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      The one person I can’t stand wants me to be her bridesmaid.

      My sister. Not that I have time for her crap.

      I’m a stockbroker in training and the last thing I need is to cater to my high-maintenance sibling’s every desire.

      And her first request? To learn to ride horses. So she can enter the wedding on one.

      You’ve got to be kidding me. We’ve never even touched a horse before.

      With lots of peer pressure and guilt tripping, we head to a breathtaking ranch, and lucky for me, the horses aren’t the only beautiful things to look at.

      The riding instructor is honestly the hottest guy I’ve ever seen. Everything about him sends me in a tizzy.

      Best of all, he’s nothing like my sister’s rich jerk of a fiancé.

      Wealthy guys are the worst. I work for them, with them, and avoid them at all cost.

      This hottie and I hit it off, and he offers to be my plus-one to the wedding, with a fake romance attached to it.

      I couldn’t be more thrilled until things start to not feel so fake anymore.

      I’m falling for his charm, his way with words, his scorching body.

      He’s perfect, until he’s not.

      Turns out, he’s a billionaire in disguise. And here I thought things wouldn’t be fake for long.

      Guess I was wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To my amazing readers that have sibling issues. I am not one of those (my sister reads these!), but sometimes what starts out as bad can turn out for good. Not always, but in these love stories, we sorta get to make that the case. Hope you love this one. Fake doesn’t last long when it’s meant to be real.
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      Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

      Where you at?!?

      Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

      Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

      See you on the inside…

      

      
        
        Join the fam HERE!
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          HARRISON

        

      

    

    
      Reports of trouble at this branch of my bank were worrying. They weren’t much more than whispers on the wind and a few emails of complaint to our consumer-services address, but that was enough to warrant an investigation.

      Most of my work was done at our central location. It wasn’t often that I dealt with personnel issues myself anymore, and I hadn’t set foot in this particular branch since its opening, but the accusations being leveled against this guy were serious enough that I’d wanted to come down to check him out myself.

      If what I’d heard was true, the life this man had known until this morning was over.

      Not only were criminal charges a possibility, but I would ruin him in this town. If I had any say in it, and I did, he would never work in the financial services industry again. Not here in New York City. Not anywhere.

      I wasn’t one of those assholes who got off on making threats or even thinking about things like ruining people. There were far better things to do and think about than that, but in this instance, I’d make an exception. The thought hadn’t been an idle one, and the threat was very much real.

      There were times when one simply had to do what needed to be done, and if the rumors were true, then Mr. Bernard Hilton needed to be made an example of. Swiftly and decisively. Every other employee of mine—or hell, anyone else in the industry—needed to know that they couldn’t fuck around with my company or its reputation.

      If people thought I didn’t know what was going on under each of my own roofs just because they didn’t see me every day, they had another think coming. I wasn’t the most visible CEO in history, but that didn’t mean I didn’t keep a very careful eye on what was happening within my own business.

      When word first got out that I was starting to make money—real, serious money—a bunch of reporters had come sniffing around. They’d wanted to take pictures, do interviews, and a whole bunch of shit I didn’t have time for.

      I hadn’t started a company in the banking sector for notoriety, and I honestly didn’t give a fuck about getting my name or face out there to become some sort of quasi-celebrity just because I’d had some success. One hardly got into banking with the aim of becoming a figure the public was interested in, and it really didn’t concern anyone else how many zeroes were reflected behind the numbers in any of my accounts.

      As a result, I’d been labeled as somewhat reclusive and was left, for the most part, alone. I sent out weekly newsletters to my staff, but even that didn’t have my picture on it. There was no reason why any of them would want to see my face instead of something relevant to the content of the letter.

      On days like today, I was happy that I’d managed to keep a low profile. It allowed me to move through one of my own branches with no one being any the wiser that the boss was in their midst.

      The polished tile gleamed beneath my feet. Natural light from the stained-glass windows above supplemented the artificial lighting provided by old world chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. Customers bustled around me, hurrying in and out while others sat patiently waiting for their numbers to be announced when it was their turn to be served.

      As I made my trek across the floor, I took note of the little things. The cups next to the single-serving coffee machines were well stocked, there were no apparent delays in moving from one number to the next, and the cashiers seemed to be working efficiently.

      On the face of it, the branch appeared to be operating well. Their problem, however, wasn’t something one could see with the naked eye by just walking into the building. It was a person. One who sat in a cushy office behind the scenes and who probably thought he had the run of the place.

      Well, that shit ends today.

      When I’d made the decision to come into the branch myself, I’d also decided that I wouldn’t let anyone in on who I was, not immediately. If I gave them my name, they’d recognize it, but if I didn’t, there was a fair chance I could get into Hilton’s office and catch him right in the act.

      If nothing untoward happened when I saw him, so be it. He’d get to keep his job and live to exist within my world for another day, but we’d keep monitoring the situation closely from headquarters. If, however, he tried to take advantage of me in the way several customers had alleged he’d done with them, then that was it.

      The second-in-command at the branch was a woman named Marie. I’d done my research before coming down here and learned that she was well respected among her colleagues and customers alike. In fact, her employee rating on our centralized system that fed data through from feedback on the ground was outstanding.

      Armed with those facts and keeping them front and center in my mind, I approached her first. As luck would have it, she was standing at the loans counter peering over the shoulder of a colleague busily typing away on his computer.

      “Good morning,” I said when I reached them.

      Marie glanced up from the screen, her eyes widening as she took me in, but there was no flash of recognition in them. A faint flush spread across her cheeks, but she cleared her throat and straightened up, taking a step back from her colleague to face me fully.

      “Good morning, sir. What can we help you with today?” Her voice was a little pitchy at the beginning of her sentence, but she quickly gained control of herself.

      I might’ve been worried about her reaction and that it meant she knew who I was after all, but she gave no indication that it was that. She didn’t rush to my side or offer me a seat as had happened in the past when personnel had recognized me. In fact, her reaction spoke more to attraction, and it wasn’t one I could say I wasn’t used to.

      More than once in the past, I’d been told that I was good looking. Long days working on my farm every chance I got made sure that, unlike most of the other office drones in this city, my skin was tanned and there were calluses on my hands. Apparently, I had a “rugged” thing going on that some women found themselves drawn to.

      Marie might’ve been one of those women, but after her initial double-take, she was all business. She exuded professionalism in a crisp navy pantsuit, her hair twisted into a neat bun behind her head, and her shoulders pulled back.

      She’s a definite contender if this goes south.

      “I’m looking for a loan,” I lied. “I’m hoping to see a Mr. Hilton. I’ve heard he’s the man to talk to about these things.”

      “Yes, sir.” She smiled politely. “Would you like one of our loan officers to assist you with the paperwork? Mr. Hilton oversees the final approval, but there are a few other steps in the process before we get to that point.”

      I held up the leather briefcase in my hand. “I’ve already filled it all out. All the necessary and required forms are the ones that are available online, correct?”

      She dipped her head. “Absolutely, sir. Here at the Hynes Group, we make every effort to ensure that all our services are available to our valued clients in the most effortless, streamlined, painless way possible.”

      While I knew she was parroting our client services manual back to me, she did it in a way that made it sound natural. Professional, helpful, and knowledgeable.

      She was living up to her employee ratings, which was encouraging considering the circumstances under which I was here. “Is Mr. Hilton available? I don’t mind waiting for a meeting with him.”

      “Let me just go check, but I believe his last appointment ended a few minutes ago.” She motioned toward the seating area nearest to the loans counter. “Please help yourself to some coffee and have a seat if you’d like. I’ll be back in a few.”

      Ten minutes later, I sat down with the manager I’d come to see. He was a weaselly looking man with dark, beady eyes and his nose stuck in the air. I could see the disapproval lining his features when he looked over the bogus paperwork I’d just handed him, and he exhaled deeply as he shook his head.

      “I’m afraid this is a tough call,” he said with a hint of a sneer. “With an income like yours, I’m just not convinced that you’ll be able to make the repayments on the amount you’re asking for.”

      “It’s well within usual margins,” I said. My team and I had specifically chosen the numbers we had to make it seem like I was a borderline case, but not one asking for an amount that was unreasonable.

      He lifted his chin to look—literally—down the length of his nose at me. There was a slight flare to his nostrils, like he was annoyed by my statement. “It might be in the usual margins, but granting any loan remains within my discretion.”

      Although it took everything in me not to argue or set him straight, I kept my expression impassive as I let out a sigh and tried my best to appear humble. It seemed he was one of those people who enjoyed dangling the authority he had over a client’s head, which didn’t bode well for him.

      “Are you saying you’re going to deny the loan?” I asked finally.

      He shook his head, a condescending smile appearing on his lips. “No, but if I’m going to take a chance on you, you’re going to have to make it worth my while.”

      “What do you mean?” I inched forward on my chair. This was almost too fucking easy.

      “I’m going to need to be compensated for my act of faith,” he said. “If you won’t agree to pay the additional fee, I’m afraid I can’t provide the loan.”

      “You want to be compensated personally?” My fingers curled into fists on the armrests. “That doesn’t sound right. Is this kind of behavior tolerated by the owner of the Hynes Group?”

      “Harrison Hynes is some rich fuck who won’t ever know, now will he?” Hilton sneered at me. “Not if you want your loan anyway. Always remember that even once they’ve been granted, loans can be recalled at any time.”

      My heartbeat kicked up its pace a notch, and I pushed back my chair. Fighting to remain calm, I did up the one button on my jacket and narrowed my eyes on my soon-to-be former employee.

      “Update your resume, Mr. Hilton. You’re done here.” I reached into my inside pocket and set my business card down on his desk with a faint snap of the rich, embossed paper it was printed on. “I might be a rich fuck, but I’m not one who doesn’t know anything. I’m also not one who’s going to allow anyone to treat my customers like this.”

      The man paled when he glanced down at the card and then back up at me, swallowing audibly as he tried to backtrack. “There’s been a misunderstanding, Mr. Hynes. Please, sit down. Let’s just talk about this.”

      My brows swept up, my gaze steadfast on his. “There’s nothing to talk about. You and I both know there’s been no misunderstanding. A word of advice for the future, Mr. Hilton. If you must insist on making a power-play like that, make sure you are, in fact, the most powerful player in the room.”

      Leaving him pale and gaping at me, I turned and left his office. Marie was still standing at the counter speaking to the same colleague as before about whatever he was doing on that computer of his, but as soon as she saw me, she came over with a bright smile on her face.

      “All done already, sir? I do hope your application went well.”

      I extended my hand toward her. “I don’t believe I introduced myself before. Harrison Hynes. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Mr. Hynes, uh, wait. I’m—I’m so sorry I didn’t know…” She trailed off from her stammering apology, putting her hand in mine before pumping it enthusiastically. “Marie Waller, sir. It’s so nice to meet you as well, sir. You should’ve told me who you were. I’d never have made you wait—”

      “No need to apologize.” I cut her off with a wave of the hand I’d just withdrawn from hers. “You were great. I wish I had a hundred more people like you.”

      Her polite smile was replaced with a genuine one. “Thank you, sir.”

      “I’ve relieved Mr. Hilton of his duties, Ms. Waller. You’re in charge of this branch until I can make some adjustments. Keep up the good work.”

      Her jaw dropped, and I walked away before she could say anything. A grin stole across my face as I hit the busy sidewalk outside. Within hours, news of Bernard Hilton’s dismissal would spread across the industry. I’d make sure that it also reached the ears of those customers who had complained about him.

      We’d have to review every loan he’d ever granted or refused, and there was a lot of work that would need to be done in order to right his wrongs, but I’d never been afraid of a little hard work.

      In fact, I thrived on it. It was why I had not one, but two jobs, and since it was nearly the weekend, it was about time I shed my suit and got to the second one.
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          KEIRA

        

      

    

    
      It was the first time all day that I was sitting down. Being a stockbroker-in-training was exhilarating but it didn’t allow for many opportunities to take a load off during the day. There was a lot of running around, jumping around, and standing up, and it all had to be done in heels.

      Well, okay, it didn’t have to be done in heels. Some of the more senior women wore flats or pumps to work, but I was still trying to make an impression. Even a kitten heel made a better impression than a flip-flop.

      Although at the rate I was going, these heels were going to be the death of my toes and I’d never be able to wear flip-flops again.

      Who needs toes anyway?

      Once I graduated out of the training program and made a name for myself for my incredible skills, it wouldn’t matter what I wore. Clients would flock to me because I was awesome, and I’d never have to wear heels or these restricting pencil skirts ever again.

      Wishful thinking, Keira. Since I’d chosen a professional career path, I was probably stuck with those things for life.

      Even so, I loved my job. Some day very soon, I’d start making enough to move out of my crummy apartment and join the leagues of financially independent women who took the city by storm.

      Hear me roar and all that jazz.

      Laughing softly to myself, I rolled my eyes and wondered if anyone else in the diner where I was waiting for my best friend was having the same kinds of thoughts I was.

      People-watching was a favorite pastime of mine. Some people watched TV to pass the time, others played games on their phones or read, but I preferred to make up my own stories rather than watching, playing along with, or reading those that had been made up by others.

      It was my creative outlet, and since Jamie was late, as usual, I had some time to indulge myself. It was definitely better than giving myself feminist pep talks or worrying about my toes eventually falling off in these shoes. I wasn’t even really a feminist—well, not more so than any other woman. I simply looked forward to being able to provide a stable life for myself.

      I turned my attention to the people around me again and wondered about their lives. There was a bearded guy tucking into a giant burger like it was the first food he’d ever had and a mother at the booth next to his trying to keep five kids under control. I didn’t know if they were all hers, but kudos to her either way. If I’d been here with even two children, I definitely wouldn’t have been able to take charge with as much confidence as she was and I also definitely wouldn’t have looked as put together as she did while doing it.

      I imagined her as being one of those people who could do it all without ever breaking a sweat. She certainly seemed that way.

      The bearded guy next to her had finished his burger and was now polishing off a soda. As I watched, he pulled a small laptop from the satchel next to him, opened it, and started typing furiously.

      Is he reviewing the food he’s just eaten, or is he in the middle of a project and so absorbed in it that he’s forgotten to eat for several days?”

      Jamie’s voice broke into my musings. “I’m sorry. Before you say it, I know I’m always late. I really was going to be on time this time, but I got held up by the couple whose engagement party I’m planning. Is being a groomzilla a thing? If it is, this guy is going to take the prize.”

      She dropped into the chair opposite mine, drawing my attention away from the bearded writer, blogger, and/or IT guru. Jamie had been my best friend for years. At twenty-seven, she was two years younger than I was but she was my soul’s twin.

      We’d met at a trivia night she’d organized when she’d still been cutting her teeth in the event-planning business, and we’d been pretty much inseparable since. She was the Yin to my Yang, and there was no better example of the way we balanced each other out than simply looking at our career choices.

      “You’ll rein him in with your wit and charm,” I said confidently. “Unless he has the budget to back up whatever grand ideas he has that make him a groomzilla. In which case, let him go wild.”

      She made a face at me, her perfect delicate button of a nose scrunching up beneath eyes the color of the Mediterranean. “Let me put it to you this way. On the budget they’ve given me, they might’ve been able to afford a kitten but he wants a tiger. I won’t ruin his fun, though. I’m not a ruiner. He wants their wedding to be the party of the year, and you know I can never resist a good party.”

      I laughed. “The fact that you’ve made a career out of planning them is a bit of giveaway.”

      She stuck her tongue out at me, shaking out her mane of chocolate-brown curls as she ordered a double-thick bubblegum milkshake when the waiter came by. It was safe to say that Jamie lived life to the fullest. Not even her milkshakes were regular. It was double-thick or nothing.

      “Tell me about your day,” she said to me once the waiter was gone, but not before she’d flirted a little with the poor guy. “What’s new in the world of stock-brokering?”

      I shrugged. “I wish I could tell you that I’m kicking ass and taking names, but I’m not. Everyone there is still crazy competitive. I don’t really want to think about work right now, though. I need a break.”

      “Wait.” She twisted in her seat to glance at the people sitting all around us. “I know that look in your eyes. When you say need a break, what you really mean is that you’ve been making up stories in your head about our fellow diners this evening, don’t you?”

      “Yep,” I admitted unashamedly, flicking a discreet finger toward the bearded guy. He was still typing, and unless he was writing one heck of a review for that burger, I was going to assume he wasn’t a food blogger. “What do you think he’s doing? My money is on programming or writing a really steamy novel.”

      “What I think is that you need a hobby,” she said, turning back to me. “Or, if you really want to know, you could just go over there and ask him.”

      “That’s no fun.” I mock-pouted. “It’s not about what he’s really doing. It’s about the mystery of what he could be doing.”

      “I still don’t get it. How is that more fun than knowing what he’s actually doing? For example, maybe he’s writing a screenplay, and if you go over there, he’ll realize you’re perfect for the lead role and cast you in it right here and now.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works. Don’t casting people do the casting?” I tilted my head before shaking it. “Besides, I have no interest in acting. My sister wants me to make the toast to our parents at her wedding, and I don’t even think I’m going to be able to memorize those few lines. I just don’t think memorizing entire scripts will ever work for me.”

      “Don’t memorize the toast then,” she suggested. “I’m sure Hailey and Nick will understand if you read it off a paper. How’s the planning going for the wedding by the way? I’m still ticked off that the best wedding planner in the city is her sister’s best friend, and she decided to go with someone else.”

      “While I agree that you’re the best there is, Nick insisted on the company they’re using. Everyone who thinks they’re someone is using them these days. He said it’d look like he couldn’t afford their services if he hired someone else.”

      “Honey, I know all about Parker’s cookie-cutter weddings. They’re all the damn same. Pretentious, boring, and overpriced.”

      A snort of laughter came out of me. “Sounds like a perfect fit for Nick then.”

      “You two still don’t get along?” she asked, a little more serious now. “I know he’s much older, but Hailey seems to love him.”

      “It’s not that I don’t like him.” I paused, trying to find the words to express my worries accurately. “I know it seems like she loves him, but I’m just not sure that she’s marrying him for the right reasons. Sometimes, it feels like she’s only doing it so she doesn’t have to work for anything in her life. She’s used to just being handed whatever she wants. His black credit card in her wallet will give her that for life.”

      “Have you talked to her about it?”

      “I’ve tried, but it’s not an easy subject to broach, you know? If she really loves him and he makes her happy, I don’t care if he’s homeless or a millionaire. I just don’t want her to get hurt or, worse, to look back later and realize money isn’t everything after all.”

      Her hand slid across the table and she covered mine with it, giving it a small squeeze. “I know you’re worried, and I know you care more about who people are than how much they earn, but she chose him. You’re her sister, which means you have to support her no matter what.”

      As if my sister’s ears were burning, we were interrupted when my phone started ringing with a call from her. I put the phone on speaker so I didn’t have to repeat everything to Jamie the minute I hung up. It had hardly connected before the bride-to-be was rattling off a list of demands.

