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        Three Months Earlier

      

      

      “Prescott, I need to see you in my office. Now.” Sebastian looked up from his desk, his head pounding dully, the remnants of his hangover refusing to let go. He closed his email and stacked the proposals he’d been working on into a neat pile, stood and adjusted his tie and then followed his boss, Robert Stammler, down to his office at the end of the hall. As he walked, he glanced out the window at the Manhattan skyline, sunlight glinting off of the windows of the buildings below, some of them buildings he was directly involved with as the VP of Marketing and Project Management for one of Manhattan’s biggest real estate development firms. The rest of his life might be in shambles, but at least he still had his career. It was the only thing keeping him anchored. The only thing keeping him from completely going off the deep end.

      He stepped inside Stammler’s office and before he could take even two steps, Stammler pointed and said, “Shut the door.” A creeping sense of dread worked its way down Sebastian’s spine, but he kept his expression neutral. Without waiting to be invited, he took a seat across from his boss.

      Stammler tossed a file across the sleek glass desk at him. “Tell me about this.”

      Sebastian frowned and picked it up, leafing through it. “This is the Ashbar project.” The development was a massive undertaking, nearly fifty stories tall with over six hundred apartments and ground floor luxury retail. Sebastian and his team had been in charge of marketing the high-end condos as well as attracting the right retailers.

      “And what did you contribute to this project?”

      Sebastian frowned. He’d contributed...well, he’d been at some of the meetings, and...He shook his head. “Why do you ask?”

      Stammler said nothing and pulled out another folder, tossing it at him. “Tell me about this one.”

      Again, Sebastian paged through the folder, his skin suddenly feeling tight and itchy. “This is Barnett Tower,” he said. It was a low-rise office building in Harlem with ground floor retail as well as over 40,000 square feet of community space for after school programs. He’d been responsible for developing relationships with potential businesses looking for space as well as some of the non-profit organizations who might be interested in using the space. As he skimmed through the folder, he saw that many of the spaces were already leased and several organizations had signed on, which was news to him.

      “This one,” said Stammler, sliding another folder to him. A private school they were building in Queens. Another for a hospital in Harlem. Another for a massive residential project in Washington Heights. All projects on which he’d been the lead. All projects on which he’d apparently dropped the ball, and yet...the work was done. And done well.

      All signed off on by Kayla Bristowe, his manager of marketing and communications.

      “Miss Bristowe brought all of this to my attention this morning,” said Stammler, leaning back in his chair, his thick, stubby fingers tented. “Apparently she’s tired of doing your job for you.”

      “She doesn’t do my job for me. She works under me.” His mind spun, scrambling to think of an excuse to explain away the obvious fact that he’d been fucking up his job along with everything else in his life.

      “Not anymore. You’re fired. I’m promoting Kayla into your role since she’s already doing it and doing it better than you ever did. You’re a mess, Prescott,” Stammler said with a sneer. “It’s a shame because you’re one of the smartest guys here, but you drink too much, you’re never here, and you’ve embarrassed this company one too many times. You’re done.”

      Sebastian felt as though the floor was dropping out from underneath him, his stomach in freefall mode. A week ago, he’d been kicked out of his apartment after a misunderstanding with his landlord—you run one tiny gambling ring and everyone freaks out—and now he was unemployed. His life was unraveling before his eyes and he knew it was entirely his own fault. His breathing became faster and shallower, panic swamping him. What was he going to do now? He was unemployed and homeless, crashing with his brother.

      It was terrifying enough to make him want to go do something stupid. Something reckless and risky and thrilling so that just for a little while, he could forget about the total clusterfuck his life had become.

      No. No! That was what had landed him here in the first place. He knew it and knew he needed to figure his shit out and get his act together if he didn’t want to crash and burn to a point beyond salvaging.

      And yet all he could think about was drinking until he was numb. Or taking what little money he had left and betting it all on something wild and crazy. Or heading to his “boxing gym” that was really an underground fighting ring where he’d let someone pummel him until he couldn’t think or feel anymore.

      “Collect your things,” said Stammler with a dismissive wave of his hand, as though Sebastian was no one and not a guy who’d worked as a senior executive there for the past six years. “I want you out of the building within the next ten minutes.”

      Pulling together the ragged scraps of his dignity, Sebastian stood and headed back to his office, where two security guards were waiting for him. “Seriously?” he snarled as he strode into his office, his anger becoming sharper and more explosive by the minute. “I can walk myself out. I’m not going to steal a photocopier or something.”

      “Company policy,” said one in a monotone voice. Jaw tight to the point of aching, Sebastian closed his eyes and blew out a breath. Then he retrieved a Banker’s Box from one of the shelves, dumped the papers out of it and onto the floor and started cramming his personal effects into it. Less than five minutes later, he was practically being frog marched down the hall, sandwiched between the two security guards, the box clutched in his hands. He kept his eyes down, refusing to look at all the people who’d come out of their offices to see him escorted off of the premises.

      Until he saw her. Kayla. The woman who, once upon a time, he’d had a raging crush on, with her blond curls and ample curves and mouth made for sin. She was smart and confident and had never put up with his bullshit, and he’d always liked that about her. He’d never made a move because she was technically his subordinate and he was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a douche to women. Never. Especially not Kayla.

      And then she’d gotten him fired. She’d cost him his job, the only thing keeping him afloat in the quagmire of his life.

      He locked eyes with her and she had the balls to wave at him, a little smirk on her face. “Good luck, Sebastian,” she said in that breathy come-fuck-me voice of hers. It was a voice that had once filled his fantasies, but now would haunt him. “You’re going to need it.”
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      Kayla Bristowe shuffled her way through the snow and the slush on the sidewalk as she walked the few blocks from the subway station to her apartment building. A sharp wind blew, whistling between the buildings and smacking her in the face with air that felt like needs. Her fingers were numb and her toes weren’t far behind. She grimaced as another blast of wind had her turning her face to the side just to catch her breath. Yes, she was used to winter and cold temperatures, having grown up in New York City—Queens, to be exact—but that didn’t mean she liked it. No, she was a summer girl, through and through. Winter could kiss her bikini-loving ass.

      Nose running and eyes streaming, she reached the lobby of her Midtown apartment building, forcing her shoulders down from where they’d hunched around her ears. She took the elevator up to the eighth floor, where she shared a two bedroom with her best friend, Willa.

      As soon as she stepped in the door, Kayla felt some of her tension start to melt away. Today had sucked. Big time. Not just because of the cold, but because her boss, Robert Stammler, was a capital-A Asshole.

      The apartment was small but bright, and they’d decorated it with cream and gray colored furniture and deep fuchsia and wood accents. They both loved design and pretty things, and had taken a lot of time to pick out the perfect table and chairs, the perfect living room set, the perfect high stools to line the breakfast bar. Sometimes it felt like her close friendship with Willa was as close as she was going to come to any kind of long term relationship.

      “Hey,” called Willa from the kitchen as Kayla unbundled herself. The entire space was open, with a hallway to the left leading to the two bedrooms and bathroom. She stirred something on the stove and Kayla caught a whiff of garlic and tomatoes. “I’m making spaghetti with homemade meatballs and garlic bread,” she added, turning the heat down and wiping her hands on the dish towel flung over her shoulder.

      “It smells amazing,” said Kayla, heading to the fridge and pulling out the bottle of pinot grigio there. “Still stuck on that problem?” Willa was a software engineer at a huge app development company and often kept herself busy in the kitchen when she needed time to think. Some kind of bug had resulted in last week’s incredible lemon cheesecake, so Kayla wasn’t going to complain.

      “Stuck on something,” Willa muttered, pulling down two wineglasses from the open shelf above the sink. “How was your day?”

      “Shitty. I’m so mad at myself for letting Stammler rope me into planning this stupid retreat. Event planning is so not the job of the VP of marketing and communications. Just saying. This has taken up so much of my time, and I get the feeling he’s expecting the moon. Or expecting me to screw it up. I’m not sure which one is worse.” Although Kayla was pretty sure the second one would be much, much worse. She was a perfectionist and hated making mistakes of any kind, personal or professional.

      Willa shot her a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry. That really sucks. At least it’ll be over soon,” she offered as Kayla poured them each a generous glass of wine.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I love my job—when I have time to actually do it. I think the thing that bothers me the most is that I’m pretty sure Stammler assigned this to me because I have boobs and event planning is a job for someone with boobs.”

      Willa let out a groan. “Ugh. I hate that shit. Believe me, the tech world is no better. Maybe even worse.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      Willa handed her the glass of wine and gave her arm a squeeze. “Cheers. To being badass women not taking crap from anyone except when we do take crap which is probably more often than we should.”

      Kayla laughed and clinked her glass against Willa’s.

      Willa, always so full of warmth it was like she ate sunshine for breakfast, gave her arm a squeeze.

      “Maybe we’re too nice,” said Kayla, sliding onto one of the stools and sipping her wine.

      “Are you that nice?” asked Willa, scrunching her nose up. Teasing her.

      Kayla laughed again. “No. I guess I’m not. You are, though.”

      “I try to be kind to everyone,” she said simply, returning to her simmering sauce to give it a stir. Then she muttered something like “even grumpy jerks.” Given that she worked for Max Prescott, notorious grump, Kayla was pretty sure that was who she was referring to.

      “I’m sorry, what was that?”

      Willa bit her lip, her eyes wide and innocent. “Nothing. Nothing.”

      “Uh huh. You know, you’ve been working for Max Prescott for what? Four months now? And you barely talk about it. God knows I bitched about Sebastian almost constantly when he was my boss.” He’d been, hands down, the worst boss Kayla had ever had. He’d been an arrogant, unreliable, selfish, privileged asshole who she’d wanted to throttle on a daily—if not hourly—basis.

      Once upon a time, she’d wanted to do other things to him besides throttle him, but as they’d worked together and she’d witnessed the absolute train wreck that was his life, she’d quickly forgotten any ideas she may have had about Sebastian and his various body parts.

      Willa shrugged, her cheeks a little pink. “There’s really nothing to talk about. He’s…” she trailed off and then took a long sip of her wine. “He’s fine. I like it.”

      Kayla arched an eyebrow. “Very convincing.”

      Willa let out a sigh. “Okay, so maybe he’s seriously grumpy.” Her cheeks turned a deeper shade of pink. “And seriously hot.”

      Kayla set her wine glass down, shaking her head. “Oh, no. Oh, no no no no no. No crushes on Prescotts. We already lost Lauren to one.”

      “Oh, please. Lauren and Theo were pretty much already in a relationship with each other for the entire decade of their friendship. No one was shocked when they finally figured their shit out.” She cleared her throat. “And I don’t have a crush on Max. He’s just, I mean, he’s easy on the eyes, sure. And he’s all stern and he frowns and gets this line on his forehead when he’s thinking that makes me want to…” She curled her fingers into her palm and Kayla laughed.

      “Oh, honey. You cannot lie to save your life.” She tossed her hair to the side and put on a high voice, mimicking Willa. “I don’t have a crush on Max, I just fantasize about him all the time!”

      “I never said anything about fantasizing.”

      “Good. Because I’m telling you, the Prescotts are to be avoided at all costs.”

      “Except for Theo.”

      “Except for Theo,” Kayla agreed grudgingly.

      “And technically Lauren will be a Prescott next year, after they get married.” Theo and Lauren had gotten engaged over the holidays and were planning their wedding not for this summer but the next.

      “True. But neither of us has a crush on Lauren, and she’ll only be a Prescott by name, not by DNA.”

      “Anyway,” said Willa a little too brightly, clearly keen to change the subject, “I never got the chance to ask you. How did that coffee date go yesterday?”

      “Ha. Total dud. He was perfect on paper, but had about as much personality as a cardboard cutout.” A friend from work had set her up with his roommate, and while he’d been a nice enough guy, and attractive, with a good job in sales, she hadn’t felt a spark. And she was looking for that spark. Yes, she wanted the guy who was perfect on paper too, but deep down, she was a romantic. She wanted to feel butterflies and that heady rush of excitement. She wanted to be swept off her feet.

      Willa’s face lit up. “Maybe I can get you into the beta test for the dating app. Max says it’s going to revolutionize the online dating landscape.”

      Kayla made a face while noticing the way Willa’s eyes got all soft when she mentioned Max. “Hard pass. I’ve done the online dating thing and if I have to see one more dick pic, I’m going to stab my eyes out with a rusty fork.”

      She wanted the romance, the happy ending. It was one of the final boxes left to tick on her Perfect Life Plan. The plan that would prevent her from making her mother’s mistakes—marrying the wrong guy (more than once), struggling to pay the bills, white-knuckling her way through life because she couldn’t seem to get it together.

      To avoid walking in her mother’s footsteps, she’d carefully and deliberately planned her life out, and so far, she’d seen every single part of the plan through.

      Kayla’s Perfect Life Plan

      
        	Study hard in high school so she could get a scholarship to the best possible school. Check.

        	Bust her ass in college—hello Northwestern—to graduate at the top of her class and get into a prestigious MBA program—and hello Wharton. Check.

        	Be as impressive as possible in order to land the best internships—bonjour Paris. Check.

        	Move back to Manhattan and work her way up the corporate ladder. Check.

        	Find the perfect man to marry and have perfect babies with. Nada. Zip. Zilch.

      

      “You wanna talk about it?” asked Willa, studying her.

      Kayla took a sip of her wine and then grimaced. “I just…I just really thought that by thirty I’d be, you know. With someone. That I wouldn’t still be getting set up on dates and searching for Mr. Right.”

      Willa came over and looped an arm around her shoulders. “I know. It’s the last part of your plan.”

      Kayla nodded, but something about Willa’s tone had her pulling back. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “It’s not. It’s just…these things happen on their own time, often with someone you’re not expecting. You can’t force it.”

      “Says the woman working on developing a dating app with a man she most definitely has a crush on, but will never admit it. Which is good, because he’s a Prescott.” She took a sip of her wine. “And I’m not trying to force anything. I’m just…I’m ready, you know? I want that next step. I want someone to share my life with. The right someone.”

      “You know, if you follow all of your plans and do everything just right, life can still throw you a curveball. Bad shit happens all the time. Every day. Sometimes you just have to roll with it.” Having survived cervical cancer at twenty-four, Willa knew more about rolling with it than most.

      Kayla dropped her chin into her hands. “But not trying feels like giving up.”

      “It’s not. Sometimes you just have to trust the universe. Let it go and it’ll work itself out.”

      She squinted at her. “Have you been hanging out with Aspen?” Aspen, their friend Lauren’s former roommate, was all about anything and everything New Age.

      Willa laughed. “Not lately, although I did run into her at the Whole Foods on 6th not that long ago.” Suddenly, her face lit up. “Okay, I have an idea.”

      Kayla eyed her skeptically. “What?”

      “Let’s make a list. Right here, right now, of every single quality you want in a man. Let’s put it out into the universe, and then let it go. See what happens.”

      “This is stupid,” said Kayla as she slid off the stool and retrieved her phone from her purse. She sat back down and opened her Notes app. “But fine. Not because I think it’ll work but because I don’t have anything better to do right now except drool over how good your cooking smells.”

      Willa winked at her. “That’s the spirit.” She took Kayla’s phone, biting her lip. “You dictate and I’ll type.”

      Blood rushed to Kayla’s cheeks. “I feel like I’m at a Build a Bear workshop.” When Willa just looked at her expectantly, she sighed. “Okay. Um. So, hot. Obviously. Dark hair. Blue eyes. Awesome bod. Athletic. Tall. Big hands. And, um, you can just put an eggplant emoji.”

      Willa’s thumbs flew over the screen. “This is good! I like it. I can picture him now. He’s totally hot.” She leaned in closer, a conspiratorial grin on her face. “And totally hung.”

      Warming up to the exercise, Kayla continued. “Funny. A sense of humor is a must. Hardworking and passionate about what he does. Generous and kind, with a sensitive side. Smart, obviously. Patient. And supportive of me and my dreams.”

      Willa nodded, taking it all down. “What else?”

      “Financially secure with a good job.”

      “And what about in bed?”

      “I told you to put the eggplant emoji.”

      “I did. But let’s get specific. Build a Bear, remember?”

      Her face flamed. She wasn’t shy about sex, but saying some of this out loud to another person…it made her feel self-conscious. “Um, just write GIBOOO.”

      Willa did, but then looked up at her. “What’s GIBOOO?” she asked, pronouncing it like zhe-boo.

      “If I wanted to tell you, I wouldn’t have used an acronym.”

      “Oh, come on! What does it mean? I’m going to start guessing if you don’t tell me.”

      “I’m not telling you.”

      Willa took a sip of her wine and grinned. “Okay, I think it means…Gassy Idealist Brings Own Oatmeal On Occasion.”

      “First of all, that’s one too many ‘o’s. And second, you’re a twit.”

      Willa stuck her tongue out at her. “Then just tell me.”

      Her cheeks got warmer. “Great in bed, orgasms orgasms orgasms.”

      Willa laughed. “That is the greatest acronym of all time. But, um, why three o’s?”

      Kayla grinned and shrugged, her cheeks still warm. “Because who only wants one?”

      Willa laughed again. “Amen to that. Okay, anything else you want to add?”

      She pursed her lips, thinking. “No, I think that just about covers it. Hot, smart, funny, kind, hardworking and great in bed with a huge dick. Should be easy to find a guy like that, right? They probably grow on trees.”

      Willa laughed. “Well, eggplants grow on shrubs, so…”

      Kayla laughed with her. “Okay, I just need to find the magic hot guy shrub.”

      “Exactly.” Willa put the phone down on the island between them and waved her hands ceremoniously over it. “Universe, do your magic. Or whatever.” She flicked her fingers out and then handed the phone back to Kayla. “There. Now, just let it go and he’ll fall into your lap.”

      “Right,” she said somewhat skeptically, turning her phone face down. Her stomach let out a loud rumble and Willa laughed.

      “You set the table and then we can eat.”
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      “Hey, Bastian. What’s good, man?”

      Sebastian Prescott turned from his locker to see Bodhi Snyder in the doorway of the pro room, leaning lazily against the door frame. Bodhi looked exactly the way you’d expect a guy named Bodhi to look. Messy blond hair falling to his shoulders, a nose that had been broken at least twice, and perpetually tanned skin, even though they were in Vermont and it was the middle of February. He was so bronzed that Sebastian could make out the outline of his goggles, permanently tanned into his face.

      He stepped forward and bumped his fist against Bodhi’s. “Hey, man. Some nice powder out there this morning.”

      “For sure, for sure,” he said, sounding like a parody of a surfer-dude. “Gonna go for a cruise before the munchkins take over. You wanna join?”

      Sebastian shook his head. “Nah, but thanks. You go ahead.” He’d already been for a ride down the mountain this morning and didn’t have time for another. Lately, he’d been getting up before dawn in order to hit the slopes before anyone else. He loved cruising down as the sun rose. It anchored him for the day ahead, settling him the way nothing else did.

      “Alright, crunchy, crunchy. See you later, man.” He grabbed his board from the rack on the wall and disappeared out the door, leaving Sebastian alone. It was early enough that the other instructors weren’t in yet, or had already headed out for a trip or two down the mountain before starting that day’s lessons. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, glancing at the time and wondering if he had enough to spare to grab a cup of coffee from the staff commissary before the daily morning briefing where he’d get today’s lesson cards.

      Coffee in Styrofoam cups. On the clock, waiting for each day’s assignments. A freaking name badge sewn onto his official Blizzard Ridge instructor jacket. Where he was now was a far cry from where he’d been just a couple of months ago, but he wasn’t complaining. Yeah, he’d been the VP of marketing at a huge real estate development firm and had had a massive paycheck to go with it. He’d had a sweet apartment with a view of Central Park and a closet filled with designer clothes. But he’d also been a miserable, self-destructive asshole. Getting out of Manhattan had been one of the smartest things he’d done in a long time. Not that that decision had a lot of competition, as he’d mostly been making super fucking stupid ones for way too long.

      Now, working as a snowboarding instructor at Blizzard Ridge, one of Vermont’s swankiest ski resorts, he was at least able to think clearly. He was still an asshole. Still struggling with all of the self-destructive tendencies that had started out as a remedy and turned into a sickness. But he was at least fifty percent less miserable than he’d been two months ago, and that was saying something.

      Because fuck, he’d hit rock bottom so hard that his teeth had rattled. He’d lost his job, been kicked out of his apartment, drained his bank account. He’d been unemployed and crashing on his brother’s couch, and he had no one to blame but himself. No one to hate but the jerk in the mirror. And he didn’t want to feel that way anymore. He was thirty-four years old, for Christ’s sake. He wanted to get his shit together. He needed to get his shit together.

      It had actually been his brother, Lucian, who’d given him the idea to head out here. All he’d asked him was when he’d been happiest in his life, and Sebastian hadn’t had to think about it for more than half a second. His happy place was hurtling down a mountain with a board strapped to his feet. It was diving into a half-pipe and catching as much air as possible, doing tricks and feeling so goddamn alive everything else paled in comparison.

      There’d been a time in his life when snowboarding had saved him. But then it, like everything else, had been taken away, too. Really, that loss was what had started his ten-year downward spiral.

      He rubbed absently at his right knee and then pulled on his navy blue ski jacket, emblazoned with the Blizzard Ridge logo. Snowboarding had saved him once. He was hoping it could save him again. Maybe it was a stupid hope, but here he was all the same.

      Deciding that he did have time for that cup of coffee, he zipped up his jacket, pulled on his dark gray beanie, and headed out the door of the pro room. Vermont’s Green Mountains rose up around him, poking into the pale blue sky still tinged with the kind of soft pink you only saw in the winter. It had snowed again last night, and a pristine layer clung to the pine trees that covered the parts of the mountains too jagged and steep to ski on. A few wispy clouds hung low in the sky, and Sebastian inhaled a lungful of fresh, cold air. Cold was good. Cold was pure, and simple, and cleansing.

      He slowed his steps as he approached the small log cabin that housed the staff commissary and rest rooms, his boots crunching in the snow. This was where he’d start over. This was where he’d figure it out. He’d get back to basics, back to who he was with all of the shit of the past ten years stripped away so he could figure out who he wanted to be. Because the man he’d been over the past decade—the man who took risk after risk just to feel alive, who paid guys to beat him just so he’d feel something, who couldn’t get out of his own damn way long enough to even try to be happy—he was gone. There was no room for him up on this mountain.

      He pulled open the brightly painted red door and stepped inside, the scents of stale coffee and burnt toast assaulting his nostrils. He lifted his hand in a wave as he spotted his boss, Patrick, deep in conversation with another of the instructors and one of Sebastian’s new favorite people, Lane. She waved back, her sleeve tattoo poking out from beneath her blue Henley.

      As he filled his coffee cup, he glanced over at Patrick, knowing that he owed the man, big time. They’d ridden together a lot as teens, competed together on the national circuit and cheered each other on during the Team USA Olympic trials. But when everything had gone to shit for Bastian, he’d bailed on the entire world he’d once loved, including his friends, like Patrick. But apparently his disappearing act was water under the bridge, because he’d offered him a job and a place to live when he’d needed it most. Bastian had only meant to come out here for a week or two to ride and clear his head, but Patrick had offered him a place to belong.

      Lane waved him over. “ ‘Kay, settle something for us,” she said, licking her lips and then glancing over her shoulder. A few other instructors sat at nearby tables, drinking coffee, talking, and scrolling on their phones. Sebastian plunked down into the empty chair beside her, slapping Patrick on the arm in greeting. “I think I should ask Kendra out, but this guy swears she’s straight,” she said, jerking her thumb in Patrick’s direction. He shrugged and rubbed a hand over his shaved head, looking the tiniest bit sheepish. Just then, the ski instructor in question walked in through the door. Lane waved and then winked at her, and Sebastian couldn’t tell if Kendra’s cheeks were pink from the cold or Lane’s obvious flirting.

      “I’m telling you, she had a boyfriend as of like three weeks ago,” said Patrick, crossing his arms. But Sebastian knew him well enough to guess that his interest in Kendra’s sexuality and dating life was purely selfish.

      “And I’m telling you, she’s not as straight as you think.”

      Two sets of eyes landed on Sebastian, pulling him into a conversation he really didn’t want to be a part of. He sipped his coffee and then shrugged. “I dunno. She did blush when you winked at her. Plus you’re old and bald,” he said to Patrick, barely ducking out of the way in time when Patrick’s arm swung out at him in a playful swipe.

      “First of all, I’m the same age as you, smartass. Second, some women like the shaved head. And third, I’m your boss, so either take my side or shut up.”

      Ignoring them, Lane rubbed her hands together, her eyes bright with excitement. She smoothed a hand over her short blond hair and then stood. “I’m going in.”

      “Godspeed,” said Patrick in a monotone, shaking his head.

      Sebastian leaned back in his chair, kicking at Patrick’s boot. “You were gonna ask her out, weren’t you?”

      Patrick shrugged again, his main mode of communication. “Maybe. Looks like it doesn’t matter.” And he was right, because Kendra was blushing and giggling as she put her number in Lane’s phone. After a moment, Lane sauntered back over and dropped back down into her chair.

      “And that, boys, is how you score a date for Friday night.”

      Patrick leaned forward on his elbows. “Maybe she just has a thing for Justin Bieber lookalikes.”

      Lane threw back her head and laughed. “Aw, Patty. You’re cute when you’re jealous that I’m getting laid and you’re not.”

      Sebastian laughed. God, it felt good to just sit and joke and shoot the shit and not feel like his life was imploding around him. Like the sky was always on the verge of falling because he’d spent the past decade trying to knock it down.

      Patrick finished his coffee, crumpled up his cup and tossed it into a nearby trash can. “While I’ve got you two here, I wanted to run something by you.”

      “Okay,” said Sebastian, taking another sip of his coffee, not even caring that it was lukewarm and stale. Sitting here, in the mountains, with these people, beat the hell out of the eight-dollar espresso he used to fuel himself with every morning.

      “First, here are your lesson cards for today,” he said, reaching into his pocket and fishing out two pieces of paper containing that day’s assignments. Sebastian quickly scanned his eyes over the card. He had a private lesson with an adult beginner from 9-12, a Little Mountain Riders class at 1, and then an intermediate adult group lesson at 2:30. Sweet. He’d be done for the day by 4, leaving him a solid hour and half to ride on his own. And the Little Mountain Riders were always his favorite. There was nothing more adorable in the world than watching a group of four-year-olds on snowboards. Nothing. There wasn’t a puppy, kitten, or furry creature alive that could hold a candle to those little dudes and dudettes.

      “Second,” said Patrick after he’d given them a minute to look over their lesson cards, “we’ve got a big corporate retreat coming in tomorrow, and I want you two to take the lead on any snowboarding sessions they want to book.”

      “Sure,” said Lane, frowning at her card. “Did you give me a full day private lesson with a twelve-year-old douche because I hit on your crush?”

      Patrick grinned. “Nope. Made these up yesterday.” He stood and tugged his beanie on over his shaved head. “Maybe it’s karma.”

      Lane grumbled something that sounded like “karma my ass” but plastered a smile on her face. “Okay. You’re the boss.”

      With the word karma bouncing around his skull, Sebastian tipped his chin in Lane’s direction. “I’ll take him. I was a twelve-year-old douche once upon a time. Maybe I’ll have an easier time with him.”

      Lane flashed him a grateful smile. “Seriously? Man, I should buy a lottery ticket. A date with Kendra and I don’t have to spend the day with Chase Van Whitney? It’s definitely my lucky day.”

      “Is he that bad?” he asked, swapping his lesson card with hers.

      She made a face. “Nah, he’s not that bad if you don’t mind eye-rolling, tantrums, entitled behavior and just being a total privileged asshat in general.”

      He grinned. “Oh, cool, he’s basically me twenty years ago.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Really? I know we haven’t been friends long, but you don’t strike me as a douche.”

      “Ha. Well. I’m trying to turn over a new leaf, but yeah. I was a douche with a capital D.”

      “Maybe you’ll be able to connect with him better than me, then. Because I’ve never been anything but an angel.” Her mischievous grin told another story, but he just laughed.

      He pushed to his feet, finished his coffee, and headed out with a wave, tossing out his cup along the way. After he’d stopped by the pro room to grab his gear, he headed to the area at the top of the mountain where all the instructors met up with their students. He spotted Chase Van Whitney almost immediately. Kitted out in the most expensive snowboarding gear available, he was idly cruising back and forth, spraying up snow as he did.

      Plastering a smile on his face, Sebastian approached and tipped his chin at him. “Hey, man, are you Chase?”

      “Yeah.” The tone was somehow both defiant and sullen.

      “Cool. I’m Sebastian. I’ll be your instructor today.”

      Chase gave him a once over, his lip curling slightly. “You’re, like, mega old.”

      Sebastian shrugged. “I’m experienced. Which will benefit you.”

      “Uh huh,” he said, rolling his eyes.

      “How long you been riding?” he asked, aiming for a casual tone. Yeah, this kid was clearly a little asshole, but Sebastian felt himself wanting to connect with him.

      “Since I was five,” he said. “I’m pretty good.”

      Sebastian grinned. “I bet. You warmed up?”

      Chase squinted at him and tossed his head to flick his hair out of his eyes. “No. I’m not old. I don’t need to warm up.”

      “Yeah, well, I do, and today I’m the boss, so I say we’re warming up.”

      Chase rolled his eyes and let out the sigh to end all sighs, and Sebastian laughed.

      “What’s funny?”

      “You, little man. So much drama over having to do some jumping jacks and agility drills.”

      “Agility drills? Man. I just want to get on the half-pipe without any of this shi—” At Sebastian’s raised eyebrows, he coughed and said, “without this crap.”

      “This crap will help prevent you from getting injured. You get injured, the fun’s over. Trust me, I know. Come on, you’d be halfway through it by now if you’d just started instead of whining about it.”

      “Fine.” He unclipped himself from his board and followed Sebastian’s lead, doing jumping jacks in the snow. “Are you even any good at the half-pipe? I usually have Lane.”

      “It’s your lucky day, Chase, because I happen to be very good at the half-pipe. Like, I almost went to the Olympics—that’s how good I am.”

      Chase snorted, huffing out a breath as he jumped. “Almost. Pfft. That’s not impressive.”

      He stopped jumping and leveled his gaze at him. “Anyone ever tell you you’re kind of a turd?”

      Chase stopped jumping, his arms flopping by his sides as his mouth fell open. “You can’t talk to me like that.”

      “Last time I checked, it was a free country.” He took a step closer to him, meeting his eyes. “You want to spend the day learning how to ride the pipe from a real pro, or you want to be snarky and not have any fun at all?”

      “Jumping jacks aren’t fun.”

      “Neither is getting hurt.”

      “Neither is getting hurt,” Chase mimicked in a nasal voice, and Sebastian felt his patience start to slip. “Loser.” But when Sebastian just stared at him, he resumed his jumping jacks. Sebastian mentally flipped him off.

      He gritted his teeth, sucking in a breath. It was going to be a long day.
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      After eating dinner in the commissary and declining Lane’s invite to head into town to shoot some pool, Sebastian had done his usual thing and hit the resort’s weight room. He’d always been fit, but over the past month he’d taken it to another level because he needed to do something to burn off the restless energy still crackling through him when he had too much free time on his hands. After his grueling workout, he’d trekked back to his little cabin to shower and ready himself for what had become a new Prescott tradition—the Wednesday night video chat.

      Hidden just off of one of the smaller ski hills, the cabin was quiet and peaceful, surrounded entirely by snow-covered pines. It was definitely on the rustic side, but it was comfortable enough that Sebastian was grateful to call it home for the next six weeks. Patrick sometimes rented it out to skiers wanting a little privacy from the main resort, but it hadn’t been booked, so he’d let Bastian move in for the remainder of the ski season.

      Sebastian mounted the steps up to the wraparound porch, stomping his boots on the welcome mat by the front door to avoid tracking in snow. He stepped inside, leaving the evening chill behind. To his left was a living area with a stone fireplace that went all the way to the ceiling, a sectional sofa nestled into the corner, and a wooden console with a small TV on top of it. Behind the living room was a small kitchen with dated but functional appliances and the ugliest countertop he’d ever seen in his life. To his right was a double bed with a single nightstand beside it, with a wardrobe and a dresser against the wall. Behind that was a door that led to the tiny bathroom with the world’s narrowest shower stall.

      Home sweet home.

      Toeing off his boots, he headed for the fireplace and got a fire going, and then moved over toward the bed. He stripped down, tossing his workout clothes in the hamper and then padded to the shower, the tiled floor icy against his feet. His muscles were sore, his body tired, both from the day on the mountain and his punishing workout. Today, he managed to only bang his elbow twice while scrubbing himself down, which he was going to chalk up as a win.

      Once he’d toweled off and pulled on a white thermal Henley and a pair of gray sweatpants, he grabbed his laptop and took it to the couch, propping his feet up in front of the fire. After a moment, he was connected to the video chat, and three other frames filled the screen: his sister Aerin in the top left, his brother Lucian beside her, and then Max along the bottom.

      “Hey, there he is!” said Aerin, waving. Aerin, an uber successful sports agent with her own agency, was currently in Florida with her husband Javier, the manager of the World Series-winning Dallas Longhorns. With a small smile, Sebastian waved back.

      “How’s Vermont?” asked Lucian, the eldest Prescott sibling. He owned several successful restaurants and nightclubs in Manhattan, but most of his money came from less savory endeavors.

      Sebastian shrugged. “Same as it was last week. Cold. Snowy. Good.”

      “Have you given any more thought to what you’re going to do come springtime?”

      He shook his head. “No. Just kinda taking it one week at a time.” Which was generous, because there were days where he was taking it one hour at a time.

      Just then, the screen shifted as a fourth video joined them. His baby brother Theo’s face appeared in the bottom left corner, bright sunshine streaming around him, the sky jostling behind him as he walked.

      “Hey, sorry guys. I got stuck in court. Just walking back to the office now.”

      “Are you FaceTiming in public?” asked Sebastian, a smile twisting his lips. “God, you’re such a douche.”

      Theo’s mouth fell open. “I am not a douche. Excuse me for living on the west coast. You guys said eight PM, which is only five PM for me.”

      “Yes, we know how time zones work,” deadpanned Max, who was clearly still in his office. He ran a billion-dollar tech company called Tapp that had developed some hugely successful apps for things like messaging, video chat, photo sharing, recipes, travel and more. “You’re still a douche.”

      “Man, I had this nice speech prepared about how much I miss you guys and everything, but forget it.”

      Rolling her eyes, Aerin stepped in. “How’s everything out in SoCal?”

      “Good,” he said, his eyes darting back and forth as he checked for traffic before crossing the street. “Life is really, really good.” His smile was downright goofy when he turned back to his phone, and Sebastian was happy for him. Truly.

      And maybe a little sad for himself, but that didn’t take away from the fact that he was happy Theo had found love and happiness and all that sparkly shit.

      “Look at you, you’re like a puppy,” grumbled Max, shaking his head. “It’s almost sad.”

      “Um, excuse me, aren’t you developing a dating app?” asked Aerin, tilting her head to the side.

      “Lots of people create things they would never use themselves. The online dating market is lucrative. So sue me.”

      “Speaking of douches,” said Sebastian, grinning despite the fatigue pulling at him. “You should’ve seen this kid I had today. Entitled, enormous chip on his shoulder, horrible attitude. Thinks he’s smarter and cooler and better than everyone else. He’s got crazy talent though.”

      Lucian let out a soft snort. “That sounds familiar.”

      Sebastian held up his hands. “I know, I know. But it makes me want to help him. Or throttle him. I haven’t decided which yet.”

      “Please don’t murder a child. Even I can’t help you get away with that.” Lucian smirked. He pretended to be annoyed with the family’s gossip about him—gossip that he was connected to the mafia, that he was dangerous, that he was a motherfucking badass no one dared to mess with—but Sebastian was pretty sure he secretly liked it. Lucian had taken so much shit while they were growing up that it probably felt pretty freaking good to be king of the castle now.

      “How’s Shelby?” asked Theo, referring to the surrogate currently five months pregnant with Javi and Aerin’s twin girls.

      Aerin beamed. “She’s great, and the babies are great. I can’t wait to start setting up the nursery once we get back to Dallas after spring training.”

      And there went that familiar pang, right in the middle Sebastian’s chest. This feeling of being left behind almost swamped him and fuck did he want a drink or a woman or to go do something else that made him feel alive.

      He forced himself to take a breath. To sit with the feeling until it passed. Because it was only a feeling. Nothing bad was going to happen if he just stayed here, right where he was. He just had to keep telling himself that.

      “Well, maybe they could be flower girls? At the wedding?” asked Theo. “Lauren and I picked late June next year.”

      “Hey, you set the date! That’s great.” Aerin smiled, and they all nodded along. Then, her eyes drifted above the screen of her laptop and her mouth fell open. “Um, yeah, I…I have to go.”

      “Is Javi naked? I bet Javi’s naked,” said Sebastian, simultaneously jealous, disgusted, and happy for her.

      “Ugh, I don’t want to know,” said Theo, rubbing a hand over his eyes. “I don’t want to think about my sister having sex. There isn’t enough brain bleach in the world.”

      “Oh, grow up, Theodore,” she chided, her cheeks pink.

      “No, and I’ll give you two reasons: I don’t wanna and you can’t make me.”

      “Have to agree with Theo on this one,” said Sebastian. “I don’t want to think about you getting it on with Javi, or Javi naked, or Javi and anything to do with sex. No offense to Javi.”

      “None taken!” came Javi’s voice just as Aerin said, “okay, love you, gotta go, bye” and then she slammed her laptop shut.

      “I gotta go, too,” said Theo as he stepped inside what Sebastian assumed was the lobby of his office. “I have some phone calls to return before I can head home for the day.” To his gorgeous fiancée, where they’d probably open a bottle of wine and maybe go for a walk on the beach and then have hot, sweaty monkey sex until they passed out.

      Not that Sebastian was jealous. No. Definitely not.

      “And then there were three,” said Max, shaking his head sadly. “For the record, those two are crazy. I’m happy for them because duh, obviously. But they’re crazy.”

      Sebastian shrugged. “I don’t know. Are they? They seem really happy. Happier than the three of us.”

      Max frowned. “Hey, I’m plenty happy,” he grumbled.

      “Very convincing,” said Lucian, rolling his eyes. Then he turned his attention to Sebastian. “How are you, really?”

      “If you’re asking if I’m still sober and in one piece, the answer is yes. Even if it feels like I’m hanging on by my fingertips sometimes.” His voice came out a little raw, a little rough around the edges. He felt naked admitting that he was still struggling, even if he was doing so much better than he’d been a couple of months ago.

      “You’re doing great, man,” said Max quietly. “I’m proud of you for getting your shit together.”

      Sebastian snorted out a laugh, feeling uncomfortable with Max’s praise. “Yeah, well you might want to hold the fucking parade. I haven’t done anything yet.” After a pause, he asked, “And what about you, Lucian? Are you happy?”

      He looked right at the camera and blinked slowly. “As happy as I have any right to be.” He gestured to his expensive suit, his gorgeous apartment. “I get by.”

      “But isn’t there a part of you that wants to find what Theo and Lauren have? What Aerin and Javi have?” he asked, wondering if his brothers felt that way too, or if it was just him.

      “That’s not something that’s in the cards for me, brother.” Lucian’s voice was gruff, resigned.

      “Why not?” asked Max.

      “Why are you single?” Lucian shot back.

      Max’s jaw went tight, his eyes dark and bright. “That’s a fucking shitty question, Lucian. Because you know the answer.”

      “Maybe it’s time you forgave yourself.”

      Max said nothing, simply went stone faced and then sighed. “I gotta go. Hang in there Bastian. You’re doing great.” And then he disconnected from the video chat.

      “One at a time,” muttered Lucian, shaking his head.

      “What was that?” asked Sebastian.

      “Nothing. Just thinking out loud. If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      “Okay. Thanks. For everything, man. Seriously.”

      The video chat ended and Sebastian closed his laptop, feeling at loose ends, mixed emotions swirling through him. More and more, there was this divide: the happy Prescotts and the miserable Prescotts. Aerin was happily married with twins on the way, and Theo was newly engaged to his best friend. And there was him—a recovering gambling addict who’d massively fucked up his life—Lucian, and Max. The dark ones. The fucked up ones.

      He shoved a hand through his hair and pushed it all away, not wanting to think about the damage he’d done to his life, his loneliness, his uncertainty about the future. Setting his laptop aside, he reached for the remote.

      Netflix and chill wasn’t nearly as fun alone.
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      Kayla adjusted her pink beanie as she stood in the lobby of the Blizzard Ridge ski resort while a hundred of the company’s executives milled about, creating a buzz of voices bouncing off of the stone walls. Frowning, she glanced down at her iPad, flicking between apps as she tried to manage everything.

      “You know,” she said to Davis Ashford, the man who’d been promoted into her old position, “I don’t recall Sebastian Prescott ever having to plan a freaking corporate retreat. I still don’t understand how event planning of any kind is even remotely my job.”

      Davis snorted out a laugh. “Do you seriously think they would’ve trusted Prescott with something like this? He’d have had everyone on a red eye to Vegas and we’d have all come home broke with gonorrhea.”

      She let out a little laugh. “Very, very true.”

      She sighed, glancing around the opulent lobby again. A massive stone column that housed an impressive fireplace sat in the middle of the room, soaring up into the ceiling where it met the dark wood beams crisscrossing the stones above. The stone floors shone in the dim lighting, inlaid with intricate mosaics of the mountains and pines surrounding them. Burgundy leather chairs dotted the space, many of them facing the floor-to-ceiling windows along one wall that looked out onto the main ski hill. It really was a pretty place; it was one of the reasons she’d chosen it out of the options she’d been given by her Stammler. In years past, the corporate retreat had taken place at a hotel in Manhattan, but the company had had a very good year and Stammler had wanted to kick things up a notch. He was counting on her to deliver the best corporate retreat ever. Even though it wasn’t really her job, and event planning wasn’t her area of expertise.

