside of me at the moment. Harper stops her line of questioning, turning toward the window and staying silent.

      I wish I could reach out to her, but I can’t. Everything inside of me is gone. We walk in the house, and I don’t bother flipping on the lights as I make my way down the hallway toward the bathroom. I stand in the dark room waiting for the water to heat enough to step inside. When the steam starts billowing out of the shower curtain, I strip and step in, leaning my forearms against the wall and allowing the water to pound against my back.

      The hot water stings as it splashes against the cuts along my knuckles. I welcome the pain. I welcome any feeling. Anything at all. Anything to take away from the emptiness inside of me.

      Harper steps in behind me, pressing her naked body to my back and wrapping her arms around my middle. She hugs me close for a solid five minutes, neither one of speaking or moving until she lets go of me. I wonder if she’s getting out, sick of my attitude. I lean my head against the wall, wishing my voice would work so I could ask her to stay.

      My body jolts in surprise when the scratchy loofah hits my skin. Harper washes my body, taking care of every inch of skin, paying close attention to my busted knuckles. She lays a soft kiss on each cut, slowly healing my soul and making me feel anything but empty.

      After she washes my body, she puts shampoo in her hands, washing my hair, massaging my scalp. Tension slowly fades from my shoulders as I relax, letting her take care of me. She doesn’t say a word or ask anything of me, she’s just here, showing me more love than I’ve received in a lifetime.

      We stay silent in the shower until the water runs cold. Harper reaches around me, turning off the spray, before she grabs the towel from the rack, drying me before she dries herself. A fresh pair of boxer briefs are sitting on the counter, and she grabs them, handing them to me. I put them on, following her out of the bathroom. While I toss on my briefs, she throws on a nightie.

      The crumbled letter isn’t on the floor anymore. I wonder if she read it. I hope not. If she did, did she get farther than me? Harper pulls back the covers on my side, silently urging me to get in. She moves over to her side, climbing in. Neither one of us reaches for the other, and we both stay silent.

      Minutes or hours or maybe even seconds later, I close my eyes, needing to feel her. I listen for the sound of her breathing; she’s not asleep yet. A deep sigh of relief escapes my body when I wrap her tightly in a hug.

      “Did you read it?”

      “No,” she says softly. “I put it away in case you ever need it.”

      “He’s my father,” I admit in the dark.

      Her tracing fingers stop moving on my chest. “Who?” she asks softly.

      “Santiago.”

      Her body stiffens in my arms. “How? What?”

      “I didn’t read the whole thing.”

      “Why not?”

      “I read enough. He’s my father.”

      “Wow,” Harper whispers.

      “That means that Rafael is my brother.”

      “Oh, my God,” she breathes, her arm moving around my middle to hug me tight.

      “I thought I had no one. Turns out I have a brother. A blood brother.”

      Harper stays silent, allowing me the space to process as quickly or slowly as I need.

      “Fate is a cruel bitch. Not ever giving me a family until you and our baby, and in walks a long-lost brother who appears to be psychotic. I have a family member, something I’ve always wanted. The only blood relative I knew was my junkie mom. This blood relative wants to hurt my girl. Fuck. Cruel fucking fate.”

      “If he was your father, why wasn’t he around? If he knew he had you as a son, why would he ignore that fact? Why help you later in life, but not tell you who he is?”

      “Not a clue, Harp.” I say dejectedly, feeling like a knife is stabbing me in the heart as the world laughs.

      “Maybe it’s in the letter,” she whispers so softly, I know she’s scared to offend me.

      “I’m not reading it and I don’t want you to read it, either.”

      “I won’t,” she promises.

      We lapse into silence again. My arm is still wrapped around her, but I feel like a shell. Just a husk of a being. Santiago is my father. Rafael is my brother. Does he know? Could that be why he’s doing this?

      I close my eyes, realizing the five million was from my father. I want to throw it all out the window now, letting it land anywhere, letting anyone pick it up off the street. Understanding washes over me. This is what Harper was feeling earlier when she said she didn’t want the money. It doesn’t matter the luxuries it could bring, it’s not worth the struggle happening in our minds.

      Being the bastard that I am, I haven’t asked Harper about her letter, and now it’s too late. She’s fallen asleep. I listen to her deep breathing, allowing her rhythmic breaths to lull me into a restful state where hopefully I can fall asleep.

      Tomorrow, I will be better. It’s been an intense few days. As much as I’ve tried to give Harper, I’ve failed her just as much. Maybe she’s better off without a bastard like me. Son of a junkie and a drug dealing cartel king. Isn’t that just fucking rich.
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      My hand reaches over to feel empty space to next me. Roman isn’t in bed. The only time we haven’t woken up together is when he made me breakfast in bed. Was that only yesterday? It feels like a lifetime ago. The events of yesterday shouldn’t have been able to happen in only a twenty-four-hour period, but over days, months, even years. I pad out of the room in search of Roman.

      Worry starts to coat my skin as each room I pass is empty. My ears are straining to hear anything as I stand in the middle of the house, searching for any sign of noise. “Roman,” I call. “Roman, are you here?”

      Nothing. No answer.

      I peak my head into the garage, wondering if he’s using the workout equipment, but he isn’t. It’s empty. My eyes close as I swallow past the lump in my throat. Please be there. Slowly walking toward the front door, I’m apprehensive about what I’ll find. The longer I take, the longer I resist my world completely shattering. He wouldn’t, would he?

      With my hand on the doorknob to the front door, I close my eyes, taking ten deep breaths then throw it open. My body sags in relief against the door. The van’s still here. He didn’t leave me. Closing the front door behind me, I lean against it wondering where he could be. Deciding to call him, I walk back toward the bedroom to grab my phone, but stop when I pass the living room.

      There he is.

      Sitting in a lawn chair in the backyard staring at nothing. He doesn’t acknowledge me when I step outside and say his name quietly. Slowly stepping in front of him, I try to get him to look at me, but he doesn’t. He just stares mindlessly past me. I move in front of him, pushing an arm off his lap to sit and curling into his chest. His arms wrap around me and his head falls to my shoulder, taking deep, shuddering breaths as he holds me tightly.

      “You scared me,” I say softly, trailing my fingers along his perfect face.

      “I’m sorry, Sugar. I had to do it. I would have destroyed this house if I stayed here. The punching bag at the gym was the only thing I could think of.”

      I shake my head. “Not that. I worried about that, but it didn’t scare me. I’ve been looking for you all over the house. I thought you left me. I even checked outside in front to see if the van was there still there.”

      “Harper,” Roman says, pulling his head back from my shoulder and turning my face to look at him. His eyebrows are drawn together, his lips turned down in a frown. “I wouldn’t leave you. Ever.”

      My forehead drops to his. “I know. I just got scared.”

      Roman’s lips twitch as he looks at me. “If I did leave, I sure as fuck wouldn’t take that van.”

      I adjust myself on his lap so my head is resting against his shoulder. A cool, fall breeze blows over us, and leaves dance across the yard. “I don’t know, I think it suits you.”

      “Don’t say that, Sugar. You’ll wound my pride.”

      “I think Roman Marx is enough of a badass, he’d look sexy in any car.”

      “Badass, hmm?” Roman says, kissing along my neck.

      I shrug. “Not as badass as Kiernan, but you’ll do.”

      “Hilarious,” he mutters dryly.

      I turn my face to kiss him on the lips. “Good morning, handsome.”

      “Morning, Sugar.”

      “We should talk about everything.”

      He blows out a breath. “Yep.”

      I start small, not quite ready to bring out the big guns. “One of your employees is a mole.”

      “Rafael took away your store,” Roman replied sadly.

      “My dad helped the cartel.”

      “I have a dad.” Roman blows out a breath. “And, I knew him.”

      My hand cups the side of his face, desperately wanting to take away his pain and every other negative emotion swirling around inside of him. “Yeah,” I say. “That one is a doozy.”

      “Fuckin’ tell me about it.”