      “You’re going to have to clear your schedule for next weekend,” she started. “I’m going to send you a short list I’ve compiled of our options. Choose one and book it for us for the whole weekend. We’re going for horseback-riding lessons.”

      I gave the phone a blank stare. “Why would we do that?”

      “The wedding venue has offered us use of their stables. Horses are such majestic creatures. Nick and I think that you and I should enter the wedding on horseback. Isn’t it a wonderful idea?”

      “Uh, sure.” I’d just been instructed to support her with whatever she wanted, so I couldn’t exactly say no. “It’ll be fun to go away together for the weekend. We haven’t done that for ages.”

      “We’re not going for fun, Keira,” she snapped. “There isn’t much time left before the wedding and I refuse to look like a fool on the day.”

      I sighed, squeezing my eyes shut against the frustration that filled me because of her tone, and agreed to book the damn lessons. Once we hung up, Jamie grinned at me in an attempt to lighten the mood. “I could always come with you. I’ve never been horseback riding and Hailey might not think it’ll be fun, but I do.”

      “Thanks, but you know how tight-fisted Nick is. He might have more money than anyone else we know, but he doesn’t part with it easily. You’d have to pay your own way if you really want to come.”

      She grimaced and shook her head. “Never mind. Look, maybe it’s a good thing if it’s just you two anyway. You can spend some time together, and you can talk to her about what’s bothering you.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed, but I doubted anything I said would change her mind.

      As Jamie had rightly pointed out, Hailey had chosen Nick. She would hardly send her forty-something-year-old millionaire fiancé packing just because her sister had some doubts. Besides, maybe I had misjudged both him and their relationship.

      All that really mattered was that Hailey was happy, and spending a weekend away with her was a surefire way of finding out whether that was really the case.
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          HARRISON

        

      

    

    
      A week after Hilton’s dismissal, we were finally at a point where we were realizing the extent of his shady business practices. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like he’d been at it for very long before we’d caught wind of it, but it had still been a long few days of damage control and repairing the relationships we could.

      While I’d managed to get out to my farm upstate last weekend, I hadn’t been able to stay for very long. Now it was Thursday. We had clients checking in there for the weekend in little over twenty-four hours, and I didn’t know if we were ready to receive them.

      It was a completely different kind of potential disaster, but it was still something that could be bad for business, and as such, I needed to get out ahead of it. As I packed my things for the day, my receptionist came into my office.

      An older woman, she had a motherly vibe about her and never failed to give me a warm smile even if we didn’t know very much about each other. Agatha had been working for me for a couple of years. She was sharp as a tack and efficient as a bee, but she also liked keeping her personal life private and didn’t pry much into mine.

      Just the way I like it.

      “Leaving early?” she asked, her green eyes soft on mine as she came to stand behind the chair across from my desk.

      I nodded. “I won’t be back until Monday morning.”

      “You know, you never tell me where you’re going when you disappear for these weekends away,” she said lightly, joking now that she knew my workday—at this job anyway—was officially over.

      Granted, she didn’t know about my other life as a farmer. Even so, I returned her smile and snapped my briefcase closed. “That’s because if you don’t know, you can’t reach out to me in an emergency.”

      “Phones work regardless of whether a person knows where another is,” she replied with a soft chuckle. “Wherever you’re going, I hope you get some rest. You’ve had a lot of late nights this week. See you on Monday, boss.”

      I didn’t know how she did it, but the maternal clucking was always perfectly balanced with absolute professionalism. “Thank you, Agatha. Since I won’t be coming into the office tomorrow, you’re welcome to work from home.”

      She inclined her head, her smile widening. “Thank you, Mr. Hynes. You’re a good man, you know that?”

      “Very few people have ever accused me of that before, but thank you,” I said as I passed her on my way to the door. “Have a good weekend.”

      Dottie, my black Labrador who acted more like a cat than a dog, was lounging in the sun when I got to the brownstone that served as our home here in the city. She lifted her head when I walked in but laid it back down when she saw it was just me.

      “You ready to go, girl?” I asked, setting my briefcase down and pulling off my tie all in one motion. When she didn’t respond, not even to wag her tail, I shook my head at her as I shrugged out of my suit jacket. “I’ll take that as a yes, but you could be more excited about the prospect of spending the next few days on the farm. Think of all the rabbits you can chase.”

      She stood up lazily, stretching out her legs before trotting to my side. I wound my hand into her thick, warm fur as I rubbed her neck. “You’re not like any other lab I’ve ever heard of girl, but I don’t have the personality people expect me to have either. Maybe that’s why we get along so well.”

      Craning her neck into my touch, she gave my hand a quick lick. It was as affectionate as she ever got, but that was okay with me. I couldn’t have asked for a better dog than her.

      Since we didn’t need to pack anything before we headed out, all I needed to do was clip on her leash for the short walk to my truck. It was parked just down the block, but I didn’t want to take any chances with Dottie running off into traffic if something caught her attention.

      The brownstone was our townhouse in the truest sense of the word. Our actual home was the smaller of two farmhouses out on the ranch. The only reason we didn’t live there permanently was because it would add an extra two hours each way to my commute every day, and four extra hours on the road per day took up too much time I could spend being productive.

      The closer we got to the village of Red Hook, the more I felt myself relaxing. Living this far upstate might not be a practical possibility while I was still running the Hynes Group, but every time I made the drive, I fantasized about the day I could move out here for good.

      When I’d purchased the farm, it had been an already established business producing fruits and vegetables. I’d kept that going by taking over all the employees who had worked for the previous owner. They knew the ropes, had remained in their jobs and housing, and practically ran that side of things with only oversight provided by me.

      As much as I wanted to be a full-time farmer, I wasn’t one and never had been. I knew there was a chance the whole enterprise could fall apart on me, but in all the time I’d owned the place, I’d kept a close eye on the books. My people worked hard, got paid well, and there hadn’t been a single problem so far.

      They were the experts, and I left them to do what they did best while I focused on the business end of things—which was what I did best. We also had a stable filled with horses, and offered a “ranch” experience for city-dwellers looking for riding lessons or a working weekend away.

      It was crazy how many people were willing to pay to stay on a working guest-farm. On some level, I understood it, though. I still wouldn’t have paid to go to work on someone else’s farm, but it was outdoors, physical work that a person simply couldn’t get in the city.

      With that end in mind, I’d turned the main farmhouse into upscale tourist accommodations and marketed the place as a renovated, nineteenth-century farmhouse with gorgeous picturesque views of the mountains and two lakes on the property. We were also conveniently located close to the charming local community.

      People ate it up. I’d never have become a billionaire running only it, but as an investment, it was doing pretty darn well.

      When Dottie and I arrived, we found an ornery old man with a shotgun in his hand poking around underneath the porch. After hopping out of the truck and letting Dottie out, I chuckled at my friend and farm manager’s muttered curses.

      “What’re you doing there, Ashton?” I asked as I walked up with my hands in my pockets. He was going to give me shit for still being in my suit, but we did this dance every week. “Need any help?”

      “I’m looking for a chicken snake hiding from its fate,” he said, his voice as gruff and scratchy as always. “When’d you get here?”

      “Just now,” I replied. “Didn’t you hear the truck rolling up?”

      He shrugged in his plaid shirt before finally turning to face me. Ashton was in his sixties, with silver hair and a beard that was more salt than pepper. His face bore the lines of a man who’d been working outside all his life but couldn’t be bothered with sunscreen. His ice-blue eyes were almost swallowed up by all the crow’s feet around them.

      Wiping his forehead with a rag that came out of his back pocket, he glanced toward the truck. “That’s one of them fancy new things. They don’t roar like a real truck should. No one hears them coming.”

      I chuckled again. Ashton was a hard man and he hadn’t grown soft or friendly with age, but he was the only person I’d met since I’d founded the Hynes Group who didn’t give a flying fuck about my money or my success. Which made him pretty much the closest thing I had to an actual friend.

      “Regardless of what you think of my truck, which, might I remind you, I bought after you recommended this make and model, we’ve got some clients coming in tomorrow. They’re coming to learn how to ride, from what I could make out from the information on the booking form.”

      “How nice for them.” He cocked his head like he’d heard something and narrowed his eyes before whirling around again, sticking his head back under the porch. “I’m sure you can handle teaching some of your fellow city kids how to ride. I’ve got myself a snake to find.”

      “I’m going to need your help actually,” I said. “You can just stand there and manage, if that’s what you’d like, but they’re both complete beginners. Two women. I’m going to need your help getting them mounted and settled at least, but it would be nice if you could come out with us.”

      “Don’t come crying to me when the damn chicken snake finds you in your sleep,” he muttered. “But fine. I’ll be here.”

      “Thank you,” I said, watching as he sighed and wiped his brow again. “I’ll see you tomorrow. It’s getting late. You should get some rest. I’m sure the snake will still be here in the morning.”

      After muttering a few more curses into the space beneath the porch, he nodded and stomped away without another word. Once he was gone, I headed inside and started flipping on the lights. Then I opened the fridge to check what groceries had been delivered.

      An angel by the name of Mariana, who was as old as the mountains, stocked my fridge whenever I let her know I was coming. She was the wife of one of the farm workers and had appointed herself as the head of housekeeping for the guest farm in addition to ensuring I was fed. She’d left a roast chicken for dinner, along with a freshly made salad and ingredients for meals for the rest of the weekend.

      I fucking loved life out here. Wide open spaces, good people, and a view that couldn’t be beaten right from my very own backyard. After shedding the suit in favor of a comfortable pair of washed-out jeans, I grabbed a beer from the fridge and went to watch the sunset over the mountains from the deck I’d built with my bare hands.

      It doesn’t get much better than this.
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      “You’re really coming along well, Keira,” my mentor and training adviser said on Thursday afternoon. “So far, we haven’t delved into one aspect of the business you haven’t picked up on fast. I’m proud of you.”

      My cheeks burst into flames, and I couldn’t contain the grin that broke free on my face. “Thanks, Damian. I really appreciate the compliment.”

      If he hadn’t been thirty years older than me and happily married to a man, I swore I’d have kissed him. He let out a good-natured laugh and held up his hands. “Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t just give you keys to the universe. All I did was bestow praise on a deserving trainee. The manual says we’re supposed to do it.”

      Although he tried to play it off, I knew I’d hit the jackpot when mentors had been assigned to us. Damian was a force to be reckoned with in the company, and he was one hell of a trainer. It was partly due to his example that I always dressed to leave a good impression. He was as sharp as the suits he wore, was known to strike fear into the hearts of people simply by walking into a room, and dominated in every arena.

      He’d told me once that looking the part was half the battle won, and I’d taken it to heart—just like I had with every other bit of wisdom he’d imparted. “If I’m a deserving trainee, it’s only because I have the best mentor. You’re handing me all the tools I need to create the key to the universe myself.”

      He scoffed but flashed me a grin anyway. “That’s enough sucking up, young lady. I’ve trained a lot of people, but you’re definitely one of the most promising.”

      “Oh, well in that case, maybe you’re the problem,” I joked.

      Amusement sparkled in his dark eyes. “You know what? Go back to sucking up. Keep telling me that I’m the best there’s ever been and then tell me you’re going to work all weekend just to make me proud.”

      “Regrettably, I won’t be able to do that,” I said, placing my hand over my heart in an exaggerated gesture of remorse as I made big eyes at him. “My sister is coming into town this afternoon to stay with me for our trip tomorrow. I’ve taken the day off because we’re going to some farm to learn how to ride horses for her wedding. I’m not excited at all.”

      “There are many things to be said about horses and riding the beasts. You might just enjoy it even if you’re not looking forward to it.” He rubbed his chin between his fingers. “Take the rest of the day off. Go spend some time with your sister. If she’s coming into town this afternoon, you could even still beat her to your place if you leave now.”

      “Thanks, but it seems you’re not very good at reading me after all,” I joked again before letting every trace of humor fade from my features. “I really don’t want to go. A weekend on a farm with her will be more than enough.”

      It wasn’t that I didn’t love my sister. I really did.

      Hailey and I were just different. All my life, I’d been in her shadow. My older sister had blazed a path I could just never compete with.

      She’d always been the skinny, pretty, popular one. A lot of people hadn’t even believed me when I used to tell them I was her sister back in high school.

      Since she was only two years older than I was, we’d spent a lot of our school-going years being in the same school at the same time. It had sucked for me.

      Not only was she the gorgeous, popular, cheerleader type who got handed whatever she wanted on a silver platter, but she was also intelligent, funny, and personable.

      It had always felt like she’d never had to work for a thing, but she still got it all. Meanwhile, I was the chubby sister with the quirky sense of humor who had to work her butt off for every little thing. I couldn’t just flash a smile or a hint of side-boob and get whatever I wanted. I had to actually work for all of it.

      Damian studied my expression before arching a perfectly shaped dark brow at me. “Go spend time with your sister. I’m not going to let you stay. The training seminar this afternoon is on stuff we’ve already covered anyway. You’ll only be bored if you attend it, and if you’re learning how to ride for her wedding, I’m assuming she’s getting married soon. Once that happens, you’ll have to compete with her husband for time alone with her.”

      “He can have her,” I said honestly, though his comment had struck a chord. “On the other hand, spending time with her should be better than a refresher seminar. Thanks, Damian. I guess I’ll see you on Monday.”

      Staying at my cubicle with his arm on the partition until he was satisfied I really was leaving, he told me again to have fun with her and then went back to his office.

      Hailey and I ended up getting to my apartment at the same time, and she broke into a wide smile when she saw me.

      It was difficult to feel any lingering resentment from when we were younger when she smiled at me like that. If it was possible, it seemed she’d only gotten more beautiful since the last time I’d seen her just a few weeks ago.

      While we shared many of the same features, Hailey pulled them off in a way I just didn’t. We both had dark brown hair and brown eyes. On me, it looked plain. Totally ordinary. But on her, it was stunning.

      She’d cut her hair into a stylish, chic bob about a year ago, and she always looked perfect.

      No frizziness, no kink, no dullness.

      Unlike my own hair, hers shone like she’d just stepped out of a salon and was so sleek it was like a brand-new wig.

      Her eyes, the same brown as mine, practically sparkled with these golden hues in them. That sparkle that was so inherently her was especially visible when she was outside, like now, and with her lashes being two miles long, there was just no missing those eyes.

      She looked like a supermodel with her slender body all wrapped in couture, a pair of large sunglasses on her head, and a trendy purse hanging on her arm—a magazine cover come to life.

      “Kiki!” she exclaimed with that smile still in place, opening her arms for a hug. “I didn’t know you’d be here so early. Didn’t you say you work late most nights?”

      “I do, but I told my boss you were coming, and he gave me the afternoon off.”

      “And you took it?” she asked with a laugh. “I’m honored.”

      Despite our differences, walking into one of her hugs always comforted me. As I wrapped my arms around her, I realized there was less of her than there had been just weeks ago. “You lost more weight. Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m fine. I’ve just been so busy with all the wedding preparations.” She waved a dismissive hand once she released me, then gestured toward my building. “Shall we? Nick’s driver will be up with my bags in a minute.”

      I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. Nick treated my sister like a doll who might break a nail if she did anything. As it was, my insistence on driving us out to the farm in my own car by ourselves had been a point of contention between us all. I supposed if it made him feel better to have his driver bring her here and carry her bags, that was okay.

      Once we got upstairs in my four-story walkup, I waited for the driver at the door while Hailey went to freshen up. A stoic man delivered three full-sized pieces of luggage, and I stood there staring at them after closing the door behind him.

      What on God’s green earth could she need that much stuff for on a farm? She’d never been one to travel lightly, but this was a lot. Especially since we would be lugging it all right back down tomorrow—by ourselves.

      Resigning myself to making three trips before we left, I decided to look on the bright side. With lugging her cases around and learning how to ride this weekend, my ass would definitely be a little less curvy by Sunday.

      Not that I didn’t like my curves. I used to hate them, but I’d learned to live with them, and eventually, I’d even grown to appreciate my fuller figure. It was a part of who I was, and try as might, I’d never be as skinny as Hailey anyway. I simply wasn’t built like her. There was no point in beating myself up about something I couldn’t change. She was the older sister, but I was the bigger sister. That was all there was to it.

      When she emerged from the bathroom, she had the courtesy to blush a little when she found me still staring at her bags. “I didn’t know what we’d need, so I kind of packed it all.”

      “Didn’t I forward you the suggested packing list I got back from the farm?” I frowned. “I could’ve sworn I sent it to you.”

      “You did, but it just seemed so… basic.” She moved around my tattered gray sofa and perched primly on the end of it. Those sparkling eyes of hers were suddenly filled with uncertainty. “They suggested we bring two pairs of jeans, a couple of shirts, a sturdy pair of shoes, and a jacket for if the nights get chilly. We’re going for a whole weekend. That hardly seems like enough.”

      “Sure, but we’re going to arrive tomorrow already dressed, which means we’re only waking up and getting dressed there for two days.”

      “Yes, but we’ll definitely want to change into something clean whenever we get back from riding. There are two sessions a day, which already means four outfits instead of two, and that’s not to mention the nights. Since we’re there for two nights, that’s at least six outfits that we need.”

      “I’ll give you showering and getting cleaned up once we’re done riding, but I don’t think we need to do that after each session. We’ll only be getting back on the horses after a short lunch break, so there doesn’t seem to be much of a point in changing before each session. I don’t think we’ll be doing much at night, so pajamas will probably be fine for those.”

      She sniffed the air. “Nick says it always pays to be prepared. I’m simply trying to be prepared. What if I fall off the horse into a puddle of mud? It’s not like I’m going to spend the rest of the day in the same clothes.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “I suppose one extra change of clothes shouldn’t hurt, but three whole suitcases? They won’t even fit in my car.”

      “Let’s make a deal,” she said. “I’ll whittle down what comes with us on the weekend if you tell me why you can’t seem to muster up any kind of excitement for my wedding.”

      I stilled, shock keeping me frozen to the spot until I realized that she’d just given me the opening I’d been waiting for. “Would you like some tea?”

      “Only if it comes with an answer,” she said, sticking to her guns.

      “Sure.” There was never going to be a better time to talk about it than after she’d opened the door to it herself.

      Once I’d fixed our drinks, I joined her on the sofa and set both cups down on the table in front of us. “It’s not that I’m not excited, Hailey. I am, I swear. I’m just worried.”

      “I’m nervous about riding in on a horse too, but we’ll be fine. Don’t let the nerves keep you from enjoying this time with me. Please? Besides, this has been coming since way before you even knew about the horses.”

      “I’m worried about your marriage, not nervous about the horses.” I leaned forward and took both her hands in mine. “Are you really sure this is what you want to do? Marry Nick, I mean.”

      Her initial reaction was to thrust her chin up in defiance, but when I held on to her hands and kept my gaze on hers, she softened eventually. “I know what you’re thinking. I know what everyone is thinking, but I’m not only marrying him for his money. I really do love him. So what if I also like that he can provide for me?”