      Passing her iPad off to Davis, she moved into the center of the room. “Hey everyone, if I could just have your attention for a minute,” she called, and the voices around her died as her colleagues all turned in her direction. She pasted a smile to her face, already counting down the seconds until this stupid retreat was over and she could get back to the city. She didn’t like the snow, or the cold, and had no desire to break her neck on a damn ski hill. Kayla considered herself an indoor person, sort of like an indoor cat. Give her a good book and cup of tea and she was happy. Or a glass of wine and a crossword puzzle. Or a bottomless bowl of popcorn and a Netflix marathon. She liked to travel, but outdoor activities like skiing were totally out of her wheelhouse. She was a city girl, through and through.

      “If you’ll check your email, you’ll see that I’ve sent you all copies of your itinerary for the next four days. Everyone has individualized schedules based on the online questionnaires you filled out, so please stick to your assigned timetable. There are a few common events, including the welcome cocktail reception tonight. On Thursday morning, we’re going to have our company wide meeting in one of the banquet rooms, and breakfast will be included. You’ve all signed up for various professional development seminars—again, please stick to your timetables because this is all very tightly organized in order to give you the best experience possible. You’ll also have plenty of time to enjoy what the resort has to offer, including small group ski and snowboard lessons. Let’s all cheer each other on this week, encourage each other to try new things, and really come together to make this retreat—and this year—the best it can be.” She glanced at her watch. “Once you’re checked in, you’ll have a few hours of free time before the cocktail reception.”

      There was a round of murmurs and halfhearted applause, which made her heart sink. She didn’t want to be here either, but it was her job to sell it and impress Stammler. Even though she’d been promoted a few months ago, she still felt like she was finding her footing and needing to impress at every turn. Getting fired or demoted or whatever wasn’t part of the Perfect Life Plan. There was no backtracking on the Perfect Life Plan, because backtracking meant she’d made a mistake. And the whole point of the plan was to not make mistakes.

      “So, are you a skier or a snowboarder?” asked Davis, handing her iPad back to her. She shook her head and frowned.

      “Neither. The only thing I ride is the subway.”

      He nodded, his eyes skimming over her size twelve curves in a way she definitely didn’t like. “Yeah, you don’t really look like the athletic type. But there’s a beginner snowboarding lesson in half an hour. If you want to set a good example, you should probably come.”

      She frowned and checked the time again. “Um, yeah. Okay.” Not what she really wanted to be doing, but Davis wasn’t wrong about setting a good example. Even though she would’ve much rather found her room and gotten some work done, or settled herself by the fire with her book. Hopefully there’d be time to relax later. If she didn’t break her neck.
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      “You ready?” asked Patrick, clapping Sebastian on the shoulder. He stood at the top of the resort’s half-pipe, the snow cleared of other boarders for the resort’s daily demonstration. It was his favorite part of the day, when he, Lane and Bodhi got to spend a few minutes showing off for the guests. It was a great way to convince people to sign up for lessons and provided a little entertainment for the guests.

      “Yup.” He strapped his helmet on, watching as Bodhi finished his run, smoothly gliding away from the pipe as the people who’d gathered to watch cheered. With a grin, he slid his goggles into place, shifted his weight forward and slid down the sloped mouth of the half-pipe, hopping a couple of times and pumping his legs to gain momentum before dropping in.

      He started off with an easy nose grab, catching huge air. His blood whooshed through his veins, his heart pounding in his chest as he came back down, landing the trick easily. Gaining momentum, he rode up the opposite side, launching himself into a trick known as a McTwist, a front flip with a 540-degree rotation. He landed smoothly, careful not to bend too low or lean too far back on his heels. He sailed back up the other side, catching more big air with a frontside fourteen. The crowd cheered, shouting and clapping, which only made him want more.

      Adrenaline buzzing through him, making him feel like a feather in the wind, he swooshed down the pipe and up into a double cork twelve. He landed a little more roughly, the edge of his board scraping and causing him to lose some speed, but he stayed upright and coasted up into one final trick, a flip known as a Michalchuk. It wasn’t the hardest trick or the most dangerous one, but Sebastian hated it because it was the trick that had torn his ACL and ended his Olympic dreams. And so, he made himself do it every single time he got on the pipe. To prove that he could. That it didn’t hold any power over him. To try to reclaim it, somehow.

      As usual, he landed it without issue. Just as he’d done thousands of times leading up to the day when he’d felt that horrible pop and everything had changed.

      Snow flying from beneath his board, he cruised to the bottom of the pipe. The air was cold and fresh, but he felt warm and tingly as the adrenaline dissipated from his body. That adrenaline rush and then the calm and clarity that came after it were addictive. So addictive that he’d nearly wrecked his life chasing it after his competitive snowboarding days had come to an end.

      “Solid, man,” said Bodhi, holding out his hand for a fist bump. Sebastian obliged and then unclipped his bindings, picking up his board. “Love watching you ride.”

      “Thanks, man. You, too.”

      “Think we impressed the suits?” He gestured up to the left-hand side of the pipe, a flat area halfway between the main ski lodge and the lesson area, secured with a log railing. Sure enough, a larger group of people than usual had gathered there, all watching. The corporate retreat was starting today, and Sebastian had noticed that there’d been more activity around the resort than usual for a weekday.

      “I hope so. Besides, they shouldn’t be that hard to impress. Especially not once they get out here and see that it’s not as easy as it looks.”

      Bodhi clapped him on the shoulder. “You got a class now?”

      Sebastian nodded. “Yeah, adult beginner. You?”

      “I’m headed to munchkin town.”

      Sebastian pursed his lips, feeling a little jealous. He’d much rather hang out with five-year-olds than the corporate types he used to spend all day with, but Patrick had asked him and Lane to take the lead on classes for the retreat, and he wasn’t going to let him down.

      He took the lift back up to the main area, board in hand, and trekked over to where the sign for adult beginners poked out of the ground. Four people waited around, chatting, watching the other skiers and snowboarders. The snow crunched under his boots as he walked, and his steps slowed as he approached, a bolt of familiarity jolting him, making everything inside him go cold and hard.

      He saw her first, knew it was her. And it wasn’t because he recognized her face or her voice. No. It was because he’d know that ass anywhere. Even in a pair of hot pink snow pants, there was no mistaking the most glorious ass he’d ever laid eyes on. The ass he’d fantasized about so many times he’d lost count. It was round and thick and perfect.

      The only problem was that it belonged to Kayla Bristowe, the woman who’d gotten him fired and sent him into his current tailspin. He took a step closer, his eyes narrowing as he took her in. She half-turned, giving him a look at her profile. Blond curls tumbled out from beneath her beanie, her cheeks pink from the cold. Pert little upturned nose, full lips, strong, almost square jaw. Even though she was covered up in her winter gear, his mind helpfully supplied the memory of her curves. Those full breasts that strained against her button-down blouses. The flare of her hips in those pencil skirts she always wore. Thick thighs he wanted to sink his teeth into.

      Fuck.

      She turned and tilted her head, smiling at him and Christ, it felt like a ray of sunshine beaming right into the center of his chest.

      And then he pushed his goggles up onto his helmet.

      Her smile vanished, replaced almost instantaneously with a scowl. Another memory surfaced, this one of her smirking at him as he’d been marched out of the building after she’d gotten him fired. After she’d taken from him the last thing he’d had left.

      Red tinged the edges of his vision as they locked eyes. His heart throbbed in his chest, his grip on his board tightening. He forced himself to suck in a breath of cold air, and then another as she stared at him.

      “Sebastian?” she asked, her voice thick with disbelief and disdain. “That was you on that…” She pointed in the direction of the half-pipe and then cleared her throat. “You’re our instructor?”

      “Looks like,” he said, anger beating hotly through him. She had no idea what she’d taken from him. What she’d cost him. She’d played with his life like it was a game. A fucking toy. Because if she knew, she wouldn’t be standing here frowning at him like he was a rambunctious dog who’d just trampled her garden. He could feel the other three sets of eyes on him, but he didn’t care. As pissed as he was, he couldn’t seem to tear his gaze away from Kayla. “And I guess you’re my corporate retreat.”

      “Looks like,” she echoed in a flat voice. Then she jutted out her hip, slamming her hand down onto it.

      Lucky hand.

      “Listen,” she said, all snark and business, “I don’t know if it’s appropriate for you to be involved with this retreat given your history with the company. I’ve worked really hard to put this together, and—”

      He cut her off by taking a step closer, towering over her. “Trying to get me fired again, Kayla?” An energy he didn’t have a name for pulsed through him. It was anger and lust and need and frustration, all curled into one pulsing ball in the pit of his stomach.

      Her eyes widened, her nostrils flaring. “What? I never got you fired. I’m just saying that—”

      “First of all, you did. And second, I don’t care what you’re saying. My former role with Silver Stream has nothing to do with this. Nothing.”

      “Well, I do care! I’m in charge of this retreat, and I think that—”

      “Again, don’t care.”

      He could tell she was fighting the urge to stamp her cute little foot and he bit back a grin. But then she jabbed a finger into his chest. Heat seared through him.

      “Excuse me, but I’m the customer and I think what I say goes.” Her cheeks flushed a deeper shade of pink, and fuck, it was satisfying getting her all riled up like this. At work, she’d always kept her cool. Ruffling her feathers…yeah. It felt pretty damn good.

      Deciding the best way to piss her off was to ignore her, he stepped away and smiled at the other three people in the class. “Hey, everyone. I’m Sebastian, and yeah, I used to work with you. But now I work here, so if there aren’t any further questions, let’s not waste any more precious lesson time with trivial stuff, okay?”

      He glanced in Kayla’s direction, biting back a smile when he saw her scowling at him. As he demonstrated to everyone how to safely clip into their boards, he kept sneaking little glances at her. As everyone practiced clipping in and out of their bindings, he stepped closer to her, dropping his head so only she could hear him.

      “You’re not practicing,” he chided, wanting to see how easily he could get a rise out of her. “Feel free to quit if you want. I mean, it’s pretty hard, so it’s not for everyone.”

      At that, her head whipped around, her green eyes flashing at him. Fuck, he liked that, all that heat and intensity focused on him. Apparently, his lust for her still burned just as hot as it had when they’d worked together.

      Not that this, here, could turn into anything. Not when she’d ruined his life.

      Staring at him, she clipped herself into her bindings. Then, with a triumphant little smirk, she went to unclip herself, lost her balance, and landed on her luscious ass. His instructor instincts taking over, he immediately held out a hand to her, hauling her back to her feet. She popped up, almost colliding with his chest, and for a second, everything inside him went very, very still. With his gloved hand holding hers, their breaths mingling in white puffs, her body pressed to his, he met her eyes. Her pupils were blown, her chest heaving and fuck if his dick didn’t sit up and take notice. After a second, she snatched her hand away with a glare.

      Fighting down the completely unexpected urge to haul her back against him, Sebastian cleared his throat.

      “That’s great. Now that you know how to safely clip in and clip out of your boards, we’re going to get to the meat of the lesson. I’m going to teach you three things today, and if you can master these three things, you’ll be snowboarding in no time. Any questions?”

      “How long have you been working here?” asked a smarmy blond guy named Davis who Sebastian had always loathed. He was an ass-kisser in the extreme but also thought he was better than everyone else.

      Sebastian forced himself to smile. “I meant questions about today’s lesson.”

      When all four students shook their heads, Bastian nodded. “Then let’s get started. The first thing you need to be able to do is the power heel squat. Let me demonstrate.” He strapped back into his board and started to slowly slide down the training hill, both feet facing forward. “You’re going to squat and shift your weight to the heel edge of your board. The more weight you transfer back, the slower you’ll go. You need to know how to safely control your speed. See how if I lift up my toes like this…” He did it, stopping smoothly. “I come to a stop. You control the board with your weight and where you’re shifting it.” He stepped out of his bindings and jogged back up the hill to the group. “The closer your toes are to the snow, the faster you’ll go. High toes lowers your heels, shifting your weight and making you slow down and stop. Let’s all practice this, and once you’ve got the hang of it, we’ll work on shifting weight to move left and right.”

      One by one, the students attempted to slide slowly down the tiny hill, wobbling and falling, getting up and trying again with laughter. Kayla, however, stood at the top of the hill, staring at the snow.

      “Kayla? You haven’t tried yet. I can’t move on in the lesson until everyone is on the same page.” He eyed her with one raised eyebrow, forcing his tone into one of cool professionalism.

      “Oh, so now you’re a picture of competence,” she muttered.

      He put his hands on his hips. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

      But he couldn’t let it go, and with everyone else occupied with learning how to slide and stop, he took the opportunity to push her.

      “Come on, don’t give me that bullshit,” he said, his voice low. “You thought I was incompetent, so you got me fired. That about it?”

      Her nostrils flared and she actually let out a little grunt. “No, you jerk. First of all, I didn’t think you were incompetent, but you proved yourself to be when you dropped the ball time and time again, forcing the rest of us to pick up your slack when you were sleeping off a bender or doing God only knows what else. Don’t blame me for your fuck up. Because the only person you have any right to blame for losing your job is you.” She jabbed her finger into his chest for the second time that afternoon, and he didn’t like it any less this time around. “Don’t blame me for the fact that your privileged ass can’t take any responsibility for how badly you screwed—” She cut herself off, biting her lip. “You know what? This is stupid. Because we don’t work together anymore, and I don’t owe you anything.”

      “Don’t you?” he asked, his tone rough. “Because you fucked up my life pretty bad, Kayla. I lost my apartment. I lost my job. Look at me. I’m a thirty-four year old snowboarding instructor. Yeah, I screwed up. But I was on the edge and you pushed me right the fuck over, sweetheart.”

      Her eyes blazed, her breaths coming in sharp pants. “Your disaster of a life is not my fault. And I am not some little doormat you get to talk to like this. I think we should get back to the lesson.”

      Despite the cold, sweat beaded along his brow and he ground his teeth. “Of course.” His pulse throbbed in his temples, anger churning through him at what Kayla had said. Not because she was wrong, but because she was at least a tiny bit right. He closed his eyes and took a breath, and then pointed at the hill. “So. Let’s see. Like I said, we can’t move on until everyone has mastered this first skill.”

      Holding his eyes, hers burning with pride, she started to slide down the hill. Sebastian couldn’t help but smirk when she pointed her toes down instead of up, flailed and then landed on her ass. Again.

      “Here,” he said, helping her up. “You want to press your weight back on your heels. Toes up, not down. Like this.” He stepped up behind her and placed his hands on her hips. She sucked in a sharp breath but didn’t say anything, letting him guide her body. Exerting gentle pressure, he rocked her back, showing her how to shift her weight. His blood thickened as every muscle in his body tightened at having his hands on her like that, even though they were separated by multiple layers of Gore-Tex. “Like this. Heels heavy, toes light. You got it?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, shaking her head. “I…” Then she cleared her throat and pushed his hands away, her cheeks bright pink. “Yep. Got it.”
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      Kayla smoothed her hands over the skirt of her powder blue shift dress, crossed and uncrossed her ankles, and then reminded herself not to fidget. She was nervous, but this wasn’t the regular kind of job interview nerves. Lord knew she’d been on enough interviews over the past three months that she was a seasoned pro at this point. But those other positions hadn’t been nearly as exciting and enticing as this one. She’d applied for it on a whim, thinking she wouldn’t even get an interview—after all, communications and marketing manager at a major real estate development firm in Manhattan wasn’t exactly an entry level job.

      Yet here she was, waiting for someone to call her name and invite her in to the conference room.

      She crossed and uncrossed her ankles again, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She’d treated herself to a blow out, and the stylist had made her curls even shinier and bouncier than usual. It was a small thing, but knowing she looked her best always gave her a boost of confidence. She pulled the cream-colored folder holding the documents she’d put together for the interview out of her bag and held it in her lap, just so her hands would have something to do.

      “Miss Bristowe?” A younger man poked his head out of the conference room across the hall. When she smiled and stood, he nodded. “They’re ready for you.”

      Taking a steadying breath, she followed him into the conference room, which was small but pristine, with a sparkling glass table and neat gray leather chairs around it. The lighting fixture hanging above it could’ve been a modern work of art. The floor-to-ceiling windows provided a breathtaking view of Rockefeller Center and Bryant Park.

      This place was money. And God, she wanted in so badly. Not just because it paid well (which it did) or would be a fantastic professional opportunity for her (which it was), but because it was the logical next step on her Perfect Life Plan. She’d finished school, gotten the degrees, done the internships and had worked on a few contracts, but hadn’t landed on anything permanent. If she got this, she was one step closer to having everything she’d ever wanted. One step closer to avoiding the disaster her mother’s life had become.

      Please, please, please, please don’t let me screw this up.

      The assistant retreated and she smiled brightly at the two men who’d stood when she entered the room. The older of the two introduced himself first.

      “Miss Bristowe, hello. Thank you for coming on such short notice. I’m Robert Stammler, the Chief Operating Officer, and this is Howie Riggs, our head of HR.” The other man nodded at her, looking bored. “We’re waiting for one other…” He trailed off as he checked his watch. “In any case, why don’t we get started? I don’t want to keep you waiting any longer.” He gestured at an empty chair at the head of the table.

      She swallowed and nodded, sinking down into the chair, and then laid her folder on the table, opening it. “If I may, I’ve put together a package I’d like to share with you. It contains my resume and cover letter, as well as my transcripts and references. I’ve also taken the liberty of putting together a mock proposal for a marketing campaign, as well as samples of communications work I’ve done in the past—press releases, training documents, and a few others. May I?” She quirked an eyebrow and Mr. Stammler nodded, taking the packet she offered him. She passed the other to Mr. Riggs, who didn’t open it.

      She forced herself to stay quiet while Mr. Stammler paged through the document. After a few moments, he nodded. “This is impressive. I see you even did a paid internship with Peugeot in Paris last year. Tell me about that.”

      She smiled, settling back in her seat. “I spent three months living in Paris and working under one of the key account managers. I was responsible for putting together presentations for clients, working with factory managers and internal departments to ensure a smooth chain of production, creating profit and market share reports, and assisting in the creation of strategic plans for various initiatives.”

      Mr. Stammler nodded, one eyebrow raised. “And you did all of that in French?”

      Kayla allowed herself a small smile and a nod. “I did. I minored in French at Northwestern and wanted to test myself.”

      “Impressive. Very impressive.” Just then, he looked up and smiled, his gaze landing a few feet above her head. “Ah. There he is. Miss Bristowe, this is Sebastian Prescott, our VP of marketing and project management. Should you end up working here, you would be working directly under Sebastian. Sebastian, this is Kayla Bristowe.”

      Kayla stood and turned and everything inside her turned to Jell-O. Because standing just a few feet away from her was quite possibly the most gorgeous man she’d ever laid eyes on. He wasn’t wearing a suit like the other two men, but a deep purple button-down tucked into a pair of white slacks. On most other men, the outfit would’ve looked ridiculous, but on Sebastian, it just looked good. Really, really good. His hair was thick and a rich dark brown, a bit longer on top and shorter on the sides. Striking blue eyes framed with lashes worthy of a Maybelline ad held hers, making goosebumps erupt on her bare arms. His lips were full and his jaw strong, covered with a closely cropped, neatly groomed beard. And then there was the rest of him. An inch or two over six feet, he had broad shoulders and a flat stomach. She was pretty sure she could see the hint of a muscled pec beneath his shirt. He oozed athleticism and strength. Ease and confidence. Straight, white teeth flashed when he smiled at her and held out his hand.

      God, even his hand was masculine perfection. Wide and strong with long, capable fingers. She had to bite back a sigh when he enveloped her hand in his. The warmth of his skin seemed to radiate through her, and for a moment, his eyes held hers. A bolt of lust shocking in its intensity zinged through her. Heat flushed her skin as he leaned in a little closer. Oh, fuck, he smelled good, like mint and expensive aftershave. She wanted to rub herself on him like a cat.

      “Kayla, hi,” he said, his voice a pleasant baritone. “I’m so sorry. I was stuck on a call. Please, let’s continue.” She didn’t realize that she was still holding his hand until he took it back.

      “It’s no problem,” she managed to say, shaking her head slightly as she sat back down in her chair. Sebastian walked down the length of the table to an empty seat, giving her a view of his muscled ass in those white pants.

      Oh. Holy. Hell.

      Visions of the two of them, alone in the conference room, making very good use of the glass table swam before her eyes, but she forced herself to blink them away.

      No. She was here to do a job. Attractive or not, Sebastian would be her boss, and nothing more. And more than anything, she really wanted this job. Needed it to keep working toward her plan. Because if she followed the plan, things would turn out better for her than they did for her mom. And then any kids Kayla had wouldn’t know what it was like to go to bed still hungry because supper had been half a can of ravioli and a piece of toast. They wouldn’t know what it was like to wonder where their mother was, what man she’d be bringing home this time, what misery it would eventually lead to. They wouldn’t know what it was like to wear shoes a size too small for so long that their pinky toes were slightly bent.

      “Kayla was just telling us about her internship with Peugeot in France,” said Mr. Stammler, and Sebastian’s eyes met hers again. Butterflies exploded in her stomach, her heart fluttering wildly in her chest. And then, in a seemingly unconscious gesture, he started rolling up the sleeves of his button down.

      Was he trying to kill her? He was trying to kill her.

      “Wow. That must’ve been an incredible experience,” he said, continuing to slowly roll the fabric up his forearm, stopping just shy of his elbow. Her eyes flicked from his to the corded muscle now exposed. Warmth flooded outward from her core, making her limbs tingle. What the hell was wrong with her? She’d barely met the guy and she was practically drooling over him. He followed the path of her gaze and shrugged, causing the fabric of his shirt to pull tight against his shoulders. “Sorry. It’s a bit warm in here,” he said casually as he set to work on the opposite sleeve.

      She couldn’t disagree.

      Clearing her throat, she stood and leaned over the table to hand him the last packet she’d prepared. Their fingers brushed as he took it, and she fought back a shiver.

      “Miss Bristowe, why don’t you tell us why you want to work for Silver Stream development?” asked Mr. Riggs, who’d otherwise been silent the entire time.

      Tearing her gaze away from her sexy as hell potential boss, she smiled as she started to answer. She’d been on so many interviews that she could handle just about any question thrown at her.

      And she did. Over the next half hour, the three of them took turns asking her about her strengths and weaknesses, her achievements, challenges she’d overcome, what her first ninety days in the role would entail, where she saw herself in five years, even her hobbies. And she was pretty sure she was nailing every single question, even if Sebastian’s face—hell, Sebastian’s everything—was a massive distraction. Clearly one she’d need to learn to deal with if she had any hope of working here. With him. Under him.

      Directly under him…her mind drifted back to the ways they could use the conference table. Again. Oops.

      “And are you married? Single?” asked Mr. Stammler. Given his age and the tone of the question, she knew there was no ill-intent behind it, despite the fact that he wasn’t allowed to ask her that. She glanced at Sebastian, whose head was cocked to the side, his gaze radiating heat. Was he interested in her answer? Because based on his body language, it really looked like he was.

      “You can’t ask that,” said Mr. Riggs softly. “Please don’t answer that.”

      Kayla just nodded and laid her hands on the table, making sure to display her very ringless fingers. Just in case the answer mattered to anyone.

      “In that case, I think that’s everything. Unless you have any questions for us,” Mr. Riggs said tonelessly.

      “Actually, I have one last question,” Sebastian said casually. He met her eyes again. “You’re the most impressive candidate we’ve had, by a long shot. You’re smart, driven, and a hard worker. Seriously. Very, very impressive.”

      She licked her lips, blushing. “Thank you. I take my work seriously. But, um, that’s not a question?”

      He flashed that devastating smile her way again. “When can you start?”
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      Kayla turned the shower off and grabbed one of the fluffy white towels from the heated towel rack mounted to the wall. Wrapping the warm terrycloth around herself, she moved the thick white shower curtain back and stepped out, her toes disappearing into the plush bathmat. Once she’d dried herself off, she padded out into the bedroom, enjoying the peace and quiet of being alone. Booking herself a single room with only one queen-sized bed was one of the perks (and quite possibly the only perk) of organizing this stupid retreat.

      With a huff, she discarded the towel on the bed and began rummaging through her bag for the outfit she planned to wear to the cocktail party tonight, along with her comb, hair dryer (she always brought her own because hotel hair dryers usually didn’t have diffuser attachments) and makeup bag. As she moved, she could feel an ache already settling into her muscles from her two hours of snowboarding. If you could call the meager sliding around she’d done snowboarding. And yet her shoulders, abs, thighs and calves were all sore. She’d thought she was in decent shape, but apparently not. Yet another reason to wish this damn retreat was over; she didn’t know how her body was going to survive another three days of snowboarding.

      She combed through her wet curls, and then got dressed, trying not to think about Sebastian. Nope. She wasn’t going to think about him, or how good he’d looked. How healthy. Healthier than he’d looked in a long time. Gone were the shadows under his eyes and the gauntness in his cheeks from the last several months she’d worked with him. She also wasn’t going to think about how her body had jolted to life when he’d put his hands on her hips, guiding her through what should’ve been a simple movement. But she hadn’t been able to absorb anything with his hands on her, and he’d had to show her multiple times. She wasn’t going to think about the way her nipples had beaded and her thighs had clenched at having him so close.

      Nope. Not going to think about any of that.

      She scrutinized her outfit in the mirror, smoothing her hands down the camel-colored sweater dress. Frowning, she pulled a black belt out of her suitcase and looped it around her waist. There. Now it had some shape to it.

      She retreated back into the bathroom to dry her hair and do her makeup, trying to think of anything but Sebastian. Trying and failing, because right there, floating on the surface of her brain, was the memory of her job interview and it all came rushing back. How attracted she’d been to him, the easy chemistry and subtle flirty vibe, his ease and confidence. He’d ruined it all before her first year was through, though. He’d missed meetings. He’d bailed on important events. He’d dumped things in her lap that she wasn’t quite ready to handle yet. He’d disappear for a day or two and then resurface, looking a little worse for wear. He’d clearly been stuck in some kind of downward spiral that had only worsened over the years. At first, she’d felt bad for him, but he’d quickly burned through all of her goodwill.

      It wasn’t that he’d ever deliberately treated her poorly. No, he’d been so self-involved and wrapped up in his own world that he’d been completely clueless as to how his behavior affected the people he worked with. He’d been totally oblivious to how difficult he’d made things for her, because he was a selfish, privileged ass. And in her books, that was almost worse. She wasn’t even a person with a life, with feelings and goals and challenges to him. She’d just been someone to clean up his messes.

      She hadn’t set out to get him fired the morning she’d gone to Stammler with the stack of files. All she’d wanted was help managing the impossible workload he’d left in her lap. She’d been treading water for months, trying to do both her job and his.

      But she hadn’t been sorry to see him go. She had taken a sort of gleeful pleasure in seeing him marched out, sandwiched between two security guards. He’d caused her so much grief for three years that although she should’ve felt bad for him, she didn’t. Besides. It wasn’t like he’d be broke or homeless. He was a trust fund kid who’d land on his feet.

      Or so she’d thought…She paused, her signature red lipstick raised halfway to her face, his words from earlier slamming back into her.

      You fucked up my life pretty bad, Kayla. I lost my apartment. I lost my job. Look at me. I’m a thirty-four year old snowboarding instructor. Yeah, I screwed up. But I was on the edge and you pushed me right the fuck over, sweetheart.

      Had she…had she caused this?

      A tight knot formed in her chest, and she knew that feeling. Guilt.

      “No,” she said to herself in the mirror. “This isn’t on me. It’s on him. Sebastian’s problems are not my concern.” She blew out a breath. This was just another example of an entitled, privileged asshole blaming everyone but himself for his problems. Trying to guilt her into making her feel bad when she had nothing to feel bad about. God knew he got off on tormenting her. “Just get through the retreat. That’s all you need to do. Just get through it and you’ll never have to deal with Sebastian Prescott again.”

      She started playing a podcast on her phone, hoping that having something to listen to would drive him from her mind. Once she’d finished getting ready, she stepped back to scrutinize her appearance. She was going for ski bunny chic—put together but casual, pretty but cozy. The welcome cocktail wasn’t anything super fancy, just some hors d’oeuvres and hot apple cider served while people mingled and Mr. Stammler gave a short welcome speech. She glanced over and checked the time on her phone and frowned. If she left now, she’d be at least fifteen minutes too early. She liked to time things so she was exactly five minutes early. Not early enough that she looked desperate, and definitely not late. As far as she was concerned, five minutes early was on time, on time was late, and being actually late was simply unacceptable.

      So, she strolled back into the bedroom, turned on the gas fireplace nestled into the corner, and stood in front of the sliding glass doors that led to a small balcony. The view was absolutely breathtaking. Snowcapped mountains poked up into the darkening sky, almost touching the streaks of orange and violet painted along the horizon. The ski hill lights had come on, illuminating the resort with a soft, warm glow. Silhouetted pines clustered together, coated in snow. It really was peaceful up here. Beautiful and serene.

      Was that why Sebastian had come here?

      Crap. She was thinking about him again.

      She huffed out a breath and grabbed her phone from where she’d tossed it on the bed, sinking down onto the plush white duvet. She opened her ongoing group chat with her friends, which they all took turns renaming. It had just been renamed “The Chamber of Secrets” and given Dori’s penchant for all things Harry Potter, Kayla’s money was on her.

      Kayla: You guys won’t believe who’s here at the retreat.

      Dori: Voldemort?

      Brandon: How would a fictional character be at Kayla’s retreat?

      Dori: She said we wouldn’t believe it. I mean, it could happen. And then maybe the stern brunch daddy that is Lucius Malfoy would be there too, and then I could get on a bus to Vermont and, you know, see what happens.

      Brandon: Step away from the Harry Potter erotica, okay?

      Dori: I’m reading this really good one right now, though. It’s called Accio Dickus. You’d probably like it.

      Willa: Who’s there?

      Lauren: Um, I think I know.

      Kayla: Wait, what?

      Lauren: Well, tell us who it is first.

      Kayla: Sebastian. As in Prescott. As in my ex-boss.

      Lauren: Yeah. I didn’t want to say anything when you told me the name of the resort, because hey, you might not even run into him, so why stress you out and have you stewing over something that might not even happen. Sorry. Maybe I should’ve given you a heads up.

      Brandon: The guy you got fired is there? Why???

      Kayla: He works here as a snowboarding instructor. And I didn’t get him fired!

      Willa: I didn’t know he was into snowboarding. Huh.

      Kayla: Apparently, and he’s actually really good. You should’ve seen these flips and things he was doing. Pretty impressive.

      Lauren: Yeah, he was pretty active on the competitive circuit in his late teens and early twenties. He was even an alternate on the 2006 Olympic team. He was supposed to make the team for 2010, but he injured his knee and had to have major surgery, and he never really went back to it after that, according to Theo.

      Theo: Yep. Everything my gorgeous fiancée just said (wrote?) is true. Sorry we didn’t give you a heads up. Like Lauren said, we were thinking that you probably wouldn’t run into him.

      Kayla: Oh, I ran into him alright. And then I had to spend two hours taking a class from him. And a heads up would’ve been nice, FYI

      Lauren: But then you just would’ve spent weeks stewing about something that might not even happen.

      Kayla: That’s not true.

      Willa: Kayla.

      Dori: Kayla!

      Brandon: Oh, Kayla, come on.

      Kayla: Okay, fine! I would’ve stewed and obsessed. But I still would’ve appreciated knowing that my evil ex-boss works at the resort hosting this stupid retreat.

      Dori: So…what happens now? You guys finally bang out all of that sexual tension?

      Brandon: Good Lord, you’re horny. You reallllllly need to get some.

      Dori: I KNOWWWWWWWW

      Kayla: What? What are you talking about? What sexual tension?

      Lauren: I don’t know, you and Bastian…there was a vibe there. I mean, I know he pissed you off all the time, and it wasn’t okay the way he hung you out to dry over and over again. But, like, I think there’s a reason he got so far under your skin, beyond his crappy job performance.

      Kayla: Theo, he’s your brother. Come on. Tell everyone that that’s crazy.

      Theo: I plead the fifth on the grounds of not wanting to talk about my brother’s sex life.

      Kayla: I DON’T HAVE ANYTHING TO DO WITH HIS SEX LIFE!!!!!!!!!!!!!

      Willa: But do you want to?

      Kayla: NO.

      Dori: Are you sure?

      Kayla: Okay, Lauren. I officially owe you an apology. Because it is super fucking annoying to have all of your friends analyzing your relationship and love life and telling you how you feel. I’m sorry. We totally did that with you and Theo.

      Lauren: Apology accepted and no worries. Everything worked out in the end. 😊

      She glanced at the time on her phone and typed out one last text.

      Kayla: I gotta go. Welcome cocktail.

      Dori: Is that what the kids are calling it these days?

      Kayla rolled her eyes and closed the chat, then tossed her phone in her purse, gave herself one last glance in the mirror and headed out. As she waited for the elevator, she mulled over what her friends had said. Yeah, once upon a time like a million years ago there had been some sexual tension between her and Sebastian. But that tension had long since shriveled up and died.

      Hadn’t it?

      Her mind flashed back to the way she’d responded to his hands on her hips today, warmth pulsing between her thighs.

      Okay, so maybe Dori wasn’t the only one who needed to get some. It had been so long that she probably would’ve reacted to just about any man putting his hands on her like that. Even Sebastian.

      As she stepped into the main lobby and began walking toward the restaurant where the cocktail reception was taking place, she caught sight of her boss, Mr. Stammler, waving her down. Squaring her shoulders, she smiled as she approached him.

      “Kayla, what’s this I hear about Sebastian Prescott being here?”

      God, she couldn’t escape him even for five minutes.

      She nodded. “He works here as an instructor. I had a lesson with him this afternoon.” When Stammler frowned, his ruddy cheeks somehow getting redder, she added, “He was a very good teacher, actually. And very talented from the display he and the other instructors put on.” She wanted to clamp a hand over her own mouth. Why in the hell was she defending him?

      Because you feel guilty, that’s why. Because you’re worried that what Sebastian said is true. That you screwed up his life.

      Stammler made a sound halfway between a grunt and a snort. “This is unacceptable. We can’t have him participating in this retreat. He was terminated with cause. It’s not appropriate for him to be involved.”

      “You know, I did mention that to him earlier, but he didn’t seem to think it was an issue.” Which was putting it lightly.

      Stammler shook his head. “No, no. I need you to make sure that he’s not going to mess this up. This is your event, Kayla. Fix it.”

      “Fix it?” she asked, her eyebrows high. “How am I—”

      “Figure it out. Talk to his boss, or the resort manager. Make sure he stays the hell away from anything Silver Stream related. If I even so much as see him, I’m holding you accountable.”

      “Mr. Stammler, with all due respect, I’m not sure that’s fair.”

      “No one asked you if it was fair, toots. Just fix it.” He’d barely finished speaking before he strode away, heading for the cocktail reception.

      She thought she’d hated Sebastian, but Stammler was ten times worse. As much of a pain in her ass as he’d been, Sebastian had never talked down to her or used barely veiled misogyny to put her in her place. With a rock settling in her stomach, she pulled her phone out of her purse and made a new entry at the top of her to-do list for tomorrow morning.

      Talk to Sebastian’s boss re: not teaching classes to retreat.

      Mentally, she added, and hopefully not get him fired again.
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      Fresh cup of coffee in hand, the snow crunched beneath Sebastian’s boots as he walked from the staff commissary to the main building, hoping to find Patrick in his cramped little office. He’d been thinking about it, and he wanted to talk to him about Chase Van Whitney. Yeah, the kid was a total pain in the ass, but there was talent in him, and Sebastian wanted the chance to nurture that talent. He couldn’t fully explain it because he wasn’t really the nurturing type—he could barely look after his own damn self sometimes—but he felt compelled to help the kid as much as he could.

      Maybe it was atonement. Maybe it was seeing something of himself in someone else. He didn’t know. He couldn’t fully explain the urge. But it was one of the only healthy ones he’d had in a long time, so he planned to give in to it.

      He glanced in the direction of the lifts and ski hills as he passed, the half-pipe barely visible from his vantage point. Memories of yesterday afternoon slammed into him—memories he’d been fighting back since he’d returned to his cabin yesterday evening.

      He sucked in a breath of cold air and stopped walking, staring out over the hills, the mountains, the pines. Yesterday had sucked, plain and simple. He’d come face to face with his former colleagues, because of fucking course they just happened to be having their retreat at the resort he’d escaped to.

      “Just get through the next few days and you’ll never have to see any of them again,” he muttered to himself, taking a sip of his coffee. He’d been so humiliated yesterday, and coming face to face with the woman who’d gotten him fired and taken his job had been a new low. He’d managed to achieve a new level of self-loathing, especially because of the way he’d responded to her. God, he’d been so fucking angry when he’d first laid eyes on Kayla. Angry at her, yeah, but also angry at himself for still thinking that she was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen. She’d ruined his life and he still wanted her. It was totally fucked up, even for him.

      Anger and lust simmered together just beneath the surface, a dangerously potent combination he hadn’t been able to soothe last night, even after he’d fucked his fist, imagining Kayla’s red lips wrapped around him. The idea of putting her on her knees, of wanting her to earn some kind of forgiveness had seared through him and he hadn’t been able to let it go. It would only ever be a fantasy, but it had pushed him to the edge so quickly that he’d come hard and fast with a long groan that had echoed in the too-small shower.

      A couple of days and he’d be done with her. Maybe he’d run into her at Theo’s wedding next year since she was friends with Lauren, but he could easily avoid her until then. He hated how far under his skin she’d crawled. Hated that she’d ruined his life and had the fucking audacity to look so goddamn sexy while doing it.

      His cock twitched and he took another sip of his coffee, then resumed his walk, pushing away his dirty, unwelcome and yet inescapable thoughts about Kayla.

      He stepped inside the main building, a rush of warm air washing over his chilled face. He stamped his snow-crusted boots on the mat a few times before proceeding into the lobby, then turned down a narrow hallway that led to several staff offices, including Patrick’s. But as he approached Patrick’s open door at the end of the hall, a familiar voice had him slowing his steps.

      “…would be inappropriate for him to be part of the retreat.”

      He came to a stop a couple of feet shy of Patrick’s door as Kayla’s sultry voice filled his ears. Heat flashed through him as he curled his fingers so tightly around his coffee cup that the lid popped off, dropping silently to the carpet. His blood pounded in his ears, making it hard to hear anything else, so he carefully moved a little closer to the door, wanting to hear just how Kayla was trying to ruin his life again, since apparently once hadn’t been enough.

      “I see,” he heard Patrick murmur, not sounding terribly convinced. “I understand your concern, but he’s one of the top instructors here. If he doesn’t mind, I’d prefer to keep him on.”

      “As the customer, I don’t think my request is unreasonable,” she said in that tense, clipped tone she used whenever she was trying to get her way. “The fact is, Sebastian Prescott is not only a former employee, but was fired with cause, and as such, we feel it would be a conflict of interest to have him work as a part of this retreat.”

      “So you want me to assign someone else to teach your group’s lessons? Because he used to work for you?” He could picture Patrick scratching his bald head.

      “That’s right. I don’t…” She stopped and cleared her throat. “As the event coordinator, it’s my job to make sure this entire retreat goes off without a hitch.”

      “Did something happen during yesterday’s group lesson?”

      She hesitated slightly. “Well, no. No, the lesson was fine. I’m not concerned about Sebastian’s teaching ability. But…when he worked for our company, there were several issues.” She paused and cleared her throat. The implication was heavy in the air that he wasn’t the kind of person Blizzard Ridge should want to work with either.

      “Son of a bitch,” whispered Sebastian, something hotter and brighter than anger beating through him. Fury. Rage. How dare she? How fucking dare she? It wasn’t enough to get him fired once. No, she had to do it again. She couldn’t seem to resist ruining his life whenever the opportunity presented itself. He didn’t understand what he’d ever done to her to make her hate him so much. He’d hired her, given her amazing opportunities, and what had she done? She’d stabbed him in the fucking back.

      What the fuck was Kayla Bristowe’s problem?

      “Right,” Patrick said stiffly, clearly uncomfortable with the conversation. “Well, I’ll take it under advisement. I understand where you’re coming from.”

      “Thank you for your time.”

      Sebastian barely had time to school his face into a neutral expression before she stepped out of Patrick’s office, closing the door behind her. Her eyebrows shot up and her mouth formed a tiny O.

      “Sebastian,” she said, her voice soft. Her cheeks turned a shade of deep pink. “How…how long have you been standing there?”

      He leaned against the wall, staring at her, his eyes narrowed. He felt too hot, like someone had cranked the heat up.

      “Long enough to hear you try to get me fired for a second time.” She opened her mouth to argue and his control snapped. He took a step toward her, curling his fingers around her upper arm. “It wasn’t enough to ruin my life once? You’ve gotta try and take this from me too?”

      “I’m not trying to ruin your life!”

      “Sure as fuck didn’t sound that way, sweetheart.” He ground his teeth together, his nostrils flaring as he fought back the urge to cage her against the wall. To make her look at him. To make her see him as a person and not just an obstacle to kick out of her way. As dirt beneath her shoe.

      She jerked her arm out of his grasp and shoved her finger into his chest. “You listen to me Sebastian, and you listen good because I’m not going to repeat myself. I didn’t get you fired the first time—you did that to yourself, so quit trying to blame me. I’m sorry that I was the one who went to Stammler, but I was drowning. I was fucking drowning, and that was your fault. You were supposed to be there. You were supposed to be in charge and you were freaking MIA. All the time. I. Was. Drowning.” She punctuated each word with a jab right into his sternum.

      “Then why didn’t you come to me? Why didn’t you say, ‘hey, Sebastian, I’m drowning, I need help?’” When she didn’t answer right away, he smirked. “Right. Because that’s not really what it was about. You wanted me gone. You wanted my job, and I was in the way, so you threw me under the fucking bus. Just like you want me gone now. I don’t know what I ever did to you, but you must really hate my guts to go after me like this.”

      “I’m not…” She blew out a breath, then pinched her lips together. “I never wanted you gone. I wanted you do to your goddamn job, which you weren’t doing. Which is why you got fired, you asshole. And I don’t hate you. Hating you would require a lot more thought and energy than I’ve ever put into you.”

      Her words struck something deep down inside him, but he was too angry to examine what that might be.