      We lapse into silence, both of us lost to thoughts in our heads. My father is still making me question everything about my life. But reading his letter, seeing his handwriting and his words on the page, made me miss him so fiercely. He knew me so well.

      “I want to know which offshore accounts were from my dad.”

      Roman looks at me, asking so many questions with his eyes. “I’ll get the information, Sugar. What did your letter say?”

      I try to move off Roman’s lap, but he holds me to him. “I’ll be right back,” I whisper, trying to stand again. He lets me go this time, watching every step I take away from him. I feel his eyes on me the whole time, and they’re there to meet me as soon as I come back into view after grabbing the letter addressed to me.

      I stand in front of him and hold it out. “Read it,” I say.

      “Come here,” he says, opening his arms.

      “Read it first.”

      He shakes his head. “I can read it with you right here in my arms.”

      I find my place on his lap again then hand over the letter. “You sure you’re okay with me reading this?” he asks.

      “Of course.”

      I stay silent, watching his face as he takes in each word. I watch his face slip through expressions, eyebrows drawn in confusion, eyes widening in surprise, and even a little bit of anger and sadness. It’s everything I felt reading the letter, too.

      “Wow,” Roman says when he’s done.

      “Yeah.”

      “Is this why you were urging me to read my letter?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “I thought he must have told you in this letter.”

      I shake my head. “No, he didn’t. I just thought you would get as many answers as me.”

      “You’re okay with the money from your dad?”

      I shrug and then nod. “I trust him. As crazy as that sounds with the things we’ve discovered. I completely trust him, it’s not dirty money. It’s from his legit business.”

      “I think that’s a good plan. We’ll get it figured out.”

      “I think I get it,” I say quietly. “I’m not sure I understand, but I get it.”

      “Get what?” Roman asks.

      “Why he helped Santiago. He couldn’t break that family connection, even if they weren’t blood brothers.”

      Roman nods. “I don’t want any of this to tarnish the memories of your dad. He was a great dad. In so many ways, I hope I’m like him for our little nugget.”

      “I do, too,” I whisper.

      “Are you going to read the letters meant for Sadie and your mom?”

      “They’re not for me,” I say. “I feel wrong doing it, but I want to know if my mom knew.”

      “I don’t think anyone would hold it against you if you read their letters.”

      “I think I’d hold it against me, but I’m still thinking about it.”

      Roman doesn’t respond, only rubs my thigh, lost in his own thoughts. After several long moments, Roman breaks the silence. “We need to look at that flash drive. I’m going to tell Kiernan to come over for it. If it’s encrypted, he’ll be able to read it faster than I can.”

      I nod. “Yeah. Roman, we need to talk about Santiago.”

      “Not now,” he says bitterly. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

      Roman stands, setting me on my feet gently. “Roman,” I say, trying to reason with him.

      He opens the door, stepping inside. “Harper. I never had a dad, that hasn’t changed. I don’t have a family.” He doesn’t wait for me to come inside with him; he goes straight for the bedroom as I stand there in the cool, fall breeze. My heart is breaking.
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      When Kiernan arrives, Harper answers the door with a smile on her face. She’s barely looked at me since we came inside. Yet she is smiling her brightest smile for my best friend. He looks at her like she’s pure fucking sunshine and he’s lucky enough to be soaking up her bright light and warmth. It’s how I feel every time she looks at me—except now, she won’t fucking look at me.

      “You know,” she says with a small laugh in her voice. “I don’t know if I like when you come over. Shit keeps hitting the fan when you’re around.”

      “Don’t lie,” he says, leaning into her, whispering conspiratorially. I growl, thinking he’s standing too damn close to her. “You know you like it, it gives you a break from this moody bastard.”

      Harper sucks in a shocked breath and doesn’t respond. Kiernan’s face falls into a mask of confusion. “What? What is it?”

      “She’s probably worried how I will react to your moody bastard comment. Turns out I am a bastard. Santiago is my father, Rafael is my brother. Just a regular ole Mexican telenovela around here.”

      I turn my back on them, walking into the study. My teeth grind so hard, I can feel the pain radiating in my jaw when I hear them whispering. They’re speaking too softly for me to be able to hear what they’re saying, but I know it’s about me. Harper and I were working through shit this morning and then she brought up Santiago and everything inside of me locked up tighter than a goddamn vault.

      Kiernan walks into the study first with Harper behind him. She wrings her hands with her eyes cast down. I want to pummel my own ass for being a dick. “How are you?” Kiernan asks with concern in his voice.

      My eyes don’t leave Harper as I answer, “I’m fine.” Her eyes dart up to mine and then away again. In the span of an hour we’ve taken twenty steps back.

      “What are you––”

      I cut Kiernan off. “I don’t want to talk about it. He’s not my father.”

      “Fair enough. You know, I read about this place where you can throw an axe, supposed to be good to release some pent-up aggression. I’ll put Santiago’s picture up and just let you go to town, brother.”

      I smirk. “Sounds like a plan.”

      “I think the blood he left on James’ punching bag is enough of a release.”

      My eyes shoot to Harper. She’s glaring at me and I send a glare right back.

      “It’s a little chilly in here today,” Kiernan says, shivering for exaggeration.

      Harper hands Kiernan the flash drive. “Let’s get this over with.”

      He comes around the desk, sitting behind my laptop and inserting the flash drive. Harper sits on the couch, watching and waiting for any information. I sit next to her, grabbing her hand. When she stiffens next to me, I have to grit my teeth to keep from demanding her to tell me what’s happening in her head.

      Several minutes pass with the only noise in the room being the clicking of a mouse and pounding of keys. Kiernan’s face is concentrating, his eyes flying all over the screen, but he’s giving nothing away.

      “I don’t think it’s only money he’s after,” Kiernan says, clearing his throat. “He wants this.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      Kiernan looks at Harper. “Your dad uncovered some deep shit on him. I have no clue how he got it, but don’t believe Rafael when he says your dad was skimming off the top. It was Rafael, trying to pin it on your father. Rafael was scraping millions. That’s not all, though. There’s so much evidence here.”

      “Enough evidence to send him to jail?” Harper asks.

      Kiernan shakes his head. “If this gets out, jail is his best option. Fuck. There’s evidence of deals that take down other cartels and evidence he’s been double-dealing against his own. This information is ten years old, I can’t imagine what he’s done since then.”

      “How would jail be his best option? No one actually wants to go to jail,” Harper says.

      “Every cartel in Mexico and other criminal families from here will be after him. It wouldn’t be pretty. Jail isn’t safe, but it’d be his safest option. There isn’t a corner in this world that these cartels wouldn’t search to find him if they found out half the shit on this flash drive. This is what your dad uncovered, there could be more. There’s wire transfers here to hitmen. I imagine that’s why your dad wrote the letter and moved your money offshore.”

      “Oh, my God,” Harper breathes, bringing a hand to her mouth. “What do we do?”

      “He hasn’t been clear this entire time about what he actually fucking wants,” I growl. “We’re doing a meet.”

      “Okay,” Harper says quietly.

      “Not you, Harper,” I hiss. “You’re fucking pregnant and even if you weren’t, no way in fucking hell would you be near him.”

      “He’s been coming after me,” she insists. “He probably won’t meet with anyone except me. With the exception of that one time at the apartment, he’s actually been very nice to me.” She shrugs.

      “That’s because he wanted to fuck you and take what’s mine. You only want to see the good in people. Don’t be naive about this.”

      Harper jolts in surprise, taking her hand away from mine and putting a few inches of space between us on the couch. “I’m not being naive.”

      I turn toward her, glaring at the daggers shooting my way. “Neither one of you are going,” Kiernan says. “I’ll go and bring Dawson. He’s not fully cleared yet, but he’s here and the best option we have.”

      “Bullshit,” I growl, standing and stalking toward the desk.

      Kiernan stands, matching my stance, ready to go toe to toe with me. “You’ll kill him the moment you lay eyes on him because you’re angry—even if you don’t want to admit it.”

      “I’m going,” I growl.