      I didn’t argue with her because I could see the genuine emotion in her eyes when she said that she loved him. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I’m fine with doing whatever you want if it makes you happy, even riding in on a horse, but I need to know that you’re happy.”

      “I am happy,” she insisted, squeezing my hands as a dreamy expression crossed her features. “One day, you’re going to meet the man who makes your heart beat faster and you’ll know exactly how I feel right now. Sometimes, love doesn’t look right from the outside, and sometimes, it hits you when you least expect it. Both of those happen to be true for Nick and me, but we are happy. Who knows? Maybe you’ll even meet your person at our wedding.”

      “Is that Mom talking or you?” I laughed, letting go of her hands as a few of the knots in my stomach eased.

      Guilt flashed in her eyes before she gave me a sheepish smile. “Mom might’ve suggested that I plant the seed, but that doesn’t mean I don’t hope it happens too.”

      She might’ve hoped that it would, but it wouldn’t. If and when I met that person who made my heart beat faster, it wasn’t going to be in a sea of Nick’s pompous, rich friends. A man like that who was spoiled and entitled just wasn’t for me.

      No, thank you very much.

      I liked my men down to earth, hardworking, and honest. Nick and his friends were none of those things—no one got as far as they had in business by being honest. I didn’t know what he was lying about, but I knew he was, in fact, lying. Him and his friends. They were all rotten, and none of them were the one for me.
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      Dottie and I watched the sunrise from the porch. The mountains in the distance were bathed in oranges and reds as the sky above slowly turned from black to blue.

      Ashton appeared on the dirt road leading up to the house, his shotgun on his hip and his feet kicking up tiny puffs of dust behind him. His house wasn’t far from mine. It was one of the original staff housing places just on the other side of the hill. He had a truck, but he didn’t use it often. He preferred to walk, claiming that God had given him two good feet for a reason.

      “You enjoy sleeping in?” he called when he was close enough that I could hear him. “It’s good to see you’re finally awake.”

      “It’s five o’clock in the morning, Ash.” I waited until he climbed the steps to the porch before rolling my eyes at him. “It’s not like I slept in.”

      “Have you set up for the guests?” he asked, walking past me to head for the pot of coffee in the kitchen.

      A minute later, he was back and holding a steaming mug between his fingers. He sat down on the chair beside me, his gaze also turned toward the view.

      “I haven’t set up, but they’re getting here in three hours,” I said. “I’ve got time to get their horses ready. Mariana’s got the rooms in the main house made up. She’s going to be preparing snacks for breakfast for when they get in, just in case they didn’t eat on their way over. I might have to go into town later to get some supplies, but other than that, I think we’re ready.”

      “Why the hell did I drag my ass all the way over here at this time of the morning then?” he grumbled as he lifted his mug. “I thought we had work to do.”

      “We do, but we’ve got time for coffee first.” My gaze drifted back to my fields and the lightening sky above them. “I’ll split the profits from the weekend with you. It’s only fair, but then you’ve got to help me out with these women.”

      “I don’t want the money. I just don’t want you fucking anything up. That’s why I’m here.” He blew a stream of steam from the surface of his drink, turning his head when he was done to smirk at me. “And for the entertainment value. Are you actually going to teach these girls to ride? Or are you going to try saving the horses and encouraging them to ride the cowboy instead?”

      “I’m not a cowboy,” I replied.

      “Damn straight you’re not.” He shrugged. “But it worked for the point I was trying to make. Two city girls. You’re a city boy. Isn’t there a song about that?”

      “The song’s about a small-town girl and a city boy,” I said. “Sitting in a smoky room or something like that.”

      “Oh, yeah. You’re right.” A rare grin lit his face and he lifted a hand to snap his fingers. “Anyway, you and two city girls? Maybe we’ll meet the future Mrs. Boss this weekend.”

      “Doubt it.” I ran my fingers along Dottie’s back, toying with the dark hair as her tail wagged slowly back and forth. “We’re not saving the horses this weekend, and if they want to ride cowboys, they’re going to have to go looking for them in town. Which trail do you think we should start them on?”

      He held his chin between his fingers, stroking his beard while he thought. “You said they’re beginners?”

      “Yep. According to the form they filled in, neither of them have ever been on a horse.”

      “You don’t want to take them anywhere dangerous then,” he said slowly, like he was telling me something vitally important that I didn’t know. “Maybe stick to the flats this morning. Just ride around here. It’ll be thrilling enough for them, even if you don’t go on any of the actual trails. Just keep them on the back of the horse and you’ll be the hero.”

      “Whatever you say, oh wise one.” I chuckled. “I don’t care much for being a hero, though. Between this place and the bank, I have more than enough on my plate.”

      “Well, I don’t know how you’re doing at the bank but you could’ve been doing a lot worse around here.”

      “Are you actually complimenting me?” I sat forward, but Ashton shook his head.

      “Never. I’m just saying you could’ve been doing worse than you are. That’s not really a compliment. It’s just a fact. When you bought this place, I thought it was going to tank within a year.”

      “Thank you for your confidence.”

      He shrugged. “What can I say? You stopped here in that ridiculous car of yours, wearing a suit that looked like you’d stopped on the way to have it pressed, and then decided you didn’t want to stay in the main house.”

      “I like this house,” I protested, gesturing around the porch while I spoke. “What do I need the seven bedrooms in the main house for? It works better as guest accommodations.”

      “That it does, but it was still an odd decision for a fellow like you to have made.” He took a long swig of his coffee. “I thought you were going to be teaching us all how to do your nails within a week.”

      I flipped him off. “It was my plan to teach you in a month, not a week. Besides, with these women coming here this weekend, maybe we could’ve used someone skilled at doing nails. They might have enjoyed having the extra service as an option.”

      Ashton tipped his mug back and drained the last coffee out of it. “I’m going to muck the stalls and get the horses ready. You stay here at your small house and keep trying to convince yourself that you didn’t actually want the big one.”

      “I’d have taken the big house if I wanted it, but it didn’t make sense to move in there when I don’t need all that space.” I set my empty mug down beside me. “When we’re done with the stalls, can you help me with the chicken coop? It needs rewiring.”

      “Fucking chickens,” he muttered before he nodded.

      We took our mugs back to the kitchen, where I washed them and left them to dry while I checked Dottie’s food and water. She trotted behind us when we headed to the barn, tongue lolling out as she kept her eyes peeled for something to chase.

      Eight horses greeted us with their heads hanging over their stall doors when we walked in. Ashton and I worked together to turn them out, then cleaned their living spaces and gave them fresh food and water as well.

      While we worked, I rolled up my sleeves and made a mental list of the other things I needed to get done while I was out here this weekend. The sun rose fully while we were busy, the light streaming into the barn telling us when it was almost time to go greet the guests.

      Although it was still early, it was already getting hot. The sky outside was a light blue, and there wasn’t a cloud in sight. Wiping my brow with the back of my arm, I checked my watch and saw that it was time for us to get to the main house.

      Ashton, being the grump that he was, rolled his eyes at me and jammed his hat back on his head when I told him it was time to go. “Why don’t you go greet your tourists and I’ll stay here with the horse shit?”

      “No can do, old man,” I said. “What, are you afraid of two big-city girls?”

      He let out a bark of laughter. “I don’t need to be afraid of ‘em not to want to spend time with them. I know opening the place up for guests was a business decision, but there’s actual work to be done.”

      “Yep, and part of that work today is coming with me to meet the guests.” I jerked my head toward the house. “Come on, we might even have time for another cup of coffee.”

      Sighing as he stowed his equipment away, he nodded and followed me out of the barn. We talked about all the things that needed to be done the next week while we sipped on our coffee, and were just rinsing out the mugs when we saw the cloud of dust signaling the arrival of our guests.

      Their car came to a stop in front of the main house just as Ashton and I rounded the corner to it. With our hands in our pockets, we waited for them to emerge. Neither of us had ever perfected the huge, welcoming smile, but at least we managed not to scowl at them.

      A woman climbed out of the passenger seat, and I had to work at keeping my brows from shooting up. Did she not get the recommended packing email?

      If she had, she’d obviously decided against following the advice it gave. She wore skin-tight white pants, which wouldn’t be staying white for very long, heels she was going to break her ankles in around here, and a delicate shirt that tied behind her neck.

      Sunglasses covered her eyes, but as she got out of the car and her head turned toward the house, the downward tilt of her mouth told me all I needed to know. Ah, shit. We have a Barbie doll in residence this weekend.

      My gaze shifted back to the car, and all other thoughts flew out of my head when I watched as the second woman got out. Unlike the other one, she seemed to have taken our advice. With a pair of flat black ankle boots on her feet, light blue jeans, and a black tank top, she would definitely be a lot more comfortable than the other one.

      There was a black ball-cap on her head, but with nothing else covering her face, I could make out enough of her features to know that she was beautiful. A thick, dark-brown ponytail had been threaded through the hole in the back of the cap. Even up, her hair hung to her mid back.

      She had a heart-shaped face with full pink lips and the biggest brown eyes I’d ever seen. The shirt she had on was fitted enough that the swells of her hips and breasts were visible, and I swore the sight of them sent blood rushing straight to my cock.

      It had been a long time since a woman had physically affected me, but this one sure did. She was stunning in a curvy, understated way I really liked. There were none of the airs or graces about her that the other one possessed, and I appreciated that.

      When she turned toward us and smiled, there was a vibrancy to her that made my feet kick into action. Before I knew it, I was moving toward her with Ashton shuffling along behind me.

      “You’re doing the talking,” he grumbled. “I’ll help you with them, but I’m not dealing with rich bratty women who don’t know the first thing about being outdoors.”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal, old man,” I murmured, then stuck my hand out as I approached the beautiful woman. “Welcome to Airedale Farm. I’m Harrison, and this is Ashton. It’s very nice to have you with us this weekend.”
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      The second we’d taken the exit off the freeway, I’d known that Hailey and I were going to be way out of our element here. The feeling had only grown the farther we’d driven into farm country, eventually rolling onto the dirt road which led to the house where we would be staying.

      Hailey lived in the suburbs with Nick, who was in the real estate industry and therefore had many clients who bought in the upscale hamlets and towns around the city anyway. When necessary, he commuted to Manhattan, but it usually wasn’t more than once a week.

      But even though Hailey had been living outside the city for about a year now, I was willing to bet she never took advantage of the nature trails or hiking paths in her vicinity. Neither of us had ever been very outdoorsy, and I, for one, had never even been on a farm before.

      Despite that, I felt strangely at home there. Sure, I was out of my element, and I knew it, but I also liked the feeling of space and not being able to see a single skyscraper. It was nice, like I could breathe properly for the first time when I’d never even realized I couldn’t.

      It even smelled different around there. I supposed that was the fresh air. There was a perfume on the breeze I didn’t recognize, but it had to have something to do with the plants or trees.

      “That old guy must be the owner,” Hailey said when two figures came into view in front of the house. She was sitting ramrod straight in the passenger seat and, frankly, looked a little terrified as she took in our surroundings. “You don’t think there are snakes out here, do you?”

      “Aren’t there snakes everywhere?” I honestly hadn’t even thought about it. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      “You can’t possibly know that,” she lamented, dropping her head back against the seat and letting out a groan. “Maybe the horses were a bad idea. I feel awkward already and we’re not even out of the car yet.”

      “Awkward or not, we’re here now. We’ve already paid for the weekend. I’ve already taken the day off work. There’s no point in turning back now.”

      Hailey sniffed the air before sighing softly. “It’ll be worth it when people are awed by us entering the wedding on horseback.”

      I doubted anyone would be awed by us doing something that humans had been doing for thousands of years, but I didn’t say so. If the women of old could survive horseback riding when they weren’t even wearing pants, I was sure we could do it now.

      My sister kept giving us both a pep talk, but my attention wasn’t on her anymore. As we’d come closer to the house, I’d started being able to make out the men waiting for us.

      Hailey was probably right about the older one being the owner of the property, but it wasn’t him who had my attention. It was the younger guy standing next to him. In blue jeans and a tight white shirt, I knew I was going to have a hard time not being attracted to this guy.

      It looked like he was made of solid muscle, his shirt bulging and stretching in all the right places. His skin was so tanned it was like he was a golden god, and his jet-black hair glinted in the sun. I couldn’t quite see the color of his eyes, but I could feel their weight on us as we approached.

      There was an intense air about him, something that radiated from him even from a distance. Broad shoulders and a face that looked like it had been carved from stone probably had something to do with it.

      They sure don’t make them like this where I come from.

      Hailey unbuckled her seatbelt when I stopped the car, whispering to God about helping us make it through the weekend before she opened her door. She climbed out, leaving me to take a deep breath and compose myself before I had to talk to Mr. I’m-sexy-and-I-know-it.

      It was right there in the way he stood, all confident and relaxed, watching and waiting. Besides, people who looked like him and Hailey always knew exactly how hot they were, so even though I didn’t know him, I did know that he knew he was sexy.

      Hands off, Keira. Flirting with this guy is not a good idea. Resigning myself to drooling over him from a distance, I opened my door and followed my sister out of the car.

      As soon as I took my first good look at the house, it was a lot easier not to be distracted by the guy. The place was gorgeous, a white structure with charcoal-gray accents and wide windows. Although I’d seen pictures of it online, they really hadn’t been able to capture the old-world majesty of this place.

      Just by looking at it, I could imagine the family who used to live here before it got turned into a guest farm. I could picture little girls in frilly dresses on the porch and little boys racing around on bikes on the dirt road.

      Growing up here would be every kids’ dream. Blinking myself out of my fantasies of cold, homemade lemonade on hot days or watching as snow capped the mountains in winter, I turned back to our hosts.

      An automatic smile spread across my lips when I caught Sexy-and-I-know-it looking at me. He probably thinks I’m a little touched in the head for ogling the house like I was about to start humping it.

      The slight crunch of dirt beneath his boots made me realize he was coming up to us, and my heart raced faster the closer he got. He was even better looking than I’d realized, now that I could make out details better, like the dark stubble lining his strong jaw and the rich hazel of his eyes.

      “Welcome to Airedale Farm,” he said in a voice like smooth whiskey being poured over something rough like gravel. It was one of the most masculine, appealing voices I’d ever heard. “I’m Harrison, and this is Ashton. It’s very nice to have you with us this weekend.”

      “It’s nice to be here,” I replied once I got my tongue unstuck from the roof my mouth. “I’m Keira and this is my sister, Hailey. This is a beautiful place you’ve got here.”

      When I slid my hand into the one he’d offered me, it felt like sparks zapped up my arm from the connection between us. I nearly swooned but he, of course, didn’t seem to feel anything at all. He simply withdrew his hand to offer it to Hailey next.

      Obviously, he’s got to be used to women’s brains turning to mush around him. It was likely most women got all tingly from touching him when he was just being polite by shaking their hands. Get it together, Keira. You can’t be weird all weekend.

      Ashton didn’t offer either of us his hand. He tipped a brown cowboy hat in our direction, gave us each a grin that was no more than a slight twitch of his lips, and then he walked away.

      “We’ll catch up with him later,” Harrison said, not making apologies for the older man. “He’s a busy guy, but he’ll be around when it’s time to ride. Let me show you to the house.”

      “The owner helps with the lessons?” Hailey asked, falling into step beside him and keeping pace despite her ridiculous heels.

      “Owner?” A lightning-fast frown crossed his features, but then he cleared his throat and nodded. “Ashton. Right. Uh, yeah. He helps with the lessons.”

      I watched as they walked up to the house, wondering if Hailey expected me to bring in her luggage. When she didn’t mention it, I decided to leave it and jogged up to join them just as they hit the few steps to the porch.

      “I’m sure you’ll want some time to settle in before we start with your training,” he was saying when I reached them. “There are some snacks you can grab for breakfast in the kitchen. If you need any help with your stuff, I’ll be happy to give you a hand. All you need to do is shout.”

      Ah, so he’s the farmhand then, I concluded. It was no wonder he was built like he was. He did physical work out in the sun all day, his muscles flexing and sweating—

      “Keira?” my sister’s voice chimed into the embarrassing train of thought my mind had been on.

      I gave my head a slight shake. “Hmm?”

      She frowned at me but then shrugged and flicked a hand toward the car. “I asked if you locked the car. Harrison can get our bags while we take a look around.”

      “Oh, sure. I mean, no. It’s not locked.” Kill me now. “Sorry, I zoned out for a moment. It’s just so beautiful here.”

      As I said the words, he opened the door and my breath got caught in my lungs again. Pressed ceilings, hardwood floors, thick white drapes in the windows, and a feeling that it could tell a thousand stories made it the most beautiful, most intriguing house I’d ever been in.

      The windows had been opened before we’d arrived, and the interior was cool but cozy. There was a fireplace in the lounge, copper pots and pans hanging above the island in the farm-style kitchen, and large brown leather sofas positioned in a half-circle around the fireplace.

      Every room had a view to the outside, with greenery and farmland as far as the eye could see. Jeez. A girl can get used to living in a place like this.

      “It is beautiful,” Harrison agreed, bringing me out of my thoughts before he motioned down a corridor to the right. “The bedrooms are down there. The house is all yours this weekend, so choose whichever ones you like. I’ll be right back with your things.”

      “This is one of the biggest houses I’ve ever been in,” Hailey commented when Harrison was gone, seeming a lot more at ease now that we were inside. “I’m so glad it’s not a dump. I was worried when we arrived. It doesn’t look half as big from the outside.”

      “It’s definitely not a dump,” I agreed, tempted to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t just dreaming about getting to stay in a place like this for a whole weekend. “Go ahead and choose your room first. You’re the bride, after all.”

      She grinned and took off, more excited than I thought she’d be. It turned out that there wasn’t a bad room to choose from anyway, though.

      Mine was all white and dove gray, with a view over the barn sticking out behind a copse of trees in the distance. The bed was a huge four-poster with a dark wood frame and a comforter thicker than my arm. A matching dresser and a small sitting area with a fully stocked bookshelf beside the window completed the furnishings.

      I made quick work of unpacking, finding my bag at the front door. Harrison was gone again, obviously leaving us to settle in like he’d said. Despite my repeated orders to myself not to even think about him, I still found myself drifting off into daydreams about the two of us falling in love and living out our days in this house together.

      While I knew it was silly and childish, I couldn’t help it. He was hot, the house was gorgeous, and since I was on a mini-vacation, my brain deserved the break.

      Once I finished unpacking, I went over to Hailey’s room to see if she was ready to go. She looked up when I walked in, then stuck out a foot where she stood in front of a full-length mirror. “What do you think?”

      “Of what?”

      “The boots.” She gave them a pointed look and then motioned to the rest of herself in the mirror. She’d changed into a pair of tan pants, a white button-down shirt, had a Panama hat on her head, and looked absolutely ridiculous.