      “If you had a problem with me, you should’ve come to me. Then and now.”

      She let out a frustrated laugh. “You mean like when I tried to talk to you yesterday about how you working on the retreat isn’t appropriate? And it’s not me who has a problem with you now, it’s Stammler. He’s the one who wants you off the retreat.”

      He snorted. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I don’t really care what you believe.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest, drawing his attention to her breasts. “And I don’t give a flying fuck what you do with your life, Sebastian. I don’t care where you work or how you spend your time. I could fit the amount I care about what you do onto a speck of dust. You got me? But Stammler is my boss, and unlike you, I actually do my job. He doesn’t want you involved, so yeah, I’m trying to make that happen. I wasn’t trying to get you fired. All I wanted was you off the retreat.”

      He shook his head, his mind made up, resolve calming him in a way nothing else could right then. “You know what? Fine. Two can play at that game.”

      Her eyebrows slammed down over her eyes. “What game?”

      “The ‘trying to get each other fired’ game.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” But some of the heat had gone out of her eyes, replaced with a cautious wariness. “Grow up.”

      “Ridiculous or not, you’re going down.” He leaned in close, pulling her scent into his lungs, anger and lust and something else he couldn’t quite name all tangled up inside him. “You’re going to regret messing with me, Kayla. I promise you that.”

      She let out a shuddery breath, glared at him, and stormed off. He watched her go, tilting his head to fully appreciate her ass in those skintight leggings.

      “I can’t tell if you want to kill her or have sex with her,” said Patrick, sticking his head out of his now open door.

      “Depends on the day,” Sebastian said dryly, shaking his head. Then he turned to Patrick. “Listen, man, I’m sorry that you had to hear that. If you want me off the retreat, that’s fine. I get it. I don’t want to cause problems for you.”

      Patrick shrugged. “I’ll swap you for Bodhi, but you’re not in any trouble.” He laid a hand on Sebastian’s shoulder. “I know you’ve been through a rough patch and that things have been hard for you. I also know you’re really trying to start fresh here, and I respect that. So don’t worry about your job, because you’ve got one here for as long as you want.”

      “Until the snow melts,” murmured Sebastian, the weight of the future pressing down on him. Right now, things were good. He could ride and teach and had a place to stay. An environment in which temptation was at a minimum. But what would happen come April? Would he go back to New York? Without a job or a place to live? Yes, he knew he could always crash with Lucian or Max—he’d always been able to depend on his brothers, which was a freaking miracle given their family dynamic growing up. But what would happen once he was back in the city, surrounded by places associated with all of the shit from the past? And if he couldn’t go back to New York, then what? Returning to the corporate world held less appeal the longer he was out here, but he had no clue what he wanted to do instead. He didn’t feel like he was any closer to any kind of clarity on all of this than he’d been a month ago.

      “Until the snow melts,” agreed Patrick, clapping him on the shoulder. “Don’t let her get to you. We’re all on your side here, okay? Forget those corporate assholes.” He could hear the warning in Patrick’s tone. It was a warning coupled with a plea. Don’t do anything stupid. Don’t do anything reckless.

      But there were only so many impulses he could fight off before he finally gave in to one. And getting revenge on Kayla Bristowe was one he wasn’t going to be able to let go.

      She’d fucked with him one too many times, and he wasn’t going to let her get away with it.
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      Sebastian glanced over his shoulder, double checking that the hallway was empty before darting into Patrick’s office and closing the door. It was just shy of lunchtime, and although he’d spent the morning teaching another adult beginner class—this one not including Kayla, thank God—his mind had only been half-focused on teaching. The rest of his brain had been happily occupied coming up with how he was going to take Kayla down.

      And then, while they’d been working through a series of drills, he’d remembered something she’d said to Patrick. Something about being the event coordinator for this retreat. So, if the retreat went badly, that’d be on her, wouldn’t it? Instead of messing with her directly, he messed with the retreat instead? What if he turned it into such an embarrassing disaster that Stammler had no choice but to blame Kayla?

      It was the perfect solution, and the second he’d landed on it, the anger still bubbling inside him had settled into something smoother, more focused. Now he wasn’t just pissed. He was pissed with a plan, which felt so much better.

      And so, here he was, an hour before lunch time, putting his plan into action. He sat down in front of Patrick’s computer, jabbing at the space bar to wake it up. He was greeted with the standard Blizzard Ridge employee login page, asking for Patrick’s password. He rubbed a hand over his mouth, thinking, his eyes darting over Patrick’s desk. When his gaze landed on a framed picture of Patrick and his beloved black lab, Groucho Barks, he grinned, typing “grouchobarks” into the password box.

      Bingo.

      Having spent nearly the past decade in a corporate environment, he was able to navigate through the employee files easily to find what he was looking for: a copy of the retreat’s itinerary. Once he had the document open, it didn’t take him long to start making subtle but important changes. Switching the time of key speeches and meetings, changing the room numbers of various presentations, misspelling the names of presenters. Once he was satisfied, he printed about fifty and then went back and made even more changes, then printed more, sowing chaos with just a few keystrokes and clicks. Everything would be totally disorganized, something Stammler absolutely hated. And he’d blame Kayla, since the retreat was her project, and Sebastian’s payback would be officially underway.

      “What are you doing?” asked Lane from the doorway, her head cocked and her arms crossed over her chest. Crap, he’d been so absorbed in what he’d been doing, he hadn’t even heard the door open. “Does Patrick know you’re in here?”

      “No. Come in and close the door,” he said, waving her inside as he spun in the chair and collected his first batch of print outs. With a wary look on her face, Lane stepped inside, gently closing the door behind her.

      “So, you wanna fill me in here?” she asked, eyeing the stacks of itineraries currently on Patrick’s desk. Sebastian paused in his sorting long enough to look up and meet her gaze.

      “Payback,” he said, gesturing to the piles of papers. “This is payback.”

      “For…?”

      He sighed and leaned back in Patrick’s chair, the frame creaking under his weight. “I used to work for Silver Stream Development, the company having their retreat here.”

      “Okay. So?”

      “So I got fired.”

      “And?”

      “The woman responsible for organizing the retreat came to Patrick behind my back this morning to complain about me working with the retreat and implied that I shouldn’t be working here, either. She played a role in getting me fired from Silver Stream, and she’s deliberately trying to screw up my situation here, too. It was over the line.”

      “Ouch. That’s shitty.”

      “Yeah. So.” He held up the fistful of papers. “Revenge.”

      “Huh.” She leaned against the closed door, her arms once again crossed over her chest. “You wanna remind me which one of the twelve steps is revenge? Does it come before or after making amends?”

      He froze. He’d only ever talked to Lane about his knee injury, never any of the other shit in his past. No, that was a topic he’d carefully avoided. “What…” He swallowed thickly, trying to figure out what he wanted to say. “I’m not an addict.” Which wasn’t really true, but the shame burning in his gut made the lie easier than the truth.

      Lane rubbed her fingers over her mouth. “Listen. I saw something in you when you first started here. Something I recognized because I’ve dealt with it too.”

      “Dealt with what?” He frowned, leaning forward.

      She shrugged. “You and I aren’t that different. You blew out your knee, and I had to stop competing because I wrecked my back. I had to have major surgery, and while I was recovering, I got real friendly with my pain meds. Too friendly.”

      Sebastian nodded slowly. If Lane saw him not as someone to be pitied, but as a peer who’d faced similar challenges, maybe he was okay with that. Maybe. “So what did you do?”

      She shrugged again as though what she was saying were no big deal. “Got help. Went to some NA meetings. Went to therapy. Worked the steps in my own way. And I can’t say I remember revenge in there at all.”

      “I’m not working the twelve steps because I’m not an addict.” And it was true. He wasn’t an alcoholic or dependent on drugs in the classic sense. If anything, his addiction was to risk and bad decisions. To things that made him feel alive until they made him feel like absolute shit. Things like gambling. He wasn’t addicted to a substance, but he was addicted to a behavior. A behavior he was a lot more likely to engage in with a few drinks in him.

      She cocked her head, studying him. “Maybe not. But there’s something there. Sometimes, I get this sense that you’re walking on eggshells, man. Like all it would take is a good breeze to blow you over.”

      Her words hit home, and he returned his attention to the computer. “Kayla wrecked my life, Lane. I was barely keeping it together, and yeah, that’s my shit, but at least I had a job. And then I didn’t. I had nothing. And now I’m here.”

      “And is here such a bad place to be? I mean, it seems like you’re doing really well. You look healthier than when you first got here, and as far as I can tell, you’re sober. You’re on a good path.”

      He stared down at the papers, his mind swimming, and he didn’t know what to say. Sometimes, he had this sense that he didn’t know who he was anymore, or what he wanted, or where he was going. That he didn’t know what he wanted his life to be. A long time ago, before the injury, it had been so simple. So straightforward. Train like hell and go to the Olympics, maybe more than once. Hell, maybe win a medal. When that had vanished, he’d picked a new path, getting his MBA, just like his brother Max, getting a good job, setting up a life for himself.

      But it hadn’t been enough. There’d always been something missing. And so he’d chased different things, looking for that missing puzzle piece. But he’d never found it. He’d only spiraled deeper and deeper into something he couldn’t seem to pull himself out of. Drinking too much. Gambling. Fighting. Risk after risk, trying to feel something. Then feeling like shit when that risk didn’t pan out and chasing another just to try to fix it all.

      “I’m sober,” he finally said. “And I’m in therapy.” It was the first time he’d admitted it to anyone, but he felt safe saying the words out loud to Lane. When she just stared at him, he forced himself to meet her eyes. “You have no idea what she did to me, Lane. She threw me under the bus when my world was crumbling, and now that she’s here, she’s trying to do it again. I can’t let her get away with it.”

      “But dude, you know Patrick’s not gonna fire you because some random chick complains about you. That’s not how things work here. He’s got your back, and if he didn’t, you know that Bodhi and I would raise hell about it because we’ve got your back.”

      He pushed a hand through his hair. “I know. I know. But I still can’t let her get away with it.”

      “Why? What happens if you do nothing? What happens if she gets away with it?”

      He opened and closed his mouth, waiting for the answer to that question to pop into his brain. Waiting for the perfect justification for the shit he was about to pull. When he couldn’t come up with anything, Lane smirked.

      “I think this has a lot more do to with the woman herself than anything she’s done to you. Is this that blond chick? The one with the amazing ass and the…” She held her hands in front of her chest, squeezing the air.

      “Yeah. The one in my group lesson yesterday. Kayla.” The two syllables of her name were bittersweet on his tongue.

      Lane smiled as though she’d just figured out the meaning of life. “Sounds to me like she’s under your skin and that drives you insane. You love it and hate it at the same time, and you want more, so you’re going to fuck with her the way she fucked with you in your twisted little version of foreplay. Because really, deep down, you don’t want to get her fired. You just want to fuck her.”

      He scoffed. “This is not foreplay. This is me giving her a taste of her own medicine.”

      “This is you pulling pigtails on the playground because you want her to pay attention to you.”

      He closed his eyes for a second, wondering if Lane was right. If all of this was driven by his need to have Kayla see him. To know what he’d felt when she’d humiliated him not once but twice. The way she’d sneered at him earlier replayed through his mind, her sexy voice telling him that she cared more about dust than she did about what he did with his life. Was that what this was really about?

      He didn’t know. All he knew with any kind of clarity was that he needed to do this. He needed her to feel the way he’d felt. He needed to show her that he wasn’t someone she could toy with and survive unscathed.

      “You don’t have to help me with this,” he finally said with a shrug, returning his attention to the computer screen. “I appreciate the advice, but I’m good.”

      Lane rolled her eyes. “Okay, well. When this all blows up in your face, you know where to find me.”

      She turned to go, but before she could leave, he called out. “Hey, wait.” Something on the original itinerary had caught his attention.

      “Yeah?”

      “Is there a sex shop in town?”

      She stared at him with one eyebrow arched. “Is this for you or part of your plan? Not that I’m judging, I just…” She shook her head. “You know what? I don’t wanna know. And yeah, there’s one in town. Hanky Spanky.” Her cheeks turned pink and she shook her head. “And on that note, I’m out of here.”

      She closed the door behind her with a quiet click, leaving Sebastian alone, surrounded by fresh itineraries. He skimmed through his handiwork, a satisfied grin on his face. He collected them all into a pile and slipped them into a large white envelope emblazoned with the Blizzard Ridge logo. Then he stole a Post-It from Patrick’s desk and stuck it to the front of the envelope, writing “New Silver Stream Itineraries – Distribute ASAP.”

      He closed out of the file, not saving any of his changes, and then logged out of Patrick’s computer, his mind whirring. Once he’d dropped the itineraries off at the front desk to be distributed as everyone came in for lunch, he’d duck into town to do his errand. The prizes for tomorrow’s team building scavenger hunt were going to be very interesting. He wondered what the biggest dildo they had in stock was…

      As he walked from Patrick’s office to the lobby, his stomach gave a little jolt, a small wave of anxiety cresting through him. Lane’s words from earlier echoed back through his mind. Which one of the twelve steps is revenge? Not that he was an addict working the program. Not that he wasn’t completely justified in what he was doing.

      And yet, as he approached the front desk, his steps slowed, his limbs tingling, almost as if in warning. Once he did this, he couldn’t undo it. Did he really want to go through with it? Would it really make him feel better?

      I don’t give a flying fuck what you do with your life, Sebastian. I don’t care where you work or how you spend your time. I could fit the amount I care about what you do onto a speck of dust.

      Fuck it. She was going down.

      He slid the envelope behind the front desk and walked away.
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      Kayla double checked that she’d saved her notes from the meeting and then closed her laptop, her stomach growling. She was ready to grab something to eat and then hopefully get some fresh air with the free time they’d all been allocated this afternoon. Her mind drifted back to yesterday and she found herself wondering if Sebastian was teaching another class this afternoon. Or if maybe he was putting on another demonstration. She couldn’t fathom how he got six feet of muscle to twist so gracefully in the air like that, but she wouldn’t mind seeing it again.

      No. Scratch that. Maybe she’d try skiing instead.

      The others around the table—the marketing think tank she’d spent the past two hours with—started to gather up their things as well, chatting amongst each other, talking about lunch, about hitting the slopes, about how beautiful the resort was. A trickle of pride worked its way through her. The hiccup with Sebastian aside, the retreat was going well so far and everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. Well, except for Stammler. But hopefully Sebastian would at least stay out of his way for the next couple of days and everything would be fine. And then she could get back to New York, to her regular routine and her friends and far, far away from Sebastian and the confusing swirl of emotions he seemed to trigger in her every time she laid eyes on him.

      She pushed open the meeting room door, her laptop bag slung over her shoulder, and was startled at the cacophony of voices coming from the lobby. She frowned, hurrying in that direction, then came to a screeching halt when she took in the scene before her. Dozens and dozens of Silver Stream employees milled about, comparing itineraries, talking loudly, looking confused. Looking stressed and frustrated. Looking very, very irritated.

      What the hell was going on?

      She fished her phone out of her bag and saw the dozens of messages waiting for her. She’d had it on silent during the meeting and hadn’t been aware of whatever the heck was going on. She scrolled through text after text with questions about room locations, presentation times, and more, and her heart picked up speed, thumping sickly against her ribs. Everyone had a copy of the itinerary and nothing had changed, so why was everyone so confused all of a sudden?

      What had gone wrong?

      As she moved further into the lobby, several heads swung in her direction and people began making a beeline for her.

      “Kayla, I’m supposed to have a meeting with HR in room 224, but there is no room 224.”

      “I thought I was giving a financial update this afternoon, but it seems my presentation’s been replaced with something called ‘Cannibalism and You.’ What the hell?”

      “Kayla, why did you shift everything around? Now the main conference room is triple booked!”

      “Are we really eating vegan hot dogs and cabbage stew for dinner?”

      “What’s this note here about naked skiing? I didn’t sign up for that!”

      She threw her hands up in the hair, sweat pricking along her hairline. “Everyone! Everyone, please, calm down. Could someone explain to me what this is all about?” Her legs felt weak as she struggled against the feeling of sheer overwhelm with everyone clamoring for answers.

      Davis thrust the paper in his hands towards her. “This. The new itinerary you had waiting for everyone at the front desk.” He said it with a barely disguised sneer that was wholly inappropriate given that she was his boss. But she didn’t have time to deal with Davis and his quasi-insubordination right now.

      She frowned, taking the paper with shaking fingers, her eyes scanning frantically down the page as she tried to figure out what was going on. “What the hell is this? Where did you get this?” she asked, confusion starting to give way to something else. Something that was creeping hotly down her spine, making the tips of her ears burn and her stomach twist. Suspicion.

      Davis gestured behind him. “The front desk. We were told that you dropped off updated itineraries and were given one as we came in. But these…”

      “Are not real.” She finished for him. “Excuse me.” She stepped away and then climbed onto a nearby chair, her fingers curling tightly around the paper in her hand. “Everyone! Please, there’s been some kind of mistake. Ignore these,” she called out, holding up the paper she’d gotten from Davis. “This is some kind of mistake or joke. Please disregard this information. Any changes to the planned events will be sent directly to your Silver Stream email account, not distributed via the front desk of the resort.”

      But her announcement didn’t seem to be helping everyone to calm down as more people filtered in, clutching the itineraries, confusion and frustration written on their faces. With a sigh, she stepped down from the chair and almost stumbled as she did when she caught sight of Stammler glaring at her.

      Great. Fucking great.

      With a huff, she sat down in the chair, pulled out her phone again and quickly sent out a Microsoft Teams update to everyone to stick to the original schedule and to disregard anything they’d picked up from the front desk. She allowed herself a small smile as she heard everyone’s phones start to go off, a cascade of beeps and buzzes, and the lobby quieted as everyone read the message.

      “What is the meaning of this, Kayla?” asked Stammler, moving toward her with one of the damn papers clutched in his meaty hand. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      She took the paper from him and forced her face into a professional smile, fighting back the panic and the anger warring for space inside her. “I can assure you, I had nothing to do with this. The original schedule remains unchanged, and I’ve let everyone know that. Everything’s fine.”

      “Fine? Just look at this!” He jabbed at the paper in her hand and she looked at it again. Stammler’s was different than the one Davis had received. This one included a time slot for a seminar on pretending you have a big dick when you don’t, the art of ass kissing, and for dinner, the information simply said “EAT ME.”

      “I’m so sorry about this, Mr. Stammler. I’ll meet with the resort management to ensure nothing like this happens again.”

      “Who’s responsible for this?”

      She opened her mouth to blame her number one suspect, Sebastian freaking Prescott, but then promptly snapped it shut. He’d asked her to make sure Sebastian stayed far away from this retreat. If Stammler found out she’d let this happen, he’d probably fire her on the spot.

      “I don’t know. Maybe a disgruntled resort employee? But I can assure you, there will be no more problems with this event.”

      “There better not be. I’m disappointed in you, Kayla. I expected much better than this juvenile shit. Even if you didn’t do this, this happened on your watch.” He shook his head and walked away, and she sank back into the chair, emotions churning through her. Panic faded into relief, embarrassment, suspicion over who’d done this, and worry that he wasn’t done yet.

      Just then, she caught sight of the man she’d bet her left boob was responsible for this on the other side of the lobby, smirking at her. God, why did he have to look so goddamn sexy all the time? It made hating him a little bit harder. Not a lot, but a little bit. It was like trying to hate a puppy. A really sexy puppy. A sexy evil asshole puppy.

      Grinding her teeth together, she pushed out of the chair and marched over to him as people started to filter out of the lobby, the crisis solved. Mostly.

      “Nice,” she said, holding up the paper in her hand. “Very mature.” When he just grinned at her, she shook her head. “I hope you got it all out of your system.”

      He arched an eyebrow and leaned in closer. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “So I assume you’re going to be teaching the seminar on pretending you have a big dick when you don’t?” Oh God, why was she talking about his dick? Why?

      His smile broadened, his eyes going molten. “I’d be the wrong man to teach that seminar.”

      Heat flashed through her. “Right. Because you can’t even bother to pretend.” But then her eyes, no longer under her control, flicked down, glancing between his legs.

      And sure enough, there was the hint of an outline pressing against the front of his pants. An outline that made her think he wasn’t just bragging.

      He bit his lip, drawing her gaze back to his stupidly sexy face. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself, honey.” And then he brushed by her, his shoulder glancing against hers and sending a little frisson of heat through her. He smelled good, like the outdoors with a hint of something warm and subtly spicy that she had a feeling was all him. “Good luck, Kayla,” he said over his shoulder. “You’re going to need it.”
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      When Sebastian had been up before dawn in the past, it was usually because he’d never gone to sleep the night before. He used to stay up all night gambling, or fighting, or looking for something—anything—to take him out of his head, his decisions often fueled by too much Grey Goose and too little sleep. These days, when Sebastian was up before dawn, it was to do something peaceful yet rewarding, like snowboarding down the mountain as the sun came up. Or maybe going for a dawn hike through the pines, spotting squirrels and rabbits and birds as he crunched his way through the snow. He hoped that if he kept doing different things, making different choices that eventually, one day, he’d be different. Feel different. He wasn’t there yet, but he’d made some progress. Amazing what not binge drinking and getting proper sleep, food, and regular exercise could do for a man. Go figure.

      This morning, though, was different. Yesterday’s little prank with the itinerary had gone well, but he wasn’t done yet. No, he was just getting started. The entire point of yesterday’s scheme had been to sow doubt in Stammler’s mind that Kayla was capable of doing the job he’d assigned to her, even though the more he thought about it, the more surprised he was that someone in Kayla’s position had been tasked with planning the event. He’d certainly never been asked to do anything like that, and if he had, he would’ve kicked it down to a team of underlings to handle.

      Okay, so maybe he was the tiniest bit pissed at Stammler on Kayla’s behalf, but only the smallest possible amount. Like a speck of dust amount. Like the same amount she cared about what he did with his life. But he could see that she’d been put in an unfair situation and still be pissed at her. He could still want to take her down. That didn’t make him the world’s biggest asshole, did it?

      Reply hazy, ask again later.

      As he entered the resort’s conference center, he couldn’t help but replay how perfectly yesterday afternoon had gone. How perfectly pissed off and indignant Kayla had looked. And okay, maybe a little freaked out. But that was all part of the plan. This was what he wanted to do. This was what he needed. Getting Kayla fired in a little tit for tat action would bring him some closure. Somehow. Maybe.

      Okay, fine. So maybe he was feeling ten percent less enthusiastic about this plan today than he’d been yesterday. Stupid Lane. Why’d she have to get in his head with all of her talk about not really wanting revenge on Kayla and just wanting Kayla, period?

      Because she didn’t plant that idea in your head. You’ve always wanted Kayla.

      Pushing his thoughts aside, he made his way through the conference center and into the tech booth at the back of the space. He’d been to enough conferences and corporate events over the past several years that he generally knew how things were set up and how they ran. Sure enough, there was a Silver Stream laptop hooked up to the AV system, ready to display a video or a Power Point presentation. Perfect. Rubbing his hands together, he opened it, relieved when he saw that it was unlocked for the AV person who’d be running the booth.

      Later this morning, all of the retreat guests would be in this auditorium, watching a presentation coming from this laptop. With a few clicks, Sebastian found the Power Point file with that day’s date on it and opened it. Skimming through it, he could see that it was pretty standard stuff. Financial forecast for the coming year, updates on projects in progress, new initiatives, etc. At one point, there was a link to a video, an interview with Stammler talking about the company’s new partnership with the city to provide low-income housing. With a few quick clicks and keystrokes, he replaced the link to the video with a different link, this one to a recruiting video from the Followers of Light, a total nutjob cult. He wasn’t sure if people would be offended by it or think it was a joke, but either way, it would make Kayla look bad since this was her presentation.

      His work done, he saved the updated Power Point, closed the laptop, and then quickly left the conference center and headed back outside. Tomorrow, the company would be having their scavenger hunt, and Sebastian needed to go switch up the prizes with what he’d bought yesterday at Hanky Spanky. Grinning to himself as he walked, he pushed away the little pebble of guilt trying to settle in his stomach. He didn’t want to feel guilty about what he was doing to Kayla, because if he felt guilty, then it meant that Lane was right. That this wasn’t about getting revenge, but about Kayla herself. And that…that was complicated. Not just because she hated him, but because he wasn’t in a position to offer a woman much of anything right now, so…Not that he was thinking of offering Kayla anything or wanting…

      He shook his head and walked faster, pushing everything away. It was time to sex up the scavenger hunt prizes.
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      Kayla strode across the auditorium’s stage, her heels clicking on the wooden floor. She pressed the small silver button on the remote in her hand, transitioning to the next slide and moving into the portion of her talk about ongoing projects. To her right, Stammler, along with a few other top execs, sat on tall chairs, sipping water, eyes on her and occasionally their phones, which she was trying not to take personally.

      When she was a kid, she’d been on the shy side and had always hated public speaking, but not being good at something wasn’t an option for a girl depending on scholarships to see her plan through, so she’d forced herself to join the debate team in high school, facing her fear and discomfort head on. By the time she’d reached senior year, she’d been the captain because that was just how she did things. She pushed herself outside of her comfort zone and then got good, fast. And if she couldn’t get good, fast, she moved on to the next thing.

      The ache in her muscles reminded her that she was not getting good, fast at snowboarding. Pretty much the opposite actually. And the worst part was that she couldn’t decide if she wanted to take another class with Sebastian or not. Her brain was in staunch disagreement with pretty much the rest of her body parts, leaving her a tangled knot of emotions who didn’t know how she felt or what she wanted. It wasn’t a feeling she was used to.

      With a smile, she concluded her talk and then pressed the button again, moving to the next slide where she’d inserted a link to a video of Stammler talking about community partnerships. The screen went dark as the video cued up, giving Kayla a chance to grab a sip of water, which she nearly choked on when the video started playing. This was not Stammler’s interview. The screen was filled with a completely crazy-looking old man staring directly at the camera with his wide, wild eyes.

      “I’m here today because you want to know the truth,” he said, his tone earnest yet edgy, like he was barely holding it together. “Planet Earth will no longer exist in the very near future, and you, my friends, my companions, have two options before you. You can accept your meager mortality and perish along with this planet, or you can open your eyes to the truth and the way of the Light Keepers, for we are the ones who hold the key to the Great Procession into Stellar Heaven.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she muttered through her teeth, frantically pressing the button on the remote to go back to the previous slide. She wasn’t sure if because the video was in full screen mode or the remote had chosen that exact moment to stop working, but it continued to play. She stomped down off of the stage as voices rose around her, people laughing and mumbling and pointing. She pressed her lips together, her chest tight as she marched up the aisle of the auditorium and toward the AV booth at the back.

      “Your only chance to survive is to leave Earth with us, where you can fulfill your true purpose among the comets.”

      Despite the irritation tensing her muscles, she had to bite back a smile. As far as pranks went, it was actually kinda funny, especially as the man droned on about extraterrestrial garbage trucks coming to claim the refuse of humanity. It was funny and also a little sad that Sebastian thought these kinds of juvenile pranks would actually get a senior executive like her fired. Unlike him, she was actually good at her job.

      And you didn’t get him fired, she reminded herself. That’s on him. Not you. You didn’t cause his years of poor job performance.

      She pushed open the door to the AV booth and immediately closed out of the Power Point presentation, shaking her head. The corner of her mouth hitched up in a smile, but it promptly dropped away when she saw Stammler, standing with his hands on his hips, glowering at her with thunder in his eyes.

      Okay, so maybe Sebastian’s prank had done more damage than she’d realized. She frowned, chewing on her lip as she made her way back down to the stage.

      “What the hell was that, Kayla?” he spat at her as soon as she approached. She shot him what she hoped was a placating grin.

      “Just a technical glitch. I’ll make sure to play your video when we have everyone gathered for dinner tonight. Sorry about that.” She shrugged and smiled. “You know how technology can be sometimes.”

      Stammler didn’t seem convinced, his glare still firmly in place. “See that it doesn’t happen again. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I had higher expectations for this retreat than what you’ve delivered so far.”

      “I’m so sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

      “It better not.” And with a grunt, he turned and made his way off the stage. A few others milled about, some of them not even trying to disguise the fact that they were gossiping about her with their staring and gesturing in her direction. Her stomach hardened into an uncomfortable, cold lump, and she pulled her phone out of her bag, throwing out the only Hail Mary move she had at this point.

      Kayla: Hey, Theo. I have a favor to ask you.

      Theo: Sure. What’s up?

      Kayla: Whatever your brother’s up to, could you please convince him to cool it? I know he’s pissed at me, but this isn’t funny anymore.

      Theo: Yeah, I’ll talk to him. You okay?

      Kayla: I will be once this retreat is over and I don’t have to deal with your asshole brother anymore.

      Theo: I’ll call him ASAP.

      Kayla: Thanks, Theo. I really appreciate it.
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      “Whoa, dude. This is like the biggest dildo I’ve ever seen!” said Bodhi, holding up the donkey-dick sized tube of fake flesh, wobbling it in his hand. “Ha. Floppy.”

      “How many dildos have you seen?” asked Sebastian, sorting through his bags from Hanky Spanky and dropping condoms and samples of flavored lube into the retreat’s scavenger hunt prize bags.

      Bodhi grinned and wiggled his eyebrows. “Enough to know that they modeled this one off of a freaking horse, dude.”

      Laughing, Sebastian glanced over his shoulder to make sure the door to the storage room where the retreat’s scavenger hunt gift bags were being kept was still closed. He rifled through the bags, surveying the classy, normal things Kayla had filled them with. White ball caps with the Silver Stream logo on the front, earbuds, a metal water bottle, chap stick, hand sanitizer, little bags of gourmet popcorn, a phone charging cable. Sebastian had to admit, she’d done a good job with these. They were nicer than anything he’d ever been given while he worked there.

      “Oh hey, check this out. Everyone had a twenty-dollar donation made in their name to the New York Food Bank,” said Bodhi, pulling out a glossy postcard embossed with the Food Bank’s logo. “That’s really cool.” He dropped the postcard back into the bag and tossed in a pair of edible underwear after it. “So what did this chick do to you?”

      He was tired of rehashing the story, so he just shook his head, dropping a light-up penis necklace into the bag in front of him. “She ruined my life, man.”

      Bodhi stopped what he was doing. “Really? Your life seems pretty okay to me.”

      “It’s a long story and not one I want to get into right now.”

      “Gotcha.” Bodhi just nodded and resumed his work. Sebastian reached into his bag and pulled out the armful of flyers he’d taken from the store, adding one to each bag. He grinned to himself, wishing he’d be there to see the look on Kayla’s face when she saw this stuff. Would she blush? Would she be disgusted?

      Would she be intrigued?

      His eyes skimmed down the flyer and he couldn’t seem to stop himself from imagining using every single toy and gadget he saw on Kayla. Would she like it if he fucked her while holding a vibrator against her clit until she fell apart? Would she like it if he wore a cock ring so he could last forever, living inside her, not getting enough? Or what about if he used that silky blindfold on her, teasing her until she begged…

      His eyes landed on a jeweled butt plug, and just the thought of slipping that inside her, of parting those round, perfect cheeks and claiming her with something so pretty had him hard as fucking steel in a matter of seconds. He ground his teeth together to prevent a groan from escaping.

      Just then, his phone started buzzing from his pocket, ripping him from his filthy fantasies about Kayla. He blew out a breath when he saw his brother’s name on the screen.

      “Hey, Theo. What’s up?”

      “Whatever the fuck it is you’re doing to Kayla, you need to stop. Now.”

      He froze. “How…what?”

      “In case you forgot, she’s close with Lauren. I’ve been hearing all about your immature little pranks. What the hell, man?”

      “In case you forgot, she’s responsible for getting me fired.” Even though it was his first line of defense, he realized that he didn’t actually believe that. Not anymore. But she’d crossed a line when she’d gone to Patrick and insinuated he shouldn’t be working here, either.

      Theo laughed. The asshole actually laughed. “No, she’s not. That’s on you and your trainwreck of a life. So just leave her alone, man. She’s really upset.”

      “She is?” Sebastian scrubbed a hand over his face, suddenly feeling like crap. He’d wanted to piss her off. He’d wanted to get her in shit with Stammler. Not…not hurt her.

      “Yeah. So grow the fuck up, man. Enough.” Theo sighed and Sebastian could picture him shoving a hand through his hair. “You know, if you’d just stop and think about what you’re doing for like two fucking minutes before plunging ahead, you’d probably avoid a lot of trouble.”

      “I know. Shit. I know.” Guilt sat like a rock on his chest and right then, it dawned on him. It wasn’t that she’d gotten him fired. It was that he felt betrayed. She’d always been one of his favorite people at work, and he’d always tried to treat her well. Granted, his performance at work hadn’t been stellar, but instead of coming to him for help when she was in over her head, she’d gone behind his back. He thought he’d deserved better than that, but she’d shown him otherwise. She’d shown him that even the people he liked didn’t like him. That he wasn’t worth the simple courtesy and respect he would’ve given her if the tables had been turned. And hearing her talk to Patrick had dredged up those feelings of betrayal all over again.

      He wasn’t over it, if the ache blossoming across his chest was any indication.

      He’d liked her. Cared about her. Most definitely had a crush on her and some very unprofessional feelings for her. And she’d stabbed him in the back, like he was nothing. Because he was nothing to her.

      Which, given the asshole that he was and the colossal mess he’d managed to make of his life, was fair. Shitty, but fair.

      “You need to just let this go, man. Find a better way to work through whatever it is that you’re working through.” Theo’s voice dropped a little lower. “You’re doing so well, Bastian. I’m proud of you. Don’t let this derail you, okay?”

      Sebastian blew out a breath. “Okay. Yeah. You’re right. You’re right. I got caught up, and…Okay. I’ll leave her alone.”

      “Good. Lauren will be happy to hear it, and when Lauren’s happy, I’m happy. Take care of yourself, okay? Talk soon?”

      “Yeah. Take care, man.”

      He slipped his phone back in his pocket and turned to Bodhi, who was holding a neon blue vibrating cock ring. “Change of plans. We’re not doing this.”

      “We’re not?” Bodhi scratched his head. “But I thought you wanted to mess with her for ruining your life?”

      “Yeah, well. I changed my mind. Two wrongs don’t make a right, or whatever.” He handed Bodhi one of the nearly empty sex shop bags. “Start putting the stuff back in here.”

      Bodhi took the bag and then tilted his head. “Nothing ever goes away until it teaches us what we need to know.”

      “Wow. That’s deep, man.”

      “It’s Pema Chodron.”

      “What’s Pema Chodron?” asked Sebastian, scooping up a handful of strawberry cheesecake flavored lube samples and dumping them back into his bag.

      Bodhi grinned. “Not what. Who. She’s this super cool Buddhist nun. She’s got all kinds of insight about kindness, facing your fears, getting through tough times. It’s good shit. You should read her books.”

      “Cool. Maybe I will.” He slipped a vibrator disguised as a lipstick back in the bag, turning Bodhi’s—or rather Pema Chodron’s—words over in his mind. Maybe Kayla was back in his life for a reason. Maybe this was a chance for him to actually learn and grow.

      Fuck. As usual, he’d been focused on all the wrong things. He’d gotten caught up in stupid antics so easily that it scared him a little. He still didn’t have the best handle on his impulses, apparently.

      But he wanted to do better. To be better. And more than that, he wanted Kayla to see him differently. He’d wanted so desperately for her to just see him, period, but what did he want her to see?

      He didn’t know. Because the old Sebastian was a fucked-up asshole, so he didn’t want her to see him. He was trying to be someone new. Someone better, but he didn’t know who that was yet. He was still figuring it out.

      All he knew was that he wanted her to see him. He didn’t know why, but it felt like the first thing that had mattered—truly mattered—in a long time.
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      “Kayla!

      The sound of her name being shouted in an aggravated tone brought her up short as she crossed from one side of the dining room to the other. The dinner was underway, and Stammler was happy now that everyone had seen his video. She’d made a copy of it and put it on a USB stick that she’d kept with her all day just to make sure a certain infuriating Prescott couldn’t get his stupidly sexy mitts on it and do something to it. Knowing his level of maturity, he’d likely broadcast some kind of gross porn to the entire resort or something. Hopefully Theo had gotten through to him.

      She turned, looking for whoever had called her name when Davis came striding up to her, impatience written all over his face. “Don’t you know that I’m allergic to eggs?”

      “Um…” She pulled her tablet out and quickly navigated to the dietary restrictions spreadsheet she’d put together. She’d made extra sure to relay all dietary needs to the resort’s event coordinator, who had assured her they could accommodate everyone. “Yes?”

      “Then why was I just served a Cobb salad with freaking egg all over it?” His voice had turned into something closing in on a snarl.

      She squared her shoulders and met his eyes, her patience dangerously close to snapping. “I’m very sorry your salad was wrong, Davis. I’ll make sure you get a new one. In the meantime, I’d advise you to check your tone considering I am your boss.” She narrowed her eyes, refusing to blink or look away first. He flinched just the tiniest bit.

      “I could’ve had a reaction,” he said, walking back to his table, shaking his head, as though she were the one who’d personally put egg on his salad. Not that she wasn’t tempted now after the way he’d just spoken to her. Her stomach growled and she wanted to get back to her own food, but first she’d check in with the resort’s event coordinator just to make sure everything was fine.

      “Kayla! Kayla, there you are!” A woman approached her quickly. “I know you’re probably busy, but I just wanted to let you know that the waiter just told me there were no vegetarian options tonight? And, um, like, I haven’t eaten meat in over a decade, so…”

      Kayla’s frown morphed into a full-on grimace. Fucking Sebastian. This had his fingerprints all over it. She took a breath and smoothed her features into a professional smile.

      “I’m so sorry. I’ll talk to someone right now and take care of that.”

      But before she’d made it even three steps, she felt a set of thick fingers close around her upper arm. She whirled and came face to face with Stammler, his face red.

      “Come with me. Now.” He started to pull her—actually pull her, like a parent leading a misbehaving child—and she jerked her arm free, glaring at him.

      “I’m happy to talk with you, but don’t ever touch me again.”

      At that, his face went even redder, but he kept his hands to himself, thankfully. Then he jerked his head toward the door that led out into the hallway, indicating for her to follow him. Anger and embarrassment swirling through her, she did, her cheeks on fire. Around her, people stared and murmured.

      Oh, look. Another Kayla fuck up.

      Given that she hated making mistakes—which was why she deliberately set out to never, ever make them—the idea that everyone thought all of these screw-ups were hers was infuriating. But what was she going to do? Tell them that these were pranks Sebastian was pulling? No one would believe her. Or worse, Stammler would just blame her for not keeping him away from the retreat.

      The door to the dining room fell closed behind her and Stammler turned to face her.

      “Explain. Now.”

      She forced herself to keep her chin up, meeting his eyes. “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t know what went wrong. I’m very sorry that people were given the wrong food, but I can assure you that I provided the resort with a comprehensive list of dietary restrictions and was assured they could accommodate everyone’s needs. I’ll follow up to find out what happened.”

      Stammler jammed his hands on his hips and blew out a noisy breath. “You know, when I promoted you into this position, I thought I was making the right decision. Prescott was such a fucking disaster that I thought things couldn’t be worse. But maybe it was better to have him AWOL than have someone with so much on her plate that she can’t keep everything straight.”

      “No! That’s not what’s happening.”

      “It’s not like you to make mistakes like this. I have to think it’s because you’ve simply taken on too much. You clearly can’t handle it, given how things have gone this week. I was willing to overlook the technical glitches with the itinerary and this morning’s presentation. But this…” He shook his head. “People have food allergies. Someone could’ve been hurt.”

      She swallowed, her throat dry, her pulse beating like a hummingbird in her chest. “I know. I don’t know what happened, but I’ll take care of it.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ll look after it.” He shook his head and she had to fight back the urge to curl her arms around her middle, wanting to shelter herself from the withering contempt in his glare. “You know, I’m starting to think promoting you was a mistake. You weren’t ready, and now look at what’s happening. I’m having to do your job for you.”

      “No, Mr. Stammler, with all due respect, it wasn’t a mistake. I can handle this job.”

      “Can you? I think we’ll have to talk about that when we get back to the office.” And with that, he turned and left, leaving her alone in the empty hallway.

      Her eyes started to burn as humiliation crested over her, and she stumbled blindly through the hallway, looking for a ladies’ room or a quiet corner in which to hide and lick her wounds. She came to a small alcove with a long, low bench, flanked by two softly glowing lamps and tall plants. Perfect. No one would look for her here. Not that anyone was looking for her anyway. Not unless they’d found another mistake to yell at her for.

      She opened her bag and pulled out a tissue, dabbing at her eyes, and as she did, some of her humiliation started to fade, replaced with white hot anger. The pranks were one thing, but this? This was too far. This was way over the line, even for an asshole like him. Heat flashed through her, his name beating through her brain like a drum. Sebastian. Sebastian. Fucking Sebastian.

      Fresh tears gathered in her eyes and she pressed her fist to her mouth, trying to stifle her sob. Her chest ached and her legs felt weak, her blood pounding in her ears. She’d never forgive him for this. She’d done nothing to him, despite what he seemed to think, and now here he was, set on ruining the life she’d worked so hard to build. She could feel herself starting to spiral. She was going to get fired, and then she’d have a hard time finding another job, and then she wouldn’t be able to cover her half of the rent and she’d have to move out of the city where it would be harder to find the kind of job she wanted and she’d have failed. And it would turn out that her biggest mistake was ever agreeing to work for Sebastian Prescott in the first place. She pressed her hand to her eyes, her shoulders shaking, tears slipping through her fingers.

      “Kayla?”

      Oh, fucking hell. The absolute last person she wanted to see right now. Of course.

      She swiped at her eyes and forced herself to look up. Sure enough, there stood Sebastian only a few feet away, looking ridiculously sexy in a gray Henley and jeans. She hadn’t heard his footsteps over her sniffling. She glared at him, knowing and not caring that she probably had mascara running down her cheeks and that her skin was all splotchy. She was not a pretty crier.

      “Come to gloat?” she shot at him.

      His eyebrows drew together and he tilted his head to the side. “No. I was coming to find you to apologize because I feel like an asshole.”

