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CHAPTER ONE
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Miles grinned when Ivy’s face flashed on his phone, along with the familiar ringtone that filled his bedroom. Bright blue eyes on a freckled face, framed by a messy-and-sexy-as-hell ponytail, smiled up at him.

He swiped Answer. “Morning.” It was impossible to keep the cheer from his greeting.

“What is this?” 

Not quite the hello he expected. “You’ll have to be more specific.” It couldn’t be the gift he’d arranged for her, to keep his best friend from wallowing on Valentine’s Day. She was going to love that.

“This letter.”

Yeah, that wasn’t sounding great. “About...?” He flipped through the button-down shirts hanging in his closet. This wasn’t the best day for soliciting charitable donations, but it wasn’t bad. Showing up as the attractive single guy, complete with the right wink and a little flirting, usually got him in a couple extra doors.

“I know you did this. Some guy just knocked on my door—he was dressed like a bellhop or something, completely with the little hat—and handed me a black envelope.”

That would be his gift from Single Status. The letter was supposed to distract her, not piss her off. “Did you open it?” Miles asked.

“No. I called you irritated because of a pretty black envelope.” Her sarcasm was heavy, but some of her irritation was vanishing in amusement. “Do you know what’s in here?”

The promise on the website was that it would give Ivy a way to celebrate her single status. An anti-Valentine’s kind of thing. “Something super amazing, for my bestest friend ever.”

“So, no.”

“Busted.”

She laughed. Staying angry had never been her thing. “You’re impossible. And I’m not doing it.”

“What is it?” Now he was really curious. Some of the examples on the website were gift cards and reservations for one to high end restaurants, opera tickets... Each adventure was supposed to be customized to the receiver. 

Some of Ivy’s favorite things were games and her art, and he’d driven that point home when he filled out their pages of forms.

“It’s a scavenger hunt.”

He’d paid top dollar for a scavenger hunt? “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Apparently I can complete the tasks on my own, but if I want to upload my results to their forum, there’s blind voting, and the person with the best finds wins.”

“Wins what?”

“A prize. I didn’t go to the website and look.”

That didn’t sound too bad. In fact, it sounded kind of fun. “You should do it. If you’re not in the mood, I bet you don’t even have to interact with anyone.”

“No. I appreciate the thought and the gift, Miles, but I have plans.” She still sounded amused, but the warning was creeping into her tone. That edge that said he needed to ease up soon. 

He could picture what she looked like right now. Her lips would be pursed—and perfectly kissable—and she’d be pacing, probably chewing on a pen or the end of a paintbrush.

Speaking of, he needed to finish getting ready for work. Maybe he should have sent the letter to himself. A scavenger hunt sounded more fun than his day.

But he was more worried about Ivy having a good time. “Since when do you have plans?” He wasn’t making fun. She’d told him two days ago she was going to spend the day wallowing and ignoring the world. 

“Since last time we talked. Will the world end if I don’t do this?”

“Sitting around hating the world is not a plan.” He grabbed a tie. He wasn’t worried about the sunk cost if she gave up, but he was worried about her. Ivy deserved better than the memories of broken hearts she had from previous Valentine’s Days. She deserved a guy who worshipped her and adored her and didn’t hurt her.

That last one yanked Miles straight off the good enough for Ivy list. 

“I just want to do it for a day.” She sighed. 

Fuck it. Her scavenger hunt sounded way more fun than work, and since he was the boss, he could take the day off. He tossed his tie back with the others, and grabbed a more casual suit coat. “If I go with you, will you play?”

He’d hang out with her, make sure she had an amazing day, and be done in time for his date tonight. Date was a loose term. More like heart-day inspired one-night stand.

“That’s not why I called.”

“I know. And that’s not what I asked.” He wanted her to see the day wasn’t any worse than any other, and maybe draw her out of her love sucks funk. 

It wasn’t the best logic, but he was trying. Her last breakup hit her hard, and he didn’t know how to help. This was weak, but he needed to try something new.

“If you go with me, then I guess I have to do it.” If she meant the words to sound resigned, she failed. The hint of glee in her reply was enough to make him smile.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Be ready.”

“Yes, sir.” She laughed. One of his favorite sounds. 

And that was the problem. The longer she was single, the harder it was to keep his feelings to himself. He wouldn’t tell her how he felt. Where their lives intersected was perfect, but where things diverged... He wasn’t the kind of guy she needed to commit to, because he wasn’t the kind of guy who could commit.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Ivy wanted to be upset about the letter, and Miles’s assumption that she needed to be distracted today.

She wanted to be, but she couldn’t fight her smile. She loved that he thought of her.

Besides, the scavenger hunt looked like fun, and there was no way she’d pass up a chance at that prize money. Winning seemed unlikely. She had to try, though. If for no other reason than to fix her car, which was currently sitting in a shop waiting for her to find the funds. And who’s missing presence would have kept her from doing this without Miles help.

Speaking of, she still needed to get dressed. He didn’t leave her much time.

Ivy grabbed her most familiar and comfortable clothes—her favorite torn jeans and baggy sweatshirt. She stepped in front of the full-length mirror on the back of her door. A frumpy blond in paint-splattered rags scowled back at her.

She didn’t want to be that person today. If she had to face the world on Valentine’s Day, she didn’t want to do it as herself. She’d love if she could be the kind of woman Miles wanted—elegant, composed, and graceful.

An outfit wouldn’t hide the fact that he already knew who she was. His best buddy. Not a love interest. 

At least this was taking her mind off her money problems. She loved that she could earn a living with her art, but this time of year was always tightest on the wallet, and the transmission on her car was dying. An expense she couldn’t afford on the best days, and certainly couldn’t deal with right now.

She hated being a statistic. Another twenty-year-old always one emergency from being bankrupt.

She yanked her top off in frustration, tossed it on her bed, and turned back to her closet. There had to be something in here that didn’t have oil paint stains on it, but still looked casual. 

This sweater was too bulky.

That was a cocktail dress she bought on clearance because every girl needed a little black dress, and she was going to mend that tear someday.

Then there was the flannel shirt she lounged in when she was binging anything on TV.

The T-shirt that was torn enough it always fell off one shoulder.

Why did it matter? Miles wasn’t going to notice. But she would. She wanted to be stunning and draw attention just for one day.

A chill raced along her skin, reminding her she only wore her jeans and bra.

She should just pick something.

“Ahem.” Miles voice came from behind.

Heat chased away the cold and she whirled to find him standing in her doorway. She should cover up. The way he traced his gaze over her body raised goosebumps everywhere, and a response lodged in her throat.

“I shouted when I got here, but you didn’t respond.” He had a key to her apartment, like she did to his. 

She’d never given a second thought to coming and going. “I’m almost ready. Sorry.”

“You could wear that.” Was that a catch in his voice?

She shook her head, both at him and herself. At least she was wearing a nice bra. “It’s thirty degrees outside.”

He worked his jaw, still looking her over. “I’ll be in the living room. Whatever you wear, you’ll look fantastic.”

“I’ll be there in just a minute.” She watched him walk away, and caught another glimpse of herself in the mirror. Of course her skin was flushed pink. It matched the never-going-to-happen images running rampant in her head. 

The fantasy that the heat she imagined in his eyes was real. That instead of walking away, he’d stalked across her room and backed her to the wall. Pinned her wrists about her head. Swallowed her whimpers in a hungry kiss while he skated his palm down her stomach...

Want pulsed between her legs and she squeezed her thighs together. If he wasn’t here, she’d take a couple of minutes with her vibrator and imagination, and relieve that itch.

If she did it anyway, would he come back in here and help? Maybe teach her a few things?

Yeah, not likely. He wasn’t interested, and if she could get that through her head, maybe she wouldn’t still be single on Valentine’s Day.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Miles tried to sit casually on the tattered couch in Ivy’s living room. The one he’d tried to replace for her. Another thing she wouldn’t let him spend money on, because she had too much pride for that.

Getting comfortable was difficult with his erection digging into his zipper. He shifted enough to adjust himself. 

At least his mind was off that phone call, and focused squarely on Ivy. His thoughts drifted along a path he never let them stray too far down. A path that took him back into her room. Tied her to the bed. Left her exposed so he could devour her naked body until she was squirming. Begging for more. 

Not an option.

Fuck, he wanted it to be.

“Ready. Sorry to take so long.” Her sweet voice drilled him further into the vivid pictures in his mind, rather than yanking him free. She still wore the torn jeans, which were tantalizing anyway. Showing off hints of thigh and leg. And her sweater hugged her curves. Sweet hiding sexy, just like Ivy. “Should we go?”

He climbed back to reality. “Yeah. Where? What are we even doing?”

“Like I said, it’s a scavenger hunt. I checked out the rules on the website. There are dozens of people participating around the world. That is, if we choose to participate in the competition round. There are grand prizes and participation prizes.” She perched on the arm of the chair across from him, and tugged on her shoes.

“It was just supposed to be a letter from a website. I thought they’d give you museum tickets and lunch or something.”

The corner of her mouth tugged up. “This is better. At least, the longer I think about it, the more fun it sounds. Voting ends at midnight, and they announce the winners tomorrow. After we turn in our first entry, we get the next one. Supposedly there are endless clues, so the more we get through, the more chances we have for votes.”

It sounded complicated, but she looked excited, and sounded much more cheerful than when she’d called. “If we’re just posting a picture of each thing you find, how many of them do you have laying around the house? What’s first? Like, a photo of a fish in a dress? We can find one of those online.”

“It doesn’t work that way.” She laughed. More of those for the day, and he’d go anywhere she asked. “It says I have to take a photo of a rare item in a place I’ve had my heart broken.”—

He frowned. “That’s kind of depressing.”

“Or anti-Valentine’s Day. Which is the point, isn’t it?”

“That could still be something here.” Why wasn’t he going along with this? He’d offered to keep her company, and now he was balking? Because he didn’t want to see her dig up old memories.

“Did you really set me up for this thing you’re not willing to do yourself?” Her tone was light, but warning was slipping in. And she had a good point. 

As long as he could distract her from the past, it would be fine. “You’re right. Let’s go all out. Where are we headed.”

“That cafe at the mall. The one with the bakery.”

“You had your heart broken there?” He thought he knew the handful of rough break-ups she’d had, but he hadn’t heard that story.

She ducked her head. “Yeah. I, um... That guy I went out with a couple years ago. Richard. Valentine’s Day even. We broke up there.”

There was a hitch in her reply. She was hiding something.

Apparently she’d been hiding a few things, since Miles hadn’t realized she cared about Richard enough to hold onto this kind of hurt. 

“Okay. Bakery it is. I’ll buy you breakfast while we’re there.” 

How did he miss that she’d been heartbroken? What else had he missed?
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“What are you working on?” Miles asked.

So many things. Commissions. Merchandise. But he was looking for her newest projects. She loved that he was interested in her art. “I’m not sure.” She just wished she had a better answer. “I’m trying to come up with some new designs for merchandise. Something that will look good on note cards and journals. Catchy and familiar, but unique.”

Which pretty much described everything she tried to come up with for her shop. Custom work brought in decent hourly money, but not great. It was hard to find people willing to pay what custom art was worth. But her online shop, if she nailed a new design, could bring in a decent bonus.