      “Your girl is fucking pregnant. Don’t be a jackass and wind up in jail just to prove something. It will be a quick meet, find out what he wants and work something out that’s best for both of you. We have leverage on him. I could release all this shit and find more now that I know what direction to look. He’d be hanging from fish hooks before the night is over.”

      We continue to stare at each other. I’ll let him do this one thing, but in the end, it will be me who takes him down. I ignore the chanting in my head, I’ll push it aside to do what is necessary. He’s your brother.

      “Get your phone, Harper.”

      Harper walks out of the room to retrieve her phone. I make my vow to Kiernan. “I will end him.”

      Kiernan sighs, shaking his head. “Yeah, I got that, boss.”

      Harper hands her phone to Kiernan, giving him the passcode. The day we met.

      “How long has that been your code?”

      She shrugs, avoiding eye contact with me. “Always.”

      Unable to resist, I pull her into my side, kissing the top of her head. Only releasing her when her phone dings. Kiernan looks down at the phone then turns it around to show it to us.

      

      
        
        Harper: Let’s meet.

        Rafael: I knew you would come around, muñeca.

        Harper: Tonight.

        Rafael: Do not bring your little boyfriend. Wear a sexy dress like you wore on our first date.

      

      

      

      “Date?” I seethe.

      Harper rolls her eyes. “It wasn’t a date.”

      

      
        
        Harper: I don’t think you want to see me in a dress. This isn’t Harper. Meet is still on.

        Rafael: Bastard, is that you?

      

      

      

      “Fuckin’ prick,” Kiernan says typing furiously on the screen.

      

      
        
        Harper: Fuck you.

        Rafael: 11 pm at the Aurora. Ask Harper how much she enjoyed it.

      

      

      

      My eyes turn to Harper, watching her intently, knowing my connection to Rafael amps up my jealousy.

      “He’s messing with you,” Harper says. “Nothing happened between us.”

      Kiernan hands Harper her phone. “I’ll brief Dawson and have him come with me. Roman, keep the drive on you. I made an encrypted copy. It’s in the cloud right now but I’ll store it on a drive as soon as I get back to the motel.”

      I nod, already planning to do what he said.

      Kiernan stops in front of Harper on his way out the door. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She hugs him briefly. “Be safe.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Fuck. Harper, Sugar, wake up. Come on, baby. Wake up.”

      Harper’s eyes slowly open, looking up at me. It’s the first time we’ve made eye contact since Kiernan left earlier this afternoon. We spent the day in silence, processing in our own ways. I wanted to go to her so many times, but I didn’t. Undeserving. That’s what I am. I’m no good for her. That feeling is just reinforced now as she stares at me, confused. She went to bed early, but I’ve been waiting to hear from Kiernan since the meet.

      “Kiernan was shot,” I say, still unable to believe the words I’m saying. I’m undeserving in so many ways. Guilt is eating me up and swallowing me whole. It should have been me. “James is on his way. He’ll be here any minute. I’m going to the hospital.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Harper demands, getting out of bed and reaching for her pants.

      “Absolutely not,” I hiss. “You’re staying here, locked in this house where you’re safe. Please don’t argue with me. James is on his way. I need to get to Kiernan.”

      Tears well in her eyes. “Is––is he alive?”

      “Yeah, Sugar, he’s alive.” I kiss her hard on the mouth. “I love you, Harper. I always will.”

      “Go,” she says. As I’m walking out the door, she speaks again. “I love you, too. I feel like you’re saying goodbye without actually saying it.”

      I keep walking without turning around; even now every word is like a bullet straight to my chest.

      She reads me so well. Part of me thinks I’m saying goodbye to her, that I should say goodbye to her. Caleb’s death is my fault. Kiernan being shot is my fault. If he dies—I can’t let myself go there. Even when I try to make the right choice, I choose wrong. I can’t bring death and destruction into Harper’s life or our baby’s. They’d be better off without me.

      Hauling the van as fast as it will go down the streets of Austin, I slam it into park as soon as I get to the hospital. It’s a handicapped space, but I don’t care if I’m towed. I have to get to Kiernan and Dawson. I search the hallways for Dawson, hoping he can brief me before I go into Kiernan’s room. When I don’t see him in the waiting area, I ask the nurses’ station where Kiernan’s room is, sprinting down the hall until I reach his door, throwing it open.

      Kiernan looks small in the hospital bed and paler than normal, which is a feat because he matches my six–one frame and he’s already pale.

      “Kiernan,” I rasp, heading to the side of his bed and looking down at him with cords attached everywhere and a breathing mask over his face.

      His eyes open slowly. When they meet mine, they’re drowsy and glassy from the pain medication. Both bullets didn’t hit anything vital and went straight through, so thankfully he didn’t need surgery. He lost a lot of blood and is probably in severe pain. Kiernan’s hand reaches for his oxygen mask, pulling it off. I try to stop him, but he turns his head away.

      “Dawson,” he croaks.

      “I haven’t seen him,” I say, looking over my shoulder, expecting him to appear in the doorway. Kiernan’s next words stop me cold.

      “Dawson is the rat. Going after Harper.”

      My head whips in Kiernan’s direction. His head slightly lolls to the side as he struggles to breathe.

      “He’s going after her. Go. Dawson shot me. Killed Caleb. Rafael never even arrived. Go. Go.”

      I don’t waste another second. Kiernan is safe here in the hospital. I run as fast as my legs will carry me through the halls, dodging and pushing people out of my way. My phone is to my ear, calling Harper and James as I peel out of the parking lot. Both of their phones go straight to voicemail.
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      The tears won’t stop. I can’t believe Kiernan was shot. James is coming over to stand guard. I doubt I’d be able to sleep now, anyway.

      I turn the volume up on my phone so I can hear if Roman calls. That hard kiss before he left felt like a goodbye, like he was torturing himself. I don’t know what will happen, but Roman has my heart. My chest feels empty without him near, especially since I’m questioning if he will return. And, if he does return, will it just be to break my heart?

      He grew up without knowing he had a father—he wouldn’t do that to our child. I have to believe. What will it be like for me if he decides our relationship is too much to handle? Will I only see him when he picks up our baby for a visit? A lifetime of short conversations with him wouldn’t be enough. There’s no way in hell I could handle seeing him with another woman. After these last few months, I’ll never be able to be with anyone else. If he does leave me, I won’t let him go so easily this time. We matter. We belong together, we’ve belonged together since we met. Distance and time didn’t stand a chance tearing us apart. I’ll fight for us if he can’t.

      I’m splashing cool water on my face when I hear the front door open. “Set the alarm, James,” I call out. I didn’t set it after Roman left—he said James would be here any minute. I know James is going to burst into the room and give me shit about not setting it, but it takes too long to set and turn it off when I would only be unarmed for a few minutes. It’s the middle of the night, no one will know I’m alone. The guys have been monitoring the exterior cameras, combing the footage for anything out of the ordinary, no one is watching or following us.

      James is moving around in the living room, probably pacing with anger over the alarm, but not wanting to burst into the bedroom out of respect. I sigh, walking out, gearing myself up for a fight with the silent giant. “I know I didn’t set it but Roman said—” I stop speaking when I see the man moving in the shadows of the living room.

      No lights are on, but I see his outline from the moonlight casting through the windows. It’s not James. He’s not big enough. Not nearly big enough. Roman and Kiernan are in the hospital. Roman wouldn’t send Dawson without letting me know. He hasn’t cleared him, and I haven’t met him. Roman wouldn’t do that to me. Who the fuck is this?

      I open my mouth to scream, but the scream dies in my throat when I recognize the voice.

      “Harper.” One word, one quietly spoken word sends chills through me. My hand starts brushing over the wall searching for the light switch.

      I turn on the lights in the living room, staring at the man standing across from me and trying to make sense of what’s happening. Daniel is standing in the middle of the room watching me with an intense, penetrating stare. I take a step back as fear settles in my stomach, trying to form a smile on my face, but I can’t hide the quiver.

      “What are you doing here, Daniel?” I ask, taking another step back, picturing my phone on the dresser. I should have grabbed it. Dammit, why didn’t I grab it?