      She narrowed her eyes, squinting at him through her tears. “Probably because you are an asshole.”

      He sat down on the bench beside her without waiting to be invited. “Probably.”

      “Well, you can shove your apology up your ass because it’s too late. The damage is done.”

      He stared down at the floor, his hands clasped between his spread legs. “I’m really sorry, Kayla. I’ll go talk to Stammler. I’ll tell him it was me.”

      A fresh burst of anger flooded her and she turned to look at him, her arms crossed. “You know, the pranks were one thing, but messing with people’s food? You crossed a line. Someone could’ve been hurt or worse. That was low, even for you.”

      He looked up at her, his frown deepening. “Wait, what? I didn’t do anything to anyone’s food.”

      She scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Right. Like I’m going to believe anything you say.”

      He laid a hand on his chest. “Kayla, I swear on my life that I didn’t do anything to anyone’s food. All I did was the itinerary and the cult video.”

      She looked down, not sure if she believed him or not. He sounded sincere, but she didn’t trust him. Not after the havoc he’d caused. And yet…she found that she wanted to at least hear him out. Why, she had no idea. Maybe she was just a sucker for a handsome face.

      Or maybe she was just a sucker for Sebastian.

      “I’m thinking of joining, by the way,” he said casually, leaning back and extending his legs out in front of him. “I’m not taking my chances waiting around for those alien garbage trucks.”

      Despite herself, despite everything, she bit her lip, trying to hold back a laugh.

      “You should join. Maybe they’ll put you on a rocket straight to the sun.”

      He glanced over at her, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “Maybe they will.” He took a breath and then looked at her. “I really am sorry, Kayla. I know you probably don’t believe me, but I am. It was stupid. I was blaming you when I shouldn’t have been.”

      “That’s what I’ve been telling you, you jerk.”

      “I know. I don’t listen well.”

      “Among other things.”

      He nodded slowly. “Among other things.” He shifted a bit closer and his scent hit her, making her stomach explode in butterflies. Why did she have to respond to him this way? It wasn’t fair. He was able to turn her on simply by existing, even when she wanted to throttle him.

      “I felt bad about what happened, you know. I mean, I wasn’t sad to see you go, but I still felt bad. I just wanted help. And when I went to go talk to your boss, that was coming from Stammler. Not me.”

      He shifted his weight, turning to face her. “I know. I let you down. And then when I saw you again…I just wanted someone to blame and I got caught up in…in all this stupid shit. But I’ll talk to Stammler, okay? I’ll tell him that it was me.”

      “Do you swear you didn’t mess with the food?” She studied his face, looking for some kind of sign that he was telling the truth, because for whatever reason, she really, really wanted him to be telling the truth.

      He pressed a hand to his chest, drawing her attention to the way the fabric of his shirt clung to his muscled frame. “Swear. I wouldn’t do anything that would hurt anyone.”

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Then maybe some of this is on me. I thought I had it all handled, but…” She shook her head. “I don’t know.” Fresh tears pricked at her eyes, and then she sucked in a sharp gasp when she felt Sebastian’s warm fingers under her chin, tilting her face up.

      “Hey. Don’t do that to yourself. I worked with you for three years, Kayla, and I know how capable you are.”

      She sucked in a shuddery breath, her eyes holding his. They were the most gorgeous shade of deep blue. The kind of blue she wanted to dive into and get lost in. “Did you really come find me to apologize?”

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice dropping. “I did.” He moved a little closer. “And to do this.”

      And then his mouth was on hers, his lips firm but gentle, sending tingling heat dancing over her skin. Her heart fluttered in her chest as he kissed her slowly and deliberately, like he was tasting something meant to be savored. Like she was a dessert he’d been looking forward to for a long time. She made a soft sound in the back of her throat and he lifted his hand from her chin to her cheek, cupping her face. Her lips parted for him, and a thrill charged through her at the gruff sound he made, deepening the kiss. His short beard rasped against her skin as his tongue slid against hers, and she wove her fingers through his thick hair, pulling him closer. She clenched her thighs together, already wet and achy. Throbbing. Needing. Melting.

      His mouth moved slowly against hers, as though he had all time in the world. As though she wasn’t dissolving into a puddle of need, disappearing faster and faster with each sweep of his tongue against hers. His other hand curled around her waist, caressing her. God, he smelled so good. He tasted so good. With the solid, masculine warmth of his body so close, with his tongue caressing hers, it was easy to forget about everything—Stammler, the retreat, all the problems Sebastian had caused.

      That thought was like a bucket of cold water, and she broke the kiss, pulling back. “I…” She touched her tingling lips and shook her head. “I have to go. Dinner. Um. Yeah.”

      He let her go, his hand sliding off of her waist, and she didn’t dare look back because she didn’t trust herself not to throw herself at him. At this man who’d been nothing but chaos in her life.

      “Kayla,” he called, a bolt of satisfaction charging through her at the hint of sandpaper in his voice. She allowed herself a small glance over her shoulder and her heart vaulted into her throat at how devastatingly sexy he was, especially with his hair slightly mussed from her fingers. “Think about it.”

      She swallowed and turned back around, feeling the heated weight of his gaze on her as she moved back toward the dining room.

      Think about it. As if she wasn’t going to replay that kiss a hundred times and then a hundred times again. She stopped and looked over her shoulder again. He’d stood, his hands on his hips, stretching the fabric of his shirt across his broad chest.

      “I’ll give it the consideration it’s due,” she said with a small smile, blood rushing to her cheeks as she headed back to the dinner.
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      Sebastian watched Bodhi swoop through the half-pipe, catching huge air as he wowed the gathered crowd for their daily demonstration. Ever since the word spread that there was a free show every afternoon, the crowds had been getting bigger and bigger. So much so that he, Lane, and Bodhi had taken to doing multiple runs, all of them loving the chance to show off. Bookings for lessons were up, so Patrick was happy to let them do their thing.

      From his spot at the top of the half-pipe, he turned and scanned the crowd, squinting a little through the light smattering of snowflakes floating down from the grayish-white sky. The forecast was calling for a few inches later in the day, which meant tomorrow morning’s ride would be even better with the fresh powder coating the mountain.

      A flash of pink caught his eye and he squinted, the snow coming down in thicker, fluffier flakes now. His heart crashed violently against his ribs at the sight of Kayla on the other side of the hill, leaning against the railing, her eyes on him. He didn’t know if he should wave or ignore her or what, so he just nodded and then forced his attention back to Bodhi’s run.

      He hadn’t talked to her since she’d walked away after he’d kissed her last night, and he didn’t know where they stood. Fuck, he didn’t even know if that kiss had changed anything between them. What he did know was that it had changed him. With his mouth on hers, he’d felt clearer about what he wanted and what he needed than he had in months.

      He wanted Kayla. Wanted more of her sweetness and warmth, of her sarcasm and intelligence. He wanted to feel those curves under him, wanted to feel her nails raking down his back as he lost himself inside her. Wanted to hear her scream his name as he gave them what they both needed.

      He wanted to be the kind of man worthy of those things. Worthy of a beautiful, smart woman like Kayla in his bed, and more. More because this feeling eating him from the inside out wasn’t just lust. There was something else there, too. Something new and dangerous. He loved the way she challenged him, made him want to be more than the sum of his past mistakes. She made him want to earn her respect.

      The snow intensified, the flakes falling faster, swirling and sticking to everything they touched. Bodhi finished his run, earning a loud round of cheers from the gathered spectators, and he took several bows before flopping down on his back in the snow and making a snow angel, just like he did at the end of every run he thought had gone well. It was his little celebration. In the past, a long time ago, Sebastian had sometimes done a backflip at the end of the half-pipe.

      A dull ache throbbed in the middle of his chest. It was grief—for what he’d had and then lost, for the future denied him, for the joy he’d once found on the mountain that had disappeared from his life after his injury.

      He glanced in Kayla’s direction again, heat and adrenaline charging through him when he found her eyes still on him.

      Time to show off a little.

      He slid down the small slope leading to the halfpipe and then dropped in, gathering speed. The air whooshed by, but he couldn’t feel the chill for how hard his blood was pumping. He launched into his first trick, a frontside double cork 1260, landing it smoothly to big cheers. The screams only fueled him, and he geared up for his next trick, a repeat of what he’d just done, but he sped into it backside, making it more difficult. His chest felt light as he landed the trick easily, everything clicking into place as he let muscle memory take over. He soared back up into the air, grabbing the nose of his board for a frontside 1080, again, landing smoothly. He knew he had room for two more tricks, so he went for yet another 1260 and then finally ended with the Michalchuck, like always.

      His pulse raced as he soaked up the cheers of the crowd, unstrapping himself from his board and pushing his goggles up onto his helmet. He scanned the crowd again, smiling when he caught that same flash of pink at the railing. He accepted a fist bump from Bodhi, his eyes still on the figure in pink, visible even through the falling snow.

      I’m gonna ask her out.

      He didn’t know where the thought had come from, but now that it was in his brain, it took up all the available space there. He’d felt the way she’d responded to his kiss last night, her mouth parting for him easily. He’d heard her little gasps and sighs, seen her bright pink cheeks when she’d pulled away. When they’d worked together, there’d been chemistry. A spark of something. Now that he wasn’t actively trying to get her fired, maybe she’d be willing to give it a shot.

      He and Bodhi stood together at the bottom of the run, watching Lane soar through her routine, greeting her with fist bumps when she made it to the bottom. Man, this was fun. He was going to miss this come spring. When he’d be who the fuck knew where doing who the fuck knew what.

      Pushing away the uncertainty squeezing his lungs like a vise, he hopped onto the chair lift with Lane and Bodhi, gliding smoothly back up to the main area of the resort, his eyes flitting back and forth between his colleagues and the figure in pink still standing at the railing. Watching him on the chair lift. Warmth curled through him like smoke as he got closer and closer to her.

      Hell yeah, I’m gonna ask her out.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this good about a risk. The last time he’d felt this energized over something healthy. And this was healthy, especially now that they’d cleared the air somewhat and no one was trying to get anyone fired anymore.

      With his board in hand, he stepped smoothly off the chair lift and crunched through the snow towards Kayla. She turned in his direction, her blond hair flowing out from beneath her white beanie, her cheeks pink with cold. Her lips parted in a smile as he approached, and he curled his fingers around his board, tension and excitement vibrating through him.

      “Hey,” he said, his voice coming out a little rough around the edges. He cleared his throat, his gaze dropping to her mouth as she bit her lip. God, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this nervous just to ask a woman to have coffee with him.

      There was something about Kayla—there always had been—that made him feel young. Younger than he’d felt in a long time. He didn’t feel so old and broken and hopeless when she looked at him, heat glimmering in her eyes, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. He didn’t feel like such a colossal fucking mess with her mouth under his, her fingers in his hair holding him close.

      “Uh, hey,” she said, glancing out toward the half-pipe. She lifted her gloved hand to her mouth, touching it unconsciously, then dropped her hand abruptly. “That was really impressive.” She tipped her head in the direction of the half-pipe. “How do you, like, stay oriented up there?”

      “Lots of practice and countless wipeouts,” he answered with a grin, shifting his weight. Her gaze dropped to his knees, and he wondered how much Theo and Lauren had told her.

      “It’s especially impressive given how big you are. I mean…” Her cheeks went red and she shook her head. “I just mean you’re tall and, um, have muscles, and…” She closed her eyes briefly and he chuckled.

      “You been checking me out, Bristowe?”

      She met his eyes, her chest heaving a little. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Naturally.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by Davis. “Kayla! We have that marketing seminar in fifteen minutes!” he barked out from ten feet away. Sebastian noticed the way her shoulders bunched up and she flinched.

      “Yep. Coming.” She turned to go, but he reached out, curling his fingers around her arm.

      “Does he always talk to you like that?”

      “Davis is just enthusiastic,” she said with a small shrug. From the way her eyes wandered everywhere, not meeting his, he could tell she didn’t believe what she was saying.

      “Davis is an asshole to talk to you like that.”

      She shot him a wry grin. “Says the man who was trying to get me fired twenty-four hours ago.”

      “Hey, maybe this is one of those takes one to know one situations.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” She gently pulled her arm away from his grip. “I have to go.”

      “Right. Uh, listen. Do you want to grab a coffee or something later? Or maybe dinner, if you don’t have plans?”

      She froze, her eyes going wide. “No, Sebastian. I can’t. This isn’t…We’re not…” She grimaced. Then she took a breath and said, “I just mean that you’re not the type of guy that I would ever…” She trailed off, a look of horrified embarrassment on her face. For him, not for herself. Obviously.

      “Oh. Yeah. Okay. I’ll see you around, Kayla.” He hoisted his board up under his arm and turned, crunching over the snow with his face on fire. He felt a little light-headed as he walked, embarrassment prickling through him. Of course a woman like Kayla wouldn’t want anything to do with him, and he was an idiot for thinking that one kiss would change that. What a fucking moron to think he could actually be someone she’d want. He’d screwed up his own life beyond repair, and had done serious damage to hers in the process. She was smart to stay away.

      Her rejection was exactly what he deserved.
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      Kayla closed the door to her hotel room behind her and then slumped against it, dropping her laptop bag onto the floor. She’d just spent the past two hours in a marketing seminar and she hadn’t absorbed a single thing the presenter had said, which was a shame because when she’d originally planned it, she’d been looking forward to it. But all she’d been able to think about was Sebastian.

      With a sigh, she pushed off of the door, kicked her boots off and then turned the fireplace on. She stood by the sliding glass doors, watching the snow fall in a gorgeous blanket of swirling white from the sky. Snow in New York was pretty until it touched the ground, where it instantly turned into a grayish-brown slimy sludge. Here, everything stayed so white and pristine. It was beautiful. Peaceful and serene. Soothing.

      She let out a long breath and then shook her head. She’d done the right thing turning Sebastian down. His life was a mess, and, um, hello, he’d been trying to get her fired only yesterday. She wasn’t exactly jumping up and down at the prospect of going on a date with him. And besides, he was all wrong for her. He barely met any of the criteria on her list.

      So then why did she feel like she’d made a mistake? Maybe it was just because she’d seen the hurt and disappointment etched on his handsome face and regretted that she’d been the one to put it there.

      She strode back to where she’d dropped her laptop bag and fished her phone out, calling Willa.

      “Hey,” she answered on the second ring. “What’s up?”

      “Hey,” said Kayla, clearing her throat when her voice came out a little creaky sounding. “I…I need to talk. Are you busy? You’re probably busy.”

      “I always have time for you. Always. What’s wrong? You sound upset.”

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m just…having a weird few days.”

      “Weird how? No, give this to Max, please. He has to sign off on it. I don’t know, ask his EA. Sorry. I’m here.”

      Kayla sank down onto the floor in front of the fireplace, the warm air comforting on her back. The snow fell steadily outside, making her feel like she was in a wintery cocoon. She sighed and then told Willa everything. Sebastian’s efforts to get her fired, how Stammler was probably going to demote her when they got back to the city, the kiss, how he’d asked her out. Everything.

      “I did the right thing, saying no, didn’t I?” She asked, tracing a whorl through the plush carpet with the tip of her finger. “He’s not…he’s not right for me.”

      “I don’t know. I mean, if you knew turning him down was the right thing, I don’t think you’d be calling me for reassurance, would you?”

      Kayla snorted out a soft laugh. “No. Probably not.”

      “Do you like him?”

      “I…I don’t know. I’m attracted to him, but I only seem to know the bad stuff about him. The shitty boss, the asshole trying to get me fired. And yet…” She shook her head. “I have this weird gut feeling that that’s not who he is, underneath. But I don’t know if I’ve ever seen the real Sebastian. I think he got lost somewhere a long time ago.”

      “Okay, hang on a sec, I’m just going to pull up your list.”

      “My list?”

      “Yeah, the perfect man wish list. I emailed myself a copy from your phone because I had a feeling we’d be having a conversation almost identical to this one.” There was a brief pause and then Willa came back on the line. “Okay, so. First off, we’ve got a physical description. Hot, dark hair, blue eyes, awesome bod, tall, big hands and hung.”

      “Well, yeah, he’s hot, but any woman with eyes can see that. And he is my type, in the looks department. Dark hair, blue eyes, tall, and from what I can tell he’s got an amazing body. Big hands.” Goosebumps shivered over her skin as she remembered the feel of his hands on her face, on her waist, warm and strong. She swallowed thickly as she remembered teasing him about the size of his package after the itinerary debacle and the hint of an outline that had indicated he probably exceeded her criteria in the dick department. “And yeah, he might be hung, but obviously I don’t know. He might also have a micropenis.”

      “Um, doubtful. From what Lauren has said, Theo is packing, and I saw Max in wet swim trunks last year at the company beach day. The Prescott men do not disappoint. It’s genetics.”

      “Okay, fine. So he meets the shallowest of my criteria.”

      “Is he funny?”

      She bit her lip, remembering the pranks, the teasing. “Yeah. I think he is, when he wants to be.”

      “I’ll just put a little checkmark here. Next we have hardworking, passionate, generous, kind and sensitive.”

      “No. I can’t say with any degree of certainty that he’s any of those things.”

      “Smart? Patient? Supportive?”

      “He’s smart, but he gets in his own way all the time.”

      “Financially secure with a good career.”

      “Nope. I’m pretty sure he’s broke, and he’s a thirty-four year old snowboard instructor. So.”

      “Um…”

      “What?”

      “He’s definitely not broke.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Okay, so his dad is Quentin Prescott, who’s one of the founding partners of The Whitestone Group.”

      Kayla’s mouth fell open. “I didn’t know that. You mean the investment firm, right? The one that’s worth hundreds of billions of dollars?”

      “That’s the one. Anyway, they each have a trust fund worth two hundred million dollars.”

      Kayla’s hand went limp and she nearly dropped her phone. “What?”

      “Yeah. Max used some of his to start Tapp, Lucian used some of his to start his businesses. I mean, Lauren and Theo were friends for ten years and she only found out about it after they got engaged. They don’t really talk about it, but they’re all multi-millionaires, including Sebastian.”

      “But…I don’t understand. What’s he doing working here? With that kind of money, he could be doing anything he wanted.”

      “I don’t know either, but there’s no way he blew two hundred mil. Even Sebastian couldn’t do that.”

      “Okay, he’s rich and sexy, but that doesn’t mean he meets any of the most important criteria on the list.”

      “If you won’t even have coffee with him, you’ll never find out.” Willa cleared her throat softly. “And let’s not forget about GIBOO.”

      Her stomach dipped and swirled, and she clenched involuntarily, her pussy fluttering at the thought of having sex with Sebastian. The kiss had been…spectacular. Toe-curling. Less than sixty seconds of his mouth on hers and she’d been panting and wet, ready to beg for more.

      “Right,” she said, her voice a little raspy. “I don’t know what to do, Willa. He’s totally wrong for me, and yet I can’t stop thinking about him. I’m worried that I’m like a moth to a flame and I’m going to get burned beyond recognition if I let myself…”

      If I let myself give in to what I want.

      “I know you’ll figure it out. I gotta go, I have a meeting. But text me if you need me, okay?”

      “Thanks, Willa. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

      She disconnected the call, her eyes fixed on the window outside, and she didn’t want to sit in this room alone anymore, lost in her thoughts. The snow was so beautiful, especially with darkness falling and the resort’s lights casting a soft glow. A ride through the snow—on the resort’s easiest hill, obviously—sounded perfect right about now.

      She quickly changed out of her work clothes and into a fleece top and a pair of leggings. She tugged on her snow pants and jacket and headed for the door, eager to get outside, wondering if she could outrun her swirling thoughts about Sebastian
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      The storm came in fast, whipping around the mountain and making it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. The snow had fallen faster and thicker as the day went on, and then as dusk had descended, the wind had picked up, sending the flakes squalling sideways in a white blanket. Sebastian had headed to the main resort to help convey the message that the slopes were closing early today due to the near whiteout conditions and strong winds. Everyone was being accounted for, and ski patrol had gone out to round up the few skiers left on the slopes. The forecast had originally called for only a few inches, but the storm had morphed into something much more dangerous. This wasn’t just a few inches. This was a dumping of snow.

      As he walked from one side of the lobby to the other, his staff radio blipped from where it was clipped to the waistband of his pants. “This is base to remote ski patrol. I’m being told that we have a guest unaccounted for.”

      “Remote ski patrol here. What’s the description and last known location?”

      “Thirty-year-old female, about five-foot-two with long blond hair. Kayla Bristowe, she’s here with the corporate retreat. Computer shows she signed out a snowboard about an hour ago. Experience level is beginner.”

      Sebastian immediately picked up his radio, his breathing quick and shallow as panic surged through him. Panic and worry and fear and a shitload of other stuff he didn’t have time to examine right now. “Hey, this is Sebastian. I’m up at the main building. I know Kayla. I’ll help you look for her.”

      “Roger that, appreciate the assist. We’re rounding up a few stragglers here on the North Face, on the Timber Falls and Skyview runs.”

      His mind whirling, Sebastian raced outside, snow pelting him. When he slammed his way into the pro room, his face was numb. His hands shook a little as he practically ripped a board from the wall, shoving his feet into boots. Adrenaline pumped through him as he made a plan. Kayla was inexperienced, and she wasn’t a risk taker. She’d probably gone out on the Main Face, which had the easier runs. Blackbird Junction, Cooper’s Hill, and Snow Pass were all safe bets. He just wished he knew where she’d headed.

      Once he had all of the gear he needed, including a first aid kit strapped to his back, he hopped on one of the resort’s snowmobiles and headed toward the Main Face, his eyes scanning from left to right as he drove, hoping to spot a flash of pink somewhere among all the white.

      Fuck, there was so much snow, and he could feel the temperature plummeting as the wind intensified. Gusts sent the snow swirling in tornado-like columns known as snow devils, making it even harder to see. His heart pounded in his chest as he navigated the snowmobile through the sheet of freezing white. Kayla was out here somewhere, alone.

      He had to find her. He had to.

      He parked his snowmobile in the designated area and then strapped into his board, his eyes scanning the various runs, looking for signs of recent activity. But the snow was falling too quickly and the wind was too strong for anyone to have left a trace. Worry and dread tightened his gut, and moving on instinct, he decided to try Snow Pass first. It was one of the easiest trails, and it wasn’t far from his cabin, so if she wasn’t there, he could swing by for a flashlight and binoculars to keep searching.

      With his heart in his throat, he started making his way down the trail, boarding slowly from left to right, sweeping the terrain and the clusters of pines off to the side with his gaze. Snow pelted him, bouncing off of his jacket and goggles, pinging against his exposed skin.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Kayla! Kayla, are you out here? Make a sound if you can hear me!”

      Wind rushed through his ears, making it impossible to hear anything beyond the storm. But then, way off to the right, a flash of pink caught his eye, sending fresh adrenaline shooting through him. He shifted his weight forward, gaining speed as he headed for a copse of pines about a hundred feet off of the trail. As he got closer, the flash of pink took on a human form, hunkered down among the pines.

      “Kayla!” he called, the wind snatching his voice away.

      But she’d heard him this time, because a very faint, panicked sounding, “Help!” reached his ears. Determination to get to her fueled him, making his heart hammer in his chest, his blood rushing through him. A film of sweat clung to his skin beneath his shirt and coat. He slowed a little as he got closer to the tight grouping of pines, knowing that if he wiped out and hurt himself then they were both screwed.

      “Kayla!” he called again, his eyes trained on her.

      “Sebastian,” she said, her voice a little weaker than before. Shit. How long had she been out here?

      He came to a stop about six feet away from her and unstrapped himself from his board, running to her, snow flying up around him. She sat huddled against the base of one of the tall pines, shivering. Her discarded board lay a few feet away. He dropped to his knees and reached for her, running his hands over her arms, her legs.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked, relief churning through him that he’d found her.

      “I think I twisted my ankle. I lost control and almost skidded into a tree, and there was no one around because the snow was getting heavier,” she said, her eyes wide, her hands shaking. “I crawled in here to try to get some shelter. How did you find me?” Shivers racked her as she spoke, her teeth chattering.

      “I figured you’d be on one of these runs, and I took a chance. Can you stand?” He rose to his feet and helped her to hers.

      “Shit!” she cried out, immediately pulling her left foot up, clutching at his shoulders for balance. “I can’t put any weight on it.” She sucked in a shuddering breath, and he could tell she was trying not to cry. If he was going to get them both to safety, he needed her to keep it together.

      “Hey,” he said, tipping her chin up with his gloved hand. “You’re going to be okay. I promise.”

      “How are we going to get back to the resort?”

      He shook his head. “We’re not. But my cabin is only about half a mile that way,” he said, pointing.

      She shook her head, panic and cold making her tremble. “I can’t walk that far. Not like this.”

      “I’m gonna carry you. We need to get out of this storm.” He plucked his radio from his waist and spoke into it. “I found Kayla. We can’t make it back to the resort, so we’re going to take shelter in my cabin off of Snow Pass.”

      “Roger. Does she need medical attention?”

      “She has a twisted ankle, but nothing serious. I have supplies to tend to her injury.”

      “Roger. Glad you found her. Stay warm.”

      “You’re going to carry me half a mile through a snowstorm?” Her eyes were wide and he could tell she was trying not to panic.

      He met her eyes, and she relaxed the tiniest bit. “You’re fucking right I am. And you’re probably going to hate it.”

      “Whaaaaaa—” Her question turned into a shriek as he hoisted her over his shoulders in a very undignified fireman’s carry. He wrapped his right arm around her legs, holding her right arm with his left. His knee ached and he wished he hadn’t pulled off all of his kin tape earlier.

      “Comfy?” he asked as they emerged from the trees. Wind buffeted them and he angled himself so that they wouldn’t be walking into it head on.

      “I’m okay. What about the boards?” she asked, lifting her head a little.

      “They’re just boards. We need to get to shelter.”

      The wind picked up, pushing against him, stealing his breath. He focused on putting one foot in front of the other, trudging his way through the storm. By the time his cabin was in sight, maybe fifteen minutes later, sweat coated his skin and his knee was screaming in protest. His muscles were weak with exertion and relief by the time he mounted the steps to his cabin. As carefully as he could, he bent down and lowered Kayla to her feet. She clung to his arm for support as he unlocked the door and then led her inside.

      The door had barely closed before she turned to him, her eyes soft and her fingers curling around his arm. “Thank you. I…” She shook her head. “I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened if you hadn’t found me.” She shivered and he fought back the urge to wrap his arms around her.

      “You’re welcome.” Now that they were alone, and she was safe, he didn’t know what to say to her. As the adrenaline started to dissipate, the sting of her earlier rejection returned. “Take your gear off and I’ll look at that ankle,” he finally said, his voice a little gruff.

      She nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Do you have any painkillers? I mean, I figure you’ve probably got some good shit…” She trailed off at the look on his face.

      He swallowed, his throat tight, prickly heat streaking through him. “I don’t know what you think you know or knew about me, but I’m not a pill popping drug addict. I have Advil. You can have some when you’re done judging me.”

      She swallowed visibly and nodded. “Right. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

      “It’s fine. Sit.” He helped her into an armchair near the fireplace and left her to take her gear off while he took off his coat and boots and then built a fire. The place had a propane furnace, but it didn’t work to keep the chill out the way an actual fire did.

      “No, it’s not fine. You’re right. I shouldn’t be judging you.” She took off her helmet, gloves, and scarf, setting them on the floor by the chair.

      He smirked, poking at the logs he’d just lit. “Little late for that.”

      She nodded and peeled herself out of her jacket. “I’m sorry.”

      He just nodded, staring into the growing flames. At least he knew what she really thought of him. Someone not worthy of her time, of her. Someone who’d made such a mess out of his own life that she didn’t want him to touch hers. Someone who was a slave to his vices.

      His emotions—the relief that Kayla was safe, the sting of her rejection, his lust—they all sat like a rock right in the center of his chest, making it hard to breathe. Hard to think. So instead, he focused on what was immediately in front of him.

      He turned and faced Kayla in the chair, kneeling in front of her. “Let’s get these boots off and see what we’re working with,” he said, pulling off first the right and then, much more carefully, the left. She sucked in a sharp breath as he gingerly probed her ankle.

      “I don’t think it’s broken,” he said after a moment. “Probably just a sprain. Stay here.”

      She nodded, relaxing against the back of the chair before sitting up suddenly. “So, are you going to radio someone to come take me back to the resort?”

      He grunted and shook his head, pointing out the window. They were in the middle of a full-on blizzard. “You’re safer staying here.”

      “Oh.” She glanced around the room, her eyes landing on the only double bed in the space. “Oh. Well, I guess I can sleep on the couch, and—”

      “Kayla, you’re not sleeping on the couch. Obviously.” He retrieved the first aid kit and pulled out a tensor bandage. Then he made his way into the kitchen, retrieving an ice pack from the freezer.

      “Why is that obvious?” she asked as he knelt down in front of her again, gasping softly when he gently pressed the ice pack to her swelling ankle. He cradled her calf, his fingers curling into the tense muscle there.

      He squinted up at her. “You really think I’d make an injured woman take the couch?”

      “I don’t know. I’m starting to think that I don’t really know you very well at all.”

      “That makes two of us.” He pushed to his feet. “Keep this on for fifteen minutes, and keep your ankle elevated. I’ll wrap it when I get out of the shower.”

      She swallowed thickly and nodded. “Okay. And Sebastian?”

      He turned, his hands on his hips. “Yeah?”

      “Thank you, again. I would’ve frozen out there.”

      He nodded. “Don’t mention it.”
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      Kayla watched Sebastian retreat into the small bathroom at the rear of the cabin, limping slightly as he went, the back of his Henley damp with sweat. Because he’d carried her, half a mile through a snowstorm. And then she’d basically accused him of being a pill popper. Between her rejection of his request for a date and now this, it was no wonder he was being gruff and distant with her.

      She shifted in the armchair, adjusting the ice pack on her ankle as she looked around the cozy cabin. It was nice—a little rustic, but perfectly comfortable.

      Minus the whole bed, situation, anyway. She wasn’t going to take his bed tonight. And not just because she wasn’t sure how she’d manage to sleep on sheets that smelled like him and not crawl out of her skin with wanting him. He’d come looking for her in the snowstorm and then rescued her. The man deserved a comfortable bed tonight.

      She heard the creak of the pipes followed by the patter of water and she couldn’t seem to help herself from imagining Sebastian in there, water running in rivulets down what she was sure was an impressive chest. She made a soft humming noise in the back of her throat as she pictured it, and then closed her eyes, resting her head on the back of the armchair.

      She’d never been so mixed up over something in her life. She wanted him, but she wasn’t even sure if she liked him. She was pretty sure she wasn’t interested in dating him, but Willa had made a good point earlier, hammered home by her unfairly judgy comment: how much did she really know about him? She knew he’d been a crappy boss, but she didn’t really know what had been going on in his life to cause that. She knew scraps of information about him, all of it second hand. She knew he’d tried to get her fired because he’d overheard her talking to Patrick.

      She opened her eyes, realization dawning on her. Sebastian Prescott was a lot more sensitive than he wanted people to believe. He felt things deeply, got hurt easily. His emotions were always right there, just beneath the surface. She mulled that over as the warmth of the fire started to seep into her bones, relaxing her despite the throb in her ankle.

      Looking out the window, she couldn’t see much at all. Night had fallen and the ghostly reflection of Sebastian’s living room took up most of the glass. But she could hear the wind pushing against the cabin and rattling the windows. She definitely wasn’t going anywhere tonight—not with the storm raging and her ankle a swollen mess. Licking her lips, she glanced back at Sebastian’s bed, her stomach dipping as she wondered—

      The door to the bathroom opened, steam billowing out through the doorway. Sebastian stepped out, a white towel knotted around his hips, his chest still slick with water, his hair damp.

      Oh. Holy. Hell.

      She’d been totally wrong about his chest. She’d thought it was probably impressive, but impressive fell far short of describing the sight in front of her. His thick arms were sculpted and roped with hard muscle. His pecs were gorgeously defined and covered in a light dusting of dark brown chest hair that arrowed down over a mouthwateringly hard stomach, each of his abs delineated. She wanted to bite him. Lick him. Feel all of that muscle, all of that skin against hers.

      “Holy shit,” she said, then immediately pressed her fingers to her mouth because she hadn’t meant to say it out loud. For a second, he just held her eyes, his big hand fisted in the towel. A part of her—a large part—wanted him to drop it to the floor. The corner of his mouth quirked up and then he turned and opened a drawer in his dresser, pulling out some clothes and retreating back into the bathroom.

      Sebastian Prescott wasn’t just hot. He was a work of art, a specimen of masculine beauty and athletic grace. She shifted in her seat, suddenly very aware of other parts of her body besides her ankle.

      The door to the bathroom opened again and he emerged wearing a pair of gray sweatpants and a navy blue sweatshirt. The outline of his dick was clearly visible beneath the sweatpants, erasing any doubt that he was both thick and long. It looked very much like Willa’s theory about the Prescott men had been 100% correct. She shifted in her seat again, her cheeks growing hot as she couldn’t help but stare.

      Sebastian moved into the kitchen, retrieving a small bottle and a glass of water and then headed toward her. It took every ounce of self-control she had not to stare at him as he moved. He stopped in front of her, handing her the bottle of Advil and the glass of water, an unreadable expression on his face. She took the painkillers and the water, and then he crouched down in front of her, unraveling the tensor bandage.

      Holding her eyes, he slowly, carefully rolled her sock down, his strong fingers warm against her sensitive skin. He let her sock drop beside him.

      “Stand on your other foot and hang on to my shoulders,” he said, helping her up out of the chair. She did, bracing her hands on his broad shoulders, curling her fingers into him slightly. Looking up at her, he hooked his fingers into the waistband of her sweatpants and worked them down over her hips, her ass, her thighs. She pressed her lips together, stifling the whimper at the sight of Sebastian on his knees in front of her, undressing her.

      Once he’d worked the pants down to her knees, he helped her sit back down again and pulled them free, then set to work gingerly rolling up her leggings. With each brush of his fingers against her skin, she felt an accompanying throb right between her legs. For a brief second, she tried to convince herself that her response to him was only due to the fact that she hadn’t had sex in months. But she knew that wasn’t true. The achy throb setting up camp in her core had everything to do with Sebastian.

      With sure, gentle fingers, he started wrapping the bandage around her ankle, a little tighter than was comfortable, but she assumed that was the point. As he worked, her stomach made a quiet grumbling sound, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since lunch, which was almost eight hours ago now.

      “Looks like you’re stuck eating dinner with me after all,” he said wryly. His features were drawn in concentration as he continued to wrap the bandage around her swollen ankle. God, she was living for those fractions of second when his fingers would brush her bare skin, sending a shivering thrill coursing through her.

      “I should’ve said yes,” she whispered. His movements stilled and he looked off to the side, his gaze on the fire. He let out a breath and then continued wrapping her ankle.

      “Why? Because now you know that I look good with my shirt off?” He glanced up, meeting her eyes for a second.

      “No. Because what you said was right—I don’t know you, but I’m starting to think that I want to.”

      He made a gruff sound, almost a grunt, and then pinned the tensor bandage in place. “Put the ice pack on for another few minutes and keep it elevated. I’ll get us something to eat.”

      “I can help,” she said, starting to push out of the chair, feeling more and more like an unwelcome burden.

      He urged her back down with a hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine, Kayla. I’m just gonna heat up some leftover beef stew. You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      He nodded and stood, moving into the kitchen. As he worked, she opened and closed her mouth to say something so many times that she lost count. But she didn’t know what to say to him. She was starting to realize that maybe she was actually interested in him—even though she was still pretty sure he was all wrong for her, but that wasn’t something she wanted to unpack right now—but it was too late. She’d wounded him one too many times and he’d clearly lost interest.

      A few moments later, he pressed a warm bowl of stew into her hands, then took his own with him to the couch, propping his feet up on the coffee table as he ate, scrolling through his phone.

      “Forecast says we could get up to three feet over the next twenty-four hours,” he commented without looking up.

      “Whoa. That’s intense.”

      He glanced up, meeting her eyes. “We might be stuck here for longer than just tonight.”

      She nodded, not entirely sure how to feel about that. She licked her lips, searching for a topic of conversation. “Is your knee okay?”

      He returned his attention to his phone. “It’s fine.”

      She took a bite of her stew, swallowing, suddenly determined to make him talk to her. If they were going to be stuck here for a day or two, she didn’t want to sit in silence the entire time. “How did you hurt it?” When he just looked at her, she squirmed a little in her seat. “Lauren said that you were supposed to go to the Olympics, but then you got hurt. What happened?”

      He looked back down at his phone. “I got hurt and couldn’t go. That’s pretty much the whole story.” His jaw was tight, his brows drawn together.

      “I’m sorry. That must’ve been really disappointing.”

      He said nothing, just kept scrolling, and so she finished her stew in silence. When she was finished, she set the bowl aside and eased herself to her feet. Sebastian leapt up to help her, but she waved him off.

      “I just need to use the bathroom. It’s fine.”

      But without a word, he slid his arm around her waist, the shower-fresh scent of him invading her nostrils and making her stomach dip and swirl. “I’ve got you. Go slow.”

      He helped her to the door, her nerve endings a riot of tingling heat at the close contact. Of course this was how she felt now that she’d pissed him off too many times. Of course.

      Once she was finished, she stepped back out and found him waiting for her. “Were you listening to me pee?”

      “It’s a small cabin, sweetheart. Just making sure you didn’t wipe out.”

      She nodded and then yawned, rubbing at her face.

      He glanced over at the clock on the microwave. “It’s getting late. We should get some sleep, you especially. You’ve had a long day.”

      She shot him a shy smile. “I’m not the one who literally carried someone half a mile through a snowstorm.”

      His expression softened a little and he shrugged. “You’re not that heavy.”

      She licked her lips and curled her hand around his forearm. His eyes went hot as he held her gaze. “I really am grateful, Sebastian. You saved me.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he said, his gaze dropping to her mouth, his voice a little husky. He cleared his throat and took his arm away. “Let’s get ready for bed.”
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      “Do you want a different shirt to sleep in?” Sebastian asked, rummaging through his dresser drawers and trying subtly to adjust the half-hard erection pressing against his sweatpants. All he’d said was let’s get ready for bed and Kayla’s eyes had melted, flicking between him and the only double bed in his cabin.

      “Um, okay. That might be a good idea. This fleece is probably too bulky to be comfortable in.”

      “Here.” He thrust a plain black T-shirt at her, deliberately not meeting her eyes. She took it and disappeared back into the bathroom, giving him a second to get himself together.

      I should’ve said yes.

      Her words kept pinging back and forth through his brain, twisting him up and making him want things he had no business wanting.

      There was no fucking way he was getting in that bed with her. He couldn’t. His dick would either explode, or they’d end up having sex, which didn’t sound like a bad thing, but he knew exactly how it would go. He’d fuck her, probably more than once. He’d make her come, definitely more than once. He’d fall asleep feeling like the king of the goddamn world and then wake up the next morning to Kayla telling him that it was a mistake and it should never have happened.

      He couldn’t face that. He couldn’t explain how she’d managed to get so far under his skin, but she had, deeper than a tattoo, and he didn’t know how he’d face her inevitable rejection. Because if they slept together, it was only a matter of time before she realized—or remembered—that he wasn’t good enough for her and didn’t belong in her life.

      Kayla emerged from the bathroom, her fleece sweater in her hands, wearing his T-shirt. Her nipples were visible beneath the fabric, and he could tell she’d taken her bra off. He fought back a groan and quickly moved away, turning off the lights in the kitchen and the living room. Then he crouched in front of the fire, adding two big logs that would keep it going for most of the night.

      “Shit,” he heard from behind him and turned to see Kayla stumbling her way toward the bed. He bit back a curse and rose, hurrying toward her.

      “Let me help you,” he said, his voice gruff.

      “Okay,” she whispered, biting her lip and toying with the hem of his T-shirt. Fuck, that shirt was going to smell like her and he’d never be able to wash it again. He moved closer and slid one arm around her waist, the other hand on her back and helped her carefully into the bed. His bed. Her fingers curled into his sweatshirt, holding him close. So, so close. A pink flush had risen on her chest, and her nipples were sharp points beneath the cotton of her T-shirt. He started to straighten, but her fingers tightened. “Let’s just share the bed,” she said softly. “I can’t stomach you sleeping on the couch when it’s this cold and you…” She swallowed thickly, licking her lips. “After everything you did for me today.”

      “It’s not a good idea, Kayla,” he said, his voice low.

      “Why not?”

      He leaned in closer. “Because if I get in that bed with you, I’m gonna wanna fuck you. And we both know that shouldn’t happen. So if I have any hope of sleeping tonight, I’ll be doing it on the couch.”

      Her eyes were wide, but she didn’t let go of his sweatshirt. “Just get in the bed. It’s cold. And if you won’t, then I’m going to take the couch.”

      Fuck. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted a woman this badly. He knew he should move away, tell her good night, maybe make a bad joke about bed bugs, but he couldn’t. All he could do was stand there, Kayla’s hand fisted in his sweatshirt, his dick throbbing, her eyes on his, all soft and sweet.

      “You’re not sleeping on the couch,” he said between clenched teeth.

      “Then get in the damn bed, Sebastian.”

      “I sleep in my boxers.”

      “Fine.” She let go of his sweatshirt, letting him stand. “I just want you to be comfortable.”

      Right. Like he was going to be comfortable spending the night lying next to this woman he shouldn’t fuck, hard as goddamn steel.

      “Fine,” he ground out. He’d noticed the way she’d devoured his naked chest earlier, the way she’d squirmed in her chair when he’d tended to her ankle. If he was going to suffer, so was she. Holding her gaze, he slowly pulled his sweatshirt off over his head and tossed it onto the floor. Then he hooked his fingers into his sweatpants and shoved them down over his hips, stepping out of them. He could feel his cock bobbing in his boxers, and from the way Kayla’s gaze went hot and soft, her eyes skimming from his face down to his stomach and then lower, he knew she could see. His nostrils flared and he shoved a hand through his hair, letting her look. “Still want me in the bed?” he asked, his voice gritty.

      She nodded.

      Goddammit.