If she asked Miles for the money, he’d give it to her without question. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. 

“Blue rainbows,” he said. “Rainbows are big right now.”

“I think that’s just an arch” She appreciated his suggestions. Between the two of them, they could usually come up with something that really sang to her customers.

“Not solid blue.” He navigated the traffic with ease and familiarity. “Like shades of blue. That’s a thing. Like perrytwinkle and carrotflower and stuff.”

She laughed. “Periwinkle and cornflower. But I’m not sure that’s a sellable thing. I supposed to people who really like blue and gradients, but they can get those things at Target.”

“Hmm...” He scrunched his face up in thought. “Monster teddy bears?”

That wasn’t a bad idea. It was a bit overdone, but she could put a twist on it. “People do like those...”

“I sense a but in there. Don’t tell me it’s too dark. We both know better.”

“But that’s more cute-dark than haunting.”

“So, bears with hearts on their chests and ripped bodies, with stuffing coming out, and they have sharp pointy teeth and they’re wielding daggers...”

“On my God, that’s perfect.” Images popped into her head, and her imagination raced forward and full-tilt.

He glanced at her sideways, eyebrows raised. “It is?”

“Not the bears. Though, I have to come back to that, because there’s potential there. Broken hearts.” Vivid images popped into her head, overlapping and vying for her attention. “Like with arrows through them. Daggers. Broken and bleeding. Tragically beautiful with broken wings and thorns.” As she talked she tugged a small notebook from her purse and started sketching one of the ideas.

Her lines were loose and rough, but it was enough to give her a glimpse of what was in her head. 

When they stopped at the next light, she gave him a look. 

“Stunning, as always.” Awe filled his voice and he studied the sketch with wide eyes. “You’d have to do a series of them. Mugs. If you can do six or twelve, a calendar. T-shirts.”

She didn’t usually pick so many items for single designs, but if he thought this had some kind of sales potential, she’d give it a try. 

Her pulse hammered in her ears with the inspiration. It was tempting to go home and start work now.

She needed to let the idea simmer. Always. No matter how bright and shiny a concept was, she needed to let it take on more shape before she dove into the actual work. When she didn’t, the ideas fell flat.

In the meantime, she was going to enjoy this day out with Miles, and try to win this contest. Long shot, sure, but she had to try.

They pulled into the cafe parking lot. The closest open spot was several rows back. She didn’t mind the stroll to the entrance, but she wasn’t looking forward to the place being crowded. 

When they got inside, the line to order was almost out the door. At least half a dozen people waited for to-go orders, and most of the tables were occupied.

“Save us a seat.” Miles pointed her toward a table for two near the window. “I’ll get you coffee and a cherry cheese danish.”

Her favorite. “All right. Good luck.”

She claimed their chairs, and watched him wait in line. He really was her favorite site. Strong jaw, dark hair, and today just a hint of beard on his chin.

She shouldn’t have suggested they come here. When she mentioned it, she saw him hesitate. Was he going to make her explain how her heart was broken here?

It was true, she’d spent a Valentine’s Day here, and that her date had walked out on her. But it wasn’t his fault. At the time, she’d been too lost in her own moping to be good company.

Just a few weeks before the date, she’d come in here and seen Miles with some random one-night stand. They’d been in the corner cuddling and giggling, with the girl practically in his lap.

They’d been so caught up in each other, Miles didn’t see Ivy come in or leave.

When she’d asked him about it a few days later, he shrugged the whole thing off. She was all right. A fun lay. Okay at conversation, but not great. She wasn’t my type though.

The response should have reassured Ivy. Instead, it sat heavy in her gut. If he could give a random date that kind of attention, and look that happy, was he fooling Ivy the same way? Pretending to enjoy her company?

She knew better, but self-doubt could be an ugly beast. And it still made her wonder why Ms. In-His-Lap got that kind of attention from him, and Ivy couldn’t.

Being back in here though was easing the knot in her chest. When he joined her a short while later, he handed her coffee that had the perfect amounts of cream and sugar, and a delicious looking pastry on a plate.

They ate in silence for a few minutes. It was too loud for decent conversation, but she wanted to try. “I should have thought this through better. There’s nothing really unique in here to take a photo of.” The stuff on the walls was standard stock art of random buildings.

He looked around them. “Their pastries are unique.”

“I guess.” She stared at him in profile as he studied the dining room. Inspiration struck for the second time in just a short while. “I’ve got it.”

“What are you thinking?” He gave her his full attention.

“You. You’re in this place, and you’re unique.” That was an understatement. 

“You’re going to take a photo of me?”

She didn’t need excuses to take his picture, but she’d still take any opportunity she could find. “You, in this place. We’ll put you somewhere that’s identifiable, and no one else will have a picture like that.” And it would help her build new memories of him and here.

“It’s a bit crowded for a good photo. Not that I mind. You point me to a place, and I’m your subject.”

She crammed the rest of her pastry in her mouth. “Mmpfh” Which was supposed to be okay, I’m ready.

“Oh yeah, I can do that too.” He mimicked her with his muffin, making his cheeks puff out.

It was childish, but it was fun. She washed her food down with coffee. “No hurry, though.”

“I’m ready.” He pushed back from the table. “Here. Hold my drink.”

“Pretty sure it’s supposed to be hold my beer.”

He raised an eyebrow, but amusement shone in his eyes. “It’s a little early for that, young lady.”

“Fair enough. This way.” She grabbed his hand and tugged him toward an empty side hallway that led toward the restrooms and employees only area. This should give them enough space to get a quick pic in.

She posed him against a wall with hints of the store name on it. “It’s too bad we can’t do topless pics. That’d definitely get us some votes.”

“Sounds like a challenge to me.” He shed his jacket, dropped it at his feet, and started unbuttoning his shirt.

“What are you doing?” she hissed, and covered his hand. She didn’t really want him to stop. She’d seen him shirtless before, but that was no reason to pas up the opportunity again.

He winked. “Ask and ye shall received. You probably don’t have much time. Make that photo quick.” He shrugged his shirt from his shoulders.

“Excuse me.” A new voice cut through the chatter from the room. “Sir you need to put your shirt on and leave.” A woman in a store shirt and hat stood at the kitchen entrance, shooting daggers at them with her glare.

Ivy’s heart dropped into her stomach, and humiliation spread through her.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER FIVE
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Miles laughed as they walked from the cafe. The scowl on the employee’s face was priceless. Not that he wanted to piss anyone off, but it was such a benign thing to do.

He glanced at Ivy, and clamped his mouth shut when he saw her scowl. “What’s wrong?”

“That was humiliating.”

He knew she didn’t have the same tolerance for being obnoxious in public, but her irritation caught him off-guard. Two minutes ago she was teasing him about taking his shirt off.

“No one got hurt, and it gave the employees something to talk about later,” he said.

She pursed her lips. “That’s not comforting.

Inspiration struck, and he tugged her to the side of the building, next to the mural-style diner sign. “Take my picture here.”

“I guess.” Her frown deepened.

“What’s wrong?” He wanted to see her smiling again, so they could have fun the rest of the day.

A sharp gust of wind tore around them, ripping at her hair and kicking up the leaves caught in the alcove into a mini-tornado. 

“Nothing. I’m being dumb.” A smile appeared, but didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ll take the picture.” She fumbled with her phone, then dropped it back in her purse and blew on her fingers. She rubbed her arms through her jacket.

He tugged her to him, and wrapped his arms around her. “Come here. Warm up.” It was supposed to be a friendly embrace, but heat seared through clothing and winter coats, singing his senses. With her this close, it was impossible to ignore her familiar scent—the faintest hint of turpentine underlying the lavender of her body wash. The combination was distinctly Ivy, and a whiff had the ability to fill his thoughts with wicked fantasy.

Miles swallowed the surge of desire, and it took all his self control to keep from tracing his nose along the side of her neck. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I had this flash of hope that maybe we’d replace an old memory with a new, better one. It wasn't like that was a super big deal, but it wasn’t exactly happy fun time.”

“None of it was fun?”

A soft laugh escaped. “Watching you shove half a muffin in your mouth at once was entertaining.”

“So focus on that part. And hand me your camera.”

She fished the device from her purse without breaking from his grasp, and handed it over her shoulder.

He unlocked it, switched to front camera, and held it in front of them, focusing to take a selfie. “Smile.”

“Nope.” She turned away to face him. “You’re not tricking me into that. This is a picture of you.”

“Fine.” This was both better and so much worse. 

Her chest was pressed to his, and she watched him with wide blue eyes. She licked her lips.

Fuck, this was definitely worse. As he snapped the photo, he leaned in. He meant to brush his lips over hers, but when he made contact, it was harder than he thought to pull away. “Something unique.” He managed to keep his voice steady. A hint of sweet coffee and sugar lingered on his lips.

Her scowl started him. She snatched her phone back. “Is anything sacred to you?”

“Lots of things.” What did he do now?

She swiped at her phone as she walked toward his car. “I’m posting this, so we can get the next clue.” Her tone had turned as icy as the weather.

“Ivy. Talk to me.” He fell into step beside her.

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it. You’re a better kisser than I remembered.”

The words might mean more if she didn’t speak them in a flat monotone. 

He refused to be brushed off. “What did I do?” He got why the stuff inside annoyed her, but this... Fuck, he was an idiot. “It’s because I didn’t ask, isn’t it? I’m sorry.” Apparently that was a line in their friendship. Reasonable. He shouldn’t have assumed.

She shook her head and wrenched the passenger door open before he could get it for her. “That’s not it. Don’t worry about it.”

But he was worried about it, and he was irritated that she was closing off from him like this. Their friendship didn’t work that way.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Ivy wasn’t being fair. The loud voice at the front of her mind wouldn’t let her ignore that fact.

Miles had apologized for what he should have. And she could have either told him it was all right, or explained why it wasn’t all right to ask forgiveness instead of permission.

But she didn’t want an apology. She didn’t want him to be sorry for kissing her. She didn’t want the moment to be meaningless or easily shrugged off or to place her in the same category as every other woman he dated once then never spoke to again.

And if she wasn’t willing to tell him that, she couldn’t expect him to read her mind and know.

Damn it. She hated when her brain got all logical. Why couldn’t it insist instead that she throw caution to the wind and kiss him back? Why had she destroyed that pocket of bliss by getting mad for the wrong reasons?

And now she’d made a big deal out of it, she couldn’t just drop things and pretend it never happened.

Miles sat in the driver’s seat, keeping the car idling, and staring straight ahead. His jaw was clenched, and his lips drawn into a thin line.

Her phone buzzed with a new email, and she reached for it, grateful for the distraction. It was the next task. “Should we keep going with the competition?”

“I’d rather you talk to me first.”

Ivy sighed and dug through her jumbled emotions for something to make this right. She touched his arm, drawing his gaze. “There’s nothing to talk through.” That was as close to the truth as she could manage. “I’m being touchy and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 

Except magically discover she fantasized about all the incredible ways they could have sex. It would have to be magic, since she still wasn’t saying anything.

“You’d tell me if there was?”