      “Don’t move, Harper.” His words are softly spoken but his tone is threatening.

      “Daniel, this is weird. We haven’t seen each other in ten years and you show up out of the blue at my store and now you’re here. How the fuck did you even know where I’m staying?”

      Daniel shrugs, watching me. I take another step back, trying to make it to the hallway to run to the bedroom. “I said don’t move. Dammit.” The soft tone is completely gone, and in its place is deranged lunacy. Daniel takes a gun out of his pants and points it at my head, stalking toward me, eating up the distance between us quickly. My focus is on the barrel of the gun, aimed directly between my eyes. Everything slows, all my senses on the end of the gun coming toward me.

      “I really don’t want to kill you, but I will. I actually kind of like you. You could be funny when you weren’t whining about Roman or your family. Boo hoo. Your family died.”

      I suck in a rattling breath. “Who are you? Daniel, what are you doing? This isn’t like you,” I say. His eyes are bloodshot, and the pupils are tiny pinpricks in his brown eyes. His hair stands on end like he’s been continually running his hands through it in agitation.

      Daniel takes another step forward, running his tongue along his teeth and wiping his nose with his arm. The smile that breaks across his face is wicked and evil. “Where is it?”

      “Where’s what?” My voice is trembling, the barrel now pressed against my forehead. The cool metal sends tears to my eyes. He’s blurry in the background of where my eyes are focused. A shaking finger hovers over the trigger. My father collected guns; I didn’t share his love of firearms, but he did teach me about firearm safety. Your finger shouldn’t be on the trigger unless you’re ready to pull it. The tears are rushing down my cheeks, blurring my vision of the man with the gun in front of me.

      “The information on Rafael your father so stupidly collected. It wasn’t his to collect,” Daniel yells in my face, the gun scraping along my forehead. “He was nothing. Nothing. He had to destroy everything. The only thing Santiago needed from him was the books. Santiago insisted any other business should be kept away from your dad. Nothing could taint the precious family Santiago loved. He was a piece of shit. He already had a family. He had a son. An heir to his throne.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask cautiously, my voice breaking over every other word. My eyes dart away from the gun for the first time. With my back pinned to the wall, there’s nothing close enough that I can grab before he pulls the trigger. The tears start flowing faster as my panic continues to rise.

      Daniel wipes the back of his arm across his nose. The eyes, the twitching and jerky hands, he has to be on something. His rambling takes another turn that sends pain ricocheting through my heart.

      “You know, I saved your father for last. The screams your parents made when I shot your sister…” Daniel throws his head back, laughing. My knees threaten to buckle underneath me, a sob escaping my throat. “I came at them as soon as they were going to exit the car. Mugging. Please. Santiago knew it was a hit, he knew you’d be too pathetic to question him. Muggings in downtown Dallas near the theater happen all too often.”

      My entire body trembles while I cry, opening my mouth to plead with him to stop. I can’t hear anymore. I don’t want to hear anymore. My family. My poor family.

      Daniel’s nails scrape against his skin as he scratches along his neck with his eyes twitching. “Then came your bitch of a mother. Your father pleaded and pleaded with me. I had him tied so tight to his seat, he couldn’t move. Only watch. The look in his eyes made Rafael’s anger at me worth it. Rafael didn’t want them dead. I knew it was the best way, though.”

      He shakes his head. “I always know what’s best for him. He just can’t see it.” His other hand comes up to his head, hitting it. A tiny bit of spit comes flying out of his mouth as he curses in Spanish. It’s the first time I’ve heard him speak Spanish, I didn’t know he did.

      “Stupid, stupid. Doesn’t he know I would do anything for him? Rafael was a fucking king in Mexico and he didn’t care. Only wanted Daddy’s attention. Everything he did was for him. It was all misunderstood, he wasn’t trying to ruin him. He was helping him, or at least he was trying. I wanted to ruin Santiago. How could he not see Rafael for what he was? But of course, your father thought it was Rafael.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying,” I cry, my breaths coming out in a panicked rush. How well does he know Rafael? Did Santiago know Daniel, is that why he hated him so much? He tried to block me from seeing him after he met him at the funeral, but he felt like my only friend at the time. My friends in high school started to give me a wide berth after losing my family, but then I met Daniel in front of the community college. He was so kind. How can this person in front of me be the same boy hoping to major in architecture? I hate myself for being fooled by so many men in my life, not being able to see under everything they showed the world.

      “I’ve been there for Rafael since elementary school. My father’s in the cartel, too, but he’s fucking worthless, never moving up, never proving himself more than he had to. My mother is an American bitch, lucky I got her looks. Don’t even fucking look Mexican. Our school was an American school, I never picked up the accent. So fucking easy to fool you.” Daniel throws his head back cackling, making the gun press harder into my head. I wince, grinding my teeth from the pain of the harsh metal pressing into me.

      “Daniel, no,” I plead quietly, choking on the sobs. “Don’t do this. I don’t know what Rafael wants. I don’t—”

      “Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.” Daniel roars. “I can’t listen to you whine anymore. I’m talking, fucking listen. Stupid cunt.”

      I bite my cheek to keep from crying and begging for my life, and his hand is starting to tremble violently. His finger has slipped from the trigger, but he could put it back there any second. Unless he’s too fucked up to notice.

      “Seeing Santiago’s face at your family’s funeral was worth it, too. Rafael beat the shit out of me, but I couldn’t stop smiling. He was so shocked to see you walking up the church steps with me, your only friend. Poor, pathetic Harper. I thought he would have a heart attack right there, that would have made it even funnier. I could barely contain myself, holding in my laugh standing next to you, consoling you when it was me who put them in the fucking ground. It was me holding your hand with the same hand that shot them. Your mother left this world with me inside of her and your father left with the memory of his dead family. If only you hadn’t fucked everything up.”

      Daniel hits himself in the head again, clutching his teeth, cursing my name. “You fuck everything up, don’t you, Harper? You should have been in one of those caskets with your worthless family. Santiago didn’t know it was me, but he knew I was close to Rafael. He didn’t want me anywhere near you. He paid me off to get away from you. Easiest fucking money I ever earned.”

      He laughs, wiping his nose again. “I did the things Rafael couldn’t do. I killed your family. You were supposed to be with them. You told me you would be with them. No bother though, I was going to do it after. A phone call from Rafael saved your life. I killed Santiago for Rafael. Santiago never would have given him a chance. Santiago hated Rafael his whole life. Rafael is who he is because of me.”

      Daniel claps his hand against his chest, making sure I understand he’s the mastermind behind all this death and destruction.

      There’s a flash of movement and Daniel falls to a heap at my feet. James is standing there breathing hard with his gun trained on Daniel knocked out on the floor. He raises his eyes to me, scanning me from head to toe for injuries.

      “Knew I didn’t trust that guy.” He holds out his hand for me to take, helping me step over Daniel. “Call the cops.” James doesn’t move from his position, watching Daniel on the floor with his gun trained on him.

      I use the alarm’s panic mode to call 9-1-1 and rush to tell the operator the situation. She assures me that there’s an officer close by and he will be there momentarily. I hang up with the operator when the knock and call of “Police!” comes through the door. I run to the entrance, swinging open the door.

      My relief turns to dread when I see the cop from my apartment standing in front of me. He pushes me hard to the side. I manage to call out James’ name as I fall to the ground. Shots are fired at the same time James looks up. Off in the distance, I hear my phone ringing.
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      I curse, slamming my hand on the wheel and pushing the gas harder when both Harper’s and James’ phones go to voicemail. Again.

      Who the hell is Dawson? He’s been on my team for five fucking years. Never would I have suspected he was a fucking rat. Just how long has Rafael been at this fucking game of his?

      The light ahead of me is turning red, so I lay on my horn, flashing the brights over and over, hauling ass and ignoring squealing tires and honks of pissed off drivers behind me. I will not stop until I get to Harper. Fuck. James can protect her. Why the fuck aren’t they answering their phones?