      As he moved around to the other side of the bed and turned off the light, he tried to think of anything and everything that might help him to get a handle on the lust raging through his veins. His brothers. Snowboarding. Knee surgery. Snow. Aerin’s babies. His favorite sushi restaurant in the West Village. But nothing worked, so he simply got in bed, laying on his back, his eyes on the ceiling. For several moments, they laid together in silence, the only sounds the howling wind outside and the crackling fire. He hoped that if he just held perfectly still and closed his eyes, he could forget about the woman lying in bed beside him. He could feel her warmth, smell the soft scent of her skin. He curled his hands into fists, fighting the urge to either reach for her or stroke himself. Anything to relieve the throb of wanting her so damn badly.

      Kayla shifted a little in the bed beside him, a shiver running through her hard enough that he felt it.

      “Maybe I should’ve left my fleece on,” she said quietly, adjusting the covers around herself, rolling to face away from him. She shivered again and rubbed her legs together.

      Shit.

      “Come here,” he said, his voice raw, and turned onto his side. With his hand on her hip, he tucked her against him, savoring the soft gasp she let out at the press of his cock against her ass. “Just until you’re warm,” he said, not sure if he was informing her, or reminding himself.

      “Okay,” she said, her voice breathless. “Thank you.”

      He splayed his hand over her stomach, reveling in the soft warmth of her curves and pulled her a little closer. For warmth. Not because the feel of her luscious, feminine body tucked against his was pure heaven.

      She made a soft sound and pressed her ass against him, wriggling ever so slightly. He stifled a groan, the feel of her round ass against his hard cock almost too much.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, and then shifted his hips, grinding against her. She whimpered and he did it again. “Do you know how many times I’ve fantasized about this ass?” He moved his hand from her stomach to her hip, squeezing. She sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Tell me.”

      “At least a thousand. Probably more.”

      “Really?” she asked softly. She worked her ass against his cock as she rubbed her thighs together. God, that felt good.

      “Really. If you knew the thoughts I’d had about you, you probably wouldn’t be wiggling against me like that.”

      She undulated her hips and he moved his hand back to her stomach, his fingers inching upward until they skimmed the underside of her full breast. His thumb traced a path there, back and forth, and for a minute, they stayed like that, wrapped together.

      “Do you remember my job interview?” she asked suddenly, and he frowned, not sure where this was going, both hoping and not hoping that it was the bucket of cold water he so desperately needed. They shouldn’t have sex. It was a colossally bad idea. And yet he was about ten seconds away from rolling her under him and spending the night finding out what she liked and how she tasted, what sounds she made when she came.

      “Yes,” he said on a shaky exhale, trying to keep himself under control. Nothing had happened that he couldn’t survive yet. Yet.

      “I think I spent half of the interview imagining you bending me over that conference room table and fucking me senseless.”

      “Jesus Christ,” he growled, letting his hand wander up to her breast, his lips finding her delicate neck. She pressed her ass into him, wiggling against him. Her wriggling made the T-shirt slip down a little, exposing her shoulder and he couldn’t stop himself from trailing his mouth over the exposed skin.

      “Tell me to stop, Kayla,” he murmured against her neck, nipping lightly at the juncture where her shoulder met her neck. “Tell me to stop.”

      She said nothing. And then she took his hand and guided it up under her shirt to her breast. “I don’t want you to stop. I want you. I’ve wanted you for a long time. Even when I didn’t like you, I wanted you.” She moaned as he played with her nipple, his hips thrusting against her. “Bastian,” she panted, and it was the sound of his nickname, used only by people who cared about him, that shredded the last of his control.

      “Kayla,” he rasped, levering up onto his elbow and then lowering his mouth to hers. She moaned against his mouth as he filled his palm with her breast, loving the way it overflowed his hand. She fit so perfectly against him, all her lush curves yielding to his hard muscle. He took his time exploring her mouth with long, slow sweeps of his tongue, his hand massaging her breast, his fingers teasing her beaded nipple. She gasped against his mouth, pressing her ass even harder against him and he broke the kiss, dragging his mouth over her jaw and then scraping his teeth over her earlobe. She shivered and rubbed her thighs together.

      “Kayla, if you don’t want me to fuck you, you need to tell me now so I can go take a hike in the snow. Because I’m barely hanging on here.”

      She rolled onto her back, his cock now tucked snugly against her hip. She laid a hand on his chest, tracing the contours of his muscles, her fingers playing in his chest hair, over his nipple. “Then let go, Bastian.”

      So he did. He stopped fighting it and kissed her, carefully easing himself on top of her. She made a sweet humming sound when his cock pressed against her thigh, and he could feel the heat of her, even through the layers of fabric separating them. With her injured ankle, he knew he needed to be gentle with her, and so he carefully slid one hand around her right thigh, hooking it around his hips, leaving her left leg where it was.

      As he kissed her, he slowly thrust against her, working his cock against her pussy, teasing and tormenting them both. She clung to him, her nails raking up and down his back, her hips tilting up to meet him.

      “Oh God, you feel so good,” she whispered. “Fuck, Bastian.”

      He loved hearing her call him that, so much. Probably too much, but right now, all he cared about was making both of them feel as good as possible.

      He broke the kiss and trailed lazy kisses down her neck, skating a hand up under her shirt again and filling it with her breast. Her back arched off the mattress a little, pressing into his touch.

      “Tell me what you like, Kayla. I wanna make you feel so fucking good.”

      She moaned, writhing against him. “I like this. Kissing you, feeling how hard you are for me. I like the build up. I like the tease.”

      “Mmm.” He circled his hips, pressing against her pussy while slowly rolling her nipple between her fingers. “What else?”

      “I like it a little rough.”

      He tightened his grip on her nipple and she gasped. “We have to be careful with your ankle.”

      She nodded jerkily, her breath coming in sharp pants. “I know. I just…” She opened her eyes and met his in the darkness. “I like knowing who I belong to. I like not having to be in charge.”

      “Oh, fuck,” he ground out, on the verge of losing control. He rocked his hips against her and she let out a shuddery breath. “Do you know how fucking perfect your answer is?” He kissed her, a hard, deep kiss that left them both gasping for air.

      “Yeah?”

      “Like I said, if you knew the fantasies I’d had about you…” He trailed off and sat up. “I need to see more of you. Touch more of you.”

      “I want to know. Every single thought you’ve had about me, I want to know.” Then she sat up, letting him help her with her shirt. He worked it slowly over her head, revealing the most mouthwatering pair of breasts he’d ever seen. Full and heavy with dark pink nipples. Leaning forward, he closed his mouth over one, sucking it into his mouth, flicking it with his tongue. She moaned and wove her fingers into his hair, holding him close, shaking a little. He scraped his teeth over her nipple and she gave a little shriek that dissolved into a needy groan.

      “Lie down, baby. Let’s talk.” He urged her down onto her back and laid down beside her, facing her and propped up on his elbow. Then he laid one hand on her stomach and slipped his fingers below the waistband of her leggings. As his fingers dipped lower, he groaned at what he found. “You’re so wet that you soaked right through your panties,” he said, his voice heavy with approval.

      She spread her legs wider in invitation. “What are we going to talk about?”

      He stroked her over top of her drenched panties, making her hips shift restlessly on the bed. “You said you wanted to know all the things I’ve fantasized about you. So I’m going to share.” He lowered his head, kissing her. “And I’m going to stroke this needy pussy while I tell you.”

      She whimpered and nodded, her cheeks and chest flushed, her nipples gorgeously hard points. He rubbed his fingers in a slow circle over the wet fabric and then dipped inside, cupping her, tracing a finger up and down her slit.

      “Hmm, where to start…” He slid a finger inside her, fucking her slowly, his dick throbbing almost to the point of pain in his boxers. He slid his finger free and traced a teasing circle around her clit. “I would fantasize about you coming into my office and telling me you needed help with a problem. A personal one.” He added a bit of pressure, stroking her clit in slow circles. “I’d ask you what it was and you’d sit on the edge of my desk and show me your wet, swollen pussy. You couldn’t focus on work because you needed to come. And so I’d lean forward in my chair and bury my face in your pussy, licking and sucking you until you came all over my face.”

      “Holy shit, that’s so fucking hot,” she gasped, her hips moving against him. “You really thought about doing that to me?”

      He rubbed her clit between two fingers, making her moan. “Kayla, I thought about eating your pussy almost every damn day. Fuck.”

      “Oh, God,” she ground out, her legs shaking a little. “Tell me more.”

      “I’d fantasize about sleeping next to you and waking you up with my hand between your legs, just like this. Playing with your sweet pussy until you came on my fingers. Until you needed something bigger to fill you up.” He slipped two fingers inside her, fucking her slowly, his thumb working her swollen clit.

      “Oh, fuck, Bastian!” She clamped down on his fingers, riding his hand. She looked so beautiful like this, lost in how good he was making her feel.

      “I fantasized about seeing your lips stretched around my cock, seeing that red lipstick smeared all over me as I fucked your mouth. As I came on your tongue and you swallowed down everything I gave you.”

      “Ugnnnnnggghhh,” she moaned, inching closer and closer to orgasm. “Yes, Bastian. Yes. Fuck, yes.”

      “I fantasized about handcuffing you to my bed and fucking you over and over again until neither of us could move. Until I’d made you come on my cock so many times that you forgot who and where you were.” He curled his fingers inside her, finding the little rough patch he was looking for, and stroked her, his thumb still working her clit.

      “Yes! Yes! Oh, God.” Her hips writhed on the bed and he sucked in a breath, rapt at watching her on the verge of coming apart.

      “And then, there’s this ass,” he said darkly, sliding his fingers out of her and tracing them around her asshole. She gasped and shuddered and then nodded quickly, her head thrashing on the pillow. He added the tiniest bit of pressure, not even enough to dip inside, and then retreated, rubbing his fingers over her pussy, circling her clit.

      “Tell me,” she begged, her chest rising and falling in shaky breaths.

      “God, Kayla, the things I’ve thought about this ass. Biting it. Spanking it.” He filled her pussy with three fingers. “Fucking it.”

      “Oh fuck, Bastian!” She screamed and he felt her pussy clamp down on his fingers as she came, milking them in a way that had his cock throbbing, his hips jerking with the need to bury himself inside her. She rode his hand, grinding into him, her muscles pulling at him. Wetness coated his fingers as he slowly slipped free of her body, and he lifted his fingers to his mouth, needing to taste her. Her eyes were hazy and unfocused as she watched him suck his fingers, her hips still jerking off the bed. But then she sat up suddenly, kissing him with his fingers still in his mouth. In both of their mouths and his cock jumped, leaking at how fucking hot it was.

      “I’ve wanted you for so goddamn long, Kayla,” he said against her mouth, curling his free hand around her waist.

      She sucked his fingers slowly, sweetly, releasing them one by one. “I’m yours, Bastian. I’m all yours.”

      Her words seared through him and he pulled her against him, kissing her hard and deep, mouths melding. Kayla was here, in his bed, telling him she was all his. Showing him that she wanted all of the same things he craved. That she was so fucking perfect for him it made his head spin.

      Her hand slipped into his boxers and she curled her fingers around his cock, stroking him, squeezing him. With her other hand, she worked his boxers down, letting out an appreciative purr when he was free.

      “Look at you,” she whispered, stroking him. “You’re so perfect.”

      Hearing Kayla call him perfect was almost too much for him to handle, so he kissed her and started to ease her back down to the bed. She hissed out a breath and bit her lip.

      “Your ankle?” he asked, slowly running his hand up and down her back, completely unable to stop touching her. She nodded and he helped her to lie back down.

      “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” He moved off of the bed, shucked his boxers and then headed into the living room, where he grabbed two throw pillows off of the couch, along with the ice pack from the freezer. When he returned, he slipped both of the pillows under her ankle, wrapped the ice pack in her discarded shirt and pressed it gently to her ankle.

      “But…” He could tell she was fighting back a pout and he laughed, climbing onto the bed on top of her.

      “Don’t worry, Kayla. I’m not nearly finished with you. We need to get these leggings off.” He leaned forward and kissed her, then nipped along her jaw. “I’m going to take them off, slowly. Carefully. And while I do that, I want you to touch yourself. If you stop, the leggings don’t come off.” He bit at her shoulder. “If you make yourself come, the leggings don’t come off.” He cupped her over top of her leggings, massaging slowly. “If you’re mine, then that includes where and when you come.”

      “Shit, that’s so hot,” she murmured, writhing against his hand. “Okay. I promise I won’t make myself come.”

      “Good girl,” he growled and then kissed his way down her body, lavishing attention on her breasts, tugging gently at her nipples and making her back arch off the bed. He curled his fingers into the waistband of her leggings and slowly worked them down, urging her hips up with his other hand. Once he’d dragged them down over her ass, he started working on the right leg, his eyes glued to where her fingers had disappeared behind her panties. With an impatient growl, he tugged those down over her hips too. He resumed his careful work of peeling her out of her leggings, unable to tear his gaze away from where her delicate fingers stroked her swollen pink flesh. It was the most exquisite kind of torture.

      He pulled her right leg free and then turned his attention to the other, more difficult leg. He didn’t want to cause her any pain—he liked being in charge, but pain wasn’t his kink, and he suspected it wasn’t Kayla’s either. His attention flitted back and forth between her fingers toying with her clit and the task at hand. When he got to her ankle, he did his best to pull it free of her leggings as quickly as possible. She let out a little gasp but didn’t say anything, her fingers still moving between her legs.

      He tossed the leggings over his shoulder and then hooked his fingers into her panties, dragging them slowly down her legs and then letting them drop to the floor.

      “Are you getting close?” he asked, settling himself between her thighs.

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Mmmhmm.”

      He leaned forward and licked her between her fingers, deliberately teasing her. “You taste so good, Kayla.” He sucked one of her lips into his mouth, her hips squirming.

      “Please, Bastian,” she said, her voice sounding frayed and breathless. “Please.”

      He teased his tongue between her fingers again and then nudged her hand away. “Don’t worry, gorgeous. I’ll take care of you.”

      He closed his mouth over her pussy, savoring the taste of her on his tongue, unable to stop himself from groaning. He’d wanted her for so damn long that the fact he had his mouth on her pussy while she moaned his name made him throb and sweat. Her fingers clenched in his hair as he swirled his tongue over her clit before tracing it back down her slit, the taste of her making his balls ache. He reached up and took her free hand in his, weaving their fingers together over her stomach, needing to anchor himself.

      As he licked and sucked at her, the thought that this might all look and feel different in the light of day invaded his brain, but he pushed it away. Tomorrow morning and whatever pain it brought didn’t matter right now. The only thing he cared about was making Kayla feel as good as possible as many times as she could handle.

      Her fingers tightened around his and he licked his way slowly through her folds, then sucked her clit into his mouth. Her legs started to shake and the ice pack fell to the floor. She moved to shift her leg off of the pillows, but he pulled back, nuzzling his lips against her.

      “No. Leave that ankle where it is, baby. If you want to come, you have to stay still.” She settled, going still, and he bit at her inner thigh. “That’s it. Just let me take care of you, Kayla.”

      Her fingers squeezed his again and he kissed her deeper, eating her with long sweeps of his tongue, wanting to push her over that edge. Wanting her to fall apart again. Her breathing hitched and her hips jerked.

      “Oh, fuck, Bastian. I’m gonna come. You’re gonna make me come,” she moaned, her hips bucking as she ground her pussy against his mouth. He stayed exactly where he was, licking and kissing, sucking and savoring and felt her clit start to pulse against his tongue. He let out a low groan as her legs shook and she throbbed for him, fresh wetness slicking her flesh. After another moment, she grabbed for him, trying to pull him up her body. He carefully eased himself on top of her and kissed her, letting her taste herself on his tongue.

      “Please tell me you have a condom,” she said against his mouth, her body wound around his. “I need you inside me. Now.”

      He kissed her again and then gently moved off of her. “Be right back.” He headed for the closet between the kitchen and the bathroom and pulled out one of the sex shop bags, grabbing a fistful of condoms and then rushing back to the bed. He dropped them on the nightstand, then picked up one and tore it open. Kayla watched with hungry eyes as he rolled it down his aching length.

      “That’s a lot of condoms.”

      He laid back down on the bed beside her and urged her halfway onto her side so she could keep her ankle elevated. From behind, he slicked himself through her wet, swollen folds, making both of them moan. He kissed her neck, her shoulder, her arm, and then she turned her head, capturing his mouth with hers.

      “I think we both know that once I’m inside you, once won’t be enough.” He slipped his arm under her neck and wove his fingers with hers.

      She shook her head. “Not nearly enough. We’re doing this all night, aren’t we?”

      “Until we can’t fucking move.” And then he lined the head of his cock up with her entrance and slowly worked his way inside, trailing open mouthed kisses over her neck and shoulder.

      “Oh, shit. Shit. You’re so big. You feel so good, Bastian. You feel so fucking good.”

      “So do you, baby. Fuck, Kayla,” he ground out, fighting back the urge to pump his hips faster and harder, giving her the chance to stretch around him. Being inside her was heaven. Perfection. Better than he ever could’ve imagined. Her tight, wet, heat gripped him, fluttering around him, making him want to pound into her. Making him want to take and claim and be rough and savage.

      And he would, but not tonight. Not while she was hurt.

      It was then, buried deep inside her, that he realized that he was counting on there being another time. Which there probably wouldn’t be. The thought was enough to make him move a little faster, a little rougher as the fingers of his free hand found her clit. Kayla made a sexy sound in the back of her throat, her pussy clenching around him.

      “I don’t think I can come again,” she breathed, but he kept his fingers right where they were.

      “You can. I want to feel you come all over my cock, gorgeous.”

      She pressed her hips back against him. “I’ve thought about you fucking me so many times,” she said, her voice high and breathless. “I’ve wanted you inside me for so long, and it’s so much better than I ever thought…” He swiveled his hips, drawing out a long moan from her, and then established a slow, deep rhythm that had both of them moaning and gasping.

      “Fuck, Kayla, I’m not gonna last,” he growled, pumping into her harder and faster, heat and throbbing pleasure shooting down the base of his spine and tightening his balls. He dragged his fingers over her clit again and then gave it the smallest, lightest tap.

      She screamed, her entire body shaking, her pussy milking him as he fucked her. He did it again and she spasmed, pulling him deep. He did it a third time, a little bit harder, and she shattered, dissolving into a boneless, shaking puddle as she pulsed around his thrusting cock. Her orgasm sent him over the edge and he thrust into her once, twice more before his release exploded through him, his cock pulsing almost violently inside her.

      “Bastian,” she moaned softly, her fingers squeezing his. “Bastian.”

      He rose up and kissed her, his cock still pulsing and tingling inside her. The kiss was slow and lingering as they both came back down, and his heart beat wildly in his chest. Reluctantly, he slid out of her and stepped into the bathroom to dispose of the condom. He paused in the doorway, his hands on the doorframe as he looked at Kayla, a naked goddess lying in his bed.

      For tonight, she was his. He didn’t know what the morning would bring, but he had several hours before he had to face it. And so, he slipped back into bed and pulled Kayla against him, pretending he’d get to keep her.
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      Kayla yawned and pressed a hand to her face, rubbing her eyes. She stretched, a thrill shooting through her as she took inventory of her aches and pains. The skin on her neck and jaw felt a little raw from Sebastian’s beard. Her breasts were tender from all the attention he’d paid them. A dull ache emanated from between her legs, reminding her that he’d been inside her three times last night, each time somehow better than the one before.

      She felt freaking amazing. Yeah, partly because she’d lost count of her own orgasms after the fifth one, but mostly because all of that pleasure had been shared with Sebastian.

      She slowly opened her eyes, squinting against the white brightness flooding the cabin with cool light. As she sat up, the rumpled sheets falling around her, her sleepy gaze landed on Sebastian, who was standing several feet away with his back to her, looking out the window. He wore the same gray sweatpants from yesterday and nothing else, the pants riding low on his hips. Faint scratch marks decorated his upper back and she blushed a little. He’d turned her feral, apparently. She didn’t say anything right away, taking a moment to appreciate the masculine beauty of his broad back, his muscled shoulders, the taper of his waist.

      Beyond him, she could see that snow was still falling from the white-gray sky, but the intense winds of yesterday had died away. Sebastian shifted, drawing her attention back to him and she watched him rub a hand over his mouth, tension visible in his neck and shoulders. Looking at him, she had a feeling she knew what was bothering him. It was something she’d tried to bring up last night, but every time she’d tried to talk to him—really talk to him, not just flirt or indulge in dirty fantasies—he’d quickly distracted her with more mind-blowing sex. There wasn’t anything that man couldn’t do with his fingers and mouth, and when you added his gorgeously thick, long cock to the equation, she was toast. Bye bye brain.

      She moved carefully in the bed, happy to find that while her ankle was still sore, the sharp pains from yesterday seemed to have faded to a dull ache. Sebastian turned, and she felt a sharp pain in her chest at the anguished expression he wore. The skin around his eyes was tight, his mouth a thin line, his brows drawn. She knew then that she hadn’t been wrong about him last night. Contrary to popular belief, Sebastian Prescott was a deeply sensitive man. And seeing that pain on his face made her want to take on the entire damn world for him.

      He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Morning. How’s your ankle?”

      She didn’t make a move to cover her bare breasts, wanting to leave herself exposed to him. For him. “A bit better, I think. The pain is definitely less intense.”

      “Good.”

      He started to turn back to the window, freezing her out just like he’d done last night.

      “Bastian? Is everything okay?”

      He turned back to face her, a bitter grin twisting his mouth. “It’s okay, Kayla. You don’t need to…” He blew out a breath and paced to the fireplace, crouching down in front of it. “I know that this is the part where you tell me that while last night was great, it was a mistake and it should never have happened. So let’s just not, okay? I already know.”

      He’d been hurt so much in his life that it was easier for him to push everyone away—she could see that clear as day. But he had it all wrong. So very, very wrong.

      “No, Bastian,” she said softly, waiting for him to look at her. When he did, she held his gaze. “This is the part where I tell you that last night meant everything to me because I have feelings for you.”

      He frowned and rose from in front of the fire, his defensiveness giving way to uncertainty. He glanced back out the window and then squinted at her. “What?”

      “Just come here, okay? Come talk to me.” She didn’t miss the way his gaze dropped from her face to her bare breasts as he moved closer, finally sitting on the edge of the bed next to her.

      “You don’t have to pretend that—” He swallowed thickly. “I don’t expect anything beyond last night, Kayla.”

      She reached out and wove her fingers through his, loving how small and delicate her hand looked in his much larger one. “I’m not pretending anything. I just need you to listen right now, okay? I have a few things to say that I really need you to hear. Just listen and then you can decide if you want to brood or if you can think of something better to do.”

      He frowned at that but didn’t say anything, letting her continue.

      “Thing one: I’m really sorry for any role I may have played in you getting fired. I know we’ve talked about it, but I truly am sorry. You’re right that I should’ve just come and talked to you. I’m…I’m not always the best at standing up for myself. Or advocating for myself. Maybe that’s a better way of putting it.”

      He opened his mouth to speak but she laid the index finger of her free hand against his lips, a quiver starting in her belly at the feel of his mouth on her skin.

      “Thing two: I’m also sorry for judging you. You were right when you said that I don’t know you, and it wasn’t fair of me to make assumptions or stupid jokes or whatever. I don’t know what you’ve been through or what struggles you’ve faced. I don’t know you very well, but Bastian, I want to. I want to know you.” She leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to his mouth, earning a gruff exhale.

      “Thing three: last night was incredible. You were incredible. And I’m not just talking about the sex. I mean, yes, the sex was out of this world, but I don’t know what would’ve happened to me if you hadn’t come looking for me, if you hadn’t carried me half a mile through a blizzard to safety.” She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “Last night changed a lot of things for me, the biggest one being that I want you. Whatever this is between us, I’m in. It wasn’t a mistake.” She leaned a bit closer, cupping his bearded cheek with her palm, loving the way his stubble bristled against her skin. “In fact, I think it might be the best thing I’ve done in a long time. At least, that’s how I feel.”

      He made a sound somewhere between an anguished groan and a sigh and leaned forward, kissing her. The kiss started off slow and sweet and quickly deepened into something hotter and needier, his arm curling around her waist and pulling her close. His chest hair scraped over her sensitive nipples and she shuddered, clinging to him tighter. Never in her life had she responded to a man this way. Never. Only Sebastian. After several moments, he broke the kiss, his breathing labored. She could see the outline of his thick cock tenting his sweatpants.

      “I meant everything I said last night, Kayla. About how long I’ve wanted you, the things I imagined doing to you. I wasn’t just playing. It was real; all of it was true. But it was always more than just wanting you, too. I’ve always liked you. Respected you. And a part of me always wished that maybe, somehow, you’d feel the same way about me. I think that’s why I lost my shit when I thought…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for how things have been between us.”

      She wove her arms around his neck and curled her fingers into the thick hair at the nape of his neck. “I meant what I said last night, too.” She held his eyes. “When I said I was yours, I meant it. Not just for last night.”

      Somewhere deep inside her, she knew she should be scared or freaking out at the idea of being with him when he was so clearly not Mr. Perfect. And yet…she wasn’t. Not after everything they’d been through and everything they’d shared. She was too drawn to him to question it. And he was trying. She could see that he was really trying to get his life together, to be a better person.

      He kissed her again, taking his time exploring and savoring her mouth, sending heat spiraling through her. Her chest felt tight with hope and excitement, her stomach swirling with butterflies made of sparks.

      “My life is a mess right now,” he whispered against her mouth, his hands moving up and down her bare back. “I’m a mess.”

      “I can deal with messy,” she said softly, kissing him. The Kayla of a week ago wouldn’t have said that, but something had shifted inside her over the past couple of days. It felt like an awakening, or an expanding. A making of space for something wholly unexpected but beyond amazing. Maybe it was being out of the city, or maybe it was letting herself deviate from her plan for the first time, but she felt different.

      He kissed her again, this time easing her back onto the bed, coming down on top of her. He trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses across her jaw and neck, her skin tingling. Propping himself on his arms to keep his weight off of her, he looked down at her, a lock of his thick hair falling across his forehead. God, this man. She didn’t care that things with him might be messy and far from perfect. Now that she’d had him, had just a glimpse of what they could be, she wanted to chase it with everything she had.

      “Kayla, last night with you…” He swallowed thickly. “I’m a fucking mess. I know that, and I’m trying. Last night, being with you, for the first time in a long time, I felt like the man I want to be. You gave me that.”

      “Who do you want to be, Bastian?” she asked, twining her body around his, holding him close. She could feel the beat of his heart against her breast and she let out a small sigh.

      “A man worthy of a woman like you,” he whispered and then kissed her again. She felt like she was glowing from the inside out as she kissed him back. Wonder and surprise filled her at what she’d found, what they might be able to have. If someone had told her that she’d be developing serious feelings for Sebastian Prescott after he not only rescued her from a blizzard but then spent the night making her come over and over again, she would’ve told them they were crazy. That they had no idea what they were talking about. She probably would’ve even whipped out her list to show them how he didn’t meet nearly enough of her criteria.

      To hell with the list. She wanted Sebastian. This imperfect man who struggled against his demons. She wanted to understand him. To soothe him. To show him that he was worthy.

      He trailed a hand up over her ribs and to her breast, gently massaging, his fingers playing with her nipple. She got the distinct sense that he wasn’t trying to tease or torment, just touching because the connection felt good. Felt right.

      Her stomach chose that exact moment to let out the world’s loudest growl, and he chuckled against her mouth. “I guess I’d better make us some breakfast, huh?”

      She bit her lip. “I am a little hungry.” Then she kissed him again because she just couldn’t help herself. Because right now, in this moment, kissing him felt like breathing. Like a complete and total necessity.

      With a reluctant sigh, he eased himself off of her. “Why don’t you go take a shower while I make us something to eat? Towels are in the cabinet under the sink.”

      She nodded and then carefully eased her feet to the floor, her hand on Sebastian’s muscled shoulder as she tested her ankle. It hurt, but not like yesterday. She was able to stand on it without wanting to scream, which was a definite improvement.

      “Can you manage?” he asked, his brow knitted in concern.

      She nodded. “I can put weight on it, unlike yesterday.” She turned back to face him and cupped his face. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

      He swallowed, his face tight with emotion and nodded. “You’re welcome.”

      As she hobbled into the tiny bathroom, she couldn’t seem to stop the wide grin from spreading across her face. Her ankle still hurt, she was going to miss the end of the retreat she’d worked so hard on planning, and she was snowed in with a man who until very recently had been her nemesis.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this happy.
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      The scents of bacon and coffee still hung in the air as Sebastian loaded the last of the breakfast dishes into the ancient dishwasher, his eyes flitting back and forth between what he was doing and where Kayla was curled up under a blanket on the couch, gazing at the roaring fire he’d built. The snow was still falling outside, but yesterday’s blizzard had died out, giving way to slow and soft flakes floating from the sky.

      While she’d been in the shower, he’d quickly checked in with Patrick. The storm had been a big one, dumping well over two feet of snow on the resort. Today’s lessons were cancelled while the maintenance crew dug and plowed everything out. Since Kayla was still here with him, he kinda hoped tomorrow’s lessons would be, too.

      God, Kayla. He’d been bracing himself for the worst this morning and instead, she’d given him something he hadn’t even dared to hope for: a chance. It had been a long time since anyone had taken a chance on him, and fuck, it felt good. And all he knew was that he wanted more of her—in his bed, and in his life.

      Whatever this is, I’m in.

      It was the best thing anyone had said to him in a very long time.

      He poured them each a fresh cup of coffee and headed to the couch to join her. His cock thickened at the sight of her, wet hair in a messy bun, her face freshly scrubbed and bare. She wore his discarded navy blue sweatshirt from yesterday and her leggings. Fuck, he liked seeing her in his clothes, almost as much as he liked seeing her out of them.

      He sat down beside her and handed her the steaming mug, which she accepted with a smile. The fire crackled softly and for a moment, they sat in silence, sipping their coffee.

      Then she turned to him, her head tilted. “Will you tell me about your knee and everything that happened?”

      He let out a breath and then nodded. “What do you want to know?”

      She reached out and wove her fingers through his. “Everything.”

      His chest felt hollow as he looked at her, this gorgeous, amazing woman who somehow wanted him after everything he’d done.

      “That’s a long story.”

      “I think I can fit it into my jam-packed schedule today,” she said, her gorgeous mouth twisting into a wry smile.

      He swallowed and sat back against the couch, something in his chest softening when she snuggled into him. He caught a whiff of his shampoo from her damp hair and his stomach tightened. Kayla Bristowe, smelling like him, wearing his clothes was the hottest, sexiest thing ever. Ever. It made him want her again. Made him want to be the man she deserved. Made him want things he’d long since given up on having.

      He stroked a hand up and down her arm, trying to organize his thoughts. It had been a while since he’d talked about some of this stuff. There were things that only a few people knew—Max and Lucian, mostly. He’d always done his best to keep his baby brother Theo out of his problems, and Aerin had had enough on her plate with her acrimonious divorce followed by her move to Dallas. But he found that he wanted to open up to Kayla. After what she’d given him this morning with her openness and vulnerability, he wanted to do the same for her.

      “When I was a kid, home was bad. We had money, but that didn’t make up for the fact that my parents hated each other, spent years using us as pawns in their divorce. My dad resented anyone or anything that seemed weak to him. I have memories of him screaming at me to stop crying when I’d hurt myself or something.”

      “How old were you?” Kayla asked softly, her arm tightening around his waist.

      “Like seven or eight. He’d call me a sissy and a weakling for daring to have emotions. It was hard. Really hard. He hated me and Lucian so much. He mostly ignored Theo and Aerin, which left them open to Mom’s passive aggressive belittling. He liked Max, for some reason. Not that Max isn’t likeable. I just didn’t see how he was so different from me or Lucian. Things got better in some ways after the divorce, but also worse because they never had time for us. I always felt like we were a burden. An inconvenience. I started acting out just trying to get attention, but they didn’t care. I just got labeled the wild one and that was that. ‘Oh, don’t pay any mind to Sebastian even though he’s eleven and getting in fights and telling teachers to fuck off. He’s just a needy little attention whore.’”

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “That’s cruel.”

      “It was. When I was twelve, a friend from school offered to take me snowboarding for a weekend. His family had a ski chalet upstate, and I went because why wouldn’t I want to get out of that damn penthouse for a weekend? I had my first taste and I was hooked. It came naturally to me and I loved it. My friend’s mom saw that and made sure to bring me up as much as possible, and eventually I caught the attention of one of the instructors at the local resort and he fast tracked me into a competitive training program. Two years later I was competing in major World Cup events in Switzerland, Austria, Canada. It became my entire life and it gave me something positive to focus on. It made me feel good about myself for the first time in my life, and I had an outlet for all of the crazy energy inside me.”

      “That’s amazing. It sounds like you were a prodigy.”

      He shrugged, feeling mildly embarrassed at her praise. “I rose fast and it felt like there was nothing I couldn’t do. When I was eighteen, I went to the World Cup with one goal in mind: finish in the top fifteen so that I could qualify for the 2006 Olympics.”

      “What happened?”

      “I came sixteenth and they offered me a spot as an alternate. If someone got hurt, I was in, but that didn’t happen. I was so mad at myself for coming so close and not making it, and so I was determined to do whatever it took to get to Vancouver in 2010. It became my entire focus, my entire reason for existing.”

      “I can’t even imagine the kind of sacrifice and dedication it takes to compete at that level.”

      “I’d moved out when I was seventeen and was staying with one of my coaches in Colorado. I lived and trained there and while my siblings came to visit and came to my competitions when they could, my parents never did.”

      “Bastian, I don’t mean any offense, but your parents are grade-A assholes.”

      He chuckled softly and gave her a squeeze. “Oh, believe me. I know. I don’t really talk to them anymore.”

      “So what happened?”

      “I spent the next four years competing and training my ass off. World Cup events, X Games, you name it, I was there. The 2009 World Cup came around and I had to finish in the top fifteen for my ticket to Vancouver.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes bright, entirely focused on his story. “Did you?”

      He grinned. “I came third.”

      She smiled, pride beaming out at him. “That’s incredible.”

      He sighed, getting to the part of the story where it all fell apart. “It was definitely a high point. But then about a month before the Olympics, I was training and I blew out my knee. My ligaments were already stretched from overtraining, and all it took was one off-kilter landing to wreck everything. I felt a pop—I’ll never forget that feeling, God—and that was it. I’d completely torn my ACL and needed major surgery to fix it.”

      “I’m sorry, Bastian. You must’ve been devastated.”

      “I was. But I had the surgery and started physio, determined that that wasn’t the end. But it didn’t seem to matter how much physio I did. My knee was never the same. I could still ride, still do tricks, but there was no way it could handle the strain of intense training I’d need to commit to. I was done. Everything I’d worked for, everything I’d wanted and poured myself into for over ten years was just gone.”

      Kayla didn’t say anything, just held him tighter.

      He sighed. “So, I went back to New York and stayed with Max, who encouraged me to get a degree. I’d finished high school—barely—but college had never been on the radar because I’d been so focused on snowboarding. It had been my whole life. I was twenty-four and felt like I was starting my entire life over again.”

      “So you went back to school, obviously.”

      “I did. I did a fast-tracked business degree and then my MBA. It felt good to have something to focus on. But once I was out of school and working full time, things started to come off the rails.”

      “What happened?”

      He shook his head slowly, his hand trailing up and down her arm, anchoring himself with the feel of her soft body pressed against his. “It wasn’t any one thing. All I knew was that I felt empty, like something was missing and it didn’t matter what I did, nothing made it go away. So I started trying to ignore it, drown it out. I was drinking too much, and when I drank, I did stupid shit, trying to feel something. Trying to find that missing piece of myself that I’d left out on the mountain. I craved the adrenaline rush I’d gotten from competing and I looked for it in riskier and riskier places, and I’d find it—temporarily. But then the high would fade and I’d be left feeling even worse about myself and my life because of the stupid shit I’d done. So then I’d drink more and find another stupid thing to do to make myself feel better.”

      “What kinds of things did you do?” she asked softly, and he could hear the apprehension in her voice.

      “Sex. Fighting. I was part of this underground fighting ring for a while, and there were times when I felt so fucking awful about myself that I’d just let the other guy pummel the shit out of me, because it was what I deserved. In dark moments, I’d hear my dad’s voice, telling me that I was worthless, that I was a waste of space, that I was a useless fuck-up.”

      “Bastian,” she whispered, holding him tighter.

      He cleared his throat and swallowed around the lump there. This was only the second time he’d ever said all of this out loud, the entire story. The first time he’d told it, he’d felt defensive. But this time, sharing it with Kayla, it felt different, and he knew it was because he was owning it. Accepting it.

      “But the worst thing I did was gamble. The high of winning was addictive and it fucking swallowed me whole. I’d take on riskier bets with higher stakes and when I won, it was the closest I’d come to that high, that rush of competing. I wanted to win at something, and I’d stopped caring at what. I think deep down I knew I had a problem, but I was in denial for a long time. I became consumed with it, always thinking about my next bet. My next rush. When I was winning, I felt like my life was okay, that everything was going to be fine. But then inevitably I’d lose and all of those feelings of worthlessness and being a failure would come roaring back. The only way to make them go away was to try to win the money back. It became this cycle and it felt like a fucking prison.”

      “That sounds absolutely awful. I can’t even imagine.” Her voice was soft and without the weight of judgment or recrimination. All he could hear was empathy and concern. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and noticed that her eyes were bright with unshed tears. For him. God.

      “It was. It was hell on earth. I tried to stop so many times, Kayla. But the longer I went without it, the more I felt like I was going to fucking explode. That’s when I’d go to the fight club and try to work it all out there. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t. When it didn’t, I’d drink until I couldn’t feel anything except numb.”

      “Are you still gambling now?”

      Her question was completely fair, and yet he still felt a stab of pain right in the center of his chest, an echo of the worthlessness he’d struggled so hard against.

      “No. I haven’t gambled in three months now. Almost four.”

      She squeezed him. “That’s really great, Bastian.”

      He shrugged. “I’d hit rock bottom. I got kicked out of my apartment because of the betting ring I’d been running and had to stay with Lucian. Honestly, Lucian is the only reason I’m still in one piece. When I first started gambling, I think he could tell that I was in over my head, and one night after a few drinks, he made me sign over my trust fund to him. But I found money to gamble with other ways, which I don’t think was his intention when he took my access away. He wasn’t counting on having to bail me out with shady as fuck loan sharks. He paid everyone off with interest to make sure they’d stay off my back.” He shook his head slowly. “I was messing with some really dangerous people. I could’ve been killed. If not for Lucian, I might’ve been.”

      She sat up and cupped his face. “I had no idea about any of this,” she said quietly. “But there are some things that make a lot more sense now.”

      “I told you I was a mess.”

      She shook her head, a wavy tendril of hair escaping her bun and falling by her cheek. “No. The Sebastian of a year ago? He was a mess. But I don’t think you’re that guy anymore.”

      “I’m trying not to be. That’s why I came out here, to reconnect with something I loved, to get away from the city. To figure shit out.” He swallowed, hesitating before he said, “I also Skype with a therapist once a week.” He hadn’t planned to tell her that he was in therapy, but it felt good. Freeing.

      Kayla leaned forward and kissed him, her lips soft and sweet against his. He felt a tug in his gut that was deeper than just arousal.

      In that moment, he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he was going to fall for her.
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      They’d spent the rest of the morning talking about anything and everything. Sebastian’s past and his close relationship with his siblings, the fact that Stammler was a giant asshole, their favorites, from movies and music to food and travel destinations. It felt so incredibly good to curl up with him on the couch in front of the fire, snow falling outside, just talking. Learning about the man who was quickly invading her brain and her heart. With the snow still falling and the two of them holed up in Sebastian’s cozy cabin, it felt like they were in a cocoon, totally apart from the rest of the world.

      She didn’t want it to end. But she knew that real life would beckon soon enough, and Sebastian would have lessons to teach and she’d be headed back to the city in two days. So for now, she was going to take full advantage of the situation at hand.

      After they’d eaten a simple lunch of grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, Sebastian had gone to grab a shower. She wished she could join him, but there was no way that shower would hold the two of them. She was amazed that Sebastian fit in there by himself, never mind with her. So instead, once she heard the water running, she peeled off her clothes and hobbled her way to the bed. The sheets were still messy and rumpled, but there was no point in making the bed because they’d just mess it up again. And again. And again.

      She leaned back against the headboard, the wood cold against her skin. Closing her eyes, she imagined Sebastian in the shower, soapy water running over his incredibly sexy body. She loved every single thing about it, from the muscles, to the chest hair, to the mouthwateringly long, thick cock between his legs. But more than that, she wanted to show him that everything he’d told her about his past hadn’t scared her away. She still wanted him just as much, was still just as drawn to him, maybe even more.

      She opened her eyes when she realized that with any other man, the things Sebastian had confessed to her would’ve sent her screaming in the other direction. But with him, knowing about his past and everything he’d faced, all she wanted to do was hold him close and care for him. And it wasn’t just because he had a six pack and a big dick, although both of those things were absolutely lovely. It was because everything felt somehow different with him. Bigger, brighter, more intense. There had to be a reason that they’d gotten so far under each other’s skin, and she had a feeling that their chemistry, both physical and emotional, was a huge factor.

      She heard the shower shut off, the pipes rattling, and she opened her legs, skating her fingers down her inner thigh and to her pussy. Her mind jumped back to how he’d told her to touch herself last night and an ache bloomed deep inside her. She loved how he’d taken charge last night. How for once, she hadn’t had to think, only feel. And come. Over and over again. She toyed with her clit, stroking it slowly, but it didn’t feel nearly as good as Sebastian’s fingers. Or his mouth. God, the things he’d done to her last night with his mouth. The ache inside her intensified, making her feel empty. She dipped her finger inside herself, coating it with the wetness there and then returned to her clit.

      She heard the bathroom door open and Sebastian’s sharp intake of breath.

      “Holy fuck, baby,” he rasped, and she pried her eyes open. His stormy blue ones had gone molten, his pupils blown with lust as he stared at her touching herself in his bed. Then he licked his lips and dropped the towel knotted around his hips. His cock was already half hard, laying thick and heavy against his thigh. “Does that feel good?” he asked, moving closer. “When you rub your clit like that?”