She hated and adored the sincerity in his voice. And if this were any other issue at all, she’d spill without hesitation. She couldn’t outright lie to him though. “It's me I’m upset with. I shouldn’t project that on you.”

He searched her face, his brows pinched, then shook his head. “All right. Where are we going next?”

“It says to recreate a favorite childhood memory.” She had a lot of those. Several of them included Miles, but she’d lived a decent life in general. Sure, there were some dark clouds. That incident in high school...

She wasn’t dwelling there. Today was about happiness... and maybe that grand prize. What should she pick to recreate?

“Give me a direction.” His playfulness was gone.

“I don’t know. There are too many.”

He sighed.

So much for dropping her wishy-washiness and moving on. She still blamed him for the kiss. She only had herself to blame for telling him it was nothing, when it was very clearly something.

That was it. The one place they used to go in high school that was always fun. Before the big fight and after they made amends. Maybe it would lighten the mood again. He’d always enjoyed it as much as her. “Let’s go to that park by the lake.”

“No. Pick someplace else.” The sharp edge in his reply startled her.

She wasn’t imagining the fun they’d had there in the past, so what was she missing? “Why not?”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.” He leveled a narrow-eyed gaze at her. 

She clenched her fists and a growl escaped without her permission. So much for letting the matter drop.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Miles didn’t know where this went next. This entire thing was a bad idea. The note. Agreeing to go with Ivy. Letting down his defenses... 

What the fuck was he thinking, kissing her? Now she was pissed off, he couldn’t get the faint tease out of his thoughts, and she wanted to go back to the last place they were when they shared a kiss.

Was she being frustrating on purpose? Was he supposed to infer something from all of this? He was used to people playing mind games, but not Ivy. She was direct. She was honest. It was one of the many reasons he adored her.

“Fine, I’ll tell you.” Her voice softened.

He rolled his eyes. He didn’t want to go back and forth like this all day. “Don’t do me any favors.”

“Do you want to know or not?”

He really did, because for the life of him, he couldn’t figure it out. “I’m listening.” He kept his reply kind. No reason to drag them through another round of aggravation.

“I hate that you didn’t mean it.” Her voice was tiny.

He glanced at her to see her studying her fingers as she wove them together then untangled them.

“Mean what?”

Her shoulders slumped. Seconds ticked away. They should have stayed inside. The windows were fogging. 

“The kiss,” she finally said. “Today. I hate that you think it’s a throw-away gesture. A few years ago, I saw you in the cafe. You were laughing and having a blast with some woman you told me a few days later was just okay. I hate that you put me in the same category as someone whose name you probably don’t even remember, with that kiss.”

No. He couldn’t even fathom... Ivy was in a class of her own. “I would never do that on purpose. You don’t belong the same category as any other person in the world. You’re Ivy. No one else compares.”

“I’m not sure that’s comforting.” She sank lower in her seat.

She didn’t understand this was all for her. The note. Keeping his distance. Wanting to see her happy with someone who adored her. 

Miles tipped her chin up with his finger, so he could look her in the eye. “I swear, I’d move mountains for you. Haven’t I always?”

She tried to pull away, but he cupped her cheek.

“Yes,” she said.

“And if kissing you makes you think otherwise, I’ll never do it again.” The promise tasted foul, and a fist clenched around his chest with the words.

The corner of her mouth tugged up. “I didn’t say that. Let's not be too hasty.”

That sounded like an invitation. He dipped his head to claim her mouth, more softly than before, but letting himself linger longer. He wanted to crash down on her lips. To devour her. To take this to the next level.

She sighed and leaned into the kiss. He glided his tongue along the seam of her lips, and she parted them to let him in.

His pulse hammered in his ears, and his cock strained against his slacks. Keep going, the chant was loud in his skull.

No. She wasn’t his. Not like this. A deep kiss muddied the waters too much.

So what’s a little more? 

He didn’t have a good response, but that was probably because all of the blood had rushed from his head. He forced himself to break away. He shouldn’t have done that at all, but fuck it felt good. 

“Park near the lake?” The question came out more gruffly than he wanted it to. He should ask her again to pick another place. The world fell away at that park. It was too easy to forget the reasons he shouldn’t pursue her.

She traced her fingers along her bottom lip. “Are you going to tell me why you don’t want to?” Her reply was breathy. 

That would be fair. A secret for a secret. But some of my most intense fantasies of fucking you take place there, would take the conversation in a direction he didn’t want to go. Regardless of whether her response was positive or negative. “I was being an ass. No other reason.”

Her raised eyebrow said she didn’t buy his answer, but she didn’t push for more.

They hit the road. It was late enough the morning commute had thinned, but early enough all other traffic was still light. 

Miles didn’t want to travel in stilted silence. “How’s the Firefly fanart going?”

“Shiny. I’ll send you a couple of mockups later. I’ll be set for the con in April.”

“Do I get an early sneak peek?”

“Hmm... You might have to bribe me.”

He’d trade another kiss... or more. “Quad shot caramel latte with chocolate and whipped cream? Iced?”

Her delighted clap was exaggerated and adorable. “You know me so well. All right. That gets you a peek at the art early. And feel free to treat yourself to something as well.”

“You’re so generous.” He laughed and pointed the car toward their favorite coffee drive thru. Since their breakfast was truncated, this would make up for it.

It didn’t matter that the park was more than half an hour away, and they spent the entire time chatting and enjoying coffee. When they pulled into the empty parking lot, he was still half-hard from the kiss.

The climbed from the car and he joined her. “Where to?” Miles asked.

Ivy swept her gaze around the park, then turned back to him. “Tell me the truth. Why didn’t you want to come up here?”

Busted. He reached for a new excuse. Some sort of half-truth to shut the topic down for good. Nothing came to him. “It doesn’t matter.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“I can’t tell you.” That was the opposite of shutting the conversation down. It would only raise her curiosity.

“Why not?”

He made a last-ditch grab. “Because of the same thing I told you in the parking lot. You’re one-of-a-kind in my world, and if I tell you this, it could push you away.”

“I took a chance when I told you.” She hooked her thumbs in her pockets and rocked on her toes. “And I’m drawing all sorts of conclusions on my own, so you may want to clear those up.” There was a teasing sparkle in her eyes. Like this, she radiated temptation.

No. She always radiated temptation.

He stepped toward her, and her eyes grew wide. 

What was he doing?

She stepped back when he drew closer, stopping when her back hit the car.

He closed the space between them until he felt her heat, but not making contact. He still didn’t have the right words, and the way her breath hitched made it harder to find them.

“Because”—the reply came out without his permission—”every time we’re up here, all I can think about is that day.”

“Which day?”

“You know which one.” He didn’t have a great grasp on words before, but the longer they stood like this, the further his mind drifted into that place he didn’t want it to be. His nerve endings screamed for contact. His fingers twitched to brush against her cheek. To tangle in her hair. To slide under her sweater and feel skin-on-skin.

She licked her lips. Had she always done that so frequently or was she tormenting him on purpose today? “What if I do?”

“I’ve asked myself what if... so many times.”

“What stops you from asking it out loud?” Her question was timid, but she shifted her body enough to make contact. Her hip pressed into his erection.

Fuck. He wanted her. More desperately than usual. But he couldn’t have her long term. Was it possible to do both? No. That was insanity. He couldn’t sleep with her and keep her friendship.

But other people did it. Friends with benefits, right? “Because you’re not just any warm body. You’re Ivy. Some day you’re going to find the perfect guy and have the perfect life. In the meantime, I don’t want to ruin what we have with something fleeting.”

“What if we could both promise it wouldn’t change things between us?” She was asking the right questions.

Too bad it wasn’t that simple. “You can’t promise that. Things will change.”

“They don’t have to change in a bad way.” There was more conviction in her voice.

He teetered in the edge of how badly he wanted her, and how much she deserved some who hadn’t betrayed her in the past.

Ivy tilted her head in and kissed him lightly.

His control snapped under the weight of her soft touch and her body yielding against his.

Don’t do this.

Too late. 
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Ivy remembered every kiss they’d shared over the years. Not that there were many, but she’d burned each one into her mind, and replayed all of them on endless loops.

None of them held a candle to this. 

Miles’s groan hummed against her mouth and sang through her veins. His erection dug into her stomach, promising more. He tugged her hair and held her head in place at the same time, swallowing her gasps. 

She needed something to hold onto, to keep her head from floating away. She fisted the front of his shirt, desperate and hungry. 

I’m going to wrinkle his shirt... The concern evaporated when he dove his tongue into her mouth and probed.

Desire chased away the cold. All she felt were scorched spots where his body met hers.

Miles broke the kiss, but kept his grip on her hair. He met her gaze, his breathing ragged. “You have to say it. I’m not going anywhere. You’re my Ivy now and forever, but I have to hear you say this won’t come between us.” His voice was a low growl.

My Ivy. Such beautiful words. The my best friend was implied. But the tightening in her nipples and the pulse between her thighs pleaded with her to tell him whatever he wanted to hear.

Lust couldn’t get in the way. She hadn’t let it in the past, and she wouldn’t change that now. Not for a taste. 

“Ivy?” Concern leaked into his voice.

But her answer wasn’t a lie. She could keep sex and friendship separate. She already knew he’d be with someone else next week, and then the week after. That was going to hurt whether or not she slept with him. At least this way, she got what she wanted—Miles in her bed and her life. “I promise, this won’t come between us. Anything that happens today, regardless of how far it goes. I promise.”

“Thank God.” He crashed his mouth down on hers again. His body pressed into hers, pinning her in place.

He pried one of her hands from his shirt, and glided it lower to trace his erection. He cupped her fingers around his shaft.

She followed his prompting, stroking him through his trousers.

Were they actually doing this? Making out in the middle of the parking lot?

He slid a hand under her sweater, and up her chest. He teased a nipple through the lace of her bra as he nipped along her jaw to her ear. “I can’t get the picture out of my head from this morning. You in a bra and jeans, nothing else.”

He’d been thinking about her? It made her slick with need. She tilted her head to give him better access to her neck. When he bit the tender skin she gasped in surprise. He traced his tongue along the sting. It all felt so good. She wanted more, but the setting wasn’t ideal.

“Are you planning to strip me down in the middle of the parking lot?” She teased between moans.

“Is that a problem?”

No. But yes. “It’s cold out here.”

“So if it was summer you’d let me bend you over the hood of the car and fuck you?”

Yes. She might not even make him wait until it was dark. There was no one out here. “Ask me again when it’s summer.”

His chuckle rumbled through her. He dipped his hand back down her stomach and undid her jeans. 

Her heart hammered against her ribs. In anticipation and delicious terror and need.

Miles pressed against her panties, grinding in time to her whimpers. “Fuck, you’re wet,” he said.

“Thank you for that.” She shifted her weight to bring the center of her need closer to his fingers.

He pulled away with a smirk, breaking all contact. “You should take your picture.”

She squirmed. “I don’t think this kind of picture is allowed.”

“Naughty girl. I love it.” He dipped his mouth to her ear, not touching her. His hot breath fell across her skin. “This isn’t a childhood memory. Though I promise you it’s been a part of several fantasies.” He grabbed her phone from her purse and stepped away.