      My mind is racing with every job that I can remember Dawson working. Nothing ever was amiss until the night he murdered Caleb. The chaos surrounding that night was just a cover up.

      I roar when I realize even Caleb’s death must be connected to Harper. Caleb had been trying to tell me something about Harper but didn’t want to listen. He’d handed me a file, insistent that I look at it. I should have known his persistence was different than the other times when he was trying to bait me. He must have found something on Dawson or Rafael that was connected to Harper in some way.

      Fuck.

      Mistake after fucking mistake. My entire life is made up of mistakes. My existence was a mistake, and I’ve been making them since I was born. I’ll never be done atoning for the sins that keep racking up around me, putting everyone in my life in danger.

      The pedal is on the floor of the van, but I keep pushing it harder. Keeping my left hand on the wheel, I reach under the seat, pulling out the gun. I didn’t leave the house armed, I only rushed to the hospital. This gun is all I have. I don’t know what I’ll be walking into, but it’s going to have to work. Not saving Harper isn’t an option.

      I call her cell one more time, yelling when it goes to voicemail. I hang up calling 9-1-1.

      “This is 9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”

      “Someone is breaking into my house. My girlfriend’s there, she’s not answering. Please get there.”

      “What’s the address?”

      I rattle off the address. “A unit was just dispatched to this location.”

      Christ. My breathing comes a bit easier as I hang up. I don’t let up on the pedal even a little bit. I have to get there and see for my own eyes that she’s okay. Hold her in my arms and feel her heart beating against mine.
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      My scream echoes around the room as James falls back, hitting his head on the corner of a table. A red stain forms on his chest, and I see the blood on the back of his head. I’m calling his name, but there’s no movement. He’s completely still as a large pool of blood forms around him.

      I get off the ground, running to his side, but the cop shoves me back to the ground with the gun trained on my head. “Please,” I beg as I start crawling toward James. “Just let me check on him.”

      “He’s dying, you stupid bitch.”

      Sobs wrack through me as I crawl. My body’s tense; anticipating a bullet, I wrap one arm around my stomach, protecting my baby in any way that I can. I use my one arm to get to James. The barrel of the gun and the cop’s eyes follow me across the floor.

      He laughs when I reach James and try to stop his bleeding. My hands cover the gaping holes in his chest, but the blood’s spilling through my fingers, soaking my hands and legs. I take my hands away from his body, tearing half of my shirt and wrapping it around his head wound.

      “He’s going to die,” the cop laughs. “Just let it happen. You won’t be far behind.”

      “Shut up,” I yell at him, turning to face him. He’s staring at me with a sinister smile and evil eyes. Men like him give honorable police officers a bad name. “Serve and protect, my ass.”

      “You don’t know shit about me.”

      Anger rises in me, and I’m unable to hold my tongue. “I know you’re a dirty cop, it’s all I need to know.”

      My heart stops when I hear Roman yell my name. I scream for him to stop, but it’s too late—the cop fires a shot in the direction of the door. I duck when another is fired, screaming Roman’s name and covering James’ huge body with my small frame.

      “Harper,” Roman says, so much shock and terror in that one word.

      “Where is he?” I ask, looking around for the cop.

      “Subdued,” Roman says, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “I need three ambulances. Gunshot wounds.” Roman hangs up after rattling off the address, dropping to my side and covering my hands on James’ body with his own.

      “James saved me,” I sob. “Daniel was going to kill me, I think.”

      “Daniel?” Roman asks, confused. I look toward the lump on the floor. He’s still unconscious.

      “Daniel, your friend from years ago?”

      “Yes,” I say quietly, staring over at his body before looking at Roman.

      “That’s Dawson. He’s my rat. Fuck. He’s been working with me for five years. He shot Kiernan and killed Caleb. Thank god James got here in time.”

      Roman covers me with his body when another shot rings out behind us. My face is pressed into James’ bloody chest, and Roman is covering every inch of my body.

      “Do not hurt the girl. He never fucking listens.” Rafael says. I can’t see him, and Roman hasn’t moved off of me.

      “I’ll fucking kill you,” Roman growls.

      “I shot Daniel because he was going to hurt our Harper.” Rafael’s accented voice is mocking, even in this moment with three bodies lying on the floor. Disgust overwhelms me that I ever found him even the slightest bit attractive.

      “My Harper,” Roman growls.

      “Brothers share, Roman,” Rafael chuckles.

      “Fuck you,” Roman seethes.

      “Put your gun down,” Rafael growls. “Get off Harper, she can barely breathe.”

      Roman lifts off me slightly but keeps himself in front of me. I raise my head to see Rafael. The smell of James’ blood covering my face is paralyzing my senses. There’s too much blood on the ground. No, no. Please, he has to be okay.

      Roman stands face to face with Rafael. It strikes me, just as it did the first time, how eerily similar they are. Even with the similarities, I never would have guessed they are brothers. Rafael stares at Roman, tucking his gun into his pants, waiting for Roman to do the same. He doesn’t. Rafael’s eyes flick to me.

      “Don’t you fucking look at her,” Roman growls.
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      I have a gun aimed at my brother’s head. He smirks when I tell him not to look at Harper. That look alone makes me want to put the bullet through his fucking skull. He’s taunting me and he knows it. Enjoys it. The gun pointed at his smug face doesn’t even faze him.

      Now that I know the truth, I can see the resemblance between us. Anger courses through my veins, and I can’t do anything but stare at him.

      “Bastard.” Rafael smirks.

      “Don’t fucking call me that.”

      “It is a cute nickname, no? Besides, that is what you are. Bastard.”

      I press the gun against the skin between his eyes. “Fuck you.”

      Rafael’s eyes flick to the door at the sound of wailing sirens. “I suggest you put the gun away, brother. This place is about to be swarming with pigs.”

      I don’t move a muscle. I continue to press the gun between his eyes, keeping him there on the spot. “Why Harper?”

      Rafael evades the question. “I will be sure to keep the lovely Harper company while your ass rots in prison. When they come inside and your gun is trained on me, who do you think they will believe killed all these men?”

      “Not fucking likely,” Harper mutters. My lips twitch. Only that girl could make me want to smile while I’m pointing a gun at someone’s head.

      “Roman, please,” Harper begs behind me. Her broken voice is the only thing that could make me lower the gun in this moment. I tuck it in the back of my pants but keep my stance ready to pull it free and kill the motherfucker in front of me.

      “If it’s a trick, you’ll be dead before you hit the ground, brother,” I sneer, making Rafael laugh in delight.

      Not even five seconds later, the front door bursts open with cops filling the entrance and paramedics running in behind them. Rafael smiles before turning away, giving me his back. Smug prick.

      He reaches into his pocket, pulling something free, as he turns and raises his hands in the air. A leather wallet hangs open. I can’t see the inside, only the back. Harper gasps behind me when Rafael speaks. His words root me in place, knocking the air from my lungs. “Rafael Bazán Cortez, DEA agent. Currently undercover. They’re with me.” Rafael jerks his thumb over his shoulder indicating Harper and me.

      No.

      Not fucking possible.

      Harper is whispering my name but I refuse to take my eyes off of the man in front of me. Federal fucking agent. No.

      A police officer steps forward, inspecting the badge. He nods, and all the other officers lower their weapons. Rafael looks over his shoulder at me, winking and making a zipper motion across his lips. I don’t think I could speak right now even if I tried. I drop next to Harper, wrapping an arm around her and inhaling her scent to calm my rattled nerves. Even with the blood and sweat covering most of her body, I can still smell her sugary scent underneath it. It’s everything I need in this moment as we watch James being loaded onto a stretcher. His breathing is shallow and shaky. Harper cries as the paramedics wheel him out the door.

      “We’ll be with him as soon as we can,” I whisper into her hair.

      The cops only speak to Rafael. He weaves a story that sounds so detailed, it could be true. Harper and I stand there, wrapped around each other and taking it all in. The blood-stained floor and walls and the devil in front of us saving us from immediate questioning. I don’t trust anything about this situation. He’s still fucking dirty, I know it. The first cop to show up was dirty, too. I don’t trust that any of these men and women here have our best interests. Minutes or hours later, all the cops leave, and it’s the three of us.