      I shook my head and chuckled, arching a brow as I gestured to the window. “Do you really think those clothes are going to hold up out there?”

      “Yes, I think I look cute,” she said. “I want to send Nick some pictures of us while we’re here, so I need to look good. Plus, that email said pants and boots, right? That’s what I’m wearing.”

      “Your boots have a heel and your pants are going to be ruined in an hour,” I said, but then headed back to door. “I’m going to fill up the water bottles I got for us. Meet me out there when you’re ready.”

      “It’s only a little heel,” she called after me as I walked down the corridor. “If my pants get ruined, I’m suing.”

      I sighed, but I couldn’t completely hold back a smile. This was shaping up to be an interesting weekend after all.
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      Dottie and I waited for the girls outside the house. They were already taking longer than I’d thought they would, but at least I’d had time to check on everything at the barn.

      Ashton had the saddles out and four of the horses groomed for us. He still wasn’t too happy about having to teach one of the girls how to ride, but he’d also stopped grumbling about it. At least that was a good sign.

      When they walked out, I saw Keira was still in the same clothes. They were fine for riding though, and at least she looked like she would actually manage to stay on her horse. Her sister, however, had changed. Now I know why they took so long.

      Hailey’s new outfit wasn’t much of an improvement on the old one, and although I was sure she wore heels often enough to be comfortable in them, she still seemed to having trouble navigating walking in them on dirt. If she’s struggling to walk, I have no fucking idea how she’s hoping to ride in those things.

      But it wasn’t my job to give fashion advice. Mariana had helped me compile the email list, and I figured if she didn’t want to heed the advice we gave all our guests, then that was on her.

      Keira lit up when she saw Dottie, and she made a beeline for her without hesitating. “Oh, you have a Labrador. I love labbies. One day, I’m going to have a place with a garden and then I’m going to get at least two.”

      Before I could warn her that Dottie’s personality wasn’t exactly warm and fluffy, she’d dropped to her haunches and was petting her. “Look at you, pretty girl. You’re just gorgeous, aren’t you?”

      “She’s not much of a people person,” I started saying, but then realized that Dottie was loving the attention. Usually, she got all growly when people tried petting her, and then she’d run away, but she was leaning into Keira’s touch.

      Huh? Looks like I’m not the only one taken by this girl.

      Surprised but also a little mesmerized as I watched Keira interacting with my dog, I tried not to notice how radiant her grin was or how she seemed so completely comfortable in her own skin. She didn’t even flinch when she sat down right in the dust and got Dottie’s hair all over her.

      Hailey, meanwhile, took a few steps away from the dog and scrunched up her face at her sister. “Ew. You’re going to smell like dog all day now. I told you we’d need to shower after every session.”

      Keira rolled her eyes, sending her sister an exasperated smile over her shoulder. “We’ll smell like horse soon enough. I might as well add a little dog to the mix. Besides, she’s just too gorgeous and sweet to stay away from. Yes, you are, my little cutie.”

      “We should get to the barn,” I said after a minute. “I hope you brought sunscreen because it’s going to be getting darn hot very soon.”

      “We’ve got some,” Keira said, standing up and dusting off her butt as she lifted the small satchel at her hip with her free hand.

      My gaze wanted to stay on the hand dusting off that butt, but I forced it to her eyes instead. Hell, I wouldn’t have had any problems doing the dusting for her if she’d asked.

      Fuck. If I couldn’t get my thoughts under control about this girl, I wasn’t going to be able to focus at all this weekend. Well, not on anything other than trying to figure out how to get her underneath me.

      “So, why are you guys learning to ride?” I asked as a way of keeping my thoughts where they should’ve been all along. “Is there a particular occasion, or did you just want to get some fresh air for the weekend?”

      “My wedding is coming up,” Hailey said, walking beside me when we took off toward the barn. “I’m getting married in a little less than two months, and Keira and I are going to be entering the ceremony on horseback.”

      “If we manage to stay on their backs this weekend,” Keira joked, ignoring the frustrated look her sister shot her. “Hey, I’m just saying that if we don’t stay mounted, it’s probably not a good idea trying to do it in a dress with hundreds of eyes on us the next time.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” I said, a slight but unexpected grin on my lips. It wasn’t often that I actually enjoyed our guests, but this girl was so easygoing and lighthearted that I was pretty sure even Ashton was going to like having her around once he got to know her. “There’s isn’t that much to it if all you need to do is walk into a wedding. You just need to know how to sit and how to stop.”

      “We also need to get onto them, but you know,” she waved her hand, her eyes twinkling with laughter as she glanced up at me, “I’m confident we’re not going to fall off the other side just by trying to get on.”

      “We’ll help you with that,” I said. “Do you know if the venue has a stepladder you can use? Some even have proper mounting blocks that make it really easy.”

      Hailey whipped her phone out of her back pocket. “I’ll find out right now. Could you take some pictures of us once we’re at the stable? I’d love to send them to my fiancé.”

      “Sure,” I agreed, frowning when she started fluffing her hair and pouting into the camera, holding it out in front of her to take selfies even while we walked.

      Keira noticed what she was doing at the same time I did, then bit her lip to keep from smiling as she averted her gaze again. “Really, Hailes? We just got here and you sent him a ton of pictures on the way. Relax a little. Breathe in the fresh air. Maybe even leave your phone alone for a minute.”

      “Why would I do that?” she retorted. “You know what they say. Pics or it didn’t happen.”

      While I might have only just met these girls, it was obvious that even though they were sisters, they were very different. The thought was confirmed when we got to the stable and I stood off to the side with Ashton to give them a minute to take it in.

      It was clear he had no interest in what they were here for, but I was finding myself not so aloof this time around. Especially not when it came to Keira.

      Hailey had barely entered the barn when her phone came out again. She took one look at the horses, wrinkled her nose, and then started scrolling on her device. Keira, on the other hand, looked enthralled by the animals.

      She cooed and walked up to them, holding the backs of her fingers out for them to sniff before stroking their necks. I’d have expected her to be a little afraid of them like most of our other guests were at first, but she didn’t seem to be at all.

      “Who are you?” she asked a chestnut standing in the stall closest to the door. “You’re just incredible. Look at you.”

      “That’s Sargent,” I said. “He’s one of the horses we’ll be taking out today. He’s an old man, but he’s very gentle, and he hasn’t thrown anyone off yet.”

      “I want him,” Hailey said immediately, marching over and pointing at the horse with the hand that still had her phone in it. “I have no interest in falling off.”

      Keira smiled, moving on to the palomino mare next to Sargent. “This one is beautiful too. They all are actually.”

      “Then she’s yours for the weekend,” I said. “Her name’s Molly and she’s a sweetheart. You’ll be safe with her.”

      Ashton surprised me when he stepped forward, his expression inquisitive when his gaze landed on Keira. “You want me to show you how to saddle her? That’s her halter hanging right there.”

      “That’ll be great.” She beamed at him, paying close attention when he showed her how to clip on the halter and unlatched the door.

      Her eyes widened when I went to the end of the row and brought out Ashton’s and my horses. “Whoa. Those guys are huge.”

      Ashton’s chest puffed out with pride. “The gray’s mine. Angelo. I broke him in myself going on a decade ago now. The giant black colt is Harrison’s. Nairobi is a good horse, but you want to watch him.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He’s just spirited.”

      Hailey retreated a few steps when I came past with the horses, seemingly taking Ashton’s advice to heart more than she had ours about the dress code. We showed the girls how to saddle the horses and then, when it was time to climb on, Ashton moved to Hailey’s side as fast as he could.

      “Sarge might be gentle, but if you grab his mane like that, even he might take issue.” He eyed her for a minute. “He could be trying to move out of the way because of that ridiculous outfit of yours. I wouldn’t want anyone with spikes on their feet on my back either.”

      “They’re not spikes.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder, her chin still high in the air. “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen heels before. Hell, you were probably around when they were invented.”

      “Oh, I’m old,” he said with a smile. “Old enough to know how the world works. You young ones only think you do.”

      Keira chuckled and managed to get on Molly’s back just fine using the small stepladder we’d placed outside for them. Once I was on Nairobi, I went over to her.

      Ashton and Hailey brought up the rear, still exchanging barbs but seemingly both enjoying it. It suited me just fine to be paired up with Keira. I wouldn’t mind using this opportunity to get to know her, and by the way she flushed when I came closer, I had a feeling she felt the same way.

      “Are you ready?” I asked. “I thought we could start on one of the flat paths to get you used to riding. Just let me know when you start getting tired, okay? It’s best we don’t push it your first time out.”

      She gave me one of those radiant grins of hers, quirking a dark eyebrow at me as she shrugged one shoulder. “I’m training to be a stockbroker. I can handle a little pressure. Molly and I will be just fine. It’s you guys who’re going to be the first to call it.”

      This fucking chick…

      It had to be the fastest a person I’d just met had made me laugh, but she did. I met her earthy-colored gaze, dipping my chin in acknowledgment of the challenge she’d thrown out. “You look like you can handle a lot, but don’t come crying to me if you can’t walk tomorrow.”

      With that, I tugged on the reins to get Nairobi to do the walking away for me, but not before I saw the flash of surprise in her eyes at the words I’d chosen—which, granted, had been a lot more flirtatious than they needed to be to get the same point across. Her laughter followed me as I led the way, and I grinned. Again.

      This fucking chick.
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      Every once in a while, I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure that Hailey was still on her horse. Ashton was helping her though, and it seemed like they were getting along well enough.

      Besides, that left me with Harrison and I definitely couldn’t complain about that. Especially not when I was getting to chat with him while also taking in the natural beauty of the landscape.

      Just as he’d said, it was really starting to get hot. The sky was bright blue, the sun climbing higher as we neared midday.

      The path we were on was wide enough for two horses to walk comfortably side by side, the ground crunching beneath their hooves. Trees and greenery surrounded us, and every now and then, I caught glimpses of streams that apparently led to the dams they had on the property.

      There were also times when we could see their fields, and Harrison filled me in on the fruits and vegetables grown on the farm. It was an entirely different life out here, and it was difficult to believe that we were really only two hours out of the city.

      It was even more difficult to believe that Harrison was so easy to talk to. I was even getting used to looking into his stunning, green-gold eyes whenever I glanced at them. Hazel eyes had always intrigued me because no two people with that color ever had the same eyes. His were brown and green, not an unheard of, or even uncommon, combination, but the way the two colors blended and faded into one another was truly unique.

      The muscles in his arms rippled with movement as he controlled the reins, but he barely even had to move his hands. It was almost like his horse could read his mind.

      I’d known that watching someone ride a horse could be sexy—there were enough ads with people riding in them that it was obvious—but I hadn’t realized just how sexy it would be in real life.

      Then again, he was just sexy. So maybe it was all him and had little to do with the horse.

      Who even knows anymore?

      The surprising part was that he was also nice. Sure, he was effortlessly confident like I’d thought before, and I’d also been right that he definitely had the intense, alpha thing going on, but we were genuinely getting along much better than I’d have thought.

      “Are you excited for the wedding?” he asked once I ran out of questions about their farming operations. “You must be a committed maid-of-honor to take a whole weekend to learn how to ride when you’re only going to have to be on a horse for a few minutes. The venues usually even have people to lead the horses in.”

      “I didn’t think to ask about that, but I don’t know if Hailey would want us to be led in anyway. She’s kind of big on attention. I doubt she’d want someone else there that people might look at instead of her.” I frowned and slapped one hand to my forehead. “God, I sounded like a real bitch there. I’m sorry. I really wasn’t trying to be mean. I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

      “I understood what you meant.” The corners of his lips twitched, but he didn’t quite smile. “I might not know you very well, but you don’t strike me as being a bitch.”

      “I’m not. It’s just so easy to talk to you. It’s like I’ve known you for a lot longer than just a few hours, so it kind of popped out. But you don’t know me, so I’m sorry if it came across in a terrible way.”

      The smile finally broke free. “Like I said, I understood. It’s kind of nice to be spoken to like someone has known me all my life. It doesn’t happen much these days.”

      Before I could respond, he glanced off into the distance but I knew he was speaking to me when he asked his question. “You got a boyfriend who needs to learn how to ride before the wedding as well?”

      A very girly giggle burst out of me. “You don’t need to be coy. You could’ve just asked if I have one, but the answer is no. There’s no boyfriend. Not one who needs to learn how to ride or otherwise.”

      He laughed, which made my heart skip a beat. I was quickly starting to like the sound of his laughter more than I should’ve. It was deep and rich and always sounded like he was little surprised that it was coming out at all. “I should’ve come right out and asked. You’re right. I was just curious.”

      “Well, I’m a curious person too. Have you got a girlfriend who rides as well as you do?” And now I’m officially flirting with him. Look at me go.

      Angling his upper body to face me, he smirked when he caught my cheeks heating. “Nope. No woman will put up with me for very long.”

      “Bullshit,” I blurted out before I frowned and hung my head, shaking it at myself. “I’m sorry. There’s that feeling like I’ve known you for longer than I have problem again.”

      “That’s okay. It’s actually kind of nice,” he replied, a ghost of a smile on his lips. “I usually only get to talk to that grouchy old dog—or to Dottie.”

      I burst out laughing and pressed a hand to my chest. “You’ll hurt Ashton’s feelings if he hears you talking like that.”

      “No, I won’t.” He chuckled. “He’s known me for a long time. We’re used to each other. In fact, I think me giving him shit is keeping him young.”

      “The old dog’s still got good hearing,” Ashton’s gruff voice called from behind, and I blushed again when I wondered how much of the rest of our conversation they’d heard. “Hailey here is getting tired. I think it’s time to turn back.”

      “Roger that,” Harrison said, demonstrating to me how to use the reins to tell the horse to turn around. “We’ll fall in behind you this time.”

      “Got it.” Ashton helped Hailey to turn her horse around, but Sargent ended up seeing Ashton’s horse turning and did it all by himself.

      My sister smiled proudly anyway, though. “Would you look at that? I’m practically ready for the rodeo.”

      Ashton barked out a laugh. “Not quite yet, missy. Give it a couple more days.”

      Once they started back, I didn’t even have to nudge Molly to follow. Her ears perked forward, and she suddenly had a spring in her step. I glanced at Harrison to find his gaze already on me. That kept happening, and I couldn’t say I didn’t like it.

      “What’s with that?” I asked. “She seems different.”

      “There’s a reason for that expression about horses smelling their stables. She knows we’re on our way back home, and she’s happy to be going.”

      “Ah, I see.” I reached down to pat her thick, soft neck. “That’s okay girl. At least we didn’t give in first, so we’re still in the clear.”

      Harrison laughed and looked me square in the eyes, making my heart skip a beat or two again as I gazed into them feeling like I could melt. “You can always stay with me once we get back. I want to set up some poles for you to practice control this afternoon. We don’t know what it will be like at the wedding, but if you’re going to be riding in by yourselves, you might have to maneuver around a few obstacles. At the very least, you’ll have to be able to get the horses from wherever you mount them to the ceremony. Unless you’d like to take a break after all?”

      “Nah, I’m good.” I inhaled deeply and smiled as I closed my eyes for a moment. “To be honest, I’d much rather be outside as much as possible while we’re here. I think I’m falling in love.”

      “Already?” He waggled his brows at me. “I didn’t realize I was that good. You only met me this morning. I’d say that’s got to be some kind of record.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I meant I was falling in love with nature and the outdoors,” I said, fighting to suppress another overtly girly giggle. “You’re okay and everything, but you’ve got nothing on this place.”

      He slammed his fist over his chest and pretended to sag down with his front over the horse’s neck. “Has anyone ever told you that you know exactly how to go for the jugular?”

      “No, but that’s your heart you’re holding. Not your jugular.”

      “Smartass,” he retorted as he sat back up. “So you want to help with the poles once we get back or what?”

      “Absolutely.” I nodded at Dottie, who had stuck close all the way but went off on her own from time to time. “Aren’t you worried about losing her?”

      “Nah, she’s known this place since she was a puppy. She’ll always find her way back home. Do you have any pets?”

      “If I could have an entire zoo, I would. I love animals, but my apartment isn’t pet-friendly.” I continued giving him far too much information all the way back, then told Hailey to go ahead and that I would stay outside.

      “I have to go call Nick,” she said when we walked back to the house. “I also definitely need a shower and to change my clothes. Are you sure you’re going to be fine without me?”

      “A hundred percent,” I assured her, feeling Harrison’s heat on my bare arm closest to him where he walked beside me. “We’re going to set up some stuff for us to practice later.”

      She flicked her gaze from mine to his, then shrugged before she went inside. Harrison swept his arm out to the left once the door shut behind her. “It’s this way to the paddock where we keep the poles. Are you still sure you wouldn’t rather go take a nap or something?”

      “And miss out on seeing more of this place?” I shook my head. “Never.”

      The paddock was enclosed by wood fencing and the poles he’d been talking about were just that—plain old poles a few feet long that he carried and laid out in seemingly random patterns. I tried helping, but it turned out that the things were a lot heavier than they looked.

      Settling for playing with Dottie instead while he did the heavy lifting, I started when I heard his voice behind me, much closer than he had been just a minute ago. “I’ve never actually seen her playing like this with anyone.”

      “That’s because she’s never met me before,” I said, holding up the stick she’d been fetching for me above my head. “We’re bonding. It’s really cute the way she licks the back of my hand every time she brings this back.”

      “She does?” He dropped his chin in surprise, his mouth hanging slightly open. It drew my attention to his lips, which made me wonder what it might feel like to press mine against them.

      I really, really needed to stop staring at him the way I undoubtedly was, but it had been a very long time since I’d last been this instantly attracted to a guy. If ever. My self-esteem also wasn’t so low that I was even going to try to convince myself that he wasn’t flirting and staring right back.

      He was, but that still didn’t mean it was a good idea. The man lived hours away from me, and it wasn’t such a leap from attraction to attachment.

      “Yeah, she does,” I said distractedly, turning to Dottie to toss the stick once last time before I glanced back at him. “Hailey’s been gone for a while. I should go check on her.”

      “Sure thing,” he agreed. “It’s not a bad idea to get some lunch while you’re in the house. The fridge should be stocked with the groceries you ordered. I’ll meet you out front in about an hour?”

      “We’ll see you then,” I promised.

      And when we do, I’ll have found a way to stop wanting to lick you. I promise that, too.
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      Ashton was at my place when I finished setting up the training course. Whenever I was on the farm, we usually ate lunch there together. He claimed not to like me any more than he did anyone else, but we’d become close in the last few years.

      By the time I walked in, he’d already made sandwiches for us and was sitting in the small breakfast nook eating his. “The flies will get yours if you don’t hurry.”

      “Ever heard of wrapping it so that doesn’t happen?” I asked as I swiped the waiting plate and carried it over to the nook as well.