“Hey.” She lunged for him, but couldn’t put any force behind her protest. 

“Tsk, tsk.” He wagged a finger at her. “On the swings.”

“Why me?”

He pointed her toward the playground and slapped her ass. “It’s your memory.”

She couldn’t argue that. She squealed involuntarily when she sat on the rubber seat. The cold was bad enough. Seeping into her jeans, and reminding her he’d gotten her worked up and slippery, made it worse.

He studied her for a moment, then snapped the picture. “I was going to make you actually swing, but you’re not the only one who wants to finish what we started.

So this would be more than an incredible kiss and a not-quite orgasm. The revelation chased way the creeping chill.

“We need to take a detour before your next task,” he said as he handed her back her phone.

Her heart skipped at the brush of his hand against hers. It was such a simple, everyday thing, and now it carried promises. “Detour where?”

“My place. Where I can tie you up  and fuck you.” He opened the car door.

Did he mean literally? The growl running through his word and the way he raked his gaze over her said yes. She slid into her seat with a hard swallow.

Her heart ground against her ribs as he pulled back onto the main road. This was really happening. Years of fantasy and dreaming, and it was real. She pinched herself.

“What are you doing?” Miles asked.

“Making sure this isn’t a dream.”

He rested a hand on her thigh, and teased her bare skin through one of the rips. “I promise it’s real. Yo know what you could do if you need proof?”

Her heart hammered against her ribs so hard she thought it might burst free. “What’s that?”

“Get started without me.”

Her throat was instantly parched. “I’m pretty sure that’s not proof.” She started—and finished—without him on a regular basis.

“No? Slide your jeans down your legs. Make yourself come. Right now.”

“I don’t...” Terror stole her voice. But desire throbbed between her legs. She was more turned on than she’d ever been.

He glanced sideways. His eyes were dark and hungry, sending pleasant shivers up her spine. “It wasn’t a request, Ivy.”

The stretch of freeway they were on was mostly empty, but not completely. They passed the occasional semi truck. Those cabs were high enough that the driver would get an eyeful if they glanced in her direction at the right moment.

Damn it, that made her pulse race faster, and amplified her desire. 

She did as ordered, shoving her jeans down to her ankle. She slid her fingers between her legs and under her panties. That first brush of skin-on-skin made her gasp. 

“Don’t stay quiet on my account,” Miles said. “I have to watch the road, so I need some way to know what you’re up to.”

Was it hot in here? She was scorching under her coat. She was fingering herself. In Miles’ car, as they drove at high speed down the interstate.

She slipped along her slit, teasing and trying to draw the moment out. Sometimes dipping into her opening before moving back up to her clit.

“I can’t hear you.” Miles’ voice glided along her skin, amplifying her desire.

She let out a gasp. It was foreign, but felt good to let it out. She couldn’t drag this out much longer. She focused on her clit, letting the moans and whimpers tear from her throat. 

Ivy had never been vocal during sex, but it added another layer of sensation. It was freeing.

Orgasm built inside, until she couldn’t hold it back. “I’m going to come.” The words were delicious rolling off her tongue. 

“Shove your fingers inside you.” He gripped her bare leg, fingers digging into her skin.

The command and his touch pushed her into climax. She used her other hand to slide two fingers inside. The new penetration drew out her pleasure. She clenched around her fingers, hips thrusting, until she was spent, and the touches were too much.

She eased off and sank back into her seat with a satisfied giggle “I think I made a mess in your seat.” Not the sexiest thing she could have said.

“I don’t care. They’ll clean up. The only thing I’m worried about is I still have to wait until I get you home.”

His confession squeezed around her chest. She didn’t know how to process this news that he wanted her this way. It was incredible, and she was going to savor every minute until it was over.
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Miles struggled to put more focus on the road than on the stunning, partly-naked blonde next to him.

He wasn’t succeeding. He grabbed one of Ivy’s wrists, eliciting a delicious yelp. Drawing her fingers to his mouth, he sucked each one clean.

Her groans drove straight to his cock, until he thought he might pop his zipper. This wasn’t one of his better thought through ideas. But when she gave him permission in the park, he lost all his restraint.

He forced himself not to watch her as she cleaned up enough with napkins from the glove compartment so she could pull her jeans back up. Thank God for leather seats.

The remaining fifteen minutes that it took to get to his place were the longest of his life. After he shut the engine off, he all but dragged her inside. 

Part of him wanted to romance and woo her. Seduce Ivy and make love to her all afternoon. She deserved that.

But not from him. This was just sex. They’d agreed. And his aching dick was grateful for that.

He was kissing her again before the door finished swinging shut. Knotting his fingers in her hair and tugging. Biting her bottom lip. Sucking along her jaw and to her neck. Each time she moaned, another of his restraints snapped.

“I need you now.” He guided her toward the couch, not breaking any contact. “I’ve behaved for the last half hour”—several years, whatever—“I can’t wait anymore.”

“I’m great with that.” Her voice was breathy and light. How did she manage innocent and seductive at the same time?

Because she was Ivy.

He managed to fumble a condom out of his wallet without easing up on the kisses for more than a few seconds. He shoved her jeans and panties to the ground, groaning in disappointment when they snagged on her shoes.

She laughed and toed off her shoes to kick everything aside. “Impatient much?”

“You’re not?” He stood and licked the tender spot where her neck met her shoulder, before biting hard enough to draw a whimper.

“I definitely am.”

He rolled on the protection, gripped her hips, and prompted her to sit on the back of the couch. 

She wrapped her legs around him, and he groaned at the rush of heat from her wrapped around him. 

He nudged her opening with the head of his cock, then slid in. She was still sloppy wet, and there was no resistance, despite the tight fit.

She arched her back with a sigh, pressing his dick deeper.

His control was at zero. He gripped her hips hard, and slammed inside her. 

With each thrust, Ivy gasped or moaned, and pushed back. He felt everything, despite the condom.

Arousal swam in his head, driven by her sweet sounds, her scent, her taste when he crushed his mouth to hers. It wrapped him in an incredible haze. 

Her cries grew louder. She dug her fingers into his back and clenched around him when she came again. Squeezing. Milking. Pushing him into orgasm.

He came hard, thrusting with abandon until he was spent. He didn’t slow until the cloud of need that drove him started to lift

When he finally stopped, they were both gasping for breath. She leaned her head against his chest, and he dropped his forehead. Did that really just...? It happened too fast for his taste, but he couldn’t have drawn it out.

It wasn’t enough. But it had to be. 

Miles didn’t care that they were half dressed, and messy from sex. He fell onto the couch with her in his arms.

“Wow.” Ivy’s light laugh was candy and ecstasy. 

He agreed. God, he wanted to bottle this feeling. To hold her for the rest of the day

He couldn’t. “Next item on the list?”

“In a hurry?” Her expression wilted. 

He wasn’t, but he should be. “I figured you would be. The more tasks you complete, the better your chances of winning.”

Her groan was reluctant. “You’re right. Like usual.” She extracted herself from his arms. “Give me a few minutes to clean up?”

“Yeah. Whatever you need to do.” He felt empty with her gone.

He watched her walk away, hips swaying, exaggerating a stunning bare ass. Fuck, he wanted to yank her back here, kiss her hard, and explore her body longer.

He promised this wouldn’t disrupt their friendship. He wasn’t good for her as anything more.

The mental assurances didn’t quiet the roar inside, begging for more Ivy.
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Warm fuzzies lingered in Ivy’s thoughts and whispered along her skin. She’d never expected that. Her wildest fantasies didn’t come close to what hummed in her veins. It wasn’t just that Miles knew what he was doing—and God did he know—it was that he was the one doing it.

And then it was over, and it was like a switch had been flipped. He wasn’t dirty-talking, desperate Miles anymore, he was back to best-buddy-for-life Miles.

Which was exactly what she’d agreed to. She needed to remember this was part of the agreement.

“Next up is something no one else is going to post,” she read the task aloud. “It needs to be a series of pictures. It doesn’t say how many. Just a series. Short videos are also included.”

She had no idea what to do for this. It had to be epic. Grand enough to catch attention in the competition, and elaborate enough to take her mind off Miles. Otherwise she’d be tempted to ditch this entire thing and spend the afternoon naked with him.

Did just this once extend to the entire day if they didn’t really take a break?

She shoved the question aside. She needed to at least try to win this money, despite the low odds. It was already going to hurt to let Miles go at the end of the day. Drawing out the intimacy wouldn’t help that any.

“We could head downtown,” Miles said. “Not super exciting, but we could find something unique.” He had already been dressed when she returned, but that didn’t stop him from looking delicious. 

“I guess we could.” She didn’t like the idea, but she couldn’t come up with anything better.

He furrowed his brow and studied her for a moment, before a wolf-like smile spread across his face. “I have the perfect thing. I guarantee no one else will do it, and it will be stunning.” 

That was a pretty big promise, and nothing in Ivy’s world met that definition. “What do you have in mind?”

“You. Painting. Pick one of the designs we talked about earlier, and start on it. I’ll work the camera.”

“People don’t want to see that.” She was good enough to sell merchandise and do custom work, but that was for a select audience. Her art was quirky and commercialized. Plus, “What if someone steals the ideas?” She’d dealt with that more than she ever expected when it came to her designs.

“People do want to see that. Plus, you’ll be creating. No finished products. We can put some kind of filter on it if that helps. I promise you, though, it’s going to be a stunning sight.”

The passion, sincerity, and honestly in his voice warmed her to her core. It did kind of sound like fun. That didn’t keep her from being terrified about it though. “Just of the canvas?”

“And the artist. They want video, too.”

“That will take time. We won’t be able to complete as many challenges if we pause for this one.” She was making excuses and she knew it. She just wasn’t sure why.

Miles placed a finger under her chin and lifted, so he could meet her gaze. “Tell me no, or tell me what you’re afraid of, so we can address it.”

What if they hated it? She wasn’t sure who they were. The other contestants. The people voting. This was a group of strangers who didn’t seek her out. Competing against her for money. Could her ego handle it if she got hate? “No one wants to watch me paint.”

“I do, and I’ve got excellent taste.” He slid his hand to cup her cheek. It wasn’t a new gesture, but the physical contact, the sweetness of it, tugged on the memories of what they’d just done. “You don’t have to do it,” he said. “But you’re brilliant and talented and beautiful, and if you want something that will shine above every other entry, this is it.”

He might be right.

If she wanted to get bigger, she had to put herself out there. 

This could be a chance for free advertising.

Miles believed in her, and he’d never lied to her.

None of that quelled the terror swelling inside
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Miles didn’t realize he was holding his breath until Ivy said yes. She deserved recognition for her talent, and this was another step toward getting it. He wanted to shout and wrap her in a hug, and give her a huge kiss.

He settled for an awkward high five.

And awkward continued to define their trip back to her place, so she could set up. She spent the drive wringing her fingers together and staring out the window.

How much of that was because she was nervous about this idea, and how much was tied to the sex with him? He needed to make this right.

He parked in the driveway, and she let them into her studio. She rented a one-bedroom basement apartment from a friend of her grandmother. The woman who lived upstairs didn’t drive, so Ivy had full access to the garage. She parked her car inside when the weather was bad, but otherwise she used the entire space as her studio.