      I pull the gun from my pants, pushing Harper behind me, and leveling it on Rafael again.

      “Shooting a federal agent wouldn’t be a smart move, brother.” Rafael smiles, looking into my eyes as if he doesn’t know the gun is even aimed his way.

      “Stop calling me that,” I spit out between panting, angry breaths, firing a warning shot into the wall, close to his head. He only laughs, not even flinching when the bullet passes just inches away.

      “Roman,” Harper screams, covering her ears.

      “We’re not family.”

      “We are family,” Rafael says calmly, standing with his legs apart and arms crossed in front of his chest. “I’m the only family you have.”

      “I have no family,” I yell, taking another step toward him, never lowering the gun.

      “Stop saying that,” Harper yells behind me. “I’m your family. We’re your family.” Her hand is on her stomach as she walks around, coming next to me.

      Rafael stares at her hand on her stomach with confusion on his face. “Pregnant?”

      “Harper––” I warn, praying she doesn’t tell him about our baby.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes,” she speaks over me, announcing her pregnancy to the fucking man trying to take every damn thing away from us. What the fuck is she thinking?

      “God dammit, Harper.”

      “He’s a DEA agent, Roman. This hopefully is a misunderstanding.” Her eyes slide to Rafael with wariness but there a tinge of hope in her voice that we can all walk away from this.

      “Stop being naive, Harper,” I grunt, staring into Harper’s eyes, watching them crumble with each word I speak.

      “Yes, Roman. It is all a misunderstanding. I am to be an uncle? How thrilling.” Rafael raises his eyebrows, still playing his fucking games.

      “You’ll be in the ground before that ever happens.”

      Rafael laughs again. “People always said it is fun to have a brother.”

      I stare at him, seething, wishing I could just take him out. My hands are bound, though. I’d never meet my kid or see Harper again if I shoot a federal agent. More rage and hatred pours inside of me, more than I’ve ever felt before.

      “Start talking,” I demand. “That’s why you sent them all away, isn’t it? You want your grand finale.”

      “I have hated you my entire life,” Rafael says, turning his back to me and pouring himself a whiskey. Harper steps in front of me, putting her hand on the gun to lower it to the ground. Rafael turns back around, swirling the whiskey in his glass.

      I take Harper into the kitchen, keeping my eyes on Rafael as he keeps speaking. Slowly and gently I clean the blood from her face, hands, and legs with one hand and eyes on Rafael. She stares at me with pain and hurt rolling off of her. I avoid looking into them, knowing I’ve failed her again.

      “You are a bastard. Your mother was a whore who slept with our father for drugs.” Rafael’s lip curls in disgust. My rage turns lethal when I hear him describe my mother. She wasn’t much of a mother, but she was still mine. “My mother, Father’s wife, was a gold-digging tramp. Father put us up in a mansion in Mexico, surrounded by huge stone walls so the filth and vermin couldn’t touch us. He hated his heritage so much, he sent me to an American school. ‘Why not a school in the states?’ you ask. That is a fantastic question, hermano. He didn’t want my mother or me.”

      When Harper’s face is clean, I take it in my hands, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. “Stay behind me, Harper. I mean it.” She nods once.

      “How sweet,” Rafael sneers. “If things were different, if they went the way it should have, lovely Harper would have been mine.”

      “Keep fucking talking. Don’t look at her again. If you do, I might just give you what you’re really here for.”

      Rafael eyes light up. Harper and I can get out of this alive. I need to know this story, though. We have the piece to bargain with. He showed his cards too soon. He has nothing I need, I have everything he wants.

      “One time when Father came to visit, I heard him on the phone talking about you. A filthy street kid. How could he love you? I was his heir. I did everything right.” Rafael’s voice is getting louder, and he looks at me with loathing in his eyes. “I have always hated you. Sucio.”

      Rafael’s lip curls, looking me over from head to toe as if I’m the filth he just called me.

      “You did not know Father existed, and yet he protected you. Father sent you to her school hoping you’d escape your miserable life so you would meet her.” Rafael points toward Harper. She’s standing so close to my back I can feel her heat. I bring my hand around, anchoring her to my back. What the fuck did he mean by Santiago wanting me to meet Harper?

      “You should not even exist, and he gave you everything. All that should have been mine, he gave to you. Then her father tried to destroy me. I had already made it my mission to be bigger, larger than my father who sat like a fucking king at the top of Texas, controlling his people like puppets in every city. He treated his men like they were royalty but treated me, his son, like a waste of space. I would take him down. I stole from him, taking money, making it look like it was his beloved brother who was not even blood. I tried to make the other cartels come after him. I used Daniel for so much of it, my poor scapegoat.” Rafael shrugs, taking another sip of his drink. “He liked to make his own rules, though, he had to go.”

      He used Dawson—or Daniel—and shot him, killing him like it was nothing. This man is sick. How the fuck is he a DEA agent?

      “My plans were foiled by her father,” Rafael sneers in Harper’s direction. “When I saw her, though, I would have forgiven that debt if she would have been mine. If she spread those long legs for me and learned to keep her mouth shut, she could be the perfect woman. That would have been the ultimate win. A beautiful girl my father loved as his own, doing the thing he hated most––ruling the cartel.”

      Harper shivers against me, and I squeeze her hips tighter. Over my dead body will he ever get closer to her than he is right now.

      “I made a new plan,” Rafael laughs. “I set out to become a DEA agent, how much fun would that be? A cartel heir taking out his father? It has been useful being on the inside. A badge can gain you so much trust. Idiotas.”

      He pulls on the sleeves of his tailored shirt, smiling to himself. “They thought they were so smart, planting me in a world I knew, it is the perfect cover. I fed them tidbits of information, letting them have the men who did nothing but drag down my business. I could do anything,” Rafael says, bring his hand to his chest in mock sincerity before he lets out a sinister laugh. “All for the badge, of course.”

      Rafael swallows the rest of his whiskey. “I am bored, story time is over.”

      He stands, pulling the gun from his waistband. I push Harper back, grabbing the gun from mine. My gun is aimed between his eyes, his settled over my heart. Harper runs up behind me, putting her hand over my heart, trying to protect me. It won’t be necessary.

      He smirks. “Which one is it going to be, bast––”

      Harper screams when I shoot the gun, landing a bullet straight between his eyes.
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      Three Weeks Later

      “I think Liam and I should sell this place,” Savannah says, looking around her lake house with a sad smile.

      “What? Why?” I ask, turning my head to look at her. I move so quickly, I almost lose my balance on the ladder.

      “Dammit, Sugar,” Roman says, picking me up from the ladder and setting me on the floor. “You’re pregnant. You can’t climb ladders and you really can’t fall off of ladders.”

      “I’m pregnant, not an invalid.”

      “Be careful,” he growls, kissing me roughly on the lips. Roman takes the end of the banner I was trying to hang from my hands and climbs up, securing it to the bannister.

      “Why do you want to sell?” I ask Savannah.

      “Everywhere Liam and I buy or rent turns into a blood bath. I love this place too much to let that happen here.”

      Roman climbs back down, folding me in his arms, squeezing me tightly to his chest. It hasn’t been an easy few weeks for us. Watching him shoot someone in front of me was hard for me to handle—I’m still having nightmares that Roman will be taken away from me.

      Every night the dream changes. It begins the same as the reality. Two brothers pointing guns at each other, one entirely good, the other entirely evil. Which bullet will hit first? The words exchanged change every night, and every single night when the bullet fires, I don’t know who it will hit. Roman patiently tucks me in his strong arms, holding, ensuring that he’s still with me.

      Rafael isn’t the only one I feared would take Roman away from me. Rafael was a DEA agent. Yes, he was dirty, but I still fear that the cops will come knocking, locking Roman away from me.