      As I sat down, he narrowed his eyes at me and swallowed the sip of water he’d just taken. “I don’t know why you went through all the trouble of setting up a course for them. That Hailey girl was bitchin’ and moanin’ about her ass all the way back home.”

      “Maybe, but we’ve still got a job to do.” I picked up my sandwich, my stomach grumbling at the scent of mayonnaise when I brought it near my mouth. “You’ve never complained about me setting up the course for guests before. What’s so different about these girls?”

      “The other people we’ve had out here at least wanted to learn. Those girls are only here to pretend to be something they’re not.”

      “That’s the point,” I said. “They’re here doing this for a wedding, not to practice for the circuit. Where’s the harm in that? Last I checked, you don’t need to want to become a professional just because you want to learn how to do something.”

      “The only reason you’re defending them is because the nice one who at least seems to like the darn animals keeps eye-banging you. What’s our policy on fraternizing with the guests, boss?”

      “We don’t have one,” I replied, pointing at him with one half of my sandwich. “Don’t forget that nice lady who was here last month. You kept whipping your hat off when you saw her and you didn’t hear me giving you shit for it.”

      The wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he glared at me. “Dorothy was a perfect lady who’d been riding before. It doesn’t matter if it was fifty years ago, she came because she loved it and wanted to do it again. After I saw what I did this morning, these two girls aren’t even going to use the horses in the wedding.”

      “You want to bet?” I asked. “Keira seemed to be enjoying it just fine.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not her wedding, now is it?” He dabbed his mouth with a napkin and stuck out his free hand. “I’ll take your bet, though. Whoever loses has to clean the shit out of the barn for a month.”

      “You’re on.” We shook on it and then turned the topic of conversation to the market in town next weekend. “Mariana tells me it’s to show off local produce. They might want to get a stall. What do you think?”

      “I think there are still going to be a horde of people with imported shit, but why not? It could be good exposure. We need as much of that as we can get.”

      “Agreed. I’ll let her know. They’ll get to keep their profits as well, so it might be a good way for them to earn something extra if the market becomes a regular thing.”

      The old guy shot me another rare, if short-lived, grin. “I don’t know how you’ve done as well as you have in business with your propensity for letting everyone share in the profits you should be making off this place, but I’m telling you right now, if you lose the property because of it, we’re still going to be pissed at you.”

      I didn’t tell him that I’d made enough money to last us all several lifetimes and then some. The Hynes Group was responsible for that money, but the farm wasn’t running at a loss by any stretch of the imagination. “You have nothing to worry about. We’re doing well. Trust me.”

      After lunch, Dottie and I went out onto the porch. To my surprise, Keira was walking our way. She grimaced when she reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “I’m glad I caught you guys before you went back to the stable. Hailey says she wants to rest for the afternoon, but we’re going to come out tomorrow for sure.”

      Ashton had already descended the stairs but stopped just behind her when he heard what she said. He smiled again when he caught my eye, making a shoveling gesture behind her.

      Yeah, maybe it was stupid to make that bet.

      “Sure, no problem,” I said, ignoring him in favor of looking at a much prettier face instead. From the corner of my eye, I saw him turn and walk away with a triumphant grin still on his face. “You and I could take the horses out this afternoon if you’d like to?”

      “I’d better stick around in case she needs me.” She seemed genuinely sad about it. “That being said, I also don’t want to sit around the house while my sister talks to her fiancé in baby talk all afternoon. Anything else we can do?”

      “A lot, but I doubt you’d be very interested in farm work,” I said, stilling when I was hit by a thought I’d never had about another guest. “Want to have a beer? We can drink out here, so you wouldn’t be stuck inside.”

      A bright smile lit her up from the inside out. “Are you sure you don’t mind? That sounds amazing, but I understand if there’s work you need to do instead.”

      “Nothing that needs to be done right away,” I said honestly. “Come have a seat. I’ll go grab us a couple of beers.”

      When I got back outside, she was sitting in one of the armchairs with Dottie’s head in her lap. The dog’s eyes were closed as she stroked her neck, and for a second, I was jealous that she got to have Keira’s hands on her. I shook myself out of it immediately though, feeling like an idiot as I handed over Keira’s beer.

      “Hailey’s okay, right?” I asked as I sat down. “She didn’t hurt herself this morning or anything like that?”

      “She’s fine.” A glimmer of humor appeared in her dark eyes. “Nick just told her to take it slow now that she knows she can sit on a horse. He said she’ll be too stiff to move tomorrow if she doesn’t take it easy, and then the conversation went in a direction I really wish I hadn’t heard.”

      I nearly choked on the sip I was trying to swallow as laughter worked its way out of my chest. “Yeah, well, I suppose I can get how talking about things getting stiff might lead down that road between two people who are almost getting married.”

      “Exactly.” She chuckled before making a face. “I just wish she’d have waited until I was out of the room before they went there.”

      “You guys seem close. She probably didn’t think it would bother you.” I shrugged. “I don’t have any siblings, but it’s my understanding that if you’ve been in the same womb as someone else, the usual boundaries don’t apply.”

      “Maybe they don’t, but they should.” She leaned back in the chair, her eyes on the view from the porch as she released a soft sigh. “We’re not that close actually. I think we used to be when we were very little, but we haven’t been for a long time. I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but we’re totally different.”

      “I have noticed that,” I said. “It’s kind of hard not to. Even Ashton noticed, and I don’t know if you noticed this, but he’s not exactly the friendliest, most observant guy when it comes to people.”

      “I noticed.” She tipped her head back and closed her eyes, breathing in deeply as a soft smile spread on her lips. “Man, I bet he’s got some stories to tell about living in a place as amazing as this. He must’ve had quite the life out here.”

      “He has. Some of those stories are pretty unbelievable for someone who grew up in the city,” I said. “When I first met him, I didn’t believe half of it. It was only after working with him for a while that I realized they could be true.”

      “You grew up in the city?” she asked, glancing over at me with surprise written all over her features. “How did you end up here then?”

      “Just because I grew up there doesn’t mean I liked it. The first time I got a taste of the quieter life, I fell in love. A little bit like you, I think.”

      She smiled. “You make a good point. I’m not sure if I’d make the trade even if I had the opportunity to, but there’s definitely something to be said for living here. What did your parents say when you moved away?”

      “Not much actually. They’ve retired to Maine, so it’s not like we were seeing each other all that often anyway.”

      “Maine, huh?” That same spark of excitement I’d seen so many times already ignited in her eyes. “That must be amazing. I’d love to visit there if I ever get the chance. A friend of mine went a couple of years ago, and she couldn’t stop talking about it.”

      “It is beautiful,” I agreed. “You’re one of those people who have a lot of places you want to visit on your bucket list, aren’t you?”

      She shrugged but inclined her head. “I’d like to see it all if I can. Realistically, I know that probably won’t happen, but I can still dream about it. There’s a lot of life to be lived outside of just one city.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “What about your parents? Won’t they mind if their daughter is away so often?”

      She laughed. “Nope. They still live in the same house in New Jersey I grew up in, but they know all about my wanderlust. When all the other girls, Hailey included, were hanging up posters of shirtless rock stars and ballplayers in their bedrooms, I was putting up pictures of faraway, exotic places I wanted to visit.”

      “So you’ve always been different,” I said lightly, a lot more things about her slowly clicking into place the more we talked.

      “Unfortunately, yes. So different that I don’t even have a date to my sister’s wedding.” She gave an exaggerated shudder. “My mother is going to crucify me for it.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being different.” In fact, I was learning just how much I liked her being different as we spoke. “I’m sure if you wanted a date, you’d have one.”

      “I work fourteen hours a day most days, and I have zero interest in anyone at my office. Online dating didn’t work out very well for me either. There’s just no way an app on my phone gets to tell me how well I match with a person.”

      I held up my beer to clink it against hers. “Amen to that. I haven’t ever tried it myself, but I’ve heard it can be a nightmare.”

      We finished our beers and then another after that, and all the while, we kept our easy conversation going. Eventually, she got a text from Hailey and drained what was left in her bottle. “I’d better get back to the house. Thanks for letting me crash your afternoon.”

      “You didn’t crash it,” I said. “We just changed our plans a little from riding to drinking. Should I get the horses ready tomorrow morning?”

      “Definitely. If Hailey doesn’t want to, I’ll still go out with you. It was really fun and I’ve already missed riding Molly once. I won’t do it again.”

      I laughed and bowed my head. “I’m sure she doesn’t mind, but I’ll see you in the morning then. Good night, Keira. Let me know if you guys need anything.”

      “Good night.” She stood on the edge of the porch, looking like a vision in that ball-cap and her jeans, and I wondered if there was something wrong with every other man in the damn city since no one had made her theirs yet.

      As she walked away, I still couldn’t take my eyes off her. I sat there for a long time after she’d left, nursing my beer and contemplating why it was that a woman who should’ve felt like the complete stranger she was had me thinking about making someone mine for the first time.
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      Bright and early the next morning, I was showered and ready to go. I’d called Hailey after I’d set out some breakfast for us, but I hadn’t seen her yet.

      In fact, I hadn’t seen much of her at all after we’d gotten back from riding yesterday. We’d made lunch together, but she’d been on the phone almost the whole time. Then, despite the fact that she’d texted me to find out where I was when I’d been having a drink with Harrison, she’d been on the phone again when I’d come in.

      After that, I’d made dinner while she soaked in the tub, and then she’d decided to go to bed shortly after we’d finished eating. Knocking firmly once on her door, I pushed it open to find her still in bed.

      Her curtains were still drawn, her room dark, and she had a fluffy sleeping mask over her eyes.

      I frowned. “What are you doing? It’s time for us to go. Our lesson is starting soon.”

      “I’m not going,” she groaned and rolled over to bury her face in the pillow. “Why don’t you go? I’d rather stay in the house. My body feels like it’s been hit by a truck.”

      “This was your idea, Hailes. You can’t stay in the house all weekend.” I marched up to the bed, but she knew me well enough that she gripped her comforter so I couldn’t yank it off. “Hailey Piatt! We’re leaving in five. Get your skinny ass in the shower.”

      “I’m not going,” she protested again, burrowing deeper under the covers. “I’m being serious. I really don’t feel like going back out there and riding a horse for twelve more hours with the sun beating down on me.”

      “You hardly rode for two hours yesterday. Maybe almost three, but it definitely wasn’t twelve.”

      “No, but it will be twelve today. Even if it isn’t, it will feel like it is. Just go on without me and tell them I’ll see you all later.”

      “Hailey…” I started but then trailed off. If my sister set her mind to doing something—or not doing it, as the case may be—she stood solid as a rock by her decision. Obviously, she’d had enough of horse riding already, which meant she wasn’t going to budge no matter what I said. “Fine, stay here then. If you fall off your horse in your wedding dress, at least you can’t point the finger at me.”

      I wasn’t proud of it, but I slammed her door shut behind me when I left her room. She was just so frustrating sometimes. It was so typical of her to drag me along on one of her genius plans, and then to leave me to follow through while she did whatever the hell it was she wanted.

      As I marched out of the house, however, it dawned on me that if Hailey wanted to stay in all day, that left a whole day for me to spend with Harrison. It was difficult not be excited by that possibility, even if I was disappointed in Hailey for behaving this way.

      Both men were at the stable when I arrived, and Ashton gave Harrison a strange but victorious look when he saw me walk up to them alone. He grinned and jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “It doesn’t look like I’ll be needed today. I’ll just go take a look at that fence.”

      Harrison waited until he’d shuffled away before looking back at me. “So, your sister decided she’s not joining us this morning after all?”

      “She said she’s going to spend the day at the house.” I sighed as I raised my arms out to my sides and shrugged my shoulders. “She might change her mind and join us again later, but I think it’s just you and me today.”

      A slow grin lifted only the corners of his lips. “Suits me just fine. Do you think she’s ready to ride into her wedding after only one day, though?”

      “I don’t know. Probably not, but she wouldn’t budge this morning.” I rolled my head back and glanced up at the clear blue sky, so soft and gorgeous at this time of the morning. “I wish she could see what she’s missing out on. Maybe that would’ve convinced her.”

      Taking two long strides closer to me, he reached out and put his hand on my forearm. “It’s not your responsibility to get her out here. You came with her for the weekend. If she decides against riding again, then that’s fine. We can go out and come back to get her if she ends up changing her mind.”

      I nodded, supremely aware of the heat of his hand on my skin. When he withdrew it after only that one brief reassuring touch, I wished he’d bring it back but he didn’t. Obviously, because he hasn’t suddenly turned into a giant ball of lust.

      “Sounds good,” I said. “Can I help you get Molly ready?”

      “Ashton’s already groomed her and her saddle and bridle are ready and waiting. Nairobi’s all tacked up. Let’s go get Molly. Then we can go.”

      The golden mare—apparently technically called a palomino—was hooked to a fencepost by her halter. She lifted her head when she saw me and I knew it was impossible, but I liked to think she looked happy to see me.

      I walked up to her without hesitation, offering her my hand for a sniff first before dragging my fingers along her neck. “Hey, girl, did you miss me? I sure missed you.”

      She turned her head and bumped my lower back with her nose. I laughed before glancing up at Harrison. “Is that a yes? Did she miss me? It feels like she’s hugging me.”

      His hazel eyes were warm on mine, but there was something in them that looked a lot like awe. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a real way with animals? Molly is always a sweetheart, but she doesn’t nuzzle just anyone like that.”

      My answering grin nearly split my face in two. “Yeah? Well, I like her too. What do we do first?”

      Harrison took me through the same steps from the day before, but he let me do them this time instead of doing it for me. It took almost no time at all before I watched from Molly’s back as he swung one muscular, powerful leg over Nairobi’s, and then we were off.

      “We’re going to take a different trail today,” he said as we headed away from the barn. “It’s also flat, but it leads to one of the dams. Horses love swimming, so we might let them get their feet wet if they feel like it.”

      “What?” My eyes widened, and not even the rhythmic sway of Molly’s footsteps beneath me could calm my suddenly racing heart. “We’re not going swimming with them, are we?”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?” he asked with laughter in his voice until he glanced over and saw the expression on my face. “Relax, we’re not going swimming with them. When I said let them get their feet wet, that’s all I meant. They might want to walk through the water a bit to cool down.”

      “Oh.” I breathed out and then chuckled at myself. “Sorry. Swimming with them might actually be kind of cool. I just wasn’t expecting it. Next time, give me a heads-up and I’ll bring a suit.”

      He shrugged and there was a wicked gleam that came into his eyes, but he didn’t let me in on where his mind had wandered to. Instead, he pointed out several natural landmarks they used to guide them. An outcropping of rocks, a broken tree, and a mountain peak a ways away all formed part of what they looked for when they’d ventured off a trail.

      Eventually, we started talking about ourselves again, getting to know each other more. He held Nairobi’s reins in one hand, his body rocking with the horse’s movement as his eyes caught mine.

      “How do you like the world of stock-brokering so far?” he asked. “It’s kind of difficult for me to imagine someone who enjoys the outdoors so much doing something like that for a living.”

      “I didn’t know how much I liked the outdoors until yesterday. If you asked me before, I’d have said it sounded too sweaty and buggy. I enjoy my job, though. I’m still learning, but it’s going well. What about you? Do you enjoy working here?”

      “I love it.” He cast his gaze to our surroundings, drinking in the magnificence of the mountains in the distance while he spoke. “There’s nothing like it. The city feels stifling to me now. I still have business interests there, but I try not to stay any longer than I have to.”

      “Yeah? What kind of business interests?”

      He shrugged his broad shoulders, pausing for a beat before he replied. “Before I found this place, I founded a company in the financial services industry that’s still up and running. I oversee the operations, but my heart is here now.”

      “Really? Don’t take this the wrong way, but I can’t imagine you in financial services.” I took advantage of the fact that he was still looking out ahead of us to really look at him, trying to mentally replace his washed-out jeans and fitted T-shirt—white again—with a suit and tie.

      No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t do it. His boots were made of brown leather and were scuffed instead of polished. One of his hands rested on his thigh while the other still held the reins, but even a quick glance at his fingers revealed they weren’t kept and polished like so many guys I knew in the city.

      He interrupted my ogling when he suddenly turned his head and brought his gaze back to mine. “I won’t take it the wrong way. I’ve seen me in that industry, and when I’m out here, I can’t imagine it either. Then again, I also can’t really imagine you as a stockbroker. I guess that’s what this place does to a person, though. It allows your soul to get some rest and all the bullshit to fade away.”

      “I like that.” I smiled. “I also agree with it. I’ve only been here for a day and I already feel more relaxed than I have in a long time.”

      Harrison and I kept talking while we rode, until eventually, it was time to turn back. When the stable appeared between the trees, he turned to look at me again. “We usually have a big cookout for our clients on their last night here. Do you think your sister would be interested in that for dinner?”

      “If not, it can just be the two of us again,” I said. “I hope she’ll want to leave the house by now, but I’m just not sure.”

      My earlier frustration with her resurfaced when I got back to the house. She was pacing in the lounge, her hair twisted into an elegant knot behind her head and her phone glued to her ear. When she saw me walk in, she mouthed, “It’s my wedding planner,” and then kept right on weighing menu options.

      I sighed, shaking my head as I headed for my bedroom to grab a shower.

      So much for bonding with my sister.
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      Usually, we had the cookouts at a firepit Ashton and I had built outside of the main house. Since Keira had let me know that Hailey had decided to rest again, I’d told her to come to my place for some grub.

      I had the grill out back fired up, cold beers in a bucket on the table outside, and I was just laying down the steaks on the sizzling grate when I heard her voice behind me.

      “I love the smell of barbecue. There’s nothing that says it’s a weekend afternoon quite like that smell.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I forgot to ask if you even eat meat.” When I glanced at her over my shoulder, my hand froze with the next steak still hovering a few inches above the grill.

      So far, I’d only seen her with her hair up and mostly with that cap on her head. Tonight, however, her hair was down and hanging in shiny, dark waves to her waist. It framed her face, contrasting with the pale, porcelain smoothness of her skin.

      While she hadn’t picked up much of a tan in just two days, her cheeks were rosier than before, making her look like she had a glow about her. Her deep brown eyes were crinkled at the corners as she laughed, her hair shifting on her shoulders from the slight shake she gave her head.

      “You definitely don’t have to worry about that. I’m a carnivore. I’d eat steak every day of the week if I had a choice.”

      Fighting to keep my eyes on hers instead of letting them dip to her chest, I finally placed the last steak down and took a step away from the flames. “I’m the same. Chicken should count as a side-salad. I’ve been told meat-and-potatoes people are boring, but if you ask me, that’s all I need to survive.”

      She moved to the table and motioned toward the beers. “Can I open one of these for you?”

      “Sure. I didn’t want to crack one open before you got here.” I wiped my hands on the apron hanging around my neck, then untied it and set it down on the table. “Have a seat. I’m assuming Hailey didn’t change her mind after all?”