They stepped inside, and she lingered in the doorway.

“What’s up?” he asked.

She jumped, and stared at him with wide eyes, then shook her head. “Nothing. I’m going to go change into something better for painting in. Be right back.”

I’ll help. Miles swallowed the offer. If he followed her inside, he’d want to keep her there for hours. He shouldn’t even be considering that scenario. 

But that one little taste of Ivy wasn’t enough. The sensation of her soft lips still lingered on his. Her flavor whispered on his tongue. Phantom touches danced across his skin.

She returned a moment later, wearing a tank top. The walk from her apartment to the garage, in chilly weather, was enough to make her nipples pert, tempting dials poking through cotton.

He dragged his gaze away.

“All right. Let’s do this.” She frowned, and looked him over. “Except, you’re not dressed for painting.”

He hadn’t considered that. It didn’t matter. The slacks could be replaced, and if the shirt got oil on it, it would become Ivy’s. One of his favorite sights was Ivy in his old shirts. “I’ll be fine. Not wearing anything I’m emotionally attached to.”

She shrugged, and flipped on the lights. He turned on the space heater.

While she arranged her work area, he moved around the room, picking the best spots for photos. “I’ll take some from the side, some from the back, and some with your face in the picture,” he said. “But I promise you get final approval on everything.”

“Okay.” Ivy took her spot in front of the canvas, pencil in hand. She frequently sketched faint lines, to give her a direction, before she put any paint down.

She stood there, arm in mid-air, not moving.

Miles waited a few seconds, and then a little longer. He’d seen her work before, and this wasn’t right. “What’s wrong?”

“Performance anxiety.”

There was none of that earlier. Not the response he should give. “You’ve painted in front of me a million times. Pretend the camera isn’t here,” he said kindly.

“Yeah, it doesn’t work that way.”

Fair point. “Think about something else. Clear your mind, and focus on... not this.”

“That’s a bad idea, given what I’m about to do.” She set her pencil on the high table next to her easel. “Be right back.”

What was she up to? 

She jogged in the house, and returned with her laptop and an external webcam she used for some of her photography. She grabbed a stool from the corner of the room, dragged it to the spot next to Miles, and set up the electronics on it.  

Ivy handed him the pencil, and pointed him at the canvas. “I’m recording. Draw something,” she said.

That wasn’t what he did. “You’re the artist.”

“A blank canvas is terrifying. Make it not blank for me.”

He could do that. He sketched a rough—very rough—heart. Inspiration struck, and he filled in googly eyes and gave it whiskers and cat ears.

“And you said you weren’t an artist.” Ivy laughed. Yup, that was still his favorite sound. Though, the gasps she made when she came were a close second. 

Miles handed back the pencil. “Quit stalling.”

She stepped around him, studied the lines, then began to draw. As she added elements to what he’d created, a new image took shape. A cage. Wings. An intricate dagger. Her hand glided across the surface in a fluid dance of creation.

“Amazing.” He didn’t realize he’d spoke then thought aloud until he heard his own voice.

She glanced back at him, pink flushing her face, the returned to the work. “It’s just a rough draft.”

He wanted to kiss away her blush.

She grabbed a brush, squirted a few dollops of color onto a pallet, and began to fill in color. It was all basic lines right now. The piece would take her a few days to finish, based on her past work. 

It was still stunning to see. He loved watching her create, and seeing what came out of the process.

As she worked, her webcam recorded, and he snapped several photos as well.

She fell into her art, and everything around her vanished. He saw it happen. The tension faded from her shoulders. Her brush strokes grew longer and more fluid. She stopped glancing at him every few seconds. 

If she wanted to submit more competition entries, he’d have to stop her soon, but he didn’t want to interrupt.

A loud pop echoed through the room, like a miniature explosion.

They both jumped.

A series of wet splatters hit Miles, some of them dripping down his face. Dark red dotted his arm, his phone, Ivy, her hair.

What the hell?
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Ivy’s pulse hammered under her skin at the sound. She wiped a hand across her cheek, and brought it away smeared with... burgundy oil paint?

She looked around the room, and her gaze landed the source of the mini-disaster. A tube of paint had fallen in front of the space heater, and exploded. She laughed in relief.

“What’s so funny?” Miles growled.

She looked at him, and horror spread inside. “You’re all covered in paint. No. I’m so sorry.” She grabbed a rag and dabbed some turpentine on it. It wasn’t going to save his clothing though.

“What happened?” he asked.

She nodded at the destroyed paint. “It exploded.”

He chuckled. And then he laughed. And then he didn’t stop.

She joined in. It wasn’t that funny, but the stress relief was glorious. 

“I had a flash of panic,” he said when they paused to catch their breath. “That something happened to you. I was terrified, but it’s just paint.”

“And it’s everywhere.” 

He looked past her and frowned. “It’s on your painting.”

She glanced back, and her grin didn’t fade. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll make it work.” Her mind already whirred with ideas.

He dragged a thumb across her cheek, smearing another splash of paint. The warm, slick texture slid across her skin.

“You’re making things worse,” she teased. She dabbed her finger in the blue on her pallet, then bopped it on his nose. “How do you like it?”

He smirked. God, that was delicious. “I like it just fine. A little color never hurt anyone.” He dipped into the yellow, then smudged his thumb along her collarbone.

She tried to laugh, but it faded into a gasp when he trailed along the hollow at the base of her throat.

She looked up to find him watching her, gaze hungry. Her breath caught and her giggles died. Heat danced along her skin with the intensity of his stare. Desire prickled in her veins. Time seemed to stand still.

He growled, and tangled his fingers in her hair. He kissed her with enough force, she stumbled. 

She stepped back to keep her balance, but didn’t make it. She tripped, caught the pallet on her way down, and landed on her ass in the middle of a rainbow of oil paint.

Her giggles were back. 

Miles offered her a hand, and tugged her to her feet. “I don’t even care.” He grinned. “It doesn’t matter if paint gets everywhere.” He cupped her ass.

She gasped at the playfully possessive squeeze. Her heart was hammering against her ribs again.

He pressed his paint-covered palm onto his own shirt, leaving a messy splotched handprint behind.

“My favorite piece to-date,” she trailed her finger through the goop.

He grabbed her wrist. “No taking credit for my work.” 

The sharp sting of his grip sang though Ivy.

He spun her away, then pulled her into him, so her back pressed into his chest. Paint oozed over the top of her tank top line. 

“I need a new canvas.” He growled against her neck.

Before she could ask for details, he yanked off her shirt. A faint rip reached her ears. It didn’t matter if something tore. She’d sleep in it along with the memories.

“It’s always driven me nuts that you wear these without a bra.” He cupped her bare breasts. The thin layer of paint heated rapidly against her skin.

She pressed into his palms, memorizing his touch. “I like as few restrictions as possible when I’m painting.”

“I’m not complaining. Not even close.” His breath was hot on her skin. 

His fingers slipped as he rolled her nipples between them. He’d spread enough paint elsewhere that the thin layer was drying and tacky. As he pinched he swollen pink nubs on her chest, his grip stuck, leaving a faint sting with each pinch.

It was all amazing. She leaned more weight into him, sinking into the attention he gave her breasts. Dampness grew between her thighs, and she squeezed her legs together.

That made the throb more intense. 

She liked the attention, but she wanted to return the favor. To feel more of Miles. 

Ivy spun, careful not to break his grip, and dragged her fingers down his chest, undoing each button as she went. She shoved his shirt off his shoulders.

He captured her mouth in a long kiss when she leaned in. Each time he brushed his lips over hers, a little voice in her head cheered. This was supposed to feel good, but not this good.

She refused to think about it ending after today. They were here, now, and that was all that mattered.

“I swore next time we did this, I’d take my time,” he murmured against her mouth. “But you make it difficult to exercise restraint.”

She couldn’t help a shy smile. “You assumed there was going to be a next time?” Was she glowing? She felt like she was glowing.

“I’d like say of course. I would with anyone else. But with you, it was more of a desperate hope.” As he talked he dragged his fingers up her back, pulling her into him.

The press of skin on skin left more paint behind, and raced over her, leaving need in its wake.

He stepped back enough to look her over, without letting go. “You’re the most stunning canvas ever.”

Heat flooded her skin at his touch and words. The only reply she could summon was to move closer and kiss him again. She fumbled with his belt, but had an easier time undoing his slacks the rest of the way.

They pressed into each other, trading gropes for groans, as they shoved the rest of their clothes to the ground. Paint got everywhere either of them touched, decorating their bellies and legs.

He glided his hands down her ass, pulling her into his erection. “I don’t know if I can put on a condom without getting paint on it.”

“Skip it.” She just wanted to feel him inside her again. “I’m on birth control. We’re both clean?”

“Yes.” He lowered her to the drop cloth, into a fresh splash of paint. Some of it had dried. In other places the colors smeared together in a vibrant mud.

He rolled onto his back, and pulled her on top of him. “I want to watch you ride me. I need to see as much of you as possible,” he said.

She nodded, and lowered herself onto his shaft. When he plunged inside, she arched into the sensation. 

The way he stretched her out... How he studied her like she was precious... His hands roaming her chest, and cupping her breasts again... Everything about this moment was perfect.
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What was Miles doing? He had no idea beyond adoring Ivy. Sinking into every sensation of fucking her. Sliding inside her. Trying to take things slowly. 

He watched her face and used her moans to gauge her enjoyment. Each gasp and whimper it was tempting to set a fast and hungry pace.

“Play with yourself.” He commanded. Her hands were free of paint where his weren’t. How did she manage that?

She slipped her fingers between her legs. When she brushed her clit, she squeezed him tight.

Miles gripped her hips with a groan, and clenched to keep orgasm at bay. He moved one hand back to roll a nipple between his fingers. The silent part of her lips was its own work of art.

While she fingered herself, he pinched and teased.

“I want more.” Her voice was breathy.

Right now, he’d give her anything. “More what?”

“Of you. Harder.”

The boldly timid request almost unraveled him. “If I do that, I’m going to come.”

“Okay.” She licked her flushed and swollen lips.

Fuck. He let her increase the pace, and slammed inside of her. Each new thrust tightened like a cord around him, coiling the desire in his body.

Her cries grew louder and more punctuated. 

Climax tightened in his balls, and he fought to hold back.

She clenched around his cock when she came, screaming and grinding into him. Lost in her own pleasure.

The sight, the sensations, the incredible sound of her voice, it all unraveled him. He hammered against her and spilled inside her. He didn’t ease up until his body shuddered in protest.

Ivy half-collapsed, half-sank onto his chest. He grabbed his jacket and pulled it over both of them. It was a shitty blanket, bit it would work for now.

“This is going to take forever to wash off if we let it dry on our skin.” Ivy’s tone didn’t imply urgency, despite the words.

He brushed a spot on her face. It had already dried. “Too late. Also, I think we left the camera on.”

Her light laugh vibrated through his chest. “I hope it captured something incredible.”

He was pretty sure it had. Lucky camera. He wasn’t as fortunate. Because when it came right down to it, Ivy wasn’t his at the end of the day. He’d betrayed her. She needed better.