      “Mmmhmm. But not as good as when you touch me. Or lick me. God.”

      With a predatory gleam in his eye that sent a thrill shooting through her, he climbed onto the bed and circled his fingers around her wrist, lifting her fingers to his lips. Holding her eyes, he slowly sucked her fingers into his mouth, one by one. Her nipples beaded and her clit throbbed at the feeling of his tongue licking the taste of her from her skin. When he released her, he leaned forward and kissed her, a hard, dirty kiss with sliding tongues and hungry teeth that made her even wetter. That made her feel achy and empty and so, so greedy for him.

      But there was something they hadn’t done last night that she was dying to do right now. Something that had her mouth watering and her stomach quivering. She reached out and wrapped her wet fingers around his cock, now fully hard, stroking him.

      “I really, really want this cock in my mouth,” she said, squeezing him and earning a gruff moan. “I’ve been thinking about sucking you all morning.”

      “Christ, that’s hot.” He slipped his hand under her chin, tilting her face up to his. His thumb played across her lower lip, teasing both of them. “Hell yeah, I wanna fuck this pretty mouth. See these perfect lips wrapped around me.”

      She grinned and kissed him. It was a heady feeling being so intensely wanted by such a sexy man and one she couldn’t get enough of. With her hands on his broad shoulders, she urged him back against the headboard and then started kissing a path down his chest, taking her time and exploring the delicious ridges and valleys created by his muscled physique. His chest hair bristled against her lips as she bit softly at his nipple, making him pull in a shuddering breath. One by one, she kissed each of his abs, scraping her teeth lightly over his skin. By the time she settled herself between his legs, a drop of liquid had beaded on the tip of his cock, glistening and begging for her tongue.

      Looking up at him through her lashes, she swirled her tongue over his thick head, lapping up the taste of him. Her pussy clenched and she lost all interest in teasing. She needed him in her mouth. Needed to taste him and make him feel good. Needed a part of him inside her.

      On a long exhale, she slowly worked her mouth down his shaft in one long sweep, taking him deep. His fingers wove into her hair and his hips shifted on the bed.

      “Fuck, Kayla. Your mouth feels so damn good, baby,” he said, his voice raw and gritty with arousal. With her hand curled around the base of his cock, she found a slow, easy rhythm, taking as much of him as she could, working him with her mouth and hand. After a few moments, she released him with a pop and kissed her way up and down his shaft, licking and sucking, dragging her lips over his hot skin. Another drop had formed and she licked it away, the taste of him making her wetter. Making her throb. Making her want to please him.

      “Can you take more of me?” he asked, his hands tightening in her hair. She nodded and exhaling slowly through her nose, took him as deep as she possibly could, almost to her throat. “Good girl,” he said roughly before exerting gentle pressure on her head to move her mouth back up his shaft. He let out a rough groan and then urged her back down, his grip turning steely. Oh God, it was so hot letting him use her for his pleasure like this. Taking what he wanted.

      She gagged slightly and he eased up, giving control back to her, but as soon as she’d caught her breath, she took him to her throat again, loving the feeling of being so full of him.

      “You are so goddamn beautiful, Kayla,” he growled, flexing his hips up and pumping into her mouth. “You look so fucking sexy with my cock in your mouth. So gorgeous. So perfect.” She moaned, bobbing her head a little faster, the slide of his heavy cock over her tongue driving her insane. She could taste how much he liked it, too.

      He eased out of her mouth, his cock hard as steel and glistening. From the wicked smile on his face, she knew he had something else in mind and she was more than happy to play along. He leaned forward and kissed her, and it was so lush and sensual that it felt like a reward for sucking his cock so well.

      “On your back, gorgeous,” he said, his hands moving to her heavy, aching breasts, his thumbs flicking over her hard nipples. “Lie down so I can fuck these gorgeous tits.”

      Her pulse raced and her stomach exploded with swirling lust as she hurried to obey. Her pussy clenched and she could feel wetness on the insides of her thighs. No man had ever turned her on like this, had ever been so good at making her lose control and beg for more.

      He settled himself with his knees on either side of her ribs and she cupped her breasts, pushing them up and in for him. At a 38DD, she had plenty to work with. Sebastian curled his hand around the headboard and thrust his wet, hard cock between her breasts, sliding against her.

      “Shit, that’s so fucking hot,” he ground out, and she couldn’t argue. The sight of his cock disappearing between her breasts, the head emerging nestled between her cleavage was one of the hottest things she’d ever seen. She tucked her chin, angling her face so she could lick at his head with each thrust. He made a sound somewhere between a groan and a growl and heat sparkled over her from head to toe. Making Sebastian feel good was everything in that moment.

      He slowed his thrusts, his hips moving in tiny circles. “Fuck, I’m gonna come if I keep doing that.” Heat flashing in his eyes, he eased off of her and immediately settled himself between her legs. “Oh God, baby. You liked that, didn’t you? You’re soaked. Christ.”

      “I love making you feel good,” she said, the last word coming out as a long moan when he slicked his fingers up and down her slit.

      “The feeling is mutual, gorgeous,” he said, and then closed his mouth over her pussy, swirling his tongue over her clit in a lush, slow circle. Her hips jerked and everything inside her tightened, her clit throbbing. It felt as though everything inside her was swollen and achy. The entire world dropped away, her entire existence narrowed to the feeling of Sebastian’s mouth working over her pussy. Licking and sucking and kissing. Devouring.

      He pulled back a little and slipped two fingers inside her. She was so wet that they slid in easily, and she clenched around him as he fucked her slowly with them. She was so close to coming, her orgasm hovering just out of grasp. With his fingers still inside her, he curled them up, rubbing and stroking in a circle just as he sucked her swollen, throbbing clit into his mouth.

      The orgasm crashed through her like a sudden thunderstorm, the kind where it was sunny one minute and dark and booming the next. She shook and throbbed with the intensity of it, trying to breathe. But she couldn’t do anything but come, hard and long as she pulsed against Sebastian’s mouth, around his fingers. By the time he let her go, slipping his fingers free of her, she felt limp. Wrung out and boneless, in the best possible way.

      “On your hands and knees, baby,” he said from between her legs, nipping at her still shaking inner thighs. Only the promise of his cock inside her was enough to make her move. As she rolled onto her stomach and then braced herself up on all fours, Sebastian moved off of the bed and snagged one of the condoms from the nightstand, opening it with swift, sure movements. She clenched as she watched him roll the rubber down his length and stroke himself a couple of times. The sight of his big fist curled around his thick cock was beyond erotic and made her want him even more badly. She lowered herself to her elbows, pressing her ass up into the air.

      “Fuck me,” she said, barely recognizing her own voice, it was so thin and breathy with arousal. “Please, fuck me.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up in a sexy half smile and he knelt down on the bed behind her, slicking his cock through her folds, making her back arch and her hips press back against him. Angling his cock upward, he teased it over the seam of her ass, playing there just like he’d done with her breasts. Except with this, she felt like she was going to lose her mind with each swipe of his wet cock over her hole, her nerve endings sizzling.

      Without warning, he shifted his angle again and plunged inside her, filling her up with one stroke. Her pussy rippled around him, welcoming him as he stretched her. He gave her ass a smack, just hard enough to make her skin tingle and warm and then gripped her hips, pulling her back onto his thrusting cock. He dropped down over her, his chest to her back, his mouth dragging over her neck and shoulders as he established a hard, deep rhythm.

      “You feel so good, Kayla,” he said as he nipped her ear. “It’s so fucking good with you.” She opened her mouth to answer him, but all she could do was moan when he swiveled his hips in a circle. He took one of his hands from her hip and tangled it in her hair, tilting her head so he could kiss her. The slide of his tongue against hers matched the thrust of his cock, making her feel like she was melting. Dissolving into a puddle of bliss.

      He shifted slightly, changing the angle of his thrusts, making everything inside her tighten and pulse. “Oh God, I’m gonna come. Don’t stop, baby. Don’t stop. Make me come all over your cock,” she panted out, thrusting her hips back to meet him.

      If the first orgasm was a thunderstorm, all crashing and intense, the second one was like a sunrise, coming over her slowly, gradually illuminating every single nerve ending in her body with golden warmth. He smacked her ass again and growled, thrusting harder and deeper as the sun crested fully over the horizon. Pleasure pounded through her and she pressed her face into the mattress, unable to hold herself up on her shaking arms. She pulsed and throbbed around him, working his cock with her clenching pussy and he let out a low, guttural growl, the groan sounding as if it were ripped from somewhere deep inside him.

      “I wanna come all over your gorgeous ass,” he said, his voice tight and rough.

      “Yes,” she moaned, an echo of her orgasm beating through her at his words.

      He cried out and then pulled out of her. She heard the sound of him tearing the condom off and then half a second later felt the first hot spurt land on her left ass cheek. Marking her. Another spurt landed on her right, the feel of it making her almost giddy with lust despite the two orgasms she’d had. A third and final spurt landed right between her cheeks and she gasped when she felt it slip down over her hole.

      “Has anyone ever had you here, Kayla?” he asked, rubbing the head of his cock against her now slick hole. Heat seared through her entire body at the contact and her clit throbbed at the thought of Sebastian’s cock in her ass.

      She shook her head and made a sound something like “unnnnhhgghgghghhhuuuh.” It had never been something she’d really craved, but with Sebastian? She’d happily give him any part of her body he wanted. She already trusted him to make her feel incredible, even if he was taking her into uncharted territory.

      “Mmm,” he murmured, the sound heavy with approval and desire. He gave her hip a squeeze and then she felt the mattress move as he eased off the bed, disappearing into the bathroom. Distantly, she heard the water running, but she was too floaty and blissed out to really care what was going on around her. The mattress dipped as Sebastian returned, once again behind her. A warm, wet cloth smoothed gently over her skin, between her cheeks, between her legs as he tenderly and thoroughly cleaned her up. He was so thorough that by the time he was finished, a new ache had settled deep in her core.

      He put the cloth back in the bathroom and then returned to the bed, pulling her into his arms and kissing her, a slow, lingering kiss full of tenderness and care. She melted into him, and as they kissed, curled around each other, time seemed to lose all meaning. Eventually, he pulled away, kissing her cheek, her jaw, her neck, her ear.

      “That was unbelievable,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “You’re incredible.”

      She snuggled into him, savoring the solid warmth of him pressed against her. He was so big, so strong, that she felt safe and sheltered tucked against him like this. “I don’t want to leave,” she said, inhaling deeply, pulling the scent of him into her lungs. “I wish I could just stay here.”

      His arms tightened around her. “I know. Me too.”

      She pushed up slightly, her hand splayed over his gorgeous chest. “I’m not, like, trying to have the talk, but I want this to keep going.”

      He smiled at her, his eyes full of warmth. “I didn’t even think that was up for debate.”

      She was surprised at the relief swirling through her. “Oh. Good.”

      “I know that we have to get back to real life. I have lessons to teach, you have work back in the city. But once the snow stops, this isn’t over, Kayla. You said you were in. So am I.”

      Her heart felt like it was expanding in her chest as she kissed him again. This was totally crazy. Less than three days ago, she’d wanted to throttle him. Now, she was already figuring out how their lives fit together.

      “This feels a little surreal,” she said, her fingers playing in his chest hair. “Like a fairy tale.”

      “A very dirty fairy tale,” he grinned. “But I know what you mean.” He sighed and tucked her against him again, settling her head on his chest. She loved the way his deep voice vibrated against her as he spoke. “Not that long ago, I wouldn’t have trusted something that felt this good. I would’ve felt like I didn’t deserve it and would’ve ultimately found a way to wreck it.”

      “And now?” she asked, her heart hammering in her chest.

      “When I’m with you, I like who I am. More than I thought possible. You make me want to be worthy of this. Of us.”

      Us.

      The word beat through her brain, settling over her like the warmest, softest blanket.

      “So how are we going to do this?” she asked, biting her lip. Now that she knew the lay of the land, her mind immediately moved to the logistics.

      He smoothed a hand up and down her back. “You could come here on weekends. Not every weekend; I know you have a life outside of me. I could come into the city when I have time off. Max’s birthday is coming up and I was planning to visit for a couple of days then. And…” He trailed off, his movements stilling. “I don’t really know what’s next for me, come spring. I could come back to New York. I hadn’t planned to, but if I have a good reason, I would.”

      “I could take the train to Albany on Friday afternoons. That’s only what, like an hour from here?”

      He nodded. “I could absolutely pick you up in Albany.”

      “I could work on the train and while you’re teaching.”

      “I can teach you to ride, too, if you want to learn.”

      “Once my ankle’s healed, I’m willing to give it another shot.”

      “Then I guess we’ve got the next several weeks sorted out,” he said, and even though she couldn’t see his face, she could hear the smile in his voice.

      With a sigh, she closed her eyes and snuggled into him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh God, baby! I’m gonna come! Shit!”

      Sebastian clenched his jaw, trying to last though Kayla’s orgasm as he moved above her, her legs wound around his thrusting hips. She looked so beautiful, falling apart in his arms. So beautiful it almost hurt to look at her, like staring at the sun. Her pussy fluttered around him, pulling him deeper and he fell over the edge, his cock pulsing, his entire body on fire as he came.

      “Kayla,” he moaned, crushing his mouth to hers, his thrusts gradually slowing to a deep, circular grind as she rode out the last of her orgasm. She wound her arms around his neck, holding him close as they kissed, their bodies intertwined as they moved together. He felt drained, but in a good way. Like after a hard workout or a challenging day of riding. And it was no wonder, given how many times they’d had sex over the past twenty-four hours.

      How the hell had it only been twenty-four hours? Being locked away together, isolated from everyone and everything but each other had this weird way of accelerating time.

      Honestly, it felt like a honeymoon. One he didn’t want to end, but the clock was quickly ticking down, especially with the sound of snow removal equipment rumbling in the distance, cleaning up the resort.

      He broke the kiss and gently eased his sated cock out of her. After he’d disposed of the condom, he returned to their nest in front of the fire, made of pillows and throw blankets and the duvet from his bed. After they’d woken from their nap, they’d had dinner, then snuggled on the couch, watching one of the DVDs in the cabin. About halfway through, they’d ended up making out like teenagers on the couch, kissing and grinding.

      Make love to me in front of the fire.

      That had been Kayla’s request, one he’d been happy to oblige. When his woman asked him to make love to her, he wasn’t ever going to say no.

      His woman. That’s what she’d become over the past day, hadn’t she? They’d started off as adversaries, but once they’d given in to the chemistry burning between them, they’d quickly morphed into something else. Something much, much more than work rivals or former colleagues or even friends.

      With Kayla snuggled against him, a fierce wave of protectiveness surged through him, and he held her a little tighter. For her, he was willing to face his demons head on and slay them. She was so strong, so giving, so beautifully open and vulnerable with him that he wanted to be everything she needed and more. The way she looked at him, kissed him, held him, listened to him made him feel like he was worth a damn. She’d taken a chance on him even after everything he’d done. He’d showed her his scars and instead of running, she’d held him closer, making him feel seen and cared for in a way he hadn’t anticipated.

      “Will you tell me about how you grew up?” he asked. He wanted to know everything about her. Wanted every single piece of her that she was willing to share with him.

      She sighed, her fingers weaving through his chest hair. A day, and he was already addicted to the way she touched him. But unlike gambling, this was an addiction he was happy to indulge.

      “It was just me and my mom. I don’t have any brothers or sisters, and my father left  when I was two. I wouldn’t recognize him if I passed him on the street.”

      “I’m sorry. That sounds shitty,” he said, kissing the top of her head.

      “It was. We were always right on the edge of not having enough money. There was food on the table and the lights were on, but it was a struggle if another expense came up. Money was always tight. Always. And so mom decided that the best solution to that was to marry someone who’d take care of us.”

      Apprehension tightened Sebastian’s chest. “Based on your tone, I’m guessing things didn’t work out that way.”

      “No. My mom got married three times before my eighteenth birthday, and each guy was a total loser. A loser who could help us pay the bills, but a loser still. I just wanted to get out of there, so I focused on school, on getting a scholarship so I could go to college and leave that behind me. I had this plan…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “It sounds so stupid now, when I say it out loud. But I had this plan, my Perfect Life Plan, with steps and everything. And if I just followed the steps, my life would turn out better than my mom’s. I’d do everything I could to avoid making the same mistakes she had.”

      “What was on your plan?”

      She shrugged. “Go to school on a scholarship, get a degree, get a good job, marry Mr. Perfect.”

      His mouth went a little dry. “Mr. Perfect, huh?” While he was trying to get his life sorted out, he was far from Mr. Perfect and probably always would be.

      She let out a little laugh. “I told you it was stupid. We don’t always get to choose who we fall for.” A silence, heavy with meaning, hung between them. She cleared her throat softly and continued speaking. “I think that’s why I never had any successful relationships. I was always trying to date a resume, not a person. And if the guy didn’t meet my criteria, I wouldn’t even give him a chance.” She levered up on her elbow, her blond waves tumbling down over her shoulder. “Until you.”

      Sebastian’s heart leapt into his throat. She was so incredibly, heart-stoppingly beautiful with her sex mussed hair falling around her, the golden light of the fire bathing her bare skin. He lifted his head and kissed her, needing to connect with her. To feel her mouth against his and assure himself that this was, in fact, real.

      “Why me?” he asked, needing to understand.

      She smiled, one eyebrow arched. “Because you’re hot.”

      He poked her in the ribs, tickling her. “Only because I’m hot?”

      Her cheeks turned pink and she shook her head. “It helps, but no. It’s not only because of that. We’ve always had chemistry, always gotten under each other’s skin. I’ve always been drawn to you, and I think I saw things in you that I didn’t fully understand. Your sensitivity, your pain, your intelligence. You’re worth taking a chance on, so that’s what I’m doing.”

      He kissed her then, pulling her words deep inside. Savoring them. Treasuring them.

      “I thought I could mistake-proof my life if I just tried hard enough,” she whispered when he pulled away. “I think what I was doing instead was stopping myself from actually living my life. I was so scared to mess up that I didn’t dare follow what I actually wanted. It was the plan or nothing.”

      He wove his fingers through her hair. “Hey, I’m living proof of just how badly you can fuck up your life and survive. Mistakes aren’t something you can plan to avoid. They happen to everyone, and as long as you learn from them, as long as you grow, that’s what really matters. Mistakes are some of life’s greatest teachers.”

      She smiled at him. “That’s very wise, Bastian.”

      “I have my moments.”

      She laid back down, her head on his chest and he stroked a hand up and down her back. “So, if you threw the plan out the window, what would do you? Would you still be working at Silver Stream?”

      “Ha. For Stammler? No.”

      “So what would you do if you could do anything in the world? No fear of mistakes, no worrying about doing everything just right. What would you do if you were living for you?”

      She sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my career. I wanted that promotion so badly. But Stammler’s an asshole, and sometimes I feel like all I really do at Silver Stream is help rich guys get richer.”

      “You know, I always noticed that you seemed more enthusiastic about projects that had some kind of charitable or community-focused component. Like that development in Harlem with space for the after-school programs. Your passion really came through on that one.”

      “That’s very observant of you. Those were always my favorites. It felt rewarding, helping organizations find the space they needed, or connecting charities with opportunities.”

      “Well, I was your boss for three years.” He wound a lock of her hair around his finger. “Have you ever thought about working in the nonprofit sector?”

      “Not in any serious way, no. But I do like the idea of it. Using my skills to actually do some good in the world instead of just lining the pockets of the rich. Actually helping people and making a difference…it’d be nice to do something that means something, you know?”

      “Maybe it’s something you should look into if you’re ready to tell Stammler to fuck off. Which, in my opinion, you should. Davis, too. I never trusted that guy. He always seemed slimy to me.”

      “Davis? Really? I mean, he’s kind of a prick, but I don’t think he’s untrustworthy.”

      “That guy’s a climber, and I’ve heard the way he talks to you. He wants you out of his way.”

      She lifted her head slowly, meeting his eyes. “Do you think he might’ve been the one to mess with the food?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. It’s definitely worth looking into. Keep a close eye on him. He’s a snake.”

      She nodded, her expression solemn. “Okay. I will.”

      “But let’s circle back to this ‘Kayla finding a job she actually loves’ thing. For what it’s worth, I think you’d be amazing working for a foundation or community organization. They need people with your skills and expertise.” He kissed her temple. “And you deserve a fulfilling job.”

      “It’s definitely something to think about, because I’m not sure how much longer I can stomach working for Stammler. At least you were always nice to me, even if you weren’t around when I needed you.” Her expression shifted, her eyes meeting his. “So…the entire time you were my boss, you wanted me?”

      He rolled her under him and kissed her. “The entire fucking time, Kayla. You used to drive me insane with those pencil skirts and those high heels and that red lipstick. You were one of the few people who called me on my shit, and I liked that too. From the start, I thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. And then as we worked together, I saw how smart and driven and talented you are. You impressed me constantly.”

      “And yet you never gave any indication that…” She shook her head.

      “I was your boss, Kayla. It would’ve been borderline at best.” He kissed her. “Plus I had the distinct impression that you didn’t feel the same way about me, and I didn’t want to do anything to make you uncomfortable. Yeah, I had a lot of issues at Silver Stream and I wasn’t the boss or mentor you deserved, but I wasn’t going to put you in that kind of position.”

      “Mmm. And yet now I like all the positions you put me in.”

      His heart thumped happily against his chest and he kissed her. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve this gift, but he was going to do everything within his power to cherish it.
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      With her suitcase wheeling along behind her, Kayla carefully stepped out of her building’s elevator, grateful for the simple cane the resort staff had insisted she take with her to help her home. It felt so strange being back in the city, back in her building. So much had happened that it felt like she’d been gone for a lot longer than just five days.

      Amazing how much could change in five days.

      That morning, after slow and sleepy sex with Sebastian, he’d called for a snowmobile to take her back to the resort. She had to get her stuff together to head back home with her colleagues, and he had a day full of lessons. As they’d waited for the snowmobile, they’d stood on the porch together, the sun dazzling against the snow, making it sparkle. He’d kissed her and kissed her and kissed her, only letting her go when the buzz of the snowmobile cut through the quiet morning air. She’d promised him that she’d text and that she’d be back on Friday.

      She was already counting down the seconds. On the charter bus ride back to the city, she’d booked her train ticket for Friday afternoon, sending him a screenshot of the confirmation. His text back, a couple of hours later, had made her smile because the same thought was bouncing through her brain.

      Sebastian: Is it Friday yet?

      Kayla: No. It’s still Sunday, somehow.

      Sebastian: What about now?

      Kayla: Still no.

      Sebastian: This is going to be a long week, isn’t it?

      Kayla: You’re telling me. And you don’t have to deal with Stammler tomorrow morning.

      Sebastian: Don’t take his shit, baby. Stand up for yourself.

      Kayla: I’ll try. How’d your lesson with Chase go?

      Sebastian: Really good. He has so much raw talent. He can land tricks that I find tough, even now. But his attitude sucks and I don’t get the sense that his parents think this could actually be anything serious for him.

      Kayla: Hmmm. Talented, crappy attitude, unsupportive parents…I think he’s lucky you’re in his corner.

      Sebastian: I like working with him. When I don’t want to strangle him, that is. I gotta go, I have a group lesson starting in 10.

      Kayla: Okay. I miss you already.

      Sebastian: I miss you too. Text me when you get home safe.

      Kayla: I will.

      Yeah, five days could change everything, couldn’t it? Five days could undo three years of animosity. Five days was long enough to make her question what she wanted and how she wanted her life to be.

      She accidentally banged her suitcase against the door to her apartment and heard Willa’s voice from inside.

      “Hello? Is someone there?”

      “It’s just me,” she called back, hoping she hadn’t scared her. As she fumbled for her keys in her purse, she heard the lock flip and the door opened.

      “Hey, you made it back! Mostly in one piece, I see,” she said gesturing at Kayla’s cane. “Here, let me help you.” She took Kayla’s suitcase and purse from her, putting them in Kayla’s bedroom. When she came back, she helped Kayla take off her coat and boots, too. “Did you wipe out on the ski hill?” she asked, no doubt noticing the tensor bandage still around Kayla’s ankle.

      “Yeah, I twisted my ankle pretty good, but it’s already feeling better than it was. Another few days and I’m sure it’ll be fine. It’s no big deal, really.”

      With her coat and shoes put away, Willa tilted her head and scrutinized her. “You should’ve asked me to come pick you up at Port Authority.”

      Kayla waved her off. “It’s fine. I took a cab, and I have this very sexy cane.”

      Willa pouted. “I wish you would’ve called me.” But she let it go quickly and headed into the kitchen. “You want some tea?”

      “Tea sounds good.” She shuffled into the living room and plopped herself down on the couch, noting Willa’s discarded laptop and multiple notebooks open with various scribbles. The computer screen was filled with code that meant literally nothing to Kayla. She’d always been impressed with Willa’s tech skills. She was a total whiz, especially when it came to coding and design.

      “So how was the rest of the retreat? I didn’t hear from you again, but I just assumed you were busy.”

      “Oh, I was pretty busy,” she murmured, blood rushing to her face.

      A few minutes later, Willa returned, two steaming mugs of peppermint tea—Kayla’s favorite—in her hands. Kayla took one gratefully, curling her fingers around the mug’s warmth. Willa sat down on the couch beside her, then blew over the surface of her tea and took a cautious sip.

      She frowned. “You look different,” she said slowly, her eyes roving over Kayla from head to toe.

      “I do?”

      “Yeah. You’re kind of glowing. Was there a spa at the resort?”

      She shook her head, biting her lip as her cheeks grew even hotter. “There is, but I didn’t go. The glow you’re seeing is probably from all the sex I had. With Sebastian.”

      Willa’s eyes went wide. “As in Prescott? That Sebastian? The one you spent the past three years complaining about?”

      “That’d be the one.”

      “Oh. My. God.” She set her tea down and clapped her hands together excitedly. “I knew you didn’t hate him!”

      “No, I definitely don’t hate him, especially after we had sex eight times. And I lost track of how many times I came. I don’t even know.”

      “No wonder you’re glowing,” said Willa, a hint of jealousy in her voice. “Ooh, the Prescotts are horrible, stay away from them,” she said in a teasing tone. “What’s that saying about protesting too much?”

      Kayla laughed, remembering their conversation from just a week ago. “I’m willing to admit when I’m wrong, and I was wrong about Sebastian. Very wrong, in fact.”

      “So…was this like a ‘let’s bang it out of our systems’ kind of situation? Because when we talked on the phone, I got the distinct impression that there was more than just attraction there.”

      Kayla sipped her tea. “You’d be right about that, too. We’re dating now. He’s…I guess he’s my boyfriend?” She shook her head, still kind of amazed at everything that had happened. “I already bought a train ticket to go back next weekend.”

      Willa leaned forward and pressed the palm of her hand to Kayla’s forehead. “Just making sure you don’t have a fever, because this is a pretty dramatic turnaround.”

      “I know. I know it is. But…” She stared into her tea, warmth suffusing her at the memory of everything she’d shared with Sebastian that weekend. Not just the sex, but connecting with him on a deeper, more emotional level. “For once, I’m deviating from the plan and following my heart. It’s scary, but it feels right. It feels good.”

      Willa reached out and squeezed Kayla’s knee. “Then I’m happy for you. Surprised, but happy.”

      “Surprised but happy sums up how I’m feeling, too.”

      “Does anyone else know?”

      “About me and Sebastian? I don’t think so. But it’s not a secret. It’s not like he’s my boss anymore.”

      At that, Willa’s cheeks went pink and she took a long sip of her tea. “Yeah,” she said after a minute. “It’s always a bad idea to get involved with the boss.”

      Kayla shifted on the couch slightly, an idea forming. “You know, Bastian mentioned that it’s Max’s birthday soon. Not this coming weekend but next, I think? He’s coming into the city and Theo and Lauren should be in town, too. If there’s a dinner or a drinks thing, you should come. You know, because you’re my friend and you’re close with Lauren and Theo.”

      Willa looked at her, hesitation written all over her face. But then she nodded slowly. “Maybe, yeah.”

      “Good. I’m going to go take a shower and try to get some stuff organized for tomorrow morning. I have a feeling Stammler’s going to want to see me first thing to debrief about the retreat so he can make sure I know how unhappy he is with how everything went.”

      “Eep. Good luck with that.”

      “Thanks. I think I’m going to need it.” She carefully rose from the couch, happy to find she could put more weight on her foot than this morning. “And Willa? Thanks. For being so cool and understanding and not giving me a hard time about this.”

      She grinned. “Why would I give you a hard time? I just want you to be happy. Go. Take your shower. I have broken code to fix.”
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      “I know you just wanna drop in and catch air, I get that,” said Sebastian, his arms crossed in front of his chest. Chase said nothing, just stood there with his hands in his pockets, pretending he wasn’t listening. “But you can already land crazy tricks. That’s not what we need to work on. If you want to improve, we have to focus on the supporting skills. That’s why we’re doing steering drills today. When you drop back into the pipe, you don’t steer into it enough, which costs you speed, and losing speed costs you the ability to get your rotations in. This especially happens on your toe side wall. We’re going to work on dropping back in and when you do, dropping your lead shoulder down too, making sure your hip and front knee are lined up right.”

      “I know how to ride,” he said sullenly.

      “Listen, if you just want to ride, there’s a time and a place for that. Book a lift ticket and get out there. But this is a lesson. It’s my job to help you improve.”

      Chase looked up at him, squinting through the hair swooping over his eyes. “But, like, what if I try, like really try, and I don’t get better?”

      Sebastian laid a hand on Chase’s shoulder. “Listen to me, kid. You have tons of talent. You do. You’re already way better than I was at your age. But anyone can improve with practice and the right help. Anyone. Especially if it’s what you really want. Is getting better what you want?”

      Chase hesitated, shuffling back and forth on the spot on his board. “Yeah. Cause, like…there’s like this competition? In a couple of weeks? Over in Killington?”

      Sebastian grinned. “Yeah? You wanna do it?”

      “I mean, kinda? But my mom said it was stupid and too far, and like, you need an actual coach to like, enter you and stuff.” He tilted his head, looking at Sebastian. “Like, if I did it, do you think that you could maybe enter me? Like as my coach?”

      He leaned forward, an excited feeling taking over his entire body, making his chest feel like it was expanding. “Yeah, dude. I think I like totally could.”

      For the first time since they’d started working together, Chase smiled. Not a snarky, sarcastic, smartass smile, but a real, genuine one. “Really?”

      “Sure. Bring me the forms next time you come.”

      “Okay. I will.”

      “And listen, I’m sorry your mom isn’t on board with this. I had a similar experience and I’m here to tell you that it’s okay. If you want it, you need to go for it. She might not believe in you, but I do.”

      “That’s super corny.”

      “Saying corny stuff is part of a coach’s job. Come on. Let’s work on those steering drills.”
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      Sebastian: So I’m officially coaching Chase at a big competition in a couple of weeks. He asked me to.

      Kayla: That’s amazing!! With all of your experience, I bet you’d be an awesome coach.

      Sebastian: Thanks, baby. I’m excited. Mentoring Chase feels really good. Like it’s what I’m supposed to be doing.

      Kayla: I love that. I’m really excited for you!

      Sebastian: How’s everything going at work?

      Kayla: It’s only Wednesday morning and Stammler has yelled at me four times this week. I walked out of his office this morning and told him to reach my admin if he needed anything. He was really pissed, but damn that felt good.

      Sebastian: Good! I wish I could’ve seen the look on his face when you walked out on him. You’re a fucking VP, he can’t talk to you that way.

      Kayla: You know, at first I thought I was being paranoid about him talking down to me and giving me work that isn’t appropriate for my position, but I don’t think I was. He talks down to all of the female execs.

      Sebastian: He’s such a fucking pig.

      Kayla: Agreed. And speaking of pigs, Davis has been a gigantic pain in my ass. He’s been insubordinate multiple times since we got back from the retreat. So I started termination paperwork for him.

      Sebastian: I love it, Kayla not taking anyone’s shit. It’s awesome.

      Kayla: It does feel pretty awesome, I have to admit. It completely goes against my original plan, but I’ve been deviating from that quite a bit lately with pretty good results. Thanks for inspiring me.

      Sebastian: Always happy to help. And speaking of helping, I have a favor to ask.

      Kayla: Sure.

      Sebastian: When you come on Friday (ha, pun most definitely intended), bring some work clothes and red lipstick. I have an idea.

      Kayla: I think I’m going to really like this idea.

      Sebastian: Oh, you’re going to fucking love it.

      Kayla: Is it Friday yet?

      Sebastian: Soon, gorgeous. Soon.
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      Sebastian pulled the snowmobile to a stop in front of his cabin, savoring the feel of Kayla behind him, her arms wrapped around him, her thighs bracketing his. He’d picked her up in Albany about ninety minutes ago, using one of the resort’s SUVs, and they’d spent the entire ride back to Blizzard Ridge talking about their weeks. About Stammler and Davis, about Chase, about how Kayla’s entire friend group was giving her a lot of good-natured ribbing over the fact that they were together.

      Together. Fuck, that word felt good.

      He cut the engine and stepped off, then retrieved her weekend bag from the little sled attached to the back of the snowmobile, slinging it over his shoulder. He helped Kayla off and pulled her into his arms. He’d kissed her at the train station, and again in the car, but they’d been in public, so he hadn’t kissed her nearly as thoroughly as he’d wanted. Now, alone in front of his cabin, he was going to take his time rediscovering the sweetness of her mouth.

      He closed his mouth over hers and she let out a soft moan, swaying into him, her gloved hands fisted in his jacket. The kiss was slow and leisurely, but still simmering with heat. They’d only been together a short while, but he was already convinced that he’d never get enough of kissing this woman. Never.

      He felt her shiver against him and reluctantly broke the kiss. They were having a cold snap in the mountains, with temperatures below zero all week.

      “I swear, it must be twenty degrees colder here than in the city,” she said, shivering again.

      “Let’s go inside and I’ll get a fire going.” He took her hand, watching her as she took the stairs a little cautiously. “Your ankle seems a lot better,” he commented as they stepped onto the porch and he set about unlocking the door.

      “It is. It really only hurts if I stand on it too long now.”

      He turned to face her, trailing his fingers over her cheek. “I can’t even tell you how grateful I am that you weren’t seriously hurt.”

      She smiled up at him, warmth shining out at him from her emerald eyes. “I’m grateful for everything that happened last weekend, Sebastian. Not turning into a human popsicle is definitely great, but connecting with you is even better.”

      He bent down and kissed her again, and then pushed open the door to the cabin. The second the door was closed, shutting out the biting cold, he backed her against it, his mouth on hers. “I fucking missed you,” he said, filling his palms with her ass and lifting her. She wound her legs around his waist, kissing him back hungrily.

      “I missed you too, Bastian. I touched myself every night thinking about you.”

      “Good girl,” he murmured against her mouth, his tongue sliding against hers. Need burned through him, making his cock throb, making his stomach tighten and his heart pound. The idea of Kayla touching herself to thoughts of him was beyond hot. Granted, he’d done the same thing, stroking himself daily to thoughts of Kayla. It was satisfying to know she wanted him just as badly. More than satisfying.

      He ground his hips against her, pinning her against the door, and she moaned into his mouth. Her hands tugged off his beanie, tossing it to the floor as she writhed against him. Slowly, he gentled his kiss, pulling away and carefully setting her down. She let out an impatient huff and he kissed her forehead.

      “Let’s eat dinner first. I promise, you’re going to need your energy later.”

      She smiled and started peeling herself out of her winter gear. “I guess I am a little hungry.”

      “Good. Because I went up to the resort earlier this afternoon and picked up dinner for us. I just need to reheat it.”

      “Ooh, what did you get? Burgers?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “No, baby. I got us a cheese plate, fresh fruit, mushroom ravioli, and apple pie.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Sorry, I think I might’ve drooled a little.”

      “Why don’t you settle in and I’ll get dinner heated up and the fire going?”

      She nodded and moved toward his bed, setting her bag down on it and then disappeared into the bathroom. All week, he’d missed the sounds of her moving around his little cabin. He’d missed the feel of her body tucked against his at night. He’d missed the sound of her laugh and talking to her about anything and everything. When he was with her, life just felt right in a way that it hadn’t for him in a very long time.

      Once he’d put the ravioli and apple pie in the oven to warm, he quickly made a fire in the fireplace and then arranged pillows and blankets in front of it. A pang of guilt shot through him that he wasn’t serving wine or champagne with the romantic dinner he’d planned, but it was too risky. It didn’t bother him at all if Kayla had a drink. If they were eating in a restaurant, he wouldn’t care if she had a glass or two of wine with dinner. He just didn’t trust himself enough yet to have alcohol in his house. He hadn’t had a drink since the day before he’d gotten fired and he wanted to keep that sober streak going.

      “That smells so good,” she said, stepping out of the bathroom. She’d put her hair up into a high ponytail, and was wearing a Fair Isle print sweater and jeans. City girl that she was, she looked totally at home and at ease up here in the mountains.

      “We can start with the cheese and fruit while the ravioli heats up,” he said, grabbing the cheese plate from the fridge and taking it into the living room. She settled herself in front of the fire, her eyes roaming around the cabin.

      “I’m really, really happy to be back here,” she said softly, her eyes bright. “Like, really freaking happy. I was counting down the seconds all week.”

      He grinned at her and sat down. “Me too, baby. Me too.”

      They talked as they ate, the conversation flowing easily from topic to topic. Work, friends, their families. He told her about Aerin’s twins, due in June.

      She took a sip of her ginger ale, studying him thoughtfully. “Do you ever see yourself having kids?” she asked, and then took a bite of her ravioli.

      In any other situation, that question probably would’ve scared him, or at least had him clamming up. But being with Kayla, he could feel something shifting inside him. He felt like a lobster who was outgrowing his shell, the exterior he’d once taken shelter in becoming constricting. It took pain and vulnerability to shed that shell, but only then could he really grow.

      “You know, a few months ago, I would’ve said no,” he said with a shrug. “But my future looked pretty different then than it does now.” He reached out, weaving his fingers with hers. “It’s not something I’ve thought a lot about, to be honest. But with the right person, in the right circumstances? Yeah. I think maybe I do see myself as a dad. What about you?”

      “I do. Maybe only one baby. I worry about balancing parenthood with my career ambitions. But I do want to be a mom.”

      A silence fell over them, heavy with meaning. He gave her fingers a squeeze and then let go. “For what it’s worth, you’ll make a great mom someday.”

      She blushed and looked into the fire. “Thank you.”

      The conversation veered back to safer topics, and then, as they were eating their apple pie, she tilted her head, cocking an eyebrow at him. “So…I brought the items you asked me for. A blouse and a pencil skirt and the red lipstick.” She bit her lip, her eyes bright. “What did you have in mind?”

      He grinned, his cock growing heavy. “I’m not your boss anymore, but what if we pretended, just for a little while, that I was?”

      A wide smile spread across her face. “You want to role play your fantasy.”

      He nodded. “If you’re up for it.”

      “Well, I’m already wet just thinking about it, so I’d say that’s a yes.”

      He leaned forward and kissed her. “Go get changed when you’re finished eating.”

      She smirked at him. “Yes sir, Mr. Prescott.”
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      Kayla stepped out of Sebastian’s bathroom wearing a black button-down blouse, unbuttoned low enough that the lacy top of her soft pink bra peeked through, a matching set of lacy panties under her light gray pencil skirt and a pair of black pumps. She was a little nervous about the heels with her newly healed ankle, but she had a feeling she wouldn’t be standing in them very much. She’d taken her hair down, leaving it falling around her shoulders and had slicked on her favorite red lipstick. The one Sebastian had admitted he wanted to see smeared all over his cock.

      God.

      A giddy thrill charged through her at the knowledge that she was very likely about to get her brains fucked out. She clenched, her lacy panties already wet. Anticipation had her stomach fluttering.

      She smiled when she took in the scene he’d created. He’d set himself up at the kitchen table, his laptop open. He’d even changed into a white button-down and olive green pants. His collar was open, just like it had usually been at work, and his sleeves were rolled up, exposing his forearms.

      A sudden, intense emotion slammed into her and it took her a second to identify it. She pressed a hand against her chest as she stared at him. He wasn’t just attractive or hot. He was beautiful, physically, but on a deeper level than that too. Scars and all, he was beautiful.

      It was regret knotting her belly, she realized. Regret that she hadn’t been better to him, that she’d wasted three years of her life wishing he didn’t exist. Regret that maybe, just maybe, if she hadn’t been so busy judging him, she would’ve seen below the surface.

      She cleared her throat softly and stepped forward. He didn’t look up from his computer, simply calling her into his “office” with a crooked finger. He kept typing whatever it was he was typing, making her stand there, waiting. Finally, he finished and closed the laptop.

      “Kayla. You wanted to see me?”

      She moved forward, still standing several feet away from him. “Yes. I need your help.”

      “Which project?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

      She shook her head, her hair ticking her oversensitive skin. “It’s not a project. It’s actually…it’s more of a personal problem.”

      He frowned, his brows knitting together. “Is everything okay?”

      She swallowed and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Um, yeah. Everything’s okay. I’ve just been having a really hard time concentrating at work lately. I can’t seem to focus.”

      He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Any idea what’s causing this? It’s not like you to be unfocused.”

      She bit her lip and met his eyes. “Um. I’m not sure how to say this.”

      “You can talk to me, Kayla. I’m your boss. It’s my job to make sure you have what you need to perform at your best.”

      “Well, um, the problem is you.”

      His eyes widened. “Me? In what way?”

      She inhaled a shaky breath and moved closer to the desk. “Every day, I come in here, and I have to look at you. I have to listen to you. Sometimes, when you’re close, I can even smell you. And I can’t focus because all I can think about is you and how fucking hot you are.”

      His nostrils flared and he shifted in his chair. “I see.”

      “Let me show you,” she said softly and came around to his side of the desk. She moved the laptop to the side and sat down, then slowly spread her legs, the movement causing her skirt to ride up. “Look how wet you make me, Mr. Prescott. How am I supposed to concentrate on anything when I’m soaking my panties every time you’re in the room?”