      As she lowered herself down onto the wooden bench, I couldn’t take it anymore. I allowed my gaze to drop for just a fraction of second. The shirt she had on was more revealing than any of the ones I’d seen her in before, and I swore my mouth went dry at the sight of her cleavage. Her neckline didn’t dip scandalously low, but it did display the tops of her breasts very fucking well.

      Her shoulders were bare, her straps only two black pieces of fabric I’d probably have been able to tear off with my hands, given the opportunity. A small metal tab on her side let me know that the shirt had a zipper, which meant it would be even easier to get it off her.

      Images of what she might be wearing underneath it flooded my brain for a moment, and I was halfway hard before she even handed over my beer. Fuck me, I’m going to sleep with blue balls tonight for sure.

      “So,” she said as she popped the top off a beer for herself. “What’s it like working for Ashton? He seems like he can be quite the character.”

      Or maybe not, since there was nothing sexy about Ashton. But I supposed it was a good thing that I wouldn’t be turned on while I was supposed to cooking steaks.

      It was the perfect opportunity to set her straight about the incorrect assumption they’d made that the place belonged to him, but I didn’t want to. I really liked the way she talked to me like I was just another guy. She didn’t seem to care about status or money, or at least, she didn’t seem to mind that I had neither.

      As far as she knew.

      Since she was only going to be here for one more night anyway, it didn’t really matter who she thought owned the place. Plus, I enjoyed being treated normally for a change. Selfishly, I wanted to indulge while I could.

      I decided to just go with it. “Ashton’s a character, but he’s also a good guy. Underneath the rough exterior and the gruff personality, there’s an old softie.”

      “I had a feeling it might be something like that,” she said, smiling. “It always seems to be the people you expect it from the least who end up being the best. He handled Hailey really well, for starters. I don’t know if she’d ever have gotten up on that horse after struggling at first if it hadn’t been for him.”

      “If there’s anything he excels at, it’s giving people the kick in the backside they need,” I said. “He lets the softer side out sometimes, though. If he’d thought she needed a gentler hand, he wouldn’t have barked at her like that.”

      “She responds well to a challenge—usually,” she said, then cocked her head thoughtfully. “I suppose that’s one thing we have in common. What’s it like working with him?”

      “There must be some hardasses where you work too,” I said. “Probably about the same.”

      She chuckled. “There are, but I don’t work for any of them the way you do for him. My direct supervisor and mentor is great. Strict and firm, but we have a good relationship and I’m learning a lot from him.”

      I flipped the steaks. “My relationship with Ashton is kind of similar. He’s been working this farm for a long time, and he’s very set in his ways.” I sighed softly as I thought back to when I’d first met him. “His wife passed away three years ago, and he’s become a lot more closed off since. Those two were so in love, even after thirty-five years of marriage.”

      She rested back with her palm braced on the bench she was sitting on, genuine sadness clouding her eyes. “I can’t even imagine losing someone after loving them for so many years. It’s got to be the most difficult thing in the world to try carrying on after something like that.”

      “Yeah, it’s been tough on him,” I said as I checked the steaks, then leaned my hip against the serving table beside the grill when I realized they needed a few more minutes. “He’s always been salty, but it got a lot worse after she passed. At first, he wouldn’t even speak to anyone except me and a few of the other workers here.”

      Sympathy crinkled her brow as she thinned her lips. “I’ve heard grief can do that. Make a person retreat so far into themselves that some never come out again. Thank God, I’ve never experienced anything like that myself, but I’m glad he had you here to be there for him.”

      “I tried my best, but I’ve never experienced grief like that either, so I don’t know how much it actually helped.” I pushed away from the side table. “On a less depressing topic, tell me about the other places that are on your bucket list.”

      “There are so many, I don’t even know where to begin. I like the idea of exploring locally first before going overseas, but I’d definitely like to see places like Vietnam and Fiji.”

      “Beach destinations rank at the top then, huh?” I laughed, turning the steaks when it was time. “I’m not much of a fan of sand myself, but I’ve heard those places have a lot more going for them than just the beach.”

      “I love the food and the culture of both places,” she said, then explained in detail what she’d heard and read up about it all.

      When the steaks were done, we left them on a board outside to rest while we headed to the kitchen to grab the salad and baked potatoes I’d made before. She helped me carry the food and the plates out, and we drank more beer while we ate.

      There were no awkward silences between us, even if not every moment was filled with words. After dinner, she turned to face me after we’d loaded the dishes into the dishwasher.

      “Is it okay if I stay for another little while? Hailey is probably still on the phone and I’m having fun with you.”

      My gaze locked on hers when I glanced down, and the moment suddenly morphed into something else. Something heavier and much more primal.

      It was like it had suddenly dawned on both of us the sun had set, it was completely dark outside, and it was just the two of us there. We were completely alone, as we had been all day and pretty much even since they’d arrived, but this was different.

      Her lips parted and the movement drew my eyes down, away from the swirling browns of her eyes, until they reached her mouth. As I watched, her tongue came out to swipe across them, and when my gaze darted back up to hers, she gave me the tiniest of nods.

      That was all it took for me to hand control over to my instincts. One of my arms shot up and wound around her waist, tugging her forward until her chest was flush against mine. The other hand went to the side of her neck, my thumb on her jaw and my fingers at her nape.

      When I dipped my head down to slant my mouth over hers, she dropped hers back to give me better access. Her arms looped around my neck, and she pushed herself up on her toes to deepen the kiss.

      Her lips might’ve been on my mouth, but they might’ve been on my cock for the way it reacted under the soft press of her lips moving with mine. It jumped to attention, digging into the zipper on my jeans as if it were trying to leave an imprint on itself for good.

      Keira moaned into my mouth when my tongue found hers, and that was when I realized that even though this had started as an impulsive kiss, it wasn’t going to end as one. If she sounded that good when all I was doing was kissing her, then I had to find out what she sounded like when she came.
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      Harrison kissed the way I’d always thought men were supposed to kiss. With certainty and meaning. Leaving me with no doubt in my mind that he wanted me and he wanted me now. There were none of those fumbling touches or unsure presses of lips or tongues that left a lot of room for interpretation.

      In fact, from the second he’d looked down at me when I’d asked him if I could stay, I’d known exactly what he wanted. The intention had formed in his eyes, and a shiver of anticipation had run down my spine.

      It had been that perfect electric moment before a kiss. The one when the guy glanced down at a girl’s mouth and she just knew.

      When his gaze had lifted back to mine, I’d seen that all he was waiting for was my consent. As soon as I’d given it, there had been no holding back.

      He’d stepped into me even as he pulled me closer, and there was no hesitation in the way he touched me. No hesitation in the way he kissed me.

      It was something, being kissed like this. Something that I really, really liked.

      Harrison seemed to be liking it too, if the bulge pressing up against me was anything to go by. As for me, I was more turned on than I’d been in a very long time. My nipples were trying to poke holes through my bra, my clit was doing its best interpretation of a homing beacon, and my panties were as good as drenched.

      A moan escaped me as I pressed my body closer to his. His grip on me tightened, and the next thing I knew, we were on the move. My back slammed into the kitchen counter, but his hand was there to shield me from getting hurt.

      His kisses grew harder. Hungrier. My hands skated up his strong arms until my fingers brushed his hair, and I wound them into it, tugging as I tried to get as close to him as I possibly could.

      The noises he was making had been maddening all along, but as I tugged at his hair, there was a growling sound that rumbled from the back of his throat, and my knees went weak. He caught me with the arm still around my waist, but his other hand crept down and closed over the back of my thigh.

      Seemingly without any trouble at all, he lifted me onto the counter and stepped between my legs when they parted as I tried to keep my balance. He chuckled into my mouth when a small yelp came out of me, then brought his hands up to stroke the backs of his fingers along my cheeks.

      “You know,” he murmured between kisses. “We don’t actually need to do anything if you don’t want to. Things got a little heated for a minute there, but we can always just get another drink.”

      I locked my fingers behind his neck, planting soft kisses on the sides of his mouth as I drew him closer to me again. “Don’t you dare stop. Unless you want to, that is?”

      “I definitely don’t want to.” He dropped his mouth back to mine, one of his hands snaking into my hair while the other rested on my hip.

      Our kisses were more passionate this time, but they were also slower. More exploratory.

      I pictured the darkness of his hair as I dragged my fingers through the strands, remembering the way it had glinted in the mottled sunlight shining through the leaves back on the trail we took. While I knew we’d only known each other a couple of days, I replayed every minute we’d spent together in my head as I kissed him with everything I had.

      All of it, all the chatting and the laughter, the flirting and the staring, it had all been leading to this moment. I should’ve seen it coming, but I hadn’t thought it would actually happen. He’d taken me by surprise, but it was the best surprise ever.

      My fingertips ran down his back until I reached the hem of his shirt, and I allowed my hands to creep under the material. When I hit the bare skin above the waistband of his pants, I wrapped my legs around his thighs and yanked him all the way into me.

      I groaned when that bulge ground against where I needed friction the most, and my hips rocked into him of their own accord. Both of us let out sounds of pleasure, but mine bordered on a shout. He felt so damn good, and our pants weren’t even off yet.

      His hands moved up my ribs until they reached the undersides of my breasts. When his thumbs brushed over my puckered nipples, I shuddered and wondered if he was waiting for me to beg him. As if he’d heard the thought and wanted to prove me wrong, his fingers pinched the zipper on the side of my shirt and he dragged it open.

      At the same time, I gripped the hem of his shirt and pulled it frantically over his head as he did the same with mine. We broke apart only for as long as it took for the material to pass our lips. Then our mouths crashed back together and our kisses picked up speed and fervor all over again.

      While we devoured each other, our hands kept working at freeing the clothes we still had on. I managed to get his belt buckle undone by the time he had my jeans wide open and was running his fingers beneath the elastic of my panties.

      My breath caught in my lungs and my head dropped back as I panted, arching my hips to encourage him to give me more. With his free hand reaching around my back to unsnap the hooks on my bra, the fingers on the other one finally slid down.

      I gasped when he pushed them between my slick folds, and he made another one of those growling noises as he deepened our kiss. Everything he was doing was so perfect, I was already seeing stars.

      Desperate to make him feel the same way, I went back to work on his jeans while he pushed a finger inside me. My hands fumbled but didn’t stop again until I held his considerable length in my hand. I hadn’t seen it yet, obviously, but it was thick and felt long, and it practically throbbed in my hand when I touched him.

      In the meantime, my hips had started grinding into him, keeping up with the pace he was setting. Using my feet, I managed to get his jeans and underwear all the way to the floor, and he kicked off his sneakers to step out of them.

      I nearly protested when he withdrew his hand, but that was only until I realized he needed it to get my pants off too. Bracing my palms on the cool countertop, I lifted my ass and he yanked my jeans down to my ankles in one smooth motion.

      He took his time with my panties, though. Lowering himself to his haunches, he looked up at me with heavily lidded eyes as he started on my shoelaces. He pulled them free slowly, then let one sneaker drop before repeating the process with the other and then completely removed my panties and jeans.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he planted soft kisses on the insides of my ankles before he began dragging his lips higher. It only occurred to me when he was fully standing on his knees with his hands on my hips that the counter was at a very convenient height.

      “Are you still okay with this?” he asked when he was face to face with my most intimate part.

      Despite the fact that I was conscious of the lumps on my thighs and the rolls on my stomach he must’ve been seeing from his point of view, he didn’t seem to be put off by any of it. If anything, he was looking at me like I was the best thing he’d ever seen.

      I nodded. My voice was wobbly and nervous when it came out, but my brain and my body were both into this. I wasn’t stopping now just because I was worried about what he was seeing.

      “I’m very much okay with it,” I said, deciding to take the leap and be bold as I spread my legs farther apart.

      His gaze dropped away from mine to where I was aching for him, and a loud groan came rumbling out of his throat. “Good. That’s good.”

      His forehead touched the inside of my thigh and he took a breath deep enough that his shoulders moved up and down with it. I worried that he’d changed his mind. Before I could ask, he glanced back up into my eyes.

      “Hold on tight, okay? I don’t want you falling off but I’m also not waiting any longer to taste you. I know a bed would be better, but fuck it.”

      Another one of those growling noises escaped, but then his mouth was on me, and I was, as he had asked, hanging on for dear life. Whenever I felt myself starting to slip, one of his hands would be on my hip to anchor me, but he never stopped.

      His lips, teeth, tongue, and fingers worked together seamlessly, expertly turning me into a ball of bliss within mere minutes. I screamed his name when the knot of tension deep inside me released, pleasure curling my toes as I surrendered to the mind-shattering orgasm he sent me spiraling into.

      It was only once I started coming back down to earth that I realized we were still in his kitchen. His doors were open and anyone could’ve come walking in.

      He caught me when my eyes darted from one door to the other, and he grinned as he held out his hand. “Relax. There’s no one here but us. Ashton’s asleep by now and your sister would’ve called. She hasn’t been to my house and I doubt she’d make the trek for the first time by herself at night.”

      My heart was still racing, but I knew he was right. Accepting the hand he held out to me, I let him help me off the counter and, as he pulled me into him once more, looked up into those heated hazel eyes.

      “Good point,” I murmured, pressing kisses to every inch of the golden skin on his chest that I hadn’t even had a chance to explore yet. “Let me return the favor.”

      “Nope. If you touch me right now, I’m going off like a loaded firework.” He smirked and took my hands from his chest. “I need to be deep inside you when that happens.”

      My insides clenched, suddenly feeling much too empty and much too wanting. I kept my gaze on his, but the question needed to be asked. “Have you got any condoms? I don’t.”

      “There’s a box in my bathroom. Let’s go.” I didn’t ask why he kept them in his bathroom and not his bedroom, but when he led me into his room and went to retrieve said box, I also saw him taking the packaging off.

      Ah, so it’s a new one. I liked that. Despite looking like a Greek god, he obviously hadn’t had company as recently as last night. Well, probably.

      My heart sank at the thought of him with other women, but then I reminded myself that he wasn’t mine. This was a one-night thing. It was what I’d signed up for, and when he sank into me just a minute later, I decided that even just the one night with him was totally worth how I was probably going to end up comparing every other man to him from then on.

      He was just that good.
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          HARRISON

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up, I knew without opening my eyes that Keira wasn’t in bed with me. The air was too still, the room too quiet. My hand skimmed her side of the mattress. It was still warm, but as I’d suspected, it was empty.

      How did she get out of bed without me knowing? I was a light sleeper. Usually, I was awake at the slightest sign of movement or sound, but I’d been dead to the world until about a minute ago.

      I sat up in bed, stretching my arms above my head and looking around for Dottie. She wasn’t in the room anymore either, which was strange. It wasn’t often that she was up before I was.

      Scrubbing my hands over my face in an attempt to wake up properly, I climbed out of bed and put on a pair of sweatpants. Images of what Keira and I had done on that bed flooded my mind when I looked back at it. I wished she had stuck around for round two this morning.

      Since she hadn’t, there wasn’t much for me to do except go about my normal routine. After hitting the bathroom and brushing my teeth, I went into the kitchen to put on some coffee and feed Dottie.

      The metallic clinking of the kibble in her bowl always lured her toward it, but she didn’t come. She’d been here last night though, so I wasn’t worried. She had to be around somewhere.

      While I waited for the coffee, I yawned and covered my mouth with the back of my hand. Once I was armed with caffeine, I went out to the porch as always, but the sight that awaited me wasn’t one I thought I’d ever see.

      Keira was sitting in the old rocking chair in the corner with Dottie’s head in her lap. She was gazing out at the sun starting to rise, her fingers threaded into Dottie’s hair.

      “Good morning,” I said, honestly surprised to see she was still here. “There aren’t many people who wake up earlier than I do. Did you sleep okay?”

      She smiled when she heard my voice, turning her head to face me as she nodded. Her eyes were soft and lazy, setting my mind at ease that she hadn’t been awake for very long.

      “I slept like a drunken sailor after a bachelor party. I’m just also used to waking up early. I like this time of day, especially out here. It’s calm and invigorating.”

      “Would you like some coffee?” I asked, holding up my mug. “I didn’t know you were still here, or I’d have made you some.”

      “I’d love some, but I can get it myself.” She moved forward to stand up, but I stopped her.

      “Stay there. I’ll be right back.” I set my own mug down on the side table and was back a few minutes later with her mug on a tray. I’d also brought out cream and sugar, which was why I hadn’t just given her my mug to begin with. I didn’t know how she took hers.

      Her brows lifted when she saw the tray I was carrying, and a teasing grin formed on her lips. “Wow. I didn’t realize this was a full-service overnight visit.”

      I shrugged, laughing a little as I set the tray down next to my mug. “Yep. Orgasms and coffee. I wonder if I should add that to the website.”

      “You’d have to build more houses to meet the increase in demand,” she joked, but I saw the flush spreading on her cheeks even in the early morning light. She added half a spoon of sugar and a splash of cream to her coffee, then lifted the mug to her lips. “Thanks for this.”

      “You’re more than welcome.” I took the chair beside hers, settling in with my own coffee to watch as the sky slowly became lighter. “What time are you planning on leaving today? Think you’ll have time to take Molly out one last time?”

      She shook her head, sighing as she pressed the corners of her mouth in. “Nope. I doubt it. I’m quite sure Hailey’s going to want to get home to Nick as early as possible. Thanks for the offer, though.”

      “Anytime.” A quiet minute passed between us, but it was a comfortable one. “Do you really think Hailey’s going to be ready to enter her ceremony on horseback after only that one short session on Friday?”

      “To be honest, I think she’s probably already decided against it. I really appreciate all your help, but I doubt we’re going to be getting anywhere near the stables on the day of the wedding.”

      I laughed again, and once more, I was surprised by how easy it happened around her. “That’s okay. As long as you had a good weekend and you’re leaving here happy, that’s all we can ask for.”

      She raised her mug in my direction and grinned. “The coffee and orgasms definitely helped to make it the best weekend I’ve had for a while.”

      “You’re welcome back anytime. I’d love for you to come again.” I pretended to tip a hat at her, which made her laugh before silence fell between us again.

      Memories of the weekend played in my mind, and it occurred to me I wouldn’t mind having Keira stay longer. I was heading back to the city myself later, so it wasn’t an option to ask her if she wanted to stick around for another day or two, but maybe there was a different way of making sure that I would see her again.

      “So I’ve got a wild idea,” I said suddenly. “If you need a date to the wedding, I could always go with you.”

      She blinked back her surprise. “You’d really be willing to do that?”

      “Sure. You said you didn’t want your mother hassling you about a date. So why not?” I had spoken without thinking, but the idea was solid. One night with her hadn’t been enough, and she’d said herself that her mother was going to crucify her for showing up alone. This way, she didn’t have to and I’d get to spend more time with her. “I’d be happy to go, even if you’re not going to be using the skills I taught you this weekend.”