That wouldn’t stop him from enjoying this moment.

Her breathing slowed and evened out. Was she fading into sleep? He’d love to do that. But it was getting cold outside, and afternoon was creeping in. 

“Hey.” He nudged her gently. Reluctance and regret spread inside. He didn’t want this moment to end.”You need to post your entry.”

She gave a heavy sigh, and extracted herself from his arms. “I know.”

Miles stood, grabbed his now-ruined shirt, and draped it over her shoulders. “This is going to be warmer than your tank top.”

“Thank you.” She buttoned it up, then yanked on her jeans.

He pulled on his slacks and jacket. They shut everything down, and sprinted inside.

For the next half hour or so, they sifted through photos and video. She was right, they’d recorded hints of their paint-covered sexcapades. She flushed when the bare skin showed on screen, and quickly shut it down.

She didn’t delete the footage, though. 

What were the odds he could get a copy of that? Or recreate the moment. Fuck. Talk about an ultimate memory. Today was going to be seared into his skull for eternity. Desire wrapped in passion and sprinkled with longing for the forbidden.

He needed to cut the sex out now. He shouldn’t have dipped into that temptation to begin with.

It wasn’t that he wanted to. Ivy probably didn’t want it to end either. But it was best for both of them.

Or I could tell her the truth and let her make up her own mind.

“All right. Entry submitted.” Her words jarred him back to the now. She was watching him with bright eyes, a perfect, flushed lip caught between her teeth.

Telling her wasn’t an option. He’d rather keep her at arm’s length than lose her completely.
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Ivy couldn’t ignore the way Miles was watching her. How had she never seen that before? The desire. The adoration. It reflected her own.

She wasn’t going to let it go. “Join me in the shower while we wait for the next task?”

“That’s a bad idea.” His sharp retort sent ice spilling down her spine. “We’re not making a habit of this.”

What? Was she missing something? No one could fake what they’d done. Could they? “I’m having fun. Aren’t you?”

“Yes.” He clenched his jaw. 

“Then tell me why.” 

He stepped back, putting a couple extra feet between them. “We promised this wouldn’t damage our friendship.”

Her gut twisted in on itself. Was she doing that by pushing the issue? From where she sat, he was the one poking holes in what they had. “It doesn’t have to. Did you know the best couples are also best friends?” She didn’t mean to say couple. That pushed things too far too fast. But it was also true.

“Next task is here.” Miles nodded at her computer.

Irritation joined the hurt growing inside. “Don’t do that. We’re talking.”

“Fine.” He looked at her again. His hard gaze sliced through her. “We aren’t a couple. We can’t be a couple. It won’t happen.”

How could he say that with so much conviction? Her heart shriveled in her chest. So she wasn’t like the girls he usually dated. But they had chemistry. History. They cared about each other. “Why not? I’m not pretty enough? I don’t have enough money? I won’t impress your family’s friends at country club dinners?”

His mask cracked, and his shoulders slumped. “You’re gorgeous. You’re more stunning that anyone else in the world. I don’t care about the rest.”

“Then what is it?” Her voice cracked. Why was he doing this to her? Why was she doing it to herself? She could have kept her mouth shut, but no. She had to push the issue.

“You deserve someone better than me.”

“Wrong.” She spat the word out. “You don’t get to determine that. You can say if you want me to stay. I can say if I want you. But you have no right to tell me what I want or need.”

“I do if it involves me.”

“Don’t twist this back on me.” She was getting angry. It was easier than feeling the hurt. He didn’t want her, and he was making excuses. 

“You promised.”

And he was manipulating the conversation on top of it. “Fine. Subject is closed. Like you want. Like I promised.” She gritted her teeth and spun back to her laptop. “Next task. Share a secret you’ve never told anyone.”

“Maybe we should call it a day.” Was that a waver in Miles’ voice?

She faced him to find he’d paled. “Are you terrified to know my secret?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Do you have one?”

She hadn’t thought about that. She didn’t keep secrets. “I tell you everything.”

Not everything. She was close today. The confession was on the tip of her tongue, but he was being an ass.

“Everything except...?” He watched her expectantly.

Ivy needed an answer. She sure as fuck wasn’t going tell him the big thing. Not now. “My car is dead. I’m one bad sales month from bankruptcy and that means I can’t afford to deal with it.”

“You should have said something.” His voice and expression softened.

“No. I shouldn’t have.” She didn’t need his pity and she sure as fuck didn’t want it. 

“That’s hardly a deep dark secret.”

“You’re judging the quality of what I keep to myself now?”

Miles shook his head. “Just... that’s so Ivy. You’re a bright spot in the world. Even your secrets are things that aren’t your fault. That show how defiant and independent you are.”

That’s so Ivy. He probably meant it as a compliment, but it seared through her, amplifying the hurt. “Do you have some sort of deep dark secret that you’d die if anyone knew?”

His mask slipped back into place.

No denial. No confirmation. His silence spoke volumes.

Fuck this. He didn’t get to say who she loved and what she did or didn’t keep to herself. She pointed the camera at him, snapped a photo, typed out a caption, and submitted it.

“What was that?” Miles asked suspiciously.

“My deep dark secret.” She showed him the phone. The caption read I’m in love with my best friend, and he doesn’t give a fuck. Unless he wants to fuck. 

Did she really post that? Yeah, she did. And she didn’t care. The world could see how stupid she was for falling for Miles.

“You promi—”

“I swear to God if you say you promised this wouldn’t ruin our friendship one more time... Guess what? I loved you before today.” It hurt to say that aloud. It wasn’t supposed to send razors through her heart to admit how she felt. “What we did today didn’t magically make the feeling manifest. It’s been there for years. And you’ve either never noticed, or never cared.”

“You’re not hearing me. I do care. We just can’t happen.”

“Because I’m too good for you. Right. Do you have any idea how fucking lame that sounds?”

Miles shrugged. “You don’t have to believe it for it to be true.”

“Give me proof.”

He worked his jaw. “Life doesn’t work that way.”

“Fuck you.” She was screaming. It was a good thing the woman upstairs was mostly deaf. “Is this bullshit excuse easier than telling me you’re not attracted to me? Or that your parents wouldn’t approve?”

Miles sighed heavily enough she saw his chest rise and fall. He stared at the ceiling for a moment before focusing on her. “I want you more than anything.” The ache in the words were like a punch in her gut. “And even if my parents didn’t adore you...”

“Tell. Me. Tell me now why you think I’m too good for you”—her voice was snide—“or I swear to God I’ll never speak to you again.”

“You won’t anyway, when I tell you.”

He believed that. He wasn’t just being noble or asinine or looking for excuses to chase her away. Whatever this was, he thought it was big.

Did she want to know? Could they come back from whatever it was?

They’d already crossed a line that changed everything, and it wasn’t the sex. It was this conversation. “Miles.”

He scrubbed his face. “Do you remember in high school, when we had that huge fight?”

Her gut sank. She did remember, because she hated not talking to him after that. She’d been tutoring him, and accused him of letting her do all the work.

They moved past that. But something else happened while they weren’t speaking. She didn’t want to think about it, even though it always hovered at the back of her mind. It didn’t have anything to do with this. “I remember.”

“I started those rumors.”

Bile rose in her throat. Anger shifted to fury. The rumors were that she was the high school whore. That her tutoring clients were paying for sex, not lessons. That anyone with enough cash could fuck her.

She never escaped that gossip. It cost her so much. “You didn’t.”

“I’m so sorry, Ivy.” His voice wavered. “I was furious, and I let it get the best of me. I know it was wrong. I wish every day I could take it back. I never meant... I didn’t want to hurt you.”

Her retort lodged in her throat, and tears stung her eyes. He’d said those things about her? It didn’t matter that it was four years ago. The scars still ached. The fallout still haunted her. “Guess what? You fucking failed on that front.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

[image: image]


This was what Miles wanted to avoid. On the one hand, it made sense that Ivy deserved to know. But it was in the past. She’d moved on. Telling her now re-opened old wounds.

His guilt was immense regardless, so that wasn’t a consideration. Her hurt, though... He hated seeing that.

And he hated the loathing in her eyes when she looked at him. 

“I didn’t mean it, even then,” he said. “It was stupid.”

“That doesn’t change the fallout. That rumor made the last year of high school a living hell for me.” Red splotches dotted Ivy’s skin, and her face was contorted with rage.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“I lost my scholarship because the wrong people believed those rumors.”

He winced. “I wish I could take it back.” 

“You’ve covered that.”

He didn’t have anything else to add beyond repeating himself. “I don’t know what else to say. I’d do anything for you.”

“Except tell me the truth.”

He could counter that. Point out she’d hidden things too. His secret was bigger. It actually hurt her. And it made her reasons for keeping secrets even more valid. “I didn’t...”

“What? Whatever you’re fucking thinking, lay it out now, because we’ve moved past maybe it’s not a big deal.”

He inhaled through his nostrils. “I didn’t want to lose you.”

“But you didn’t trust me with reality. You’ve had four years to say something. You could have told me when it happened.”

No, he couldn’t have. “Would you have let me back into your life if I did?”

“That wasn’t your decision to make. You took that choice from me. You stole my agency by starting that rumor. By not telling me it was you. By spending the next four years letting me believe I was dirt compared to the women you were fucking.”

“I never said that. I’ve always told you how incredible you are.”

She narrowed her gaze, and stepped close enough their nose were inches apart. “Actions speak louder than words, Miles. Every time you ignored me, chose someone else over me, did things with me that you shrugged off as insignificant with other women, it hurt. And it was all because you didn’t have big enough balls to own up to your mistake.”

“Please understand why I didn’t tell you.” Please, please. “You have to understand.”

“I understand that sometimes people say stupid things they don’t mean. I don’t have to do anything though.”

“Ivy—”

“Shut up. Whatever you’re going to say, unless it’s that you magically know how to undo this, and you mean it, there’s nothing I want to hear. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to hear your voice. You need to leave.”

“I love you, too.”

“Get out.” She screamed so loudly, her voice cracked.

He was out of arguments or apologies or anything. He nodded, and left.
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Ivy raked her fingers through her hair until her scalp ached. Hurt and fury and betrayal spilled down her cheeks in hot, acidic tears. Her throat was raw. Her insides ached. She wanted to stop crying.

She couldn’t.

She sat in the middle of her living room until her sobs made her ill. 

When her body refused to cry anymore, she extracted herself from the floor.

The shirt she wore smelled too much like Miles. She stripped it off, and shoved it in the trash. She tugged on a nearby sweater, and wandered out to her studio.

Inside, she locked the door, turned on her music full blast, and screamed at the top of her lungs until her vocal chords refused to work.

Looking around the studio was a mistake. Paint was splattered everywhere. The remnants of love making.

But it wasn’t. They’d fucked. Miles tried to warn her. She convinced herself she new better.

Was this all her fault? Being blind to who Miles was? 

Fuck that. 

He lied.

He kept the truth from her.

He had no right to dictate who she loved or why.

Ivy set the half-finished canvas aside, and grabbed a blank one. What was she going to draw?

It didn’t matter, as long as it gave her an outlet for the bubbling cauldron inside her.