      The house had cameras everywhere inside, and the evidence showed the real story with Rafael’s confession and Roman’s shot in self-defense. No charges were filed against him for either person he shot that night––both law enforcement officers. That doesn’t ease my panic that something’s going to happen to him and he’ll be taken from me.

      Roman’s been battling his own demons, coming to terms with the fact Santiago knew from the time of his birth that Roman was his son. We’ve been fighting the battles together, though. Roman told me he should walk away, but I wouldn’t let him. I love him too much and he loves me the same. It’s time to move forward and start our family together, putting the past behind us.

      Much of the days after that horrible night were spent in the hospital going back and forth between James’ and Kiernan’s bedsides. I look up at the banner, my heart filling with gratitude.

      Welcome home, James and Kiernan!

      “Savannah, nothing’s going to happen to this place. The only reason your house in Austin turned into a bloodbath is because of me.”

      “That’s not true, Sugar. That was him—not you. That’s all on him.”

      I look down at my feet, nodding. Getting past the demons and guilt will take time.

      Liam walks in, wrapping Savannah in his arms. “Gorgeous wife, we are not selling this place. It’s our only house. We can’t be homeless and pregnant, too—like that one over there,” Liam chuckles.

      Savannah’s eyes go wide when what Liam says registers. “Oh, my God,” I squeal. “I’m so happy for the two of you!”

      “It’s too early to say anything,” she says, holding up her hands. “I don’t want to jinx it. It’s too early. Don’t congratulate me yet. Act surprised when I tell you again in a few weeks.”

      I burst out laughing. “Deal.”

      Roman nuzzles my neck. “Need to hear that sound more, Sugar. I’ve missed it.”

      I turn to face him. “I’ve missed your laugh, too.”

      He kisses me softly on the lips, brushing his nose over mine. My hands cup his face while I stare into his bright brown eyes, full of hope and promise. A new beginning.

      “Hudson just called, they’ll be here any minute.”

      Valerie and Gabe walk through the back door just in time to greet James and Kiernan as they’re ushered inside. Kiernan eats up the attention, grinning from ear to ear, opening his arms to each of us for a hug. James stands back, staying silent as ever with a scowl on his face. It’s hard for someone that large to blend into the background. I walk over and give him a big hug. “Thank you,” I say in admiration, looking up at him.

      “Stop saying that,” James grumbles, rubbing my back while I continue to hug him tightly.

      “Never,” I whisper.

      “Hey, man,” Roman says walking up to us. He shakes James’ hand, telling him the same thing.

      James grumbles again, walking off. Roman and I have thanked him every single day and will continue to thank him. We owe him so much and we won’t stop until he realizes how grateful we are to have him in our lives, for everything he’s done, and most of all, the fact that he’s still breathing.

      “Take a walk by the water with me, Sugar?”

      I grab Roman’s hand. “I’d love to.”

      We walk along the sandy beach of the lake, hand-in-hand, sharing the silence. “I have a favor to ask you, Sugar.”

      “Anything,” I answer honestly, turning into him and wrapping my arms around his hips.

      “I have Santiago’s letter. I think it will be easier for me to process if I hear it in your sweet voice.” Roman pulls the crumbled letter from his pocket, handing it to me.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “I need to know,” he says, squeezing me tightly.

      Wrapped in his arms, I start reading.

      

      
        
        Roman,

        My son.

        I do mean that literally. If you’re reading this, it means I am gone and never got to tell you in person. You are my son. I have watched you every day of your life. It was the hardest challenge of mine to not run and snatch you away from the hardships you faced as a child. I worried if you grew up with me, you would follow in my footsteps. Mine is not the right path to take.

      

        

      
        As you got older and skipped school a few times, I knew something needed to change. I could no longer only watch from the shadows. I approached you with an offer you couldn’t refuse. I used your desperation for food and money to my advantage. I told you I would pay for school and groceries, if you agree to go to the school of my choosing. I told you I had a similar childhood to yours and didn’t want to see a boy who reminded me of myself go down the wrong path. At the mention of food, your face lit up like a Christmas tree and my heart shattered.

      

        

      
        I chose that school because it’s where Harper went. I knew you’d meet her and fall into her magnetic orbit, like everyone around her. I could think of nothing that would make me happier. You, my boy, such a bright, good boy, with a girl I already loved as my own. She’d set you on the right path. When Harper’s father found out what I did, he was furious. He worried you would corrupt her, I said all he had to do was meet you.

      

        

      
        He called me after the night he met you and told me he was proud of me for doing the right thing for you. He could see even then that you were worthy of Harper. I know the two of you will live a beautiful life together. Protect her and honor her the way she deserves.

      

        

      
        I never got to tell you in person but I am damn proud to be your father. You may never understand my choices but I hope you can look past them and accept me in your heart as your father.

      

        

      
        There is another piece I must tell you. You have a brother. He’s dangerous. Keep him away from yourself and Harper at all costs. Do not ever get to know him. He can be charming and persuasive. Don’t fall for it. As far as I’m concerned, you are my only son.

      

        

      
        It was an honor to know you.

      

        

      
        Your father,

        Santiago

      

      

      

      Roman takes a deep, shuddering breath. “I knew it would be better if you read it to me.” His voice is hoarse, raspy and filled with emotion.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I will be,” Roman answers confidently. “Every day you’re with me, I will be okay.”
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      Harper and I are staying in the suite at our decoy hotel. I finally got Harper to agree to raise our budget in the house search. Earlier this afternoon I found the perfect house. Settled just outside the Austin city limits, it’s close to Savannah and all of our normal hangouts. Commercial space is abundant for both of us. Harper told me when we were teenagers that she always wanted a house that looks like it belonged on a plantation. I found it. A plantation house in Austin, near her friends, and on a nice piece of land. I’m surprising her with it later this afternoon.

      The smile on my face hasn’t dissipated since I got off the phone with the realtor. The sun will be setting as we tour the property, and with the hills in the distance, it will be an irresistible backdrop to convince her. I’m ready to make an offer on the house right now, but Harper would kill me if she didn’t see it first. Making a pregnant woman angry is not a good idea. These last few weeks of her first trimester have been difficult for her. The morning sickness hit her hard, and she’s been overly tired and groggy.

      I wince, looking toward the door, hoping the knocking didn’t wake her up. Kiernan stands outside with a box in his hands. “Hey, boss.”

      “Keep it down. Harp’s asleep,” I say softly.

      “That’s perfect. I need to talk to you about something.”

      “What’s up?”

      Kiernan hands the box to me. I take it over to the table, removing the top. It’s filled with files. “What’s this?”

      “Caleb’s files. The information he had on Harper is in there,” Kiernan says, looking down at the ground. “I thought you want might want it. None of this was your fault, I’ll keep reminding you of that.”

      “I did want this,” I say, running my hand over the papers on the inside. I’ve been wanting to get back to Tennessee to sort some things out and pick up the files. And the ring I have for Harper. “Thanks.”

      “One more thing,” Kiernan says. He pulls a velvet box out of his pants pocket.

      I know what it is the second I see it. My eyes meet his. “How did you know?”

      Kiernan shrugs. “Didn’t want you to leave Harper to pack shit up in Tennessee. Your stuff will be here in a few days. If you’re going to make her your wife before the baby comes, you need to get on it.”

      I laugh. This is perfect. I clap Kiernan on the back. “Thanks for everything, brother.”

      Kiernan smiles at me. “Don’t get sappy on me.”

      I slap him on the back of his head as he quietly chuckles.

      “I’ll handle the office shit, too. Think you’ll close and start fresh?”

      “That depends on you,” I answer. “Want to run the Tennessee office? You’re the only one I trust to handle it. You’re not a complete bonehead.”

      “No, I don’t,” Kiernan says, shaking his head.

      I push the disappointment out of my system. I don’t mind closing the doors and opening a new place here in Texas. I did want to run my business with Kiernan, though. Me here and him there. “Where do you want to work? I’ll put in a call and get you on whatever team you want. It’s the least I can do.”

      “I want to work with you, dumbass. Here in Texas.”