      “It’s not a bad idea, but you should know that it won’t be as simple as just showing up and saying you’re my date,” she said, sighing before she looked into my eyes. “My mother won’t just interrogate you about who you are. She’ll be pushing to know every detail, including when we’re going to get married.”

      “Then I guess I won’t just be your date. I’ll be your fiancé for the night. How fun will that be?” It wasn’t like it would be real anyway, so whatever the label was didn’t really matter to me.

      Keira, on the other hand, seemed hesitant. She bit the inside of her cheek and kept her eyes on mine. I could see the wariness in them, the uncertainty about whether she should take me up on my offer.

      “I don’t know,” she said finally. “It doesn’t seem right to expect something like that from anyone, never mind someone I’ve just met.”

      I sat forward and propped my elbows on my knees, linking my fingers between them but keeping my gaze on hers. “It’s not a problem at all. I really don’t mind helping you out, and if it means pretending that we’re engaged, then that’s fine too. Your mother is going to love me.”

      She chuckled softly, but her features relaxed. “Let me think about it. Can I let you know?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      Long before I was ready for it to happen, our coffee was done and Keira was on her way back to the main house to pack. Dottie and I went over to see them off about an hour later.

      Hailey was complaining about being up so early, but she was also eager to get home. She shot me a look before climbing into the car. “Thanks for everything, Harrison. Sorry it didn’t work out.”

      Keira rolled her eyes at her sister, coming to stand in front of me once the door slammed shut behind her. She stuck her hand out, then seemed to reconsider and opened her arms for me instead. “Bye, Harrison. We’ll talk soon about the wedding. Thanks for everything this weekend, and please tell Ashton goodbye from us as well.”

      “Will do.” Wrapping my arms around her waist, I held her tighter and for longer than necessary, breathing in the faint, nutty scent of her shampoo before letting her go. “Drive safe, okay? Let me know when you get home.”

      She laughed slightly but then flicked her gaze up at mine and arched a brow. “You mean that, don’t you?”

      “Absolutely. Dirt roads aren’t anyone’s friend. You’ve always got to be careful on them, but especially if you’re not used to them.”

      “We’ll be careful,” she promised, lifted her hand in a wave, and then, with one last lingering look at me, climbed into her car.

      Dottie whined when the engine started, and I had to hold on to her collar to keep her from taking off after them when they drove away. I spoke to her in a low voice until their car faded from sight.

      “Don’t worry, girl,” I murmured, my eyes glued to the cloud of dust in the distance. “I’ll get her back here for us sometime, okay? This won’t be the last we see of her. I promise.”

      The promise was made to myself as much as to Dottie, and it was a promise I intended to keep.
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      I walked into my apartment and staggered to the couch, taking off my heels, bra, and earrings one after the other. The shoes hit my rug with dull thuds, my bra ended up hanging off the back of the couch, and I set my earrings down on the coffee table before sagging into the cushions.

      For a few minutes, I didn’t move. I just sat there, staring at the black screen of my TV as I caught my breath after another wild day. It turned out that taking a day off meant working even longer hours the week after, trying to catch up on everything I’d missed.

      It was terrifying how much actually happened in just a day and a half at my office.

      I blew out a breath, grabbing the remote to switch on the news. The workday at the office might finally be over, but I needed to make a study of the business news every night. I didn’t even have time to change before I watched the report with a notebook from my satchel in hand, jotting down interesting points that I’d look into in the morning.

      Just as I was about to go change and then dig something out of the freezer for dinner, there was a knock at my door. I sighed but veered off to the front door instead of heading straight for my bedroom.

      Jamie hid her face behind a bag of takeout, but there was no hiding her hair. I’d barely undone the latch when she started talking. “I come bearing gifts. I know you’ve had a long few days after getting back, but everybody needs to eat, and I haven’t seen you for a week.”

      I opened the door wider, grinning as I pulled her in for a hug. “Seeing you is gift enough. But the food helps.” I snatched the food right out of her hands. “This smells delicious. Please tell me it’s what I think it is.”

      “If you think it’s fresh tagliatelle pasta from the place that finishes it off in the cheese wheel, then it is what you think it is.”

      “Have I told you lately that you’re my all-time favorite person?” I inhaled deeply, getting another whiff of creamy, cheesy pasta.

      “You have, but it’s always good to hear it.” She laughed, following me inside and shutting the door behind her. “So, how was the weekend? Are you a star rider now?”

      “If by star rider, you mean that I can safely sit on a horse and get it to stop when I need it to, then yes, I’m a star rider.” I motioned toward the living room. “Have a seat. I’ll get us something to drink.”

      I got the containers out of the bag and carried them, along with two bottles of water, back to the sofa. We snapped the wooden forks off the tops of the containers, tucking our legs underneath us while we ate.

      “I don’t think Hailey is going to use horses in her wedding anymore,” I said around a mouthful of food.

      “Oh yeah?”

      I shrugged. “She was on a horse for a few hours on Friday, but that was it.”

      “Did she hurt herself?”

      “No, nothing happened,” I said. “Like she didn’t fall or anything. She just didn’t seem to like it very much.”

      “Well, that’s fair enough. Not everyone needs to like everything.” She swallowed a bite of her pasta. “It just sucks that you took a whole weekend to go away with her and then ended up not riding. What did you do instead? Were there at least some cute shops around?”

      I flashed her a coy smile. “Just because she didn’t ride doesn’t mean I didn’t. She spent the entire weekend in bed or on the phone. I, on the other hand, enjoyed the fresh air and the company.”

      “What company?” She frowned. “I thought Hailey was on the phone all weekend?”

      “She was, but there was this horse guy.”

      She laughed. “What, like a centaur?”

      “I have no idea what that is, weirdo,” I said with a giggle.

      “Duh, a half-horse, half-man creature from Greek mythology?”

      A mental image of Harrison played in my mind. “If he’s anything from a Greek myth, he’s one of the gods.”

      She grinned and leaned closer. “Okay, that’s way more interesting. Tell me everything. What did he smell like?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, laughing. “Like a man, I guess.”

      “Super hot. Go on.”

      “He took me out riding on some trails. Showed me a few things.”

      She barked a laughed. “Oh, I bet he did.”

      “Shut up. It was fun getting to know him.”

      She leaned forward, her gaze glued to mine. “Just how well did you get to know him? I saw that look on your face just now, young lady.”

      Heat raced to my cheeks, but I didn’t look away. While I wasn’t about to go into the finer, more intimate details, I wasn’t ashamed of what had happened between Harrison and me.

      “Let’s just say that we got along well enough that I spent Saturday night with him.” I smiled as I thought back to how sweet he’d been on Sunday morning. “I like him. He’s a nice guy. A good one, too.”

      She studied my expression before breaking out into a wide grin. “If you’re still so smiley four days later, I bet he’s good in more ways than one. What’s his name? Do you have any dick pics?”

      I laughed, nearly choking on my next bite while I was at it. Reaching for my water, I took a long sip before finally shaking my head. “Nope, none of those. Sorry. His name is Harrison. I should’ve gotten a picture of him—a regular picture—but my mind wasn’t exactly on my phone when I was with him.”

      She playfully pouted. “No pictures? You mean I have to use my imagination like a caveman? Fine, you’ll just have to describe him to me then. Don’t leave anything out. How big around is it? I’m all about girth these days.”

      I ignored that detail and described his hazel eyes and thick dark hair, his muscular physique and tanned skin. There was no doubt in my mind that my face got all dreamy while I spoke, describing the easy way he controlled the horses and how gentle he was while he taught me.

      Eventually, she laughed at me and wet her fingers in her glass to flick some water on me.

      “Cool down, girl. Your hot riding instructor is too far away for a booty call.” Her blue eyes twinkled as she crinkled her nose. “Besides, you can’t show up for work tomorrow morning in today’s clothes and smelling like the great outdoors.”

      I sighed. “You’re right, but it is damn tempting to drive out there just to see him again. I’ve never clicked with anyone the way I did with him.”

      “What did Hailey think about him?” she asked. “Did you get a lecture about how you should be looking for a guy who can provide for you?”

      “No. I don’t even think she noticed him or that I wasn’t around much.” My heart still gave a pang whenever I thought about all that time I could’ve spent with my sister before she got married. “She did exactly what I thought she would do. If it hadn’t been for Harrison, I’d have spent the entire weekend basically by myself.”

      Sympathy crept into her eyes but when she blinked, it was gone. She sat up straighter with a determined expression on her face. “It’s her loss. I’m not going to let you sit here and obsess over the what-ifs. She was lousy company this past weekend, but Harrison was great. You clicked and you ended up having a good weekend even without your sister around.”

      “I know.” I breathed in deeply through my nostrils and put Hailey’s disinterest behind me. It wasn’t that difficult. I’d had plenty of practice, after all. “Honestly? I just wish the wedding would be over already. I’m more than ready to get back to my life.”

      “It’ll be over soon,” she said, trying and failing to sound encouraging. “On the bright side, I’ve got a guy you can take to the wedding with you. I’ve met him a few times now. He works for one of my suppliers. I think you two would really hit it off.”

      “Thanks, but I might already have a date,” I said, thinking back to Harrison’s offer. “I’ve been trying not to think about it too much because I still don’t know if I can take him up on it, but Harrison actually said he’d come with me.”

      “Hot riding instructor Harrison?” Her eyes shone with excitement, her grin growing even wider than it’d been before. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me? That’s fantastic. You have to take him up on it. He wouldn’t have offered if he didn’t want to go with you.”

      “Hailey and my mom are hoping I’ll meet someone at the wedding,” I said. “I’m worried that if I take him, Mom will spend the night interrogating him about when we’re getting married. That’s not to mention that Hailey knows what he does for a living. Someone might be rude to him about it.”

      “Taking him will be a nice break for you from all the rich pricks who will be there,” she said. “Besides, if he can handle a horse, he can handle your nag of a mother. Or whoever else.”

      “That’s almost exactly what he said.” I finished my food and popped the used fork and napkin back into the container. “I don’t know. It just feels like a massive favor to ask someone I’ve just met. We don’t even really know each other all that well.”

      “So?” She shrugged. “Get to know him if it will make you feel better about it. It sounds like you’ll have fun if he’s there with you and that’s all that really matters. Why would you take a date you wouldn’t have fun with?”

      I glanced absently at the TV, watching the banner running under the screen without really paying much attention to it. Finally, I looked back at her. “Is it really fair to him, though? I might have fun if he’s there, but he might not have fun being there.”

      She set her container down next to mine, then picked up her water before settling back on the couch. “I’ll tell you what isn’t fair. Automatically thinking that you can’t take him up on an offer he made to take you on a date he obviously wants to take you on.”

      I laughed. “Well, when you put it that way…”

      “Wanting to get to know him better is fine, but don’t just say no because you’re afraid it might not be the best night out for him ever.”

      “So what you’re suggesting is that I call him up, talk to him until I’m sure he’s not a killer or one of those people who farts just before they get off the elevator, and then say yes. Even if it’ll feel like it’s leading a lamb to slaughter?”

      “If he’s a lamb, he may not be the guy for you,” she joked, laughing before she arched a brow at me. “The real and only question is whether you want him there. If you do, call him, get to know him better, and then say yes.”

      “I may just do that,” I said, nodding slowly. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

      Famous last words.
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      A sudden commotion outside my office made me look up from the financial statements I’d been combing over. Agatha’s voice, while usually soft and respectful, carried from her desk in my outer office—and she didn’t sound happy.

      “Excuse me, sir,” she said indignantly. “I just told you that you can’t go in there. You don’t have an appointment.”

      A deeper, unfamiliar voice replied. Although it wasn’t as loud as hers, I could still make out what he was saying. “I just told you that I don’t care. We don’t need an appointment. This is an urgent matter and Mr. Hynes will want to see us.”

      Mr. Hynes wasn’t so sure he wanted to see anyone right then, but I couldn’t deny that I was curious. I’d never received a surprise visitor who claimed not to need an appointment. Pushing my chair away from my desk, I stood up and walked over to the door.

      When I opened it, a man in an ill-fitting suit was the one arguing with Agatha. Behind him stood a man I did recognize. It was none other than Bernard Hilton, who I honestly hadn’t thought I’d ever see again.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I asked quietly but authoritatively.

      Agatha and the cheap suit stopped arguing immediately, both of their heads snapping around to face me. Since I actually cared about her well-being, I turned to my receptionist first.

      Her cheeks were flushed, and her mouth was set into a hard line, but otherwise, she seemed fine. Regardless, I decided to check with her before paying any attention whatsoever to the man trying to strong-arm his way into my office.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, noticing that her breathing had already slowed.

      She patted the side of her hair as if to make sure it hadn’t come out of her bun before she nodded. “I’m fine, Mr. Hynes. Thank you. These gentlemen simply won’t take no for an answer.”

      My former employee gave me a grin that was surprisingly smug for a man in his position. “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Hynes. This is Andrew Beard, my lawyer.”

      Some staff members passing by had stopped to watch the stir these two were causing. The lawyer and his cheap suit took a step closer to me, but neither offered me his hand.

      “We’re here to discuss the lawsuit Mr. Hilton intends to file against you,” he said, clearly believing that he had the upper hand if the satisfied gleam in his eyes was anything to go by. “I suggest you take the meeting, even if we didn’t make an appointment.”

      A faint smirk appeared on his lips.

      Yeah, he definitely thinks he has me.

      If only old Bernard would’ve shared the tip I’d given him on the day I fired him with his lawyer, perhaps he’d have dialed it down a notch. As things were, however, both of them looked like they firmly believed they had me by the balls.

      Ignoring the lawyer’s statement for a minute, I turned back to Agatha. “This won’t take very long. Let me save these gentlemen and the company some time in the long run and take the meeting.”

      “I can still call security,” Agatha said.

      “Thank you, Agatha, but I can handle this. Can you push my schedule back by fifteen minutes?”

      “Yes, sir.” She dipped her head in a nod, not even trying to hide the way her lips had tilted up into a small, amused smile. “I’m assuming those fifteen minutes includes time for the coffee you’ll have once you’ve set them straight?”

      “Indeed.” I returned her smile—briefly—before stepping back into my office and gesturing for them to follow me. “Let’s get this over with, gentlemen.”

      Agatha came out from around her desk to close the door but paused to peer at me through the crack just before she did. “Would you like me to contact someone from legal to sit in, sir?”

      “That won’t be necessary. You don’t need to offer them anything to drink, either. They won’t be staying long.” I glanced at the two men sitting awkwardly in the visitors’ chairs in front of my desk. “Unless you’d like something to go? I’m sure that can be arranged.”

      Andrew scowled at me, setting his tattered briefcase down on his knees and unsnapping the clips. “We’re here to discuss the only thing we want from you. Refreshments won’t be necessary. We have a celebratory drink planned once we leave.”

      I shrugged and nodded to Agatha. “There you have it. You can get my coffee ready in the meantime. Thank you.”

      After nodding again, still smiling, she shut the door and left us to it. I turned slowly, taking my time as I made my way over to my desk. There was no need to rush. I could let them stew in their own juices for a minute and still be done with this shit with more than enough time to spare before my next meeting.

      Bernard seemed to have lost a couple of pounds in the weeks since I’d last seen him, his suit almost as baggy now as his lawyer’s. Despite the smug expression he was still wearing, he seemed nervous. His fingers were fidgeting in his lap and his face was pale.

      The lawyer also seemed to be trying to project confidence, but now that he was in my office, there was sweat beading his forehead and his hands trembled slightly when he lifted a sheaf of papers out of his briefcase.

      “Well, gentlemen,” I said once I sat down and folded my hands loosely on top of my desk. “What can I do for you?”

      They exchanged a look before Andrew sat forward. He smacked the papers he’d taken out down on the desktop and pushed them in my direction. “We’re here to discuss the wrongful termination lawsuit we’ll be filing against the Hynes Group, as well as the action we’re considering taking against you in your personal capacity for besmirching my client’s good name.”

      I nodded slowly. “Interesting. Tell me, what are your grounds for wrongful termination and how exactly did I besmirch Mr. Hilton’s good name?”

      Andrew’s brow puckered. “What are our grounds? You fired this man without any wrongdoing on his part. You misled him and ambushed him in his office, and we have it on good authority that you started the rumors currently circulating that he’s dishonest.”

      “He is dishonest,” I said casually. “It’s a free country. If Mr. Hilton would like to file a lawsuit, he’s more than welcome to do so. We’ll look forward to litigating any issues you may raise in a court of law.”

      “If that happens, your company’s reputation goes down the drain right along with my client’s,” Andrew said. “I’ll personally make sure that the press is there every day to cover the proceedings. You won’t get away with this, and we’ll make sure of it.”

      “It’s a lovely day to make threats, isn’t it?” I said, sitting back as I watched both of them wither under my glare. “Let me save you the trouble of calling the press, Mr. Beard. I’ll arrange for my public-relations team to do it for you. They have contacts in every major news outlet from here to Africa. I can assure you that the details of your client’s behavior will be thoroughly reported on. Now, you still haven’t actually told me what you’ve come here for, and I’m afraid we don’t have much time left.”

      A vein popped out right in the center of the man’s forehead and his hands curled into fists on top of his briefcase. “You’re not going to scare us off with your alpha businessman act, Mr. Hynes. We came here to let you know about the lawsuit and discuss a possible settlement before this gets ugly.”

      I let him ramble on for a few more minutes about how they were going to come after me and my company and how it was going to end up costing me millions if I didn’t settle right away. He even pulled some more papers out of his briefcase and tossed them across the desk.

      “You’re going to sign that agreement stating that you’ll never speak about my client again. There’s a further clause stating that you, personally, will give him a glowing recommendation. It also includes a dollar amount you’re going to pay him for the damages he’s already suffered.”

      I laughed loudly in his face. “Which is it then?” I asked, frowning as I glanced down at his agreement without picking it up. “Do you want me never to speak about him again or to give him a recommendation? Giving someone a recommendation involves speaking about them, as I’m sure you know.”

      The vein throbbed and the man’s face turned red. “Trying to be a smartass won’t save you from this, Hynes.”

      “No, the truth will, Mr. Beard.” I pushed both sets of documents back without reading them. “Let me make this perfectly clear to you. There will be no settlement.”

      When he opened his mouth to reply, I held up a hand to cut him off. “Your client was fired for forcing customers to pay him a fee in return for granting their loans. That’s not wrongful termination. What he did was extortion and fraud. Those are crimes, in case you don’t know, counselor. Put the facts in front of a judge and your client is going to jail.”

      The attorney shot a quick glance at Hilton, like maybe he hadn’t heard the full story. “This is a civil suit. Nothing criminal about it.”

      “Unless I’m forced to call the authorities and press charges,” I said. “Then it’s absolutely a criminal investigation. Plus, all our loans are federally insured, which I think also makes it a federal crime. Tell me, counselor, will you be representing him in federal court as well?”

      The man looked down at my desk, unable to maintain eye contact. It was all the answer I needed. He was a spineless bottom-feeder pretending to be a shark.