She splashed the canvas with blacks and purples and blues. The colors danced in a vibrant mess that reflected her emotions.

It didn’t help her feel better though. 

She was done with the scavenger hunt.

She was done with Miles.

She was just done.

Ivy settled into the corner of the garage, back to the wall. She pulled her knees to her chest, and let the tears flow again.

Not because of what Miles did back then. It had hurt, but she’d made the best of life since. But because of every decision he’d made on her behalf since. Without asking her. Without telling her.

All this time she’d pined over him, telling herself she wasn’t good enough, and he’d been turning her away because he cared.

What the hell?

And then he had the nerve—

She sobbed.

—the balls to tell her I love you, to try to make things better. 

That wasn’t love. It was lies and arrogance.

She didn’t know how long she sat there. Until she was cried out, and a little longer.

When she finally moved from her spot, her phone flashed with new messages. More than a dozen texts and voicemails from Miles.

She deleted them all unread and unheard.

There was another in there, though. Buried among his betrayal, from a number she didn’t recognize. 

Ivy used this phone for business, so she couldn’t afford to delete that one. She hit Play on the voice mail.

“Hi, Ivy. This is Jade from Single Status. I’m the marketing director here. I saw your scavenger hunt entries, with the artwork, and it led me to your website. Don’t worry, I didn’t share your information. Your privacy is still safe. The thing is, I’d love to talk to you about commissioning some work from you. Paid at your standard rate, of course.”

Ivy wanted to cheer at the message. She didn’t have the energy, though.

She wandered back inside to splash cold water on her face and drink enough to soothe her throat. Taking several calming breaths, she called Jade back.

Five minutes later, after a pleasant phone call that required minimal thought from Ivy, she had an appointment.

She should celebrate. They were interested in having her do custom work for them, and the project could be huge. Big enough to take care of her car huge.

If this were any other day, she’d call Miles and share the fantastic news. He’d insist on buying her dinner. They’d have an amazing night out.

That wasn’t an option now.

Was their friendship really over, just like that? So many years... 

Ivy could have stayed friends with him forever. Pining over him from afar.

But if she’d kept doing that, she was guilty of one thing she’d accused him of—making decisions for him about their relationship.

And she would have been miserable, watching him go through life the way he had.

This was like ripping off the bandaid. It hurt like hell, but it kept her from dragging out a friendship that wasn’t, so she could mope of the guy she’d convinced herself she couldn’t have.
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Miles didn’t know what to do. Ivy wasn’t answering any of his messages.

He was only partly surprised. The way she shouted... He’d never seen her so furious. 

And he’d ruined another Valentine’s Day for her. Though, he was more worried with everything else he’d destroyed.

Their friendship had its bumps, but they always recovered. 

They may not this time.

She was right about him taking choices from her. It made sense when he did it, but looking back, he’d been such an idiot.

He stalked the scavenger hunt forums for the rest of the night. She didn’t post anything else. 

Her last entry mocked him. His own photo staring back, with the caption that she loved her best friend.

The video of her painting was there, within an easy click. He couldn’t watch it. It was attached to too one perfect moment before everything fell apart. 

The paint didn’t wash off in the shower. Another thing Ivy had been right about. He’d seen the results of this before on her—the pigments that stained her skin for days after an intense painting session. The splashes of red and blue and green in her pale hair.

Every memory that flashed in his thoughts clenched like a vise around his heart. He loved and hated it at the same time.

The next morning, the paint was faded, but not gone. And Ivy hadn’t replied to him.

Life had to go on. He had to go to work, as if his world was still spinning. It wasn’t.

He sent her another text.Please talk to me.

Should he keep reaching out every half hour, until she replied, or give her space?

She made her choice. She knows how to reach you. Maybe learn from your mistakes?

He’d give her space.

The day passed in a slog. He couldn’t help checking his phone every free chance he got, and it was impossible to ignore the stab of regret that Ivy hadn’t replied.

Updates went up on her social media accounts, for work. They were all scheduled posts. She didn’t interact with anyone.

If he took care of her car bill, would that help?

If you could buy her friendship, she would have asked for that a long time ago. And you would have lost interest.

He wasn’t liking this part of his brain that was logical.

A week passed with no word from Ivy. He needed to do something. He couldn’t take back the past. He had to prove he knew he’d fucked up, and wanted to move forward.

But have you actually learned?

Miles was trying. He had no idea what to do next, but he’d figure it out.
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Ivy ran on autopilot for a week. The bare minimum got done. Enough to keep her in food and shelter, but not much else.

She needed to shake herself out of this. There was work go do and life had to go on.

Today was a good day to press Reset on everything, and start a new chapter of her life. She had her video conference with Single Status, and she was going to impress the fuck out of them.

Was it better or worse that she didn’t have to drive anywhere? In the hour leading up to the call, Ivy paced her apartment, and adjusted her hair and makeup five billion times.

And then she couldn’t put it off anymore. Anticipation churned in her gut. She watched the clock, waiting for her chat app to ring.

The appointment time crept up, and then past.

They weren’t going to call.

She needed to calm down. It was only a minute past the hour.

The ringing that came from her computer speakers made her jump. Calm. Cool. I’ve got this.

She hoped.

She answered, and a woman just a few years older appeared on screen. 

Her hair was dark and cut short in a pixie cut. She wore light makeup, and looked completely at ease.“Ivy? Hi, it’s Jade. Sorry I’m late.”

Maybe Ivy should cut and dye her hair. Really start over. “No worries.” She summoned her sweetest smile and most professional voice. “It’s great to hear from you.”

“I’m so glad you made time for me. I love your work. I want to know all about you. Okay, maybe not all, but fill me in. Why do you draw? Where are you from? All those wonderful interview-ish things.”

Some of Ivy’s tension faded, and her confidence slipped into the empty space, thanks to Jade’s chipper mood.

For the next hour they talked about so much. Ivy’s art. Single Status’ mission. The best places to order coffee if for a remote employee who didn’t feel like they could walk away.

At the end of it all, Jade had an offer ready. It was work-for-hire freelance. Ivy had a contract and rates, and Jade was more than happy to pay the asking price.

The successful call, and Ivy’s desire to do something, anything different with her life, pushed her toward boldness. “Is there any way I can get a fifty percent deposit on my first project?”

“Of course. That sounds reasonable.” Jade didn’t hesitate with a response. “Email everything over, and we’ll get the ball rolling.” 

That meant Ivy could afford to have her car fixed.

She was smiling for the first time in a week when she disconnected. A cloud still loomed over her. There was no Miles to celebrate with.

Fuck it. She looked cute. She could drag herself out of the house long enough to go out and live it up on her own.

Or she could text him. See if they could make things better. He’d sent her another text yesterday. She hadn’t been able to help herself, and read it. 

I’m here when you’re ready to talk.

No. She was doing this on her own. She didn’t need Miles in her life.

But I want him there.

He’d lied to her. For years.

He didn’t do it to hurt you.

It didn’t matter what his intentions were.

Doesn’t it?

She wasn’t in the mood to go out to dinner after all. She’d go pick up some ice cream, and binge watch something with a lot of explosions, death, and monsters of the week.

The Valentine’s Day she should have had.

He did that for you. He does a lot for you.

But good couldn’t always outweigh the bad.

He’s sorry.

So he’d said. About a million times. 

She yanked off the nice top she’d worn to look good on camera, and pulled on something more comfortable. 

The two of you are good together.

It was true. They got each other’s jokes. He was always there when she called. He’d gone out of his way for her on Valentine’s Day, first with the Single Status letter, and then ditching his entire day to keep her company.

Miles encouraged her art. He surprised her with dinner when he knew she was struggling for cash. He was her shoulder to cry on every time she had enough relationship end in mehness.

He’s incredible in bed.

Heat flooded her cheeks at the memories she’d tried to suppress.

If she did this—if she called him back—it would take time to rebuild the trust.

But it’s possible. This is the kind of thing he can prove himself with.

Fine. She’d do it. But only because her brain was right, and she desperately wanted to make things work.

Someone knocked, startling her. She crept to the front door. Why hadn’t she ever had a peephole installed? Miles would do it if she asked. 

Ivy answered, and her heart leaped into her throat. Miles stood on her landing with a red envelope in his hand.

She swallowed her reaction and tried to keep her expression calm. Let him make the first move.

“I’m trying to let it go. Give you time. It’s hard to do. Impossible, apparently. But if you tell me to go to Hell, I’ll leave now, and you won’t hear from me again unless you reach out.”

She hated the idea of not hearing from Miles again. Few fates seemed worse. She nodded at his hand. “What’s that?”

He handed her the envelope. “I was going to have someone else deliver this... Mostly to guarantee you’d read it. I’m done hiding from you, though.”

She tentatively slide a finger under the flap, and popped the single spot of glue sealing it shut. Her heart was hammering against her ribs. Could he hear that?

There was a card inside. Her artwork from her site.

Nice touch.

There was a note inside, scrawled in his messy block lettering. She loved it.

You didn’t get the Valentine’s Day you deserved.

So let’s try this note thing again.

Have dinner with me. 

At your favorite place. 

Let me help you make new memories.

A smile tried to break through at the simplicity, but Miles-ness of it. She needed more than a cute note to make this right, though. If they were going to work, they couldn’t resolve things in a single conversation.

However, this was a good start. She meet his gaze, blank mask in place.

“Well?” he asked. 

“It’s not a great poem. It doesn’t even rhyme.”

He gave her several exaggerated blinks, and twisted his mouth like he was trying to fight a smile.

She couldn’t hold back her smile. “You’re setting me up with some hefty expectations.”

“And you deserve every one of them to be met. You should demand the world. Nothing less is good enough for you.”

Heat flooded her cheeks at the passion in his word. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Then I’ll do it for you.” He took the envelope from her and set it on the stand next to the door, the grasped her fingers. “I’ll say this again and again, for as long as it takes. I’m sorry. About what I did. For what it cost. And that I didn’t tell you. Let me make us right.”

“No.” She needed to adjust his language.

He frowned.

“It’s not your job to make us work,” she said. “It takes both of us to decide what we are. Words won’t fix this. Only work will fix this.”

“You’re right.”

She liked the concession, and that it came without hesitation. “But I do want to work on it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He brushed his lips across hers, and sparks lit up her senses. His groan made her pulse race. And then he knotted his fingers in her hair, tugging hard, and crushed their mouths together.

Ivy whimpered into the kiss. She’d missed this an awful lot for only having tasted it a few times. She gripped his shirt, needing something to cling to.

He danced his tongue with hers. Everything about this was fire and ice and need and salvation.

Miles dropped one hand to her waist, and under her shirt. When he brushed her bare skin, another spike of desire spilled inside, tightening in her nipples and throbbing between her legs.

She wanted to sink into this. But he’d earned the right to sweat a little more.

Summoning what little willpower she had left, she planted a palm on his chest, pushed him away, and stepped out of reach. “You mentioned dinner?” She had no idea how she kept her voice steady.

Dinner was so far at the bottom of her want list, she didn’t want to mention it. Sex with Miles took every other available spot.

But there was time, if this went well, and she needed things to start on the right foot. What did he think her favorite place to eat was? She’d never told him in so many words, but her best memories of dinners were the ones at his house, where he cooked, and they chilled and watched movies after. 