      I blink at him, surprised. “You’re moving to Texas?”

      “Yeah, the movers got my shit, too. I’ll go back to Tennessee and close up shop on the office and our apartments, but then I’m back here for good. Already found a nice little place to rent.”

      “Why?” I ask. “You love Nashville.”

      “Dude,” Kiernan says, shaking his head. “My goddaughter or godson will be making their way into the world soon. I can’t miss that. Besides, if I’m not here, who will teach them to be cool?”

      “You’re definitely not the godfather.”

      “I totally am,” Kiernan says, laughing.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “We’ll see. Harper loves me.”

      I grumble. I told her not to feed him. All the strays stay after you feed them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I help Harper down from my truck. Thank Christ our minivan days are over. Harper looks past me, slack-jawed and staring at the house with the backdrop just as amazing as I hoped. It’s perfect. The sunset paints the sky in vivid colors, casting a glow on Harper’s skin. There’s no way she can say no.

      “Welcome home, Sugar.”

      “I haven’t even seen the inside and I’m already in love,” she gasps, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “I’ve only seen the pictures, but it’s perfect. Let’s watch the sun set before we go inside.”

      “Won’t the realtor be waiting?”

      “No, she’s not here yet,” I lie. The realtor’s inside, waiting on us. I asked her over the phone to stay inside until we came in. She happily agreed.

      I walk Harper to the back of the house where two rocking chairs are set on the wraparound porch. She’s watching the sun sink lower, and I’m watching her take in everything that will be ours.

      I drop to my knee in front of her and grab her hand in one of my sweaty palms. This has been years in the making, and she’s carrying my child, but I’m still more nervous than I’ve ever been.

      “Sugar, my sweet girl, I fucking love you,” I rush, unable to hold it in.

      Her free hand is covering her mouth. She stares down at me with tears in her eyes. “When I saw this place online, I knew it would be ours. It’s just like you described when you were a teenager. I want to sit out here on these chairs, rocking our baby, and watch all the sunsets with you. Or a thunderstorm. Or our kids playing in the yard—as long as it’s you next to me and our kids. And grandkids. I’ve been in love with you since the second I saw you. I’ll spend the rest of my days worshipping you and making you crazy in the best possible ways. Will you marry me, Sugar?”

      “Yes,” she shouts, launching herself out of the chair and into my arms. “I’ll marry you. I need to marry you, I want to be your wife more than anything.”

      “That’s good, Sugar, because we’re getting married soon. Anywhere you want. Just as long as it’s soon.”

      “Here,” she says. “Let’s do it here.”

      I pull the box from my pocket. “This is the ring I bought a decade ago. If you don’t like it, I’ll get you something more modern and bigger. Whatever. Whatever you want.”

      “Don’t you dare. I love this one.”

      “You haven’t even seen it yet.”

      “Don’t need to. You bought it for me.”

      I open the box and grin when she sucks in a startled breath, staring at the ring. I slip it on her finger. Just as perfect as I imagined.
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      Six years later

      “Don’t you think you went just a little overboard?” I ask Roman, staring at the inflatable obstacle course taking up a huge portion of our lawn. Not to mention the petting zoo, bounce house, and go-carts.

      “No,” he says, grinning down at me. “You only turn five once.”

      “You say that every year,” I sigh, shaking my head. “You’re spoiling our kids.”

      “Damn right, I am. Nothing is going to stop me from spoiling them and spoiling you,” he whispers, running his lips along my neck. I shiver—my reaction to him hasn’t dimmed even the slightest bit.

      “Besides, look at our little boy,” Roman says staring at our son, Caden, as he helps our three-year-old daughter, Sadie. After Caden helps Sadie over an obstacle, he turns, holding his hand out for Liam and Savannah’s five-year-old, Avery. They slowly make their way through each course with Caden leading the way and clearing the path for them. “I may spoil him, but he’s going to be a damn good man.”

      “Only because he has you as a father,” I whisper, running my hand over his arm and turning my head to kiss him. His lips graze mine softly.

      “And me as a godfather,” Kiernan says, walking up to us and leaning down on the porch railing. I pull away from Roman’s lips as he groans in frustration.

      “I still can’t believe you picked him.” Roman’s head comes down on my shoulder, not caring that his best friend is next to us as his tongue and lips kiss a path up to my ear. “I’m having my favorite dessert later, Sugar.” I shiver in response.

      “Don’t lie, you know you want me to watch your kids,” Kiernan says grinning, used to the fact that we’re always like this.

      “I suggested Liam or James. Harper insisted on you,” Roman says, glaring at his best friend, who beams in response.

      “That’s because she has great taste most of the time, except when it comes to you, of course.” Kiernan leans over giving me a kiss on my cheek.

      “Get the fuck outta here,” Roman growls.

      “Testy,” Kiernan laughs as he walks toward our friends sitting at a table on the lawn. Savannah waves us over to join them. I wave back, signaling we’ll be there soon.

      Roman rubs his hand over my growing stomach. “I don’t want this one to be the last one,” he says. “You’re so sexy pregnant.”

      “I’m not having another baby. Three is enough,” I insist, laughing along with him.

      “I’ll give you anything you want if you have another. I know I can tempt you.” His tongue slides up my neck as he pulls my hips back, making my ass glide over his hard dick. I softly moan.

      “Not here,” I whisper.

      “Anywhere,” he says.

      “Kids are present, Roman.”

      “We’ll send everyone home. The kids can go to Savannah and Liam’s. They owe us.” He grinds his hips against my back again, and I turn to kiss him. His mouth immediately comes down on mine, his tongue invading, clashing against my own. My hand wraps around his head, anchoring him to me. He groans softly, sliding a hand down my side and grazing the side of my breast. It’s not enough. I won’t be able to get enough for hours.

      “Fucking delicious,” Roman moans. “Everyone needs to leave. Now.”

      “It’s a birthday party, you can’t kick anyone out,” I say, reaching my hand behind me and squeezing his hard cock once.

      A low growl erupts from his chest. “You’ll pay for that,” he whispers against my ear.

      “Let’s go join our friends.”

      “And tell them to get the fuck out.”

      “Roman,” I sigh, barely containing my laugh.

      “It’s my house, my kid’s party, I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      I laugh. A day never passes where he doesn’t make me laugh. He couldn’t give me anything I don’t already have. I stare out at the lawn filled with our friends and children with my husband behind me, rubbing his palm over my pregnant belly. Life couldn’t get any sweeter.

      

      
        
        The End
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        The Vow Series continues with Vow of Honor

      

        

      
        It’s James’ turn to find love in Vow of Honor!

      

        

      
        James’ mysterious past comes back to haunt him and threatens to destroy everything he’s built

      

        

      
        Pre-Order Now: Click here
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      I hope you loved Vow of Atonement!

      

      You can make a huge difference in Vow of Atonement’s book life!

      

      Reviews encourage other readers to try out a book. They are vitally important to getting the word out and mean the world to every author. Every time I see a new review, my day is made!

      

      I’d love your help in spreading the word. If you could take a quick moment to leave a review on your favorite book site, I’d be so happy and grateful. Long, short, doesn’t matter! Every review helps. You can do that on your preferred retailer. Or on Goodreads here. Or on BookBub here. Even better? All three! You can simply copy and paste!

      

      Email me a link to your review at emmarenshaw@outlook.com so I can be sure to thank you. You’re the amazing!
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      More books are coming in the Vow Series. To see exclusive content and be the first to receive information about upcoming releasing sign up for my newsletter!

      www.emmarenshaw.com/subscribe

      

      My Facebook reader group also gets exclusive content! If you want to join in on the fun and giveaways, come find us: Emma Renshaw’s Books.

      

      I’d love to hear from you! Email me or connect on social media.

      Email: emmarenshaw@outlook.com

      Website: www.emmarenshaw.com

      Facebook: www.facebook.com/emmarenshaw

      Twitter: www.twitter.com/emmarenshaw_

      Instagram: www.instagram.com/authoremmarenshaw
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