      She glanced down and could see that she’d indeed made a very noticeable wet spot because playing this game with him was beyond sexy. Her skin felt like it was on fire, arousal burning through her.

      He made a gruff sound, his eyes dark and intense. “Mmm. That is quite the personal problem, isn’t it?” He slid a hand up her calf, over her knee and to her inner thigh, stopping several inches short of where she wanted him. “And how do you suggest I help you with this?”

      She moved her panties to the side, exposing her pussy to him. “Maybe if you made me come, I’d be able to get some work done.”

      He moved closer, inhaling deeply. “If I help you with this, no one can know, Kayla. This will have to be our secret.” He trailed his fingers over the seam of her thigh, brushing against her outer lips.

      She sucked in shaky breath. “I promise I won’t tell anyone. I promise. Just…please make me come. Please. I can’t take this anymore.”

      “Take your panties off. I don’t want anything in my way while I take care of this pretty pussy.”

      Standing in front of him, she hiked her skirt up to her hips and then slipped her panties down her legs, carefully stepping out of them. He took the scrap of lace from her fingers and shoved it into his pocket.

      “I’m going to hang on to these since you’ve already ruined them.” Then he reached out and gave her hip a possessive squeeze. “Up on the desk. Spread your legs for me.”

      She sat on the edge of the table, leaning back on her hands, anticipation throbbing through her as he moved his chair closer.

      “Please, Mr. Prescott,” she whispered, trembling with how turned on she was. “Please.”

      “Please what?” he asked. He skated his palm over her wet folds, making her gasp.

      “Please take care of my needy pussy so I can get some work done.”

      He worked his fingers up and down her slit, spreading her moisture around and then circled her clit with agonizing slowness. She bit her lip and moaned.

      “You have to be quiet, Kayla. No one can know that I’m helping you with this.” He took his fingers away from her clit and slid his palm over her again, the wet, slippery pressure of his entire hand on her exquisite.

      “Okay. I’ll be quiet, I promise.”

      “Good girl,” he murmured, still playing with her. “I can’t believe you’ve been walking around this wet and swollen.”

      “It’s been torture,” she whispered, watching as he returned his fingers to her clit. It seemed to swell beneath his skilled touch and she clamped her mouth shut, desperately trying not to make a sound.

      He leaned forward and kissed her clit, working it slowly with his lips and tongue, and it took everything she had not to scream at the sensation of his mouth on her.

      “Mr. Prescott, I didn’t…” She shook her head, and he looked up at her, his mouth still on her pussy.

      “You didn’t expect to show me a pussy this gorgeous, this wet and pink and think I wasn’t going to taste it, did you?”

      “Does it taste good?” she asked, feigning sudden shyness.

      He swirled his tongue around her clit several times before answering. “It tastes like fucking heaven, Kayla. All this sweetness just for me,” he growled, and then closed his mouth over her, kissing her deeply. She couldn’t seem to keep her hips still and she knew she wasn’t going to last much longer before her orgasm exploded through her.

      He pulled away and slid two fingers inside her, fucking her slowly. Despite her best efforts, she moaned and he let out a low chuckle.

      “You like having your pussy stuffed full, don’t you? Does that help with the ache deep inside you?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she whimpered, her lips clamped shut. “I think about your cock inside me constantly.” She was losing herself in the fantasy, letting it mix with reality, mix with her own fantasies she’d once had about him. That twinge of regret was still there, that maybe they could’ve found their way to each other so much sooner if she’d actually seen him. Maybe she could’ve prevented his downward spiral. She knew that his problems then hadn’t been her responsibility, but now that she cared about him and knew how bad things had been, she wished she could’ve helped, somehow.

      “You should’ve come to me sooner,” he said, still fucking her with his fingers. “I would’ve helped you with this as soon as it became a problem.” He pulled his fingers out and returned to her clit, massaging in deliciously wet circles. Her pussy spasmed, everything inside her tightening, twisting, burning under his touch. “How do you want to come?”

      “Your mouth,” she said quickly. “Make me come with your mouth. Please. Please.” She was begging and she didn’t care.

      He spread her open with his thumbs and flicked his tongue over her pulsing clit. She let out a loud moan, unable to stop herself. Her hips jerked as he sucked her clit into his mouth, the pressure inside her building. A sharp, squeezing feeling started low in her belly, and she knew she was going to come hard. He’d stopped teasing and was eating her with licks and sucks, the feeling of his tongue and lips sliding over her beautifully intense. Something inside her burst and she came, pleasure scorching through her as she screaming his name, grinding herself against his mouth. He pulled away, slowly slicking his hand back and forth over her still convulsing pussy as she rode out the last pulses of her orgasm.

      “Better?” he asked, his voice like gravel. She felt the sound of it somewhere deep inside her as it sparked fresh arousal.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said breathlessly. “I think I can go back to work now.” She knew they weren’t done, but she was trying to stay in character. To give him this. To give them this.

      “Not so fast,” he said, pulling his hand away. “You haven’t said thank you yet. Not properly.”

      She licked her lips, swallowing. “And what does properly look like?”

      “It looks like those pretty red lips stretched around my cock.”

      “Yes, sir,” she practically moaned, carefully lowering herself from the table and kneeling down in front of him. She slid her hands up his muscled thighs and to his cock, hard and straining against his zipper. Her hands shook a little as she popped open the button and eased the zipper down. He rose just enough to pull his pants and boxer briefs down over his hips, freeing his cock. She reached for him, wrapping her fingers around him and squeezing. He let out a low groan that she felt in her core.

      “Oh my God, Mr. Prescott,” she whispered. “You’re so big.”

      “You make me so fucking hard, Kayla. Maybe you’re not the only one who’s had a difficult time concentrating.”

      She hummed as she stroked him, playing with the pre-cum slicking his head. “We both need to be able to focus on work, don’t we?”

      “We do. Now show me how grateful you are that I’m helping you with your problem.”

      She nuzzled her face against his shaft, deliberately rubbing her lips against him and leaving a smear of red lipstick behind. “Oops. I got my lipstick on you.”

      His gaze was scorching as he stared at the mark she’d left and another drop of pre-cum appeared. Lust swirled in her belly, and she leaned forward and lapped it up, the taste of him driving her nearly insane with wanting him. He wove his fingers into her hair, his grip tight.

      “Get that lipstick all over my cock, baby. Give me that beautiful mouth.”

      She swirled her tongue over his head and then took him deep, as far back as she possibly could. A thrill charged through her at how much of him she’d taken, wanting so badly to be good for him. To make this as hot for him as it was for her.

      His hips shifted and he pulled out of her mouth, his cock sliding over her tongue before plunging back in. “Yes,” he hissed. “Suck that cock like a good girl. Say thank you.”

      She moaned around him and sucked him deep again, deliberately dragging her lips over his shaft, smearing her lipstick all over him the way he’d fantasized about. She had to admit, it was hot as hell. Already, fresh wetness was slicking her inner thighs, a needy ache settling between her legs.

      He groaned and leaned back in the chair, watching her suck him eagerly. “Good girl,” he praised, making her skin feel hot. “So fucking good.”

      She released him and kissed up and down his length. “Your cock looks good covered in my lipstick.”

      “Mmm,” he murmured in agreement. “The only place in might look better is buried inside your pussy.”

      She swallowed him again, bobbing her head as she tried to push him to the point of no return. She wanted him inside her, wanted to get him to the point where he couldn’t take any more. The head of his cock nudged the back of her throat, making her gag a little, and he made an almost pained sound. He pulled her off his cock and lifted her back onto the table in one smooth movement, his mouth crashing down on hers. She sighed as his tongue caressed hers, winding herself around him. His cock slid against her pussy and they both moaned. He teased them both, working himself against her, coating himself in her.

      “I need to fuck you,” he ground out, sliding his head over her swollen clit. “I shouldn’t, but I want you too fucking much.”

      “I want you inside me so bad,” she whispered, watching as he pulled a condom from the pocket of his pants, opening it and rolling it on in what had to be record time. “Fill me up, Mr. Prescott. I want to go back to work knowing you were just inside me. Fuck me so hard that I feel you for the rest of the day.”

      “Christ,” he moaned and then slowly pushed into her, his arms wrapped around her, supporting her back. She wound her legs around his waist, pulling him closer. She stretched around him, the feeling of him working his way inside, inch by inch, a burning sweetness she’d never get enough of. He held still for a moment once he was fully inside her and then kissed her, a slow, deep kiss that she knew was from the real Sebastian. Her Sebastian, not the fantasy version.

      Her Sebastian. God, that felt good. Still a little surreal, but so, so good.

      She felt so exquisitely full with Sebastian inside her, the slide of his thick cock over her nerve endings driving her crazy, making her shake and moan as he teased her with agonizingly slow strokes.

      “Touch yourself, baby,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I want you to come all over me again.”

      “Yes, sir,” she whispered, slipping a hand between them, tracing her fingers over where they were joined, his cock thrusting faster now between her fingers. “Your cock does look even better inside me,” she said, then started circling her clit. His hips slammed against hers, making the table rock and creak as he established a hard, delicious rhythm, taking her with deep, almost brutal strokes.

      “You’re so tight I can barely stand it. Fuck, I’m gonna come soon.” He slowed his thrusts and kissed her again. “You’re so perfect, baby. God. Thank you.”

      She knew that his whispered words weren’t part of the game but were meant for her, the real her, making her chest tight with the sweetness of them. It was the sheer tenderness in his voice that sent her over the edge, her clit spasming and her pussy rippling around him as pleasure stormed through her, making it impossible to breathe or think. Making it impossible to do anything but feel. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she knew that it no longer belonged just to her. A part of it belonged to Sebastian now.

      He groaned and drove into her with a few halting thrusts of his hips, his cock flexing and pulsing inside her. He closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to hers, his breathing heavy. For a moment, she just held him, their bodies connected. When he opened his eyes, she knew the game was over from the playful warmth shining out at her.

      “Holy shit, baby,” he breathed, kissing her softly. “Holy shit.”

      “Mmm,” she murmured in agreement. “That was so unbelievably hot.”

      He kissed her again. “Thank you. For being open and trusting enough to do that with me.” She sighed, melting into him as he kissed her and kissed her, his cock stirring a little inside her.

      She wove her fingers through his hair, her forehead pressed to his. “I do trust you, Bastian. I do.”

      It wasn’t a question of if she wasn’t going to fall for him, she realized. Only a matter of how hard and how fast.
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      For Sebastian, being back in the city after over three months away felt strange in a way he wasn’t prepared for. He’d grown up in Manhattan, had lived a huge portion of his life there and had always considered it home. But now, being back, it didn’t feel like home. It just felt like a place he knew, a place that was familiar but not necessarily his. He was pretty sure that Manhattan hadn’t undergone some dramatic change over the past several weeks, which meant that the city that he’d once called home felt different because he was different.

      Which could only be a good thing, given how shitty his life had been when he’d taken off for Vermont without a plan. He’d been miserable. Absolutely, unequivocally miserable. His life had crashed and burned and he’d hated the man he’d become.

      But now? He didn’t hate himself anymore, and he knew it was because of the work he’d done to turn his life around. He’d found a job that he actually liked. He’d reconnected with a lost part of himself. He was working on all of his impulse control issues and making progress. He’d fucked up his life pretty badly, and now, he was actually taking responsibility for his shit instead of blaming the world for everything that had gone wrong.

      On top of all that, he’d found an amazing woman and had started to fall for her. Being with Kayla showed him that the man he wanted to be wasn’t out of reach. He felt so good when he was with her. So centered and happy. He never felt like something was missing, or that he needed to chase some adrenaline high just to feel good. Just sitting on the couch with her curled up against him while they watched a movie made him feel like he had everything he’d ever need, right there.

      She was good for him, plain and simple. And for the first time in a very, very long time, he believed he deserved good things in his life. She’d given that to him. Kayla.

      He liked to think that he’d been good for her, too. She’d stood up to Stammler, fired Davis, and seemed more confident and sure of herself than ever. He was proud of how brightly she was shining. Proud that a woman like that had chosen him.

      He’d come into the city for his brother Max’s birthday and Kayla had surprised him by booking them a room at The Beekman so they could have their privacy instead of staying with Lucian or at Kayla’s place. She hadn’t wanted to traumatize Willa, she’d joked, but there was probably some truth to that statement given what they’d done to that hotel room. On the bed. In the shower. On the floor. Against the wall. They’d even accidentally broken a lamp. Not that he was sorry. Sex with Kayla was far and away the best sex he’d ever had in his life, and he loved that she wanted him just as much as he wanted her. It was chemistry and lust, yeah, but there was also more to it than that.

      It was connection. It was partnership. It was tenderness and passion and care.

      Now, the night of Max’s birthday dinner, everyone was seated at a table in one of Lucian’s restaurants—he owned several, as well as multiple bars and nightclubs—this one an upscale steakhouse in Hell’s Kitchen called The Stonewall Chophouse. The interior was swanky and dark, with wood paneling and leather everywhere. Dim lighting gave the place an intimate glow as old school jazz played quietly through hidden speakers. The air smelled like searing meat and garlic, making Sebastian’s stomach rumble and his mouth water. It was classy and elegant, and more than anything, it made him want to take Kayla on a date someplace like this. Romantic and expensive and special.

      “Hey, where did you go?” asked Kayla. She gave his hand a squeeze and he swore he felt his heart stop for just a second at how beautiful she looked tonight. She wore a soft pink dress made of some kind of floaty, silky material, the long sleeves sheer, the floor length skirt split with a thigh-high seam. The dress’s V-neck showed off her gorgeous cleavage, making him want to tug down the fabric and devour her.

      And he would. Later. He could already imagine that dress pooled on the floor of their hotel room.

      “Lost in thought,” he admitted with a small smile.

      “What were you thinking about?”

      “You, mostly.”

      Her lips turned up in a way that made him want to kiss her. “Good things, I hope.”

      “Always, baby.”

      She started to say something, but then got distracted as Theo and Lauren finally arrived at their table. Given that Theo’s hair was a little messy and Lauren’s cheeks and neck were flushed, Sebastian could make a pretty good guess as to why they were almost twenty minutes late. Instead of giving them shit like he normally would’ve, he just smirked because he fully understood.

      “Sorry, traffic,” said Theo, winking at Lauren when he thought no one was looking. He pulled Max in for a hug, and then Lauren did the same, wishing Max a happy birthday. The rest of the table was taken up with Lucian, Kayla and Lauren’s friend Willa, and a couple of Max’s friends from his fitness club. Frankly, Sebastian was surprised the grumpy bastard had any friends at all, but Jack and Miles seemed cool.

      Once everyone was settled, the waiter came to take their drink orders. Scotch for Lucian, whiskey for Theo and Max, wine for Lauren and Willa. Sebastian ordered a ginger ale, and then the waiter turned to Kayla.

      “Sparkling water, please,” she said, handing over the drink menu. As the conversation buzzed around the table, he leaned in close to her, his chest tight with guilt.

      “It doesn’t bother me if you’d rather have a glass of wine or a cocktail, baby. It’s okay.”

      She turned to him and smiled, her hand squeezing his knee under the table. “Solidarity. I truly don’t mind.”

      Unable to help himself, he dipped his head and planted a soft kiss on her mouth. The table’s conversation dropped away and Kayla pulled back, her cheeks red. Everyone was staring at them, amused expressions on their faces.

      “I have to admit,” said Lauren, leaning forward on her elbows, “that when Kayla first told me you guys were dating, I was, um…shocked, I guess? Just given how things had been when you worked together. But now that I see you together, I get it. You guys make a really good couple. You seem happy.”

      “We are,” they said in unison and then laughed. Max rolled his eyes.

      “Everyone’s happy at first,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. “It’s called infatuation and lots of sex.”

      “That’s awfully cynical for someone about to start beta testing a dating app,” said Kayla with a teasing smile.

      “You know, I said something almost identical to him not that long ago,” said Sebastian, eyeing his brother.

      “I can be cynical about something and still want to make money from it.”

      Sebastian and Theo both laughed, and their eyes met over the table. Something unspoken passed between them, and Sebastian knew that it was the smugness of two men in love with amazing women, knowing that their cynical, grumpy brother would eventually fall hard and not know what hit him when he did. Max had been in love once, a long time ago, but then everything had changed in the blink of an eye.

      As the conversation flowed around the table, Sebastian found that his gaze kept returning to Lauren’s sparkling engagement ring. She talked with her hands as she updated everyone on the progress she was making on her debut album, and as she did, the big diamond caught the light, flashing at him. He could only imagine how good it must’ve felt for Theo to put that ring on her. For the entire world to know she belonged to him.

      He glanced down at Kayla’s hand, laying possessively on his thigh, and an intense emotion rocked him as he wondered what it would be like to put a ring just like that on her finger. He sucked in a deep breath, his heart picking up its pace. Adrenaline surged through him, immediately making him antsy.

      Slow down. You don’t need to do anything crazy or impulsive. She’s not going anywhere.

      He breathed through the feeling of wanting to do something big and risky and crazy—it was a feeling he knew well but hadn’t had to face over the past few months. His skin felt tight and itchy, sweat prickling along his hairline. He took a long sip of his drink, focusing on his breathing and on the feel of Kayla’s small hand on his leg, anchoring him until the feeling started to pass.

      Now that he had her, he wasn’t going to do anything to fuck this up.

      “Hey, you okay?” she whispered, the conversation dropping away as a team of waiters arrived with their meals.

      He met her eyes, some of the adrenaline ebbing away at the concern shining out at him. “Yeah. I’m just not used to being back in the city, I think.”

      She squeezed his thigh. “You’re doing great, Bastian. Whatever you’re feeling, breathe through it and I’m right here.”

      He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve this woman, but it must’ve been something pretty big given how amazing she was.

      After they’d all finished eating, stuffed full of steak and prime rib, twice baked potatoes and Caesar salad, everyone played musical chairs, the women gravitating to one side of the table and the men the other. Since Kayla and Willa were both friends with Lauren, Sebastian knew they probably had lots to catch up on. Still, he was sorry to see her go as she sat down beside Lauren and Theo plunked down into her vacated seat.

      “You look really good, Bastian,” said Theo, clapping him on the shoulder. “The mountains clearly agree with you.”

      He shrugged off his brother’s compliment while trying to disguise the burst of pride at his words. “The mountains, not being an impulsive asshole, doing something I love. Kayla. Life is good.”

      “I’m happy for you,” said Lucian, sipping his scotch, his eyes roving over the restaurant. Every single table was full. “Truly.”

      They fell into an easy conversation, talking about Max’s upcoming app launch, about Sebastian coaching Chase, about how much Theo was enjoying the west coast life. Sebastian noticed the way his eyes kept drifting back to Lauren, a possessive heat in his gaze.

      Sebastian was pretty sure he kept doing the same thing with Kayla.

      “She seems really good for you,” said Theo, tipping his head in Kayla’s direction. “Now that you two aren’t at each other’s throats.”

      “She is good for me.” He sighed and sipped his ginger ale. “I think I’m falling in love with her.” God, it felt good to say those words out loud.

      Max snorted and shook his head. “It’s way too soon for you to be in love. You’ve only been together for a few weeks.”

      Theo shrugged, coming to his defense. “I proposed to Lauren like two months after we got together. And really, we were only ‘official’ for a few weeks before that.”

      Max shook his head. “That’s not the same thing. You two were best friends for a freaking decade and we were all waiting for you to get your head out of your ass when it came to Lauren.”

      Sebastian leaned forward on his elbows. “Kayla and I worked together for three years. She’s not a stranger or someone I just met. Yeah, there was animosity there, mostly from her and entirely deserved, but we knew each other.”

      “That animosity was probably a good thing because boss-employee relationships are a fucking horrible idea,” said Max, sipping his whiskey. Sebastian followed his gaze, finding it trained on Willa, who seemed to be flirting with Max’s friend Miles. She blushed and laughed at something he said, and Max’s knuckles went white around his glass, a muscle in his jaw jumping. Sebastian and Theo exchanged a meaningful look.

      “I don’t know,” said Theo with a shrug. “From a strictly legal standpoint, a boss could date an employee, as long as it was consensual and you disclosed it.”

      Max shook his head, not taking his eyes off of Willa and Miles. “It’s a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen.”

      Theo shook his head. “Not my area of expertise, but simply asking someone on a date isn’t sexual harassment. You wouldn’t be creating a hostile or offensive work environment with a request to grab coffee sometime. I mean, if she says no, then yeah, leave it and don’t bring it up again. And you can’t hold the fact that she turned you down against her. Like in a performance review or something. That would definitely be harassment. Not that I think you’d do that,” Theo added quickly when Max turned to him with a thunderous expression. Saying nothing, he returned his attention to the flirting, continuing to glower at Miles. After a moment, he tore his gaze away and tossed back the rest of his drink.

      Just then, a man in a suit approached their table and bent low to say something to Lucian. Sebastian couldn’t hear much over the jazz music floating through the air, but he thought he caught the words “he’s here.”

      Lucian pulled back with a grim smile on his face. “Oh, really? I’ll be right there.” He turned to his brothers. “Excuse me. A little business to attend to.” He stood and followed the man through the restaurant, disappearing behind a door near the bar.

      Max was still staring at Willa, a look of pure torment on his face.

      “You know,” said Sebastian, glancing over at Theo who nodded in encouragement, “if you like her, you should ask her out. Life’s too short to let good things pass you by.”

      Max turned to him, his nostrils flaring. “You don’t need to lecture me on how short life is. I’m well fucking aware, thanks.”

      Theo laid a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Max, the accident was a long time ago now.”

      He shrugged off Theo’s hand. “Could we maybe not talk about the worst day of my life on my birthday?”

      Theo held his hands up in apology. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      Max stood, his face a stony mask. “I need some air.” He tossed his napkin down on the table, stalking toward the door.

      And Willa watched him go, her face twisted in concern, her fingers curled around her napkin.

      Lucian dropped back into his vacated chair. Sweat beaded along his brow, and he’d lost his tie somewhere, his shirt now open at the collar.

      Sebastian smirked. “Where’d you go?”

      Lucian smiled. “I told you. A little business to take care of.”

      Theo frowned. “What’s that on your collar?”

      Sebastian leaned forward, taking in the tiny bright red drops dotting the white collar of Lucian’s shirt.

      Lucian quirked an eyebrow. “Spaghetti sauce. I was in the kitchen.” His gaze held an air of quiet challenge.

      “I…didn’t think you served spaghetti here,” said Sebastian carefully.

      Lucian smiled again. “We don’t, but I made an exception for a customer I’ve been wanting to see for a long time.” It was then that Sebastian noticed that the knuckles of Lucian’s right hand were red and starting to swell.

      Theo’s eyes were wide and he sat back in his chair. “I need to not hear any more of this conversation. The less I know, the better.”

      “I agree,” said Lucian casually. “I think I’ll go change.”

      “You might want to burn that shirt,” Sebastian murmured. He knew what kind of circles Lucian ran in. He’d once famously admitted to Lauren that he wasn’t in the mafia, just mafia adjacent. Whatever the hell that meant. But Sebastian wasn’t going to question it or give him shit because Lucian and his sketchy connections had bailed him out countless times. He was a ruthless bastard but relentlessly protective of anyone he considered family.

      He stood and then clapped Sebastian on the shoulder. “I really like Kayla. She’s beautiful, smart, and clearly good for you. And you obviously adore each other. Be good to her, Bastian.”

      He grinned. “That’s the plan.”
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      Kayla adjusted the blanket around herself and then took a sip of her tea. Night had fallen over the city, and a cold, icy rain smacked against the windows of her apartment. March was always one of her least favorite months because the weather was so lousy. It was like this limbo between winter and spring, with the worst of both seasons making an appearance. Normally, on a Saturday night like this she’d be with Sebastian, preferably naked. But he had his big competition with Chase this weekend, and she had work to catch up on, so they’d reluctantly agreed to spend the weekend apart. It was their first in the month since that first weekend they’d spent together when he’d rescued her and then swept her off her feet with amazing sex and open vulnerability.

      And so she’d spent the day trying to keep herself busy with work, but after a few hours her focus had petered out completely because all she could think about was how much she missed him and how much she was looking forward to seeing him next weekend. Everything in her world just felt so much better when she was with him. Everything felt so right.

      She was in love with him. She knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt. They hadn’t said the words yet, but she had a feeling they would soon. They’d already talked about him moving back to the city in April, when ski season ended, so they could be closer together. Her lease on her apartment with Willa wasn’t up until August, but maybe then she and Sebastian could look for a place together. He still didn’t know what he wanted to do, but with all of the progress he’d made, she was confident he’d figure it out.

      Icy pellets bounced off of the window, drawing her attention away from the TV and the  Grey’s Anatomy marathon she was indulging in with Willa. Then she glanced down at her phone, waiting for Sebastian’s text to let her know he’d made it safely back to Blizzard Ridge. She hoped the weather was better in Vermont than it was here. She hated the idea of him driving on icy roads in the dark.

      A knock sounded on the door and Kayla and Willa looked at each other.

      “Delivery,” said a man’s voice from the other side. “I have flowers for Kayla Bristowe.”

      Willa let out a tiny little squeal of excitement. “Your first weekend apart and he sent you flowers! That’s so sweet!” She tossed the blanket aside and bounded off the couch, rushing to the door and pulling it open before Kayla could wonder why the doorman hadn’t buzzed them about a delivery.

      Suddenly, the door flew all the way open, hitting the wall with a bang. Willa went stumbling back, giving Kayla a view of two men standing in her doorway with grim expressions on their faces. She froze, panic pinning her in place, making her limbs feel like they were made of concrete.

      This was a home invasion, and it was targeted given that they knew her name.

      The first man was tall and thin, in his mid-forties and bald with a graying goatee. His appearance was completely ordinary—except for the gun clutched in his hand. The other man was younger and smaller, with light brown hair, a beaky nose, and a nasty sneer pulling his thin lip up.

      With shaking hands, Kayla scrambled for her phone, lying somewhere under the blanket Willa had disturbed when she’d gotten up from the couch, but the bald man immediately trained his gun on her as his partner closed the door.

      “Do not call the police. Do not scream. Do not do anything to draw attention. Or I’ll shoot you both, right between the fucking eyes. You got me?”

      Kayla nodded, her fear morphing into sheer terror. Her heart raced at record speed, making her feel dizzy.

      The younger man waved his gun at Willa. “You. On the couch beside her.”

      Willa moved across the apartment with jerky, stuttering movements, her face ghostly white. She sank down beside Kayla and they immediately reached for each other, huddling close.

      “We’re looking for Sebastian Prescott, and a little birdie told us that you know where he is,” said the bald man, his tone easy and casual as though he were talking about the weather. “You’re his girlfriend, right?”

      Kayla sucked in a raspy breath, trying not to hyperventilate. Her lungs felt tight, her mind swimming. She tried to figure out a way she could survive this and protect Sebastian. “He’s…he doesn’t live here. He’s not here.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s out of state. He’s not here.” Her pulse thrashed in her ears, making it hard to hear anything.

      The younger man moved forward. “Listen. We don’t want to hurt you. We only want to know where he is. He owes our boss a lot of money and we’re just trying to collect.”

      “How much money?” she asked, her voice shaking.

      “About two hundred and fifty grand, give or take ten thousand,” said the bald man, sounding bored. “Why? Are you going to pay your boyfriend’s debt?”

      She fought against another wave of dizziness, just trying to breathe. To think. “I don’t have that kind of money.”

      The young guy smirked, looking around their apartment. “Didn’t think so. So just tell us where he is and it’ll be like we were never here.”

      Kayla’s mind spun as she tried to figure out what to do, how she could keep everyone safe. “I don’t know. The last time I saw him was here in the city and he broke up with me.” Tears, fueled entirely by fear, sprang to her eyes and she blinked, forcing them to fall. “I don’t know where he is now.” She looked up, meeting the young man’s eyes. “Please, you have to believe me.”

      He smiled at her and then slapped her across the face so hard her ears rang and her jaw screamed. “Don’t lie to me, you conniving little bitch. Our intel says you’re his girlfriend and that you went out of town to see him last weekend. Where?” When she didn’t answer right away, he lunged forward and grabbed her hair. “Tell us where the fuck Sebastian Prescott is!”

      “I don’t know,” she ground out through clenched teeth, hot tears streaming down her face from the pain of the slap, from the fear of what was about to happen to her and Willa.

      “Useless bitch,” he sneered, shoving her against the back of the couch.

      “I’ll look for clues. You stay here with them,” said the bald man. “Which bedroom is yours?” he asked, and Kayla pointed at the open door with a shaking hand. Her face throbbed but the rest of her felt numb. She clung to Willa, just trying to breathe through the tightness in her chest. They were going to die. These men were going to kill them. There was no way, even after they found out where Sebastian was, that they would just walk away and let them live when they could so easily identify them. She held Willa tighter, squeezing her eyes shut.

      The sounds of her room being ransacked reached her. Drawers slamming, items hitting the floor, closet doors flinging open. Her mind raced as she tried to think if they could find anything that would tell them where Sebastian was. Her phone was somewhere under the blanket still. Oh God, what if they killed her before she was able to get a message to Sebastian to warn him? Her breaths came faster and faster, and it felt like the walls of her apartment were closing in on her.

      “This is stupid,” said the bald man, coming back into the living room. “Let’s just dispose of the roommate and take Blondie back. I bet if he knows we have her, Prescott will show up.”

      The young man tilted his head, apparently considering the suggestion. Willa was shaking so hard it felt like she was vibrating against Kayla. “That’s not a bad idea. If we take his girl, that might draw him out from wherever he’s hiding.”

      Willa let out a soft sob and Kayla held her tighter.

      “Please,” she said, desperation clawing at her. “I’ll go with you. Just don’t hurt her. She has absolutely nothing to do with this. I’ll go with you willingly if you leave her alone.”

      “Aw. Isn’t that sweet?” said the younger man, his voice sour with sarcasm. “You’re not in a position to bargain, Blondie. And you’re coming with us whether you want to or not.”

      He started to move toward her when the door burst open again, this time revealing Max and Lucian in the doorway, and holy shit, Lucian had a gun. Which he used on the bald man immediately, shooting him in the foot. The man screamed and Max tackled him to the ground, wrestling his gun away from him.

      Lucian stepped forward, his gun now trained on the young man. “Put your gun down,” he said calmly. “Or I blow your fucking brains out, right here, right now.”

      The younger man only hesitated for a second before he slowly lowered his gun to the ground.

      “Kick it to me,” said Lucian, the picture of steely calm, his gun still pointed at the man. He did and Lucian picked it up, tucking it into his waistband. Once the men were both unarmed, Max rose, taking his knee off of the bald man’s throat, his eyes burning with intensity as he stared at them, huddled together on the couch.

      “Kayla, Willa. Are you hurt?” asked Lucian, still staring at the man in front of him.

      “N-No. We’re okay,” said Kayla, tremors moving through her body. It suddenly felt ice cold in the apartment.

      “Kayla. You have a hand print on your face. Which one of them hit you?” He waved his gun between the two men.

      “Him,” she said, pointing to the young one.

      Lucian sent a pitying look in his direction. “That was a mistake.” Then he glanced over his shoulder at Max. “Take them back to my place. I’ll handle this here.”

      Willa and Kayla scrambled off the couch and toward Max, who pulled Willa into his arms, his palms roving up and down her back, over her head, her arms. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” he asked, his voice raw.

      “I’m okay,” she answered in a shaky voice. “I’m so glad you got my text.”

      They shoved on coats and shoes in record time and then Max ushered them out of the apartment and into the stairwell, not wanting to chance waiting for the elevator. Before they’d reached the bottom floor, Kayla’s stomach heaved and she turned into the corner, throwing up her dinner. She couldn’t seem to stop shaking, and her vision kept closing in around the edges.

      “I think I’m going to pass out,” she said, her voice shaky.

      Max looped an arm around her waist. “Not until we get to the car.”

      The unmistakable sound of a gunshot rang out from above them and she jumped. Max’s grip tightened on her as he bundled her and Willa down the stairs and out into the icy New York night.
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      It was three AM by the time Sebastian pulled his borrowed Blizzard Ridge SUV into a space in Lucian’s parking garage. He didn’t remember the four-hour drive from the resort to Manhattan. He didn’t remember the highway passing him by or the songs on the radio. He didn’t remember his hands on the wheel, his knuckles white the entire way, his jaw tight to the point of aching. All he remembered was the sound of Lucian’s voicemail, playing through his mind on a continuous loop.

      Bastian, when you get this you need to come home. Two of Damian Coldhurst’s men invaded Kayla and Willa’s apartment tonight, looking for you. Thankfully, Willa was able to text Max and the women are both safe. I don’t know why the fuck you thought it was a good idea to get involved with Coldhurst, but it’s handled. For now. Come home and take care of your debt and your woman. She needs you.

      Emotions churned sickly through him, swirling together until they were indistinguishable from each other. Guilt. Shame. Self-loathing. Remorse. Fear. Anger. They were all there, snarled together inside him, eating at him. Taking bite after bite out of the man he’d tried to become, reminding him of who he really was. An impulsive, worthless asshole who only brought pain and suffering to anyone foolish enough to care about him.

      But on top of all of that, he felt a burning determination to do whatever it took to keep Kayla safe. He’d failed her. She’d almost been killed, and it was his fault. He’d caused this. Him, with his bad decisions and sketchy past. He’d pulled her into something she didn’t deserve. She was beautiful and pristine and he’d dragged her down into the filth of his life.

      He took the elevator up to Lucian’s penthouse, not surprised to find him sitting in the living room waiting for him.

      “Where is she?” Sebastian asked, a slight tremor to his voice. “I need to see her.” He didn’t deserve to even look at her, but he needed to get eyes on her. He wouldn’t be able to do anything else until he did.

      “She’s sleeping in there,” said Lucian quietly, pointing in the direction of one of his guest rooms.

      Not even bothering to take off his coat and boots, he crossed the space and carefully opened the door, the tight knot in his stomach loosening slightly at the sight of Kayla, her hair strewn over the pillow, her breathing slow and steady. He watched her for several moments, not wanting to take his eyes off of her. Knowing she’d been in danger while he was two hundred miles away made him want to fucking destroy something.

      There wasn’t enough gratitude in the world for the fact that Willa had managed to text Max, and that Max and Lucian had just happened to be having dinner together at a restaurant not far from Willa and Kayla’s apartment.

      She could’ve been murdered tonight. Because of him. Because of who he used to be.

      Because of who he still was, deep down.

      His jaw tight, he carefully closed the door to Kayla’s bedroom. As much as he wanted to hold her and tell her how fucking sorry he was, she needed to rest. And he wasn’t going to be able to do anything—sleep, eat, breathe—until he knew beyond a doubt that Kayla was safe for good.

      He took off his coat and boots and then walked to the massive floor to ceiling windows, gazing out at the city. Even in the middle of the night, cars crawled through the streets and lights shone, illuminating the skyline. There were so many shadows. So many places for danger to lurk.

      “She’ll be alright,” said Lucian quietly from behind him, laying a hand on his shoulder. “She’s tough.”

      Sebastian grimaced, his throat tight with emotion. “She shouldn’t have to be tough. She shouldn’t have to deal with the fucking messes I made. I didn’t want any of this filth to touch her.”

      “I thought I’d tracked down all of your debts,” Lucian said, his voice heavy with self-recrimination. “I never thought you were stupid enough to deal with Coldhurst.”

      “I did a lot of really stupid, dangerous shit, Lucian.” Regret and shame sat like a boulder on his chest.

      “Yes. You did.” He sighed. “If you needed money, why didn’t you just come to me? I could’ve helped.”

      Sebastian shoved a hand through his hair, his entire body feeling as though it were made of lead. “Because I didn’t want you to know how bad it had gotten. You’d already taken my trust fund, already bailed me out with Fat Joey and the other loan sharks. I thought I could pay Coldhurst back. I was overdue for a big win, and when that happened, I’d be in the clear.”

      “But you never paid him back, and then you left.”

      “I thought I’d cleared everything up with him. I handed over my Piaget watch—the one you gave me for my thirtieth birthday—and thought we were square. I guess we weren’t.” His stomach was a hard rock and he had to force the next words out. “She could’ve died tonight because of me. Because of the things I—” He broke off, fighting back the anguished scream burning inside him.

      Lucian turned to him. “But she didn’t. She’s safe, and I’ll fix this.”

      Sebastian shook his head slowly. “No. I have to do it. I’ve spent so long running from responsibility, spent so long blaming everyone else for my problems. I have to be the one to fix this. To take responsibility for everything.” He sighed, scrubbing a hand over his face. He was past the point of exhaustion. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough for protecting her.”

      Lucian squeezed his shoulder. “You’re my brother, and she’s your woman. No thanks needed. And if you think I’m letting you face Coldhurst alone, you’re batshit.”

      “Bastian.” Kayla’s voice was a soft rasp from several feet behind him and he spun, his heart pounding against his ribs. She stood in the entrance to the hallway that led to her bedroom, her hair sleep-tousled. She appeared to be wearing a plain black T-shirt of Lucian’s and nothing else.

      “Kayla,” he ground out, crossing the distance between them in several long strides. She met him halfway, practically vaulting into his arms. He picked her up, her legs winding around his waist, and he held her tightly against him. His skin felt tight, his pulse racing. Everything inside him hurt.

      She buried her face in his neck and let out a sob, her body shaking against his. “I was so scared,” she whispered. “For me and for you. For Willa. I thought I was going to die. I thought they were going to kill me and Willa and then come after you.” The last word came out broken, crumbling around the edges as she fought through the sobs wracking her body, making her tremble against him.

      He felt dizzy with the pain of everything she’d been through. It fucking hurt to see her like this, but he deserved the pain. All of it. He stroked a hand over her hair, holding her tight.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. Fuck, Kayla, I’m so sorry.”

      “Not…your…fault,” she managed between sobs, clinging to him. His chest felt so tight he could barely breathe. Could barely think beyond the emotions storming through him. Everything inside him was a giant knot of fear and determination, relief and bitterness. Gratitude and anger. He was a snarled mess, and he hated that things were only going to get messier. Hated that Kayla had been dragged into it and was suffering for it. He’d never forgive himself for putting her in this position. Ever.

      But he had to face it all, head on. There was no more running. No more shoving the blame onto others. This was his mess, and he had to be the one to clean it up and keep Kayla safe. No matter the price, it was what he had to do.

      He held her until her trembling subsided and she softened against him. “Will you come to bed? I don’t want to be alone,” she said, her voice raw with tears. He shouldn’t. He wasn’t worthy of touching her. Of comforting her. But he wasn’t going to deny her. Not tonight when her world had been turned upside down because of him.

      “Of course, baby. I’ll come hold you.”

      She nodded against him. “Please.”

      He carried her back into her bedroom and set her down on the bed, helping her under the covers. Then he stripped down to his T-shirt and boxers and climbed in beside her, pulling her against him. She laid her head on his chest, snuggling into him.

      “I was so scared that they were going to find you and…” She broke off again and he felt the wetness of her tears bloom on his T-shirt. He stroked a hand up and down her back, savoring the feel of her. Trying to memorize it. His stomach churned sickly, as each pass of his hand up and down her spine felt like he was dirtying her even more.

      “Shhh,” he soothed, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Sleep, baby. We’ll talk about everything tomorrow.” He kept stroking her back until her breathing deepened and her muscles relaxed against him. But Sebastian knew that sleep wouldn’t come for him. Not with his mind racing about what tomorrow would bring.

      Tomorrow, he would start looking for Coldhurst so he could end this.

      Tomorrow, he would let Kayla go in order to keep her safe.

      But it wasn’t tomorrow yet, and so he’d let himself hold her for just a few more hours.
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      Kayla slowly opened her eyes, squinting against the bright sunshine streaming in through the large window on the other side of the room. Her head pounded dully, and she felt sluggish, almost hungover. For a second, she didn’t know where she was, but as her eyes opened all the way, everything came rushing back to her. She turned toward Sebastian’s side of the bed, reaching for him, but it was empty and the sheets were cool under her touch.

      She sat up slowly, her stomach in a snarl. Yesterday had been the most terrifying day of her life, and it had made her realize one very important thing. It didn’t matter who Sebastian had been in the past or the things he’d done because she was deeply in love with the man he was now. Her eyes stung as she remembered the relief she’d felt when she’d heard his voice, had seen him standing in the living room with Lucian. Safe and in one piece.

      She got out of bed, pulled on her discarded leggings and sweatshirt from yesterday and then stepped into the adjoining bathroom. Looking at herself in the mirror, she winced, turning her face to examine the three finger-shaped bruises lining her face from her jaw to her temple. She lifted her hand and hissed out a breath at the throb that started as soon as she touched them. Some of the panic from yesterday started to come back and she closed her eyes, taking several long, deep breaths.

      The bruises will heal. You’re safe. Willa is safe. Sebastian is safe. You’re okay. Everything is okay.

      She repeated the words to herself until the worst of the panic had ebbed away, and she busied herself with splashing cool water on her face, twisting her hair up into a bun and using the brand new toothbrush and toothpaste she found in one of the drawers.

      When she stepped into the main living area of Lucian’s loft-style penthouse, her eyes landed on the two brothers, huddled together at the kitchen table, discussing something in hushed, tense voices.

      “Good morning,” she said carefully, having the distinct impression that she was interrupting a tense conversation.

      Both of their heads whipped in her direction, Sebastian’s features hardening into a mask of barely leashed fury as he took in her bruises. He rose from the table and crossed to her, his blue eyes burning with an intensity she’d never seen before.

      “He hit you.” It wasn’t a question.

      She nodded. “I’ll be okay. No permanent damage done.”

      He turned to Lucian. “Who—”

      Lucian shook his head. “Don’t worry. The man who hit her won’t be hitting anyone for a very long time.”

      She sucked in a shuddering breath, a wave of nausea rocking her. “Did you…did you kill him?”

      The corner of Lucian’s mouth turned up and he stood and moved into the kitchen. “No. I did send him back to his employer with a couple of holes in his hand, though.”

      Kayla pressed her trembling fingers to her lips. “Oh my God,” she whispered, trying to wrap her mind around it all. Everything felt slippery, as though just when she thought she’d fully grasped the situation it slid through her fingers, leaving her reeling all over again.