If that made her a basic bitch, so be it.

“I did.” His voice was strained. He held up a satin scarf the same color as the envelope. “Our destination is a secret.”

“Let me change.”

“Never.” He grabbed her wrist before she could turn away. “You’re perfect the way you are.

“That’s cheesy, but sweet.” And it warmed her from the inside out. But she was also wearing the shirt that never stayed on both shoulders at the same time. It was baggy. Not really appropriate for dining out. Especially someplace nice.

“I mean it. Both in the sweet, cheesy way, and in the literal way.” He grabbed her keys from the hook by the door, tugged her outside, locked the door, and stuffed the keys in her pocket.

Her curiosity grew with each step toward his car. They paused by the passenger side, and he slipped the blindfold over her eyes.

As he helped her into the car, her heart was pounding so fast it threatened to burst through her chest.

But she was loving every minute of the attention. Especially the part where Miles was back.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Miles wanted to holler to the world when Ivy heard him out. He’d put a lot of time into tonight, and the one thing he worried about was approaching her.

He was glad he’d made that decision.

He held her hand the entire drive back to his place. When they got there, he helped her from the car, and guided her carefully up the front walk. They paused with each step, and then they were at the door.

“Where are we...?” Her question trailed off when he unlocked the door and led her inside.

The heady scent of homemade cheese dip and calzones hung in the air.

A smile spread across her face. He’d missed that so much.

She moved to take the blindfold off, but he captured her hands, holding them behind her head. He leaned in to steal a kiss.

She sighed against his lips.

When he pulled away she said, “You’ve made a Miles addict.”

“Of course I have.”

She stuck her tongue out. He poked it back in, kissed her on the nose, and removed the blindfold.

“How did you know this was my favorite place?” she asked.

“I put a lot of thought into everything. Spent the last week wondering how to approach you. How to reset our friendship—and more. I kept coming back to the fact that the happiest I’ve ever seen you, the happiest I’ve ever been with you, is hanging out here. Watching movies. Eating. Enjoying each other’s company.”

“You’re brilliant. I love it.”

He wanted to grumble about having to eat first, but he was going to make this evening last. They both left their coats and shoes by the door, and headed into the dining room. 

Over dinner they caught up. It didn’t seem like there would be much to talk about after just a week, but it had been years since they went that long without speaking.

When she told him about the new contract, he had to grab another kiss. And then several more. The zing that hummed through him each time their lips met wasn’t getting old any time... ever.

After dinner, he led her into the living room. As he dropped onto the couch, he did something he’d always restrained himself from in the past—he tugged Ivy into his lap.

She laughed as she fell, and settled in quickly. It was a perfect fit.

“What are we watching?” she asked.

“Firefly.”

“The entire series, plus Serenity?”

He wrapped his arms around her waist, and grabbed the remote. “Is there any other way to watch?”

Miles brought up the first episode. Ten minutes in, and he hadn’t registered anything. The only thing he could focus on was Ivy’s warm weight in his lap. 

He paused the show.

“What’s wrong?” She twisted to look at him.

The squirming pressed into him, making him half-hard in a heartbeat. “I don’t want to wait any longer. I need you now.” 

“I’m good with that.”

He nudged her to her feet, paused to grab the red scarf from where it sat next to the front door, and led her into the bedroom.

Miles positioned her near the bed, and stepped behind her. When he fitted the blindfold over her eyes, she tensed.

“You all right?”

She nodded. “Just excited.” She reached back. “Give me your hand.”

He placed his palm in hers, and she tugged it forward to rest it against her ribcage. Her heart hammered against his touch. 

“That’s what you do to me,” she said.

“I’m so good with that.” He let go of her. “Arms up.”

“Umm...?” She did as he said anyway.

Miles stripped off her shirt, unhooked her bra, and lowered her arms to let the lacy garment fall to the floor. He stood in front of her. Trailing a finger down the middle of her chest, he took in the stunning sight. Her chest heaved with each light touch. She was biting her bottom lip. And her round, pert breasts taunted him with erect pink nipples.

He dipped his head to draw one into his mouth. She gasped at the new touch, and pressed into him. 

Today he was going to take his time. He alternated between breasts, sucking and nibbling one while he massaged the other. He kept up the attention until her hips were swaying, and her fingers were knotted in his hair, holding him in place.

He stepped back, breaking all contact, and watched as her breath hitched. He used the pause to quietly strip out of his clothes. She should be straining right about now, trying to determine where he’d gone and what he was doing.

When he dipped a finger under the waistband of her jeans, she gasped. He kept his touch featherlight, dragging to her bellybutton, then undoing her pants. 

This time there were no shoes in his way. “Step out,” he prompted, as he shoved her clothes to the ground.

As she did, he tugged off her socks as well.

And then Ivy was naked and blindfolded in the middle of his bedroom. “Like a dream come true.”

“You too?” She smiled impishly.

He’d wasted so much time, trying to protect her, being dense instead. Fortunately, not so much time they couldn’t make it up.

He led her to the bed. “Lay on your back in the middle.”

Watching her crawl across the blankets, bare ass in the air, made his cock twitch. He wanted to stroke himself, but that would wait.

She laid down, arms over her chest and legs together.

That wouldn’t do at all. “Relax.” He tugged her arms to the side, leaving her on display.

“I’m trying.”

“Maybe this will help.” He nudged her thighs apart with his knee, and knelt between. Lowering his head, he lay a series of open-mouth kisses along her chest and down her stomach. 

She bucked her hips when he moved below her stomach.

“Yeah, that’s not doing anything to calm me.” Her laugh was stuttered.

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No. Fuck no.”

He smirked and resumed his journey down. He kissed along her pelvis, but skipped her core to travel lower. The scent of sex teased him. This might almost be as torturous for him as it was for her. 

Miles took his time kissing down the inside of one thigh, the back up the other. When he finally dragged his tongue along her slit, her sweet taste hit his tongue like a jolt. His groan mingled with her gasp.

He was so hard he could probably cut glass with his dick. This was incredible, and he wanted it every night.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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Anticipation hummed along Ivy’s every nerve ending. Every sense beyond sight was heightened. Miles’ familiar scent in the sheets. His throaty growls. The cool cotton against her back. 

And his tongue—holy fuck his tongue—each time he licked along her skin, a new shiver rolled over her. Her hips bucked when he wrapped his lips around his clit. 

He pressed a palm into her stomach, making it difficult to squirm. She couldn’t help twisting and turning, trying to get closer to his touch.

He sucked her clit and traced a pattern. This was incredible. The few boyfriends she’d had, only two went down on her, and neither did it willingly.

But Miles was buried between her legs, lavishing her with enthusiasm. He pushed her to the edge of orgasm, making her writhe with need. 

And then he eased off.

Her whimper of disappointment faded into another moan when he plunged his tongue inside her. He pressed his fingers to her clit to trace circles around the button.

The new angle and sensations drove her to orgasm. She bucked against him, needing to be closer. Helium filled her head. She tumbled into pleasure.

She was lingering in the feeling, when Miles climbed his way up her body. What came next?

He kissed her. Her taste lingered on his lips. That was new. She dove into the kiss, tangling her tongue with his.

Miles wedged her legs open wider, and pulled his mouth from hers. He nudged her opening, then slid inside. He withdrew almost to the tip, before plunging back in again.

Then his lips were back on hers. 

The glow of climax still hovered in her thoughts, making it easy to feel everything at once. He pounded against her, harder and faster, pushing her back toward the edge. She came hard, losing herself in everything.

She was vaguely aware of his familiar grunts. The frantic hammering and then the pause as he peaked as well. Those last thrusts that he dragged out, even though they were done.

He slowed to a stop, then pulled out of her. Then there was nothing again.

She was too adrift in fuzzy glee to wonder where he’d gone. 

And then he was back, cleaning her up. 

He helped her sit, and tugged the blindfold away. “Fuck, you’re incredible.” He trailed his mouth along her jaw and up to her lips.

“You’re pretty good yourself.” She loved everything about this.

Miles pushed the pillows against the headboard, and pulled Ivy back into him. She loved this. Being nestled against him, naked and warm. It felt safe and right.

“Ready for more Firefly?” He kissed along her shoulder.

She tilted her head, to give him easier access. “You say the sexist things. And you should probably start it from the beginning.”

He wrapped an arm around her waist, and traced his thumb lazily along her skin. And now she had another favorite sensation. She was allowed to have several, right?

Instead of reaching for the remote for the TV in his bedroom, like she expected, he shifted so he could look her in the eye. His warm gaze made her heart stall. 

“I shouldn’t have said this when I did.” He cupped her cheek. “I was desperate and didn’t want to lose you, but it wasn’t the right time to put it out there.”

Ivy licked her lips nervously. She had an idea of what he was talking about, but she wanted to hear it spelled out. “Said what?”

“I love you, Ivy. For so long now. I’d do anything for you, and sometimes that hasn’t been the right thing, but I’m trying. I need you in my life. I was lost without you. You’re my world and my everything.”

Her heart lodged in her throat at the confession. He was right, it hurt to hear it last time. Now, it was perfect. “I love you too.” She dipped her head to kiss him. “I know you’re always there. I hope I do the same for you. I don’t ever want to fight like that again.”

He brushed his lips over her forehead. “Me neither. I also don’t want you to go back to your place. Ever.”

“That sounds a little creepy. You know that, right?” She wasn’t worried. 

He grinned. “You know that’s not what I mean. I want you to live here. This last week has been torture. You can have my garage or my basement or the living room for your painting—I don’t care as long as it makes you happy.”

Was he asking her to move in? 

“I think the basement will be great.” Did she want to do this? She spent half her time here anyway, and now that she had Miles, she didn’t want to let him go either. They still had things to work through.

But she knew him. She trusted him. She loved him.

“Is that a yes?” he asked.

“Yes. Absolutely yes.” They had so much time ahead of them. Years. Decades. As she twisted and cuddled back into his arms, she knew regardless of whatever ups and downs they experienced, it would all be incredible.

Because it would be Ivy and Miles, and together, they’d be unstoppable.
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THE END
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~*~

If you enjoyed this sexy fun short, make sure to check out the rest of my books, at http://www.allysonlindt.com

~*~
[image: image]


Don’t forget to check out the next book in the Single on Valentine’s Day series, Breaking the Rules by Erin Cristofoli
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Breaking the Rules by Erin Cristofoli

[image: image]


Click here to purchase

It started as a joke...

I couldn’t wait until Valentine’s Day was over – not because I hadn’t ever had a boyfriend to spend the day with, but because hearts, flowers and ads for jewelry were plastered everywhere I looked. 

And Cupid hadn’t gotten around to shooting his arrow for me. 

Everyone thought I needed a man in my life to be happy, but I was happy being single. Until my best friend decided I needed a push to get back in the game, tricking me into attending a singles event on Valentines. 

That’s when I met Sawyer Rhodes, the most deliciously panty-melting bartender I had ever seen. 

It was just a joke, but he convinced me it might just work, and together we came up with a plan to convince our friends and family that we had fallen in love. 

With a set of rules in place what could go wrong?
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