      She sucked in another breath and then moved into the kitchen, not stopping until she was directly in front of Lucian. “Thank you, for yesterday. I don’t have the words to tell you how grateful I am for everything you did. Max, too.”

      Lucian pressed a button on his fancy espresso machine and simply nodded. “I look after the people I care about,” he said, as though it was no big deal. As though he shot people all the time.

      Then again, maybe he did. He was a scary bastard, one she was glad to have on her side.

      He took his tiny cup of espresso, drained it one sip, and set it down on the counter. “I’ll be back later. Kayla, you’re free to stay as long as you wish. Help yourself to anything you want. I’m going to have someone stop by your apartment to collect your things. It’s not safe for you to stay there until this matter is resolved.”

      She nodded. “I understand. Thank you. Where’s Willa?”

      “She’s with Max.”

      Kayla nodded again. She’d call her as soon as she had her phone. After Lucian had left, she helped herself to a bottle of water from his fridge.

      “Baby, sit down,” said Sebastian gently, pulling out a chair for her at the table. “We need to talk.”

      She bit her lip as she took in his serious, determined expression, his brow furrowed, his jaw tight. Her mouth felt suddenly dry and she cracked the lid off of the bottle of water, taking a long sip. This wasn’t the Bastian of last night who’d held her as she’d fallen asleep. This wasn’t the Bastian who sent her goofy texts or encouraged her to stand up to her asshole boss. There was something different about him, something off.

      She hesitated slightly before sitting down in the chair he’d offered her, mentally shoring up her defenses for whatever was coming, because based on the look of determined resignation on his face, she wasn’t going to like it.

      He reached out and took her hand, weaving his much larger fingers between hers. “Kayla, I’m so sorry about what happened last night. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you, and I’m sorry that you got dragged into my mess. I’m sorry for how scared you must’ve been, and I’m sorry you were hurt. This is my fault and I take full responsibility for it all. Not just what happened last night, but everything. Borrowing money from someone as dangerous as Coldhurst. The disaster my life was. It’s all on me, and I fucking hate the fact that you’re the one who paid the price.” His nostrils flared and he sucked in a breath.

      “I’m not angry at you, if that’s what this is about. I know how hard you’ve worked to turn your life around. I know you’re not that man anymore.” She wasn’t just trying to placate him; she meant every word. She’d seen him at his worst, and he wasn’t that guy anymore. He’d changed—for the better.

      “But that doesn’t change the fact that because of your connection to me, your life was in danger last night.”

      She squeezed his fingers. “You weren’t the one who pointed a gun at me, Bastian.”

      “No, but it happened because of me and what I did. And I can’t let it happen again.”

      Her apprehension started to give way to dread, her stomach churning. “So you’ll take care of your debts and we’ll put this behind us,” she said carefully, watching his face for any information as to what he was thinking.

      He shook his head. “No. It’s not that simple, baby. I have to clean this up. Alone.”

      “What do you mean, alone?”

      “I mean I can’t be with you, Kayla. My life is too much of a mess and far too dangerous. I refuse to put you in danger ever again.”

      She pulled her hand away and hugged herself, suddenly feeling cold. Her eyes burned as realization dawned. “Are you breaking up with me?”

      He shoved a hand through his hair, his expression so full of pain that her heart broke for both of them. “I love you too damn much to risk putting you in that kind of danger ever again. You deserve so much better than that. Than me.” His voice was like gravel, rough and raw.

      She shook her head. “You love me, so you’re ending things?” Her heart was full to the point of bursting at the knowledge that he loved her. Bursting and breaking, all at the same time.

      “You could’ve died because of me. I can’t…” He looked away, a muscle in his jaw jumping. “It’s over. I have to let you go.”

      “Please don’t do this,” she whispered. Her heart beat so hard and so fast she could feel it beneath her trembling breast. “Please.”

      “This is for the best. Once you’re over the shock of what happened, you’ll see that.”

      Desperate anger clawed at her. There had to be another solution besides losing him. Losing what they had. “What I see is a man so intent on punishing himself that he’s hurting someone he loves in the process.”

      He shook his head, sadness and regret etched across his handsome face. “You’re right. I am punishing myself, but I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m setting you free, Kayla. I can’t give you the life you deserve. I’ve fucked up too big and too long to think I could ever—” His voice broke and he looked away, his eyes bright. “We can’t be together.”

      Anger burst through her, making her eyes burn and her throat tight. “Sebastian Prescott, you listen to me and you listen good. You made me fall in love with you, so if you think I’m going to just walk away from you because of this, you don’t know me at all.”

      “I’m not giving you a say in this, Kayla. I’m sorry.”

      She reached out for him, her hand landing on his forearm. “I don’t want you to be sorry. I want you to stay.”

      He pulled his arm away, his hand curling into a fist so tight his knuckles were white. “That’s no longer an option. I’m sorry, Kayla. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      It was the anguished expression on his face that did her in. She started to cry, tears streaming down her face as she tried to breathe through the pain of her heart smashing into a thousand pieces. Her throat ached and her entire body felt heavy—too heavy. She slumped back in her chair, feeling entirely alone. Entirely adrift.

      Sebastian stood, his face lined with grief and heartbreak. “Stay with Lucian. It’s safe here.” He started to walk away, to move toward the door. Away from her. Away from what was left of them.

      “Bastian, wait,” she said, pushing to her feet. Her legs felt wobbly beneath her and she braced a hand on the back of the chair. “I…I love you.”

      He closed his eyes, swaying on his feet. “I love you, Kayla,” he said quietly. “And that’s why I have to go.” And then he was gone, leaving her alone to collapse back down in the chair, dissolving into sobs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next few hours were a blur for Sebastian as he called some of his old contacts, trying to get information on where Coldhurst might be, on if there were any other loan sharks looking for him. Trying to figure out his life, not because it was worth anything, but because he needed to keep Kayla safe. The thought of anyone coming after her again made him want to slam his fist through a wall.

      God, Kayla. Fresh pain seared through him at the memory of watching her heart break, piece by piece. Dropping like shattered pottery at his feet. He hated that she was hurting, but he’d had no choice. She wasn’t safe if she was connected to him. He wasn’t the man she deserved. He’d tricked her into believing he could give her things he couldn’t. Fuck, he’d tricked himself too.

      But this was who he was—a fucked up gambling addict who hurt everyone around him. And he didn’t know how to ever change it. He’d thought he’d found a way out, a way through, but he’d only been fooling himself. The past few months had been nothing more than a bandage on a wound that was still festering.

      Once he’d done all of the digging he could, Lucian had texted him, asking him to come by Il Tavolo, another one of his restaurants, this one in Noho near Washington Square Park. The restaurant’s tables were mostly full, the lunch crowd keeping the place busy. The scents of garlic and tomato sauce hit him, making his stomach roil. He hadn’t eaten anything since the burger he’d grabbed with Chase on the way back from the competition. Before everything had gone to hell.

      He wove his way between the tables, catching a few wary glances as he went, knowing he probably looked like hammered shit. Not that he cared. He didn’t care about anything except getting Coldhurst off his back so he could know Kayla was safe. He strode into a back hallway and down to an office at the end, where he found Lucian behind a desk.

      “We have a meeting with Coldhurst today at one,” said Lucian casually, cleaning the gun on his desk. Sweat prickled along Sebastian’s hairline at the sight of the gun. It made him jumpy, even if it was in pieces right now.

      “What?” asked Sebastian, frowning. “How? I spent all fucking morning on the phone trying to track him down.”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m a very well-connected man,” he said dryly. “He’s coming to the restaurant, probably with several of his men. We’re going to have the money ready and waiting for him, plus interest. Enough interest that it’s worth his while to leave you the fuck alone.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then we make sure all of your debts are clear so you can go on with your life.”

      Sebastian nodded. “Thank you, Lucian. I’d probably be dead without you.”

      “Probably?” he smirked, the corner of his mouth tipping up. “There’s no probably about it, brother.”

      An intense wave of gratitude gripped him and he moved behind the desk, pulled Lucian up out of his chair and wrapped him in a bear hug. “We may have had shitty parents, but we’re all lucky to have you.”

      Lucian was stiff in his arms and patted Sebastian’s shoulder before disentangling himself. “Yes, well. Someone had to take responsibility for all of you.” He sat back down, his gaze intent on Sebastian. “But don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m a good guy, because I’m not. Don’t put me on a pedestal. I’m just an older brother looking out for his family. I’m not a hero. Pretty much the fucking opposite, actually.”

      It was the closest Lucian had ever come to talking about the dark parts of his life. And not that Lucian owed him or anyone an explanation, but Sebastian wanted to know. Partly out of curiosity, and mostly because he wanted something to think about besides the look of utter devastation on Kayla’s bruised face earlier that morning.

      “So what’s your deal, exactly?” he asked, sitting down in the empty chair facing the desk.

      “My deal?” Lucian asked, one eyebrow raised.

      “Yeah. Are you mobbed up, or what?”

      Lucian’s movements stilled, and he set the gun down on the desk in front of him, then folded his hands in his lap. For a moment, he held Sebastian’s eyes, his lips pursed, and then he cocked his head. “That’s a complicated question. Yes and no.”

      “Yes and no?”

      He let out an impatient sigh. “I’m not in the mafia and I never have been. But I do work with them, sometimes very closely. They have power and money, and so do I. We exchange favors.”

      “Favors? But how did…how does someone come to do favors for the mafia without actually being part of the family?”

      Lucian smiled. “That’s a long story and not one I’m getting into right now.”

      “Do you ever worry? About getting caught? Going to prison?”

      Lucian feigned a shocked expression. “Prison? What on earth would I ever go to prison for?”

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      He resumed putting the gun back together. “Like I said, I’m a well-connected man.” Sebastian couldn’t help but wonder what price he’d paid for those connections. Connections he was grateful for, but still. Is this who Lucian would be if he hadn’t grown up with a father hating his guts? If he hadn’t felt he had to protect his siblings since no one else would? But he knew better than to ask those questions aloud, so he changed the subject.

      “What if, even after we pay off Coldhurst, people keep coming for me?”

      Lucian shrugged and let out a long breath. “It’s possible. I’ll do whatever I can to find out if you have any other loan sharks looking for you. But even I can only do so much. And we’re not paying him. You are. I’m merely the broker.” He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a small stack of papers. “Your trust fund. I’m signing it back over to you. Well, what’s left of it, anyway.”

      “You used this money to bail me out in the past, didn’t you?” asked Sebastian, skimming through the pages.

      “I certainly wasn’t using my own money, brother.”

      “Good. Thank you.” He pushed the papers back toward Lucian. “But I don’t want it. I don’t trust myself with access to that kind of money.”

      Lucian nodded slowly. “When you haven’t gambled for a year, then.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “No. I don’t want it.”

      “Fine. I’ll just wait until you marry Kayla and I’ll give it to her as a wedding gift.”

      “You’ll be holding on to that gift for a long time.” The words were bitter in his mouth. Bitter with truth. Bitter with disappointment. Bitter with self-loathing.

      Lucian’s expression turned to granite. “Oh, Christ. What did you do?”

      Sebastian dropped his elbows onto his knees, his body heavy with loss. Grief. “I had to protect her. I had to keep her safe. If she’s tied to me, there could always be someone out there coming after her. She doesn’t deserve that. She deserves so much better than my fucked up life putting her in danger.” He looked up, forcing himself to meet his brother’s eyes. “I’m not worthy of her, Lucian, and I never will be. Not after what happened.”

      “That’s the biggest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard.”

      “I have to keep her safe!” The words exploded out of him, desperate and sharp. “I love her so fucking much that if something happened to her, I wouldn’t survive it.”

      Lucian studied him intently, a frown wrinkling his forehead. “How many times have I punched you in the face?”

      “Three.” Sebastian remembered every single time; Lucian had a nasty right hook.

      “It’s about to be four if you don’t get your head out of your fucking ass.”

      Sebastian said nothing, just shook his head. There was nothing left to say. This was his mess, and he couldn’t risk Kayla becoming collateral damage any more than she already had.

      “We will fix this, Bastian,” he said quietly. “We’ll deal with Coldhurst. We’ll make sure your debts are gone. And then you can live your life.”

      He shook his head again, self-loathing burning through him, making his bones ache. “No. I love her, and that means she needs to stay the fuck away from me. It’s the only way. It’s the right thing.”

      “I know you feel responsible for what happened to Kayla and Willa yesterday, but don’t you think breaking up with her is just another impulsive decision you’re going to come to regret in the near future?”

      “No. Pushing her away is the only smart thing I’ve done lately. She deserves so much better than me. This is the way it has to be.” A desperate determination to do something right for fucking once in his life gripped him.

      “Fine. We don’t have time to argue about this right now, but we’re not done talking about this. Let’s go over the plan for when Coldhurst arrives. I don’t want anyone getting shot today.”
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      Kayla stepped through the elevator doors and into Lucian’s penthouse, her home for the past week now. To say that it felt strange to be living with the brother of the man who’d broken her heart would be a massive understatement. But she had nowhere else to go. While she knew that they’d successfully paid off Coldhurst, Lucian was still determining if there was anyone else Sebastian owed money to. It wasn’t safe to go back to her apartment, and she didn’t have anywhere else to go. Willa was staying with her brother, Elliott, and from her late night chats with Willa on the phone, Kayla knew they both felt the same way about their old apartment. What had once been a cozy little home now felt violated.

      So she was stuck here for the time being, trailing after Lucian like a puppy for scraps of information about Sebastian. All she knew was that he was alive and safe. She didn’t know where he was staying, or if he’d gone back to Vermont. He hadn’t returned any of her texts or voicemails. He’d cut her off, completely.

      He might as well have cut off her arm because that probably would’ve hurt less, honestly. She’d spent the past week in a fog of grief. She couldn’t eat. She couldn’t sleep. She was going through the motions and phoning it in big time at work, something she was sure Stammler had noticed. Before, bombing at work would’ve bothered her, but now, she didn’t care. It took all of her available energy just to get out of bed in the morning, take a shower and go to the office. She didn’t have the capacity for anything else. She hurt too much.

      “Am I being stupid?” she’d asked Willa one night on the phone. Neither of them could sleep, so it wasn’t unusual for them to talk in the middle of the night.

      “No, honey. You’re not being stupid. Give him time. He freaked out over what happened, but once the dust has settled, he’ll come around.”

      “I don’t even know if I want him to come around, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sebastian breaking up with me wasn’t just about what happened to us. It was about him punishing himself, about him not feeling worthy. Even if he does come around, how do I know that’s not going to happen again? I can’t make him feel worthy. Only he can make that choice, and what if he never chooses it? Not fully?”

      “I don’t know. I think he’s the only one who can really answer that question.”

      “And he won’t even answer my texts or take my calls, so.” She’d sighed heavily. “Maybe I let myself get caught up in the excitement of everything…the snowstorm and the amazing sex and…I don’t know anymore.” She hated that he’d made her doubt what they’d had. That he’d made her doubt herself and what she wanted.

      “Maybe he just needs some time.”

      But now, it had been a week and she hadn’t heard anything from him. She’d stopped texting and calling. There was no point, obviously.

      She headed into her room and changed into a pair of yoga pants and an old sweatshirt, putting her hair up in a bun. Before, she’d often had plans after work. Meeting people for drinks, going to dinner with friends, catching a movie with Willa. But none of that held any appeal, not because she was scared to go out—she wasn’t—but because she just wanted to be left alone. She was deep in the throes of wallowing.

      When she stepped into the kitchen, she was surprised to find Lucian there. He was hardly ever home, spending his time running his various businesses and doing God only knew what else.

      “Hi,” she said, feeling a little shy despite the fact that she’d been crashing with him for a week.

      “Kayla.” He studied her, his dark brown gaze intense. “Please don’t take this the wrong way darling, but you look terrible.”

      “Probably because I feel terrible.” She stepped around him and pulled down a mug.

      “For what it’s worth, so does he.”

      She whirled around, almost dropping the mug. “Because of us, or because he’s mired in hating himself?”

      “Oh, both. Definitely both.” He sighed. “I threatened to punch him when he told me what he’d done.”

      She laughed, but it sounded dry and brittle, even to her own ears. “I appreciate that. I think.” She tilted her head, studying him. “You’re very protective.”

      He nodded slowly. “I am. After the way we all grew up, someone had to be.”

      “He’s not talking to me, you know.” She set the fancy kettle on the stove and opened the cupboard where she’d found a stash of fancy tea, including Palais des Thés, a brand she’d fallen in love with during her time in France.

      “I know. He’s not trying to punish you. Only himself.”

      She selected a tea bag and dropped it into her mug. “Which isn’t doing anyone any good.”

      “Nope.” He sighed. “Give him time.”

      Something inside her snapped and she whirled on Lucian. “I’m not just going to wait around for him forever while he’s off whipping himself for something he couldn’t have prevented.” The words came out hot and angry, and her vision blurred as tears gathered.

      “No one’s asking you to.”

      “No, just expecting.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      She closed her eyes and sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you, especially after everything you’ve done.” Her throat thickened with unshed tears. She’d cried so much over the past several days that she was probably dehydrated at this point.

      “Kayla, listen to me. He loves you. But right now, he doesn’t love himself. And that’s not something anyone can help him with. But he’s come so far. I have to believe that he’ll realize the mistake he’s made in letting you go.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” She asked, her foolish heart hoping just the tiniest bit that Lucian was right.

      “Then I really will punch him in the face.”

      She shot him a half-hearted smile. “I don’t doubt it.”

      But as satisfying as it was to imagine the idiot getting decked by his brother, it did nothing to ease the ache deep inside her. She’d deviated from the plan, and look what had happened. She’d fallen in love with Mr. Wrong and all she had to show for it was a broken heart.
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      Sebastian put his board and boots away in the pro room and then walked back to his cabin through the snow, needing to burn off the energy. Despite the long day he’d just put in—getting up at dawn to ride, a full day of lessons, including another session with Chase, another long ride at the end of the day—he felt restless. On edge. Like something was bubbling up inside him, getting hotter and harder to contain, like lava in a volcano. Like an itch that he knew he shouldn’t scratch.

      It was months after he’d hit rock bottom and he felt like he was right back where he’d started. All of those urges, the ones he’d worked so hard to tame, were back with a vengeance. All he could think about was doing something big and risky and dangerous that would give him a jolt of adrenaline and get him over the hump. Make him feel better, even if it was just for a little while. And even though he knew that path only held bad things, he kept thinking about it all the same.

      Once he reached the cabin, he took off his boots and coat and looked around, seeing Kayla everywhere he looked. The bed. The couch. In front of the fire. The kitchen table. Sometimes, when he closed his eyes, he imagined he could still smell her sexy French perfume that she loved so much. He closed his eyes against the pain crashing through him at losing her.

      But he hadn’t had a choice. He’d had to let her go. He’d been so wrong to think that he’d ever be worthy of someone like her. For a while, he’d felt like he could be, but then reality had slapped him upside the head and reminded him of who he truly was. Reminded him of the mess he’d made of his life, and how it would tarnish everything it touched, like rust on silver. Just eating up anything good and beautiful. Anything worth a damn.

      He stalked to the fridge and pulled the door open, his eyes roving over the contents. There was nothing he wanted. Nothing he needed.

      Fuck it. He was going to head into town and find a pub. Just one beer to take the edge off. It’d be fine. And besides, it wasn’t like it mattered if he slid back down to rock bottom. There was nothing in his life worth fighting for. Nothing that made him want to keep trying to be this man who was nothing but an illusion.

      He’d felt like the man he wanted to be with Kayla, but it hadn’t been real. He’d done a good job of convincing everyone, including himself, that it was, but it wasn’t. He was still the same fucked up asshole he’d been on the day he’d gotten marched out of Silver Stream’s offices. So it didn’t fucking matter if he had a beer. It just didn’t.

      Twenty minutes later, he stepped inside the Birchwood Tavern, one of the bars in town. There were several, but he knew that the resort staff mainly hung out at Dorothy’s Grill and the Village Pub, so he’d chosen to come here. Not because he was doing anything wrong. He just didn’t feel like company.

      The interior of the tavern was simple, with white wainscoting and gray walls, plain wood tables surrounded by scuffed up chairs, and a low ceiling criss-crossed by large beams. The bar took up one side of the space, and that was where he headed. He sat down at one of the high chairs facing the bar, nodding at the bar tender who was drying glasses. Several big screens above the bar were showing college basketball. Right. It was March Madness.

      The itchy feeling got even worse as he stared up at the screens, wondering what the odds were on Duke this year. There’d be no harm in just looking it up, right? He slipped his phone from his pocket, going still when he saw a new text message from Kayla. She’d texted and called a lot for the first several days, but then she’d stopped over a week ago. Until now.

      Kayla: I don’t know where you are or what you’re doing right now, but I just wanted you know that I’m thinking about you and I hope you’re okay. I accept that you’re doing what you think is best. I hope you think differently soon. I also wanted to let you know that I’m not at Lucian’s anymore. The sublet on Theo’s old apartment ended, so Willa and I are going to sublet it from him for the next couple of months. If you’re ever back in the city, you know where to find me.

      He shoved his phone back in his pocket, his chest tight.

      “What can I getcha?” asked the bartender, bracing his hands on the polished black surface.

      “A beer. Whatever you have on tap is fine,” he said, returning his attention to the basketball game. The restless feeling was still there, bigger than before. A minute later, the bartender set a pint glass down in front of him. A foamy head, golden liquid, bubbles streaming from the bottom to the top of the glass. He reached out and closed his fingers around the glass, letting the cold seep into his skin. He turned it a few times, leaving a ring of condensation on the bar.

      It was one beer. It was fine.

      “Sebastian?”

      He turned at the sound of his name. A large group of resort employees had just come in, including Lane and Bodhi. Lane frowned at him, her eyes bouncing between the beer and his hand. Her frown deepened into a scowl and she marched over, picked up the beer and handed it to Bodhi.

      “Oh, uh, thanks?” said Bodhi, looking confused as to why Lane had just shoved a drink in his hands.

      Lane sat down on the stool next to him. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but whatever it is, it’s not worth doing this,” she said quietly, her expression tight. “You’ve been off for a while now, but I didn’t think…” She shook her head. “Are you okay?”

      Bodhi sat down on the other side of him, happily sipping Sebastian’s beer.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Really? You don’t want to talk about why you’ve been a miserable bastard at work and why I just found you in a bar, seconds away from throwing away everything you’ve spent the past several months working on?”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, Lane. It doesn’t fucking matter.”

      “Yes,” she said simply, folding her hands on the bar in front of her. “It does.” Then she waved down the bartender. “Two Cokes, please.” She stared up at the TV screen, seeming to settle in to her seat. “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on with you.”

      “Yeah, man. You’ve been, like, kind of a dick lately,” said Bodhi, taking another sip of the beer. “Did you read the Pema Chodron book?”

      “I said, I don’t want to talk about it,” Sebastian gritted through his teeth. He felt like he was standing on the edge of a cliff, needing the catharsis of jumping off, and Lane had just yanked him back, not letting him go until he told her why he was on the cliff in the first place. Frustration tugged at him, but along with it was something else. Something he recognized as a trickle of relief.

      “Fine. Then we’ll sit here in silence.” Lane crossed her arms, pretending to watch the basketball game.

      “Is this about that Kayla chick?” asked Bodhi. “I thought things were going good with you guys.”

      “They were. Until they weren’t.” Sebastian’s shoulders slumped and he felt deflated. Utterly and completely empty.

      “What happened?” asked Bodhi.

      Sebastian closed his eyes for a moment, taking a breath. Fighting back the itchiness inside him. He opened his mouth to tell them both to mind their own goddamned business but instead what came out was the entire story. Working with Kayla, getting fired. His knee injury and gambling addiction. Running into Kayla at the retreat and then rescuing her from the snowstorm. The home invasion. Breaking up with Kayla and taking care of his debts, then getting the hell out of the city again.

      “Is your brother like, a mob boss or something?” asked Bodhi, his eyes wide.

      Before he could answer, Lane cut in. “That’s your takeaway from all of that? Come on, dude. Focus.” She turned to Sebastian. “Tell me why you’re here.”

      “Because it doesn’t matter anymore. I tried to do better and I failed. Spectacularly. So it doesn’t matter. I don’t matter.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” said Bodhi quietly, leaning his elbows on the bar. “That’s just not true, dude.”

      “I know you’re feeling shitty right now,” said Lane, “but as cliché as it sounds this too shall pass. Everything is a season, and you’re in a crappy one right now. But don’t make it worse by punishing yourself for something you couldn’t have stopped.”

      “It sounds like you’ve come really far, man. Don’t let this derail you. What do we say when kids fall on the mountain?”

      “It doesn’t matter how many times you fall, only how many times you get up,” Sebastian muttered.

      “Yeah, man. So here’s your chance to get up.”

      “And the more you get up, the better you’re going to get at it,” added Lane

      “Listen, guys, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I just want to be left alone.” He pretended to be fascinated by the basketball game, although he no longer cared. The urge to look up the odds had passed, and he realized he was grateful for that.

      “Nope. Not an option tonight,” said Lane, crossing her arms. “You came here to self-destruct, well guess what? We’re the motherfucking bomb squad.”

      He rolled his eyes and bit back a smile. “Uh huh.” He sipped his Coke and leaned back in his seat. “I appreciate the sentiment, but you can’t fix this for me.”

      “No one’s telling you how to fix anything, dude,” said Bodhi. “It’s okay not to be okay. That’s some gnarly shit that happened. But do you really think pushing Kayla away makes it any better?”

      “She’s not safe if she’s with me.”

      “I thought you said all of your debts were officially paid off?” asked Lane.

      “They are.” They’d found one other loan shark that he’d owed some money to, but that was it. Lucian had turned over so many stones they’d had loan sharks scurrying around like cockroaches.

      “Then is this really about you trying to keep her safe, or about you thinking you’re not good enough for her because of what happened?” asked Lane.

      “Of course it fucking is,” he said, his tone more heated than he’d intended. “How could I possibly be good enough for her after what I put her through? After what I caused? She could’ve fucking died because of me.”

      “But she didn’t,” said Lane calmly. “Thank God. She didn’t. And it’s not like you put her in that situation on purpose.”

      “No, but—”

      Lane cut him off. “You’ve overcome so much, Sebastian. A knee injury, loss of a dream, addiction. That’s a lot of heavy shit. But don’t let that heavy shit drag you down. You rose up. You deserve happiness. And right now, you have a choice. You can choose to believe all of the negative shit swirling through your brain, or you can choose happiness. Because you do deserve it. You do.”

      “Yeah, man,” said Bodhi, nodding. “Brains are fucked. Just cause you think or feel something doesn’t make it true. If you choose your thoughts, choose your beliefs, you get to choose how you feel.”

      “Is that Pema Chodron too?” he asked, sipping his Coke.

      “Nah, I think I saw that on Lifehacker or something.”

      “Everyone has their battles to fight,” said Lane, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Everyone. Yours is harder than most. But that doesn’t mean you don’t deserve to have someone fighting with you, at your side. And it doesn’t mean leaving Kayla to fight alone was the right thing to do.”

      Well, fuck. Lane’s point landed and he felt something loosen in his chest. She had a point. Several points. They both did. What was he doing, hanging out in a bar?

      They were right. He had a choice. He’d always had the choice. The only difference between now and a year ago was that he had the strength and self-awareness to make better choices. And he’d been making better ones up until two weeks ago when he’d walked away from the best thing that had happened to him in a very long time. Quite possibly his entire damn life.

      Life was a series of choices, and he hadn’t always made the right ones. Hell, he often hadn’t made the right ones. But Kayla had never been a mistake. The only mistake had been walking away from her.

      “She might not take you back,” said Lane, as though she could read his mind. “But you have to try. You have to make the choice to see yourself as deserving and try. If she forgives you for bailing, then everyone wins. And if she doesn’t, then you’ll learn and move on.” She leaned in close. “And if I find you in a bar with a drink in your hand again, I’ll kick your ass.”

      Sebastian laughed. “Deal.”

      His mind spun as he left the bar, but not the way it had before. He’d come so close to backsliding, even though he hadn’t wanted to. As he ventured out into the night to wait for his Uber back to the resort, it hit him. People cared about him and loved him whether he felt worthy of it or not. His siblings, his friends. Kayla. He didn’t get to tell people how they felt about him—that was up to them. And Lane was right. He had a choice. He could push them away, choose to believe he wasn’t good enough, or he could make a different choice.

      He could choose love.
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      Kayla clicked to the next slide, trying to focus on her presentation. Stammler sat at the head of the conference room table, texting on his phone, looking bored. Asshole.

      She cleared her throat and continued. “So, as you can see that while we’re nearly at the close of the first quarter—”

      A woman poked her head into the room, an apologetic smile on her face. “Miss Bristowe? There’s someone here to see you,” said Simone, the woman she’d hired to replace Davis. “He says it’s urgent, but I can just tell him to wait until you’re done.”

      Kayla started to nod, but then she caught sight of Sebastian several feet away, an enormous bouquet of pink, purple, and red tulips in his hands. Her hands went numb and the pen she’d been clutching fell to the floor. It had been three weeks now since he’d walked out on her, leaving her alone in his brother’s apartment after the worst night of her life. After he’d chosen his self-loathing over her. She pressed her trembling fingers to her lips, entirely unsure what to do.

      But then he made the decision for her by stepping into the conference room and smiling at her. The lump of ice in the center of her chest started to melt and she took a cautious step toward him.

      “Hi,” he said, and just the sound of his voice eased some of her uncertainty. “Can we talk?”

      “Kayla, if you walk out that door, you’ll leave me no choice but to fire you.” Stammler’s face was red, his scowl so deep that his jowls shook. She glanced between him and Sebastian and then took another step toward him, holding her hand out to him. His fingers closed around hers and she walked out of the conference room, not caring what Stammler did at this point. This was even better than quitting because now they’d have to pay out her severance package.

      Her fingers twined with his, she led Sebastian to her office—his old office—and closed the door.

      “We may not have long before security comes to walk me out,” she said, leaning against her desk. Her heart was frantic in her chest, drumming so loudly she wondered if he could hear it.

      “Yeah, it’s super fun when they do that,” he said, his eyes sparkling with humor and warmth. He moved toward her and handed her the flowers.

      “Are you here to grovel?” she asked, lifting the bouquet and inhaling deeply, pulling the scent of spring into her lungs. The scent of new beginnings and fresh hope.

      “Yes.” The single syllable hung in the air and she held her breath as hope filled her. This was what she’d been wishing for every night for weeks now. For Sebastian to come back and tell her that leaving her was the biggest mistake of his life.

      “Okay. Grovel away.”

      He sucked in a breath and came closer, slipping his arms around her waist. The tulips bunched between them, filling the air in her office with their scent. Her entire body hummed at the feeling of his hands on her, buzzing with reawakening.

      “I’m so sorry, Kayla. I should never have walked out on you the way I did. I was so focused on keeping you safe, on preventing what had happened from ever happening again that I panicked. I wasn’t thinking clearly and…” He shook his head. “We both know that I’m a mess. After what happened to you, I hated myself. I hated what my past had brought to your door, and when I think about how close you came—” He broke off and cleared his throat. “I knew I didn’t deserve you. I didn’t deserve your forgiveness. I can’t change my past, and my past is what makes me unworthy of you.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him as butterflies unfurled their wings in her stomach. “You thought I’d be better off without you. So you left me alone, heartbroken, after the most terrifying experience of my life.”

      “I know. I know. I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I’m here to ask for it anyway. Because Kayla, being with you gave me a glimpse of who I could be. What we could have. I almost lost you and that scared the fuck out of me, but I don’t want to choose fear or hating myself or any of that shit anymore. I want to choose you. Us. I love you, and if you give me another chance, I promise I’ll spend the rest of my life earning your forgiveness. Trying to be the man you deserve.”

      She sucked in a shaky breath, trying to process everything he was saying. “I love you, Sebastian. And when you walked out on me, you broke my heart.” She set the flowers down on her desk and lifted her hand, cupping his cheek. “But you’re already worthy of forgiveness. You’re already worthy of love and happiness. You were always enough for me, just the way you are.”

      “Kayla,” he said, his voice cracking around the edges. She pressed her fingers to his lips, shaking her head.

      “I’m going to keep telling you that you’re worthy and deserving of every good thing until you believe me. You’re worth so much more than you tell yourself. I know that you’re not perfect, and I don’t expect you to be. You’re a man who’s fought through a lot of really hard shit. Who’s still fighting. Just because you make mistakes, just because you made bad decisions in your past, that doesn’t mean you aren’t good enough for me. Only I get to decide what I deserve. Only I get to decide what’s good enough for me. And I choose you, Bastian. I choose you.”

      He let out a ragged breath and pressed his forehead to hers. “Even now, I don’t feel like I deserve this. Your forgiveness and your love and your kindness.”

      “You are not your failures. You are not your mistakes. You’re a man capable of love and tenderness. You’re a man with hopes and dreams and goals. And yes, you’re a man with a past, but that past isn’t who you are. I see you, and I know you and I accept you exactly as you are. I choose you, Bastian, and I’m always going to choose you. Even when you don’t choose yourself.”

      She leaned forward and kissed him, a soft, gentle kiss that tasted like forgiveness and hope. “And if you ever, ever walk out on me again when I need you, I’m going to sic Lucian on you.”

      “I thought I was supposed to be the one groveling, and here you are, making me feel like a goddamn king.”

      “Because you are, baby. I’m just polishing your crown.”

      “When you say things like that, you make me want to believe them.”

      “Then I’ll keep saying them until you do. After, too.”

      He kissed her then, a tentative exploring that quickly morphed into something hotter.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here before Stammler comes in and yells at both of us.”

      She grabbed her purse, her flowers and Sebastian’s hand and they walked out into the early New York spring, ready to face the world and whatever might come next.

      Together.

      
        
        THE END
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        Thank you so much for reading Sebastian and Kayla’s story! I really hope you enjoyed it. What are Sebastian and Kayla going to do next? Will they stay in New York? And hey, whatever happened to all those sex toys? To get the answers to these questions, sign up for my newsletter. Subscribers get an exclusive copy of their extended epilogue! And keep reading for a sneak peek at what’s next for the Prescott brothers…
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        The night of the home invasion

      

      

      Willa couldn’t seem to stop shaking and it wasn’t because of the cold. Ice pellets slapped against the windows of the black SUV, and the wind was frigid, but the cold wasn’t the cause of her trembling. No, that was entirely because less than an hour ago, she’d thought she was going to die.

      She couldn’t stop replaying it over and over in her mind—the men with guns in her apartment, the absolutely paralyzing fear that her life was about to end—but it didn’t feel real. That couldn’t have actually happened. There was no way that armed men had invaded the apartment she shared with her best friend Kayla and threatened to kill them both because they were looking for Kayla’s boyfriend, Sebastian.

      But it had happened, along with Sebastian’s brothers Max and Lucian busting in to save them.

      Dispose of the roommate.

      She shook a little harder and Max turned up the heat in the SUV. They’d dropped Kayla off at Lucian’s, waiting there with her until he’d returned. She could’ve stayed there too, but when Max had offered to take her back to his place, she’d agreed, wanting to give Kayla and Sebastian a little space.

      Max, who she’d frantically texted “911 home invasion pls help” when then men had burst in. They’d told her and Kayla that they’d kill them if they called the police and she hadn’t been willing to take a chance on that. But she’d needed to text someone, to try to get help somehow, and given that the men had said they were looking for Sebastian, she’d figured that Max was as good a person as any.

      Max, who was her boss. Who was grumpy as hell. Who was so sexy that she often lost her train of thought around him. Not that he’d ever given any indication that he felt the same way about her. He most definitely hadn’t, making her insane crush on him completely one-sided, and therefore a little embarrassing.

      They drove in silence and as the seat warmer worked its magic, she felt some of the tension ease from her muscles, her trembling subsiding. He turned into a parking garage below an impressive building in SoHo, swiping a card he’d pulled from the center console for entry. When he parked, he pulled into a space reserved for the South Penthouse.

      “You’ll be safe here,” he said, his deep voice rubbing over her frayed nerves like sandpaper. Even now, on the worst night of her life, her body responded to him. Apparently her hormones or ovaries or whatever hadn’t gotten the message that she’d almost died tonight.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly, swallowing around the lump in her throat. All of her emotions were still right there, just simmering under the surface. But as grateful as she was to Max for coming to their rescue tonight, she didn’t want to break down in front of him. They were work colleagues and they didn’t have that kind of relationship.

      He simply nodded, then stepped out of the SUV. She moved to push her door open, but he beat her to it, opening it for her and then sliding an arm around her waist to help her down. She didn’t really need the support, but she wasn’t going to push him away. It felt far too good to have someone touch her. Physical contact was a comfort she was craving right now.

      He guided her toward a sleek silver elevator in the corner, using yet another key card to call it. Sealed inside together, she was acutely aware of their size difference. He was almost a foot taller than her, and probably a hundred pounds heavier. She’d always been self-conscious about her size—no boobs, no hips, no ass, just a figure worthy of a twelve-year-old boy. And yet there was something about how big Max was that put her at ease. She liked the difference. Maybe because it made her feel safe. Maybe because it made her feel feminine.

      Not that it mattered.

      The elevator doors slid open and she sucked in a sharp gasp. Before her was a massive penthouse, the walls made up entirely of windows. The Tribeca skyline gleamed in the night, the lights of One World Trade Center seeming to shine right in the middle of it all. She could see the Hudson and Canal Street. Up here, surrounded by glass, it felt like the city was putting on a show, just for her.

      It was beautiful, and after the ugliness of the night, she could use a little beauty. Stepping out of the elevator, her eyes roved over the impressive space, taking in the sleek, high end furniture, designer kitchen, and clear staircase that was engineered to look like it was floating. It was minimalistic and pristine. As gorgeous as it was, it didn’t look like anyone actually lived there.

      It was closed off, revealing nothing. Just like its owner.

      “Do you want something to eat or drink?” asked Max hesitantly from behind her. She turned and found him standing several feet away, rubbing the back of his neck. He looked…uncomfortable with having her in his space.

      “Um, some water would be good, thank you.” Her mouth and throat were dry, almost to the point of pain.

      He nodded and headed toward the kitchen, opening the fridge and pulling out a bottle of expensive water imported from Iceland.

      She took the bottle from him and sank down onto the couch. Now that she was truly safe, out of harm’s way, an echo of the sheer terror she’d experienced passed through her, and her hands started to shake. She tried to get the cap off the bottle, but couldn’t seem to get her hands to cooperate.

      Max sat down beside her, perched on the edge of the couch, looking as though he was ready to leap away from her as soon as he could. Without asking, he took the bottle from her and opened it, then handed it back. She took a long drink, the cool water soothing her throat.

      “Mmm. Tastes very Nordic,” she said, trying to smile. Her cheek twitched and then fell. Nope. She didn’t have it in her right now.

      “Are you okay?” he asked and then closed his eyes and turned his head slightly, as though realizing what a stupid question that was.

      “Not really, no,” she said, staring out at the twinkling skyline until her eyes went unfocused and everything blurred. “I thought I was going to die.” She turned to face him, his intense blue eyes crashing into hers. “I thought I was going to die.” Her voice cracked and broke on the last syllable and the sobs she’d been holding back burst out of her. Her body shook almost violently with the force of them, her eyes burning with hot tears. She sucked in a shuddering breath and then Max wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close.

      Oh. Oh, God. Yes.

      He leaned back against the couch, pulling her with him as he held her against his broad chest, one hand on her back, the other cradling the back of her head. She pressed her face into him, embarrassed that she was crying all over him but completely unable to stop and completely unwilling to pull away.

      His hand rubbed a soothing path up and down her back, his heartbeat steady against her cheek. Anchoring her. Comforting her. Gradually, the wave of fear and the tears subsided, leaving her feeling wrung out.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked once she’d calmed down, his voice rumbling in his chest.

      She looked up, and God, his face was right there. The furrowed brow, the sharp blue eyes, the lips and jaw that looked like a sculptor had spent years on them. The small cleft in his chin. A lock of hair had fallen onto his forehead, curling slightly. His dark brown hair was wavy and thick, but she suspected that it was actually curly and he tamed it.

      Just like he tamed and controlled everything in his life, it seemed.

      “I was so scared,” she whispered. “All I kept thinking about was the people I’d never get to see again—my brother, my parents, my friends—and everything I wanted to do with my life. I kept seeing the morbid headlines about the murder of two women in a home invasion. I felt angry at everything they were about to take from me. I…” She trailed off, not finishing her thought. She’d been about to say “I fought so fucking hard to survive six years ago that it’s not fair to have it end like this.” But he didn’t know about the cancer and what she’d been through. It wasn’t something she talked about, and it wasn’t like she and Max were friends. He was her boss, not her buddy.

      His gaze held hers, a pained expression on his face.

      “If you hadn’t come, I’d be dead.” She swallowed, fresh tears stinging her eyes. “I’d be dead.”

      “Willa,” he said, his voice low and rough. His mouth was pressed into a firm line, his nostrils flared. Seeking out more of the comfort he was offering, she laid her head on his chest again, timing her breaths with his heartbeat.

      “I don’t know what I would’ve done if something had happened to you,” he said quietly after several moments. There was something about the tone of his voice that had her lifting her head.

      Their eyes locked, and her stomach flipped at the heat shining out at her from his gaze. “Willa,” he said again, sounding almost as though he were in pain. He lifted a hand, tracing his thumb along her jaw. “Willa.”

      Her heart beat wildly in her chest as his eyes dropped to her mouth. Another tremble coursed through her, but it wasn’t because of what she’d been through that night.

      It was because of what was about to happen.

      With agonizing slowness, he lowered his mouth to hers, pressing a gentle, almost chaste kiss to her lips. He pulled back slightly, his gaze still locked on her mouth, and she knew that he was giving her the chance to push him away. To say no.

      When she didn’t, he lowered his face back down to hers.
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        I hope you’re as excited for Willa and Max’s story as I am! To get your copy of LOVE BUG, click here!

      

      

      
        
        (PS—If you’re curious about Theo and Lauren’s story, click here to read STUPID LOVE).
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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