      Hilton looked like he was about to throw up. Too blinded by dollar signs, the greedy idiot hadn’t even considered the potential for prison.

      Threading my fingers together, I slid my elbows forward. “Bringing this bogus lawsuit is suicide for your client. There’s no winning for you.”

      Hilton’s lawyer stuffed his documents back in his briefcase, still not looking at me. “We’ll see.”

      I ignored him and looked at Hilton. “You scammed desperate people. For that alone, I should call the police right now. And you’re not even sorry about it because you’re here trying to extort money from me too.”

      Hilton frowned. “You owe me.”

      I held my hand up toward him. “Don’t talk right now. Listen. I already gave you a chance to just walk away from this, and maybe I’m an idiot, but I’m giving you one more. Stop this lawsuit nonsense. Show me you’re done scamming and extorting people. Do that and we can part ways right now, just forget each other’s names.”

      Hilton was so pale now, he was practically translucent.

      Cocking a brow at them, I wheeled my chair back. “Was there anything else, gentlemen?”

      They glanced at each other, both looking suitably chastised, before they pushed their chairs back in unison. They left without another word, heads hanging and shoulders slumped.

      I doubted I’d hear from either of them again.

      My phone buzzed on the glass surface of my desk. An unexpected but not unwelcome name popped up on my screen. Keira and I had exchanged numbers so she could let me know about the wedding, and my mood lifted when I saw it was her calling.

      “This is a surprise,” I said. “How’re you doing? Missing the fresh air already?”

      “I was missing the fresh air before we even got back to the city,” she joked, but I also didn’t doubt that there was some truth to the statement. “But I’m good. How are you?”

      “Better now,” I said honestly. Hilton’s petty powerplay had put a damper on my morning, but things were looking up. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon.”

      “I wasn’t expecting to call you so soon.” She laughed softly, pausing for a beat before she went on. “I was actually wondering if you’d like to get together sometime.”

      “How’s tomorrow night?” I didn’t like playing games and I hated unnecessary delays. “I’d have asked about tonight, but I’m afraid I have a date with work already.”

      “So do I, sadly,” she agreed. “Tomorrow night is perfect. Have you got any preferences about where to meet?”

      “How do you feel about cheap and nasty? There’s nothing I hate more than uppity, pretentious places where the serving sizes are too small to feed a pigeon.”

      “Cheap and nasty sounds amazing. I know just the place. I’ll text you my address,” she said. “Does eight work for you?”

      “Like a dream.” I grinned as I cast my gaze toward the windows, wondering if she was calling me from any of the skyscrapers I was looking out at. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Keira.”

      “See you tomorrow,” she said, hanging up just a few seconds later.

      After I put the phone down, I sat back in my chair and stared at nothing while thinking about the fact that I had a date tomorrow. A date I was actually looking forward to for the first time in a long time.

      There was something there with Keira. All I had to do was figure out exactly what it was and how far we wanted to take it.
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      Jamie and I weaved our way through the crowds in the mall, each of us laden with bags already. We’d only been here for about an hour, but there were several good sales going on, and we dove right in.

      The actual purpose of the shopping trip was to find something for me to wear on my date with Harrison later, but it was Saturday, and we had plenty of time. While I didn’t love shopping, it was always fun to spend some girl time with Jamie.

      “What have you got planned for the farm boy tonight?” she asked as she eyed a pair of very shiny heels in a window. “Something good, I hope.”

      “I think it’s good,” I said, thinking about the plan I’d been cooking up since finally mustering up the courage to call him yesterday. “I thought it’d be fun to show him around the city. He grew up here, and he still has some business here, but I’m not sure how much time he’s actually spent just exploring recently. So much has changed and I’d like to show him what he’s missing.”

      She grinned. “Damn right, girl. You show him.”

      “We’ll see how the night goes,” I said, returning the smile.

      She tapped the side of her lips with a manicured finger. “Showing him around could be fun. It really depends on him, though. If he grew up here and chose to leave, he might not be so keen on the bright lights of the big city.”

      “I thought about that, but then I remembered that this is New York. Everyone has their own spots, their own favorite haunts, and their own supposed secrets. He might not want to live here anymore, but I can always show him my New York.”

      She cocked her head, a thoughtful expression in her eyes as she nodded. “You’ve definitely got a point there. What’s your first stop?”

      “Drinks and dinner at Lucky’s,” I said.

      “Lucky’s?” She frowned. “As in the retro burger and hot dog place?”

      “Yep.” I grinned and rubbed my palms together villain style. “Craft beer, triple-fried fries, and no frills. I think it’s perfect.”

      “It could be.” She rocked her head from side to side, then smiled. “Yeah, actually I think it is. It’s a fun place, and at the very least, there’s always a bunch of interesting people there. If you guys can’t find anything to talk about, you can make up one of your stories about one of them and take it from there.”

      I knocked into her shoulder with my own, then linked my arm through hers to lead her away from the viciously shiny shoes. “There hasn’t been any awkward silences between us yet, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

      “An awkward silence isn’t the end of the world,” she said. “As long as you’re prepared for it. Knowing there will be some interesting people around at Lucky’s means you have possible talking points, but you can also think about some of the questions you’re worried he’ll be asked at the wedding and get out ahead of them.”

      “I’m not getting out ahead of those,” I replied immediately, shaking my head hard and fast. “If my suspicions are correct, Mom will drill him about whether he has aspirations to buy the farm he’s working on, Nick will try to turn it into a business opportunity where he buys the farm, and Dad will decide he likes farms and should be living on one. Hailey, in the meantime, will keep talking about said farm and how quaint she found it and the horses. It’s bound to be a mess.”

      “I love your family,” she said happily, sighing as she pulled away from me to dart to the window of a lingerie store. When I went to stand beside her, she glanced at me and shrugged. “I’m glad they’re not mine, but they’re fun. It’s crazy how you guys are so close that you can predict exactly who’s going to react in which way.”

      “It doesn’t mean we’re close.” I rolled my eyes, even if we were sort of close. “It just means that I know them and I know from experience how it’s going to go. Why do you think I’ve never introduced them to my boyfriends?”

      “I’m sure they’ll love anyone you do introduce them to,” she said, jerking her head toward the door. “Let’s go in. We still need to find your outer wear for your date, but I’m pretty sure we’re going to find your underwear in here for a steal.”

      I allowed her to drag me inside but stuck to her side when she started browsing instead of going off on my own. “I’m not sure they’d love anyone I introduced to them anymore actually. Maybe they would have, but it just feels like everything’s changed since Hailey started dating Nick.”

      “Changed how?” she asked, pulling a black contraption from the rack that seemed to be more strap than panel. “What do you think about this one?”

      I frowned at the thing on the hanger. “I don’t even know what that is, so I don’t know what I think about it. As for how everything has changed, I don’t know. It’s difficult to explain.”

      “Try to explain it.” She shoved the hanger into my chest, and my hand flew up on instinct to take it. “It’s a bra, and it’s meant to be worn with a very skimpy dress. If we find the right one, it will look like a part of the dress, but it’s sexy because it adds extra oomph and detail while making the guy wonder what the rest of it looks like.”

      “A bra that requires an explanation is not a bra.” I gave the contraption back to her. “The only way I can really explain it is that money has never been this important to my mom, you know? We’ve lived a comfortable life and she’s always been happy with it. Now, suddenly, she’s buying into Hailey’s rhetoric about finding a man who can take care of me.”

      “It’s not exactly a foreign concept,” she said, not hanging the contraption back on the rack just yet. “Parents have been wanting their kids to be with people who can provide for them for all of time. Would you just try this on? I think you’d look great in it.”

      “I’m not trying it on if I’m not buying it, and I’m not buying it. Besides, isn’t it a little counterproductive to have something that complicated on? It’d take an hour to get off, which isn’t really sexy. Especially not if you get stuck in it, and I would.”

      She let out a long-suffering sigh, but eventually the so-called bra went back to its home and we moved on. “We could’ve practiced putting it on and taking it off so you wouldn’t have ended up in a weird chicken dance trying to get it off later.”

      “So you do understand my concern with it,” I said, arching a brow as I smirked at her. “I’d just really rather not take a chance. A bra also shouldn’t require practice putting on and taking off at this stage of our lives.”

      She nodded. “Anyway, back to your parents. Why is it so wrong that your mom wants you with someone who can take care of you?”

      “It’s not wrong. I just don’t really see things that way.” I spotted a flash of blue as she browsed that caught my attention. “If Hailey wants that security, that’s great for her, but if I fall in love with someone, it’ll be because of who they are. If they’re rich, then fine, but if they’re not, then that’s also fine.”

      “So tell your mom that?” she suggested, her hand moving to the blue bra. “This one is beautiful. What do you think?”

      “I’ll give it a try,” I said, taking the hanger from her. “I have told my mother that, but now she’s worried I’m going to be alone for the rest of my life.”

      “Why would you be alone for the rest of your life just because you’re not a gold digger? Not that I’m saying Hailey is. I’m just saying that you not caring about whether a guy has money doesn’t mean you’re going to be alone for the rest of your life.”

      “I know that, but Mom seems to think the only reason I wouldn’t care about a guy’s finances is if I’m not serious about him. According to her, if a person is really serious about someone, finances have to be a consideration.”

      “I get that people need to talk about their finances if they’re serious about each other. I just still don’t understand how any of this translates into you becoming a spinster.”

      “Yeah, I don’t really get it either,” I agreed, adding a purple option to the blue one. “I think one of us might be misunderstanding the other, but the point remains that she’s on a mission to find me my perfect match. Now that Hailey’s getting married, it’s like she’s obsessed with seeing us both married off to suitable, stable men.”

      “All the more reason to take Harrison up on his offer. If he really is willing to pretend to be your fiancé, then that’ll get her off your back for a while.”

      “That’s the hope,” I said. “It’s going to be tricky to navigate that claim with Hailey knowing who he is and when I met him, but maybe I can talk her into giving me a break just this once.”

      “I’m sure she will.” She grabbed a black and a forest-green bra, handed both over to me, and then stepped back to survey the options we’d collected so far. “I think you’re ready to hit the fitting room.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      We walked over to the curtained cubicles on the other side of the store, and I headed into the one at the end of the row. Once I’d narrowed it down to the purple bra and the green one, I headed back out.

      Jamie nodded approvingly when she saw which ones had made the cut, then led me over to the boxes with the panties in them. We selected two pairs that matched the bras, and I decided to splurge by getting both sets. I needed new underwear anyway. The bras I had almost all had the underwire poking through, and every woman would attest to the fact that there were few things worse in life than having a wire digging into the side of a boob all day.

      “Ready to go find a dress that’ll knock his cowboy hat off?” she asked.

      I laughed. “He’s not a cowboy just because he knows how to ride horses, but sure. Let’s go find a dress that’ll knock his socks off.”

      As we walked out of the shop, she rested her hand on my arm and squeezed gently. “Everything will work out with your parents at the wedding. I’d rather talk to you about tonight. How are you feeling?”

      “Nervous,” I replied honestly. “This is the first guy I’m going out with in a long time that I’ve felt like I have a real connection with.”

      “Just be yourself,” she advised before linking her arm with mine again. “Be yourself and be honest with him. That’s the most important thing.”

      “You’re right.” I shook out my free hand and dragged in a deep breath. “He’s a good guy and we’ve had a good time together so far. If we just keep being who we are and talking openly, we’ll have fun and I might just walk away with a date to the wedding for real.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” she said, glancing around until a smile spread on her lips and she pointed at a boutique a few doors down. “That’s the place. You’ve already got the guy for tonight. Jenny’s is where we’re going to find the dress.”

      “That’s how every great love story begins, isn’t it?” I teased, chuckling as I followed her. “Sexy underwear that also happens to replace worn-out ones, a guy I’ve had a one-night stand with, and a dress from a shop I never would’ve been able to afford if it wasn’t on sale.”

      “That’s what dreams and fairytales are made of.” She laughed. “Except, instead of a happily ever after, you’ll be getting a happy ending after.”

      A girl could hope, but that wasn’t the only thing I was hoping for from this date. If I was lucky, Harrison would still want to come to the wedding with me after getting to know me better, and then I’d have a fake fiancé to keep my mother off my back.

      What more could a woman want?
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      Keira’s apartment was located in one of the better buildings in her neighborhood. When I arrived to pick her up, she buzzed me in and I climbed the four flights of stairs to her place.

      She opened the door just as I reached the landing on her floor, and my heart did a double-tap in my chest at the sight of her. Keira had been beautiful in her casual clothes and barely there makeup out on the farm, but dressed up, she was in another league altogether.

      I took her in from head to toe. My gaze started at the soft brown waves hanging to her waist, tracking past the deep green dress that hugged her in all the right places, and then going all the way down to the low-heeled boots on her feet. Delicate golden chains hung from her neck, the longest one ending between her chest and her belly button.

      Her makeup was still lighter than most women I saw out on the town whenever I ventured out, but she’d given her eyes a smoky look and her lips shone with gloss. When she smiled, I swore the whole corridor between me and her door lit up.

      “Hey,” she said. “Sorry about the stairs. The elevator’s been out of order since I moved in. Do you want to come inside for a minute? I’m nearly ready to go, but I figure you might like a glass of water after that anyway.”

      “I’m okay on the water, but I’ll come in,” I said. “I’m used to taking the stairs. If I’m being honest, I prefer them to elevators.”

      “Freak of nature,” she said, but I saw the humor flashing in her eyes. “Okay, then. Come on in. I’ll give you a tour of my humble abode. It would’ve been a mansion, but the taxes in this city are just outrageous.”

      I laughed, remembering how much I’d liked her sense of humor right from the very beginning. “Mansions are overrated anyway. Do you even know how long it would take to clean one of those?”

      “I’ve never really thought about it, but I suppose if you can afford the mansion, you can afford the staff to clean up after you.” She smiled as she took a step back and waved me in. “Luckily, none of that is a problem for us. It takes me less than an hour to whip this place into shape.”

      “The way I see it, that’s a win.” I bent down to brush a soft kiss against her cheek when I reached her. “It’s good to see you again. You look breathtaking by the way.”

      “Breathtaking?” There was a small crease of uncertainty between her brows when she glanced up at me. “I don’t know if that’s the word I would use to describe me, but you look pretty good yourself. Who’d have guessed you owned shirts with buttons on them?”

      I laughed. “Unfortunately, I have quite a few button-downs. I’d live in T-shirts if I could, but I suppose those are the breaks.”

      As I stepped into her apartment, I understood why it would take under an hour for one person to clean it. There was a small entrance hall with a kitchen off to one side, a short hallway with two doors off it leading past it, and the living area on the other side. A round four-seater dining table stood near the window in her living area. The rest of the space was taken up by two couches, a stand with her television on it, a coffee table, and that was it.

      The place was warm and cozy, though. She’d incorporated a ton of color in cushions, pictures on the walls, and other decorations. Brightly colored flowers sat in a vase on a table in her entrance hall, and the perfume of them gave that unique, floral scent to the entire open part of her apartment.

      I assumed the two doors in the hallway led to a bathroom and a bedroom, and my suspicions were confirmed when she pointed in that direction. Once we were back in the entrance hall, she spread her arms out to her sides and smiled. “That’s it. Are you ready to go?”

      “I am.”

      We headed downstairs, and I offered her my arm when we hit the sidewalk outside, and she blinked up at me with surprise before taking it.

      “So, where to?” I asked. “You said you had an idea for cheap and nasty.”

      “I do.” She grinned, waggling her eyebrows at me. “The place is called Lucky’s. It’s a retro, hole in the wall kind of place, but they serve the best burgers in the city, and it’s not too far to walk.”

      I knew Lucky’s well, but I didn’t say so. She seemed to be enjoying the prospect of showing me something new. Almost all the way there, she told me about the neighborhood the restaurant was in and how it had been rejuvenated by hipsters in the last few years.

      A neon sign above the door was the only clue that there was an eatery in the alley, and she took a deep breath before she opened it. “If this place is too dark or dingy for you, just tell me. There are plenty of other places around here that are great.”

      I knew that, too. But I smiled and nudged her forward. “Hamburgers, hot dogs, and beer sounds like a winning trifecta to me.”

      Lucky’s had mismatched tables, chairs, and lights inside, and it smelled like grilling meat, garlic, and cheese. The patrons were loud and boisterous, sucking down shots or clinking their drinks together so hard that liquid spilled over the sides.

      Alternative rock played over the speakers, and the servers mouthed along to the songs as they danced their way from table to table. We snagged a booth in the back, sipping on our craft beers while we waited for our food.

      “How’s Hailey?” I asked once we’d finished with the small talk about our weeks. “I’m assuming she’s not dying to have another country experience.”

      Keira laughed and gave a one-shouldered shrug. “No, I don’t think she is. She’s good, though. I know I’ve already told you that it was a crazy busy week, but it was made even crazier by all the emails I’ve gotten about the wedding.”

      “Why are you getting emails about the wedding?” I frowned. “You’re not the bride.”

      “No, I’m not, but she’s determined to have the day running like a well-oiled machine. I’ve received everyone’s itineraries for the day, reminders about what will be expected from me at the rehearsal dinner, and a ton of other stuff I haven’t even had the time to open.”

      “Being a maid-of-honor is hard work, huh?” I took another sip of my beer, watching as she nodded and drank down a long sip of hers before she replied.

      “Yep, I guess so. I’m not sure if every bride is as detail-oriented and keen to get everything in its place so far in advance, but my sister is desperate to show all of Nick’s friends that she can cut it in their world.”

      “Their world?” I lowered my chin, looking right into her eyes. “What does that mean?”

      “I’m sure I told you over the weekend that Nick is pretty well off,” she said, sighing softly as she tucked her hair behind her ears. “I’m not looking forward to being around all his rich prick friends, even just for the wedding, but Hailey’s already looking beyond that. Their wives and girlfriends are all involved in fundraisers and benefits and who even knows what else. She seems to think the wedding is the perfect opportunity to show them that she’s good at organizing and coordinating events.”

      Although she hadn’t said it in so many words, her dislike of Nick, his friends, and their lifestyle was clear in the way her nose wriggled and her brow puckered. I’d been planning on telling her the truth about who I was tonight, to clear up the incorrect assumptions they’d made last weekend, and to come clean about the fact that I lived in the city during the week, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      The last thing I wanted was to ruin my chances with her because of her obvious dislike of rich people. I wasn’t anything like what it sounded like they were like, but it wouldn’t have taken a rocket scientist to figure out that they’d definitely left a bitter taste in her mouth.

      “It won’t be so bad,” I said. “At least if I’m with you, you’ll have one person to talk to who won’t be obsessed with their social standing or status around there.”

      “True.” She sucked both her lips into her mouth, a contemplative look in her eyes before she released them. “Are you sure you’re really up for pretending to be my fiancé, though? My mom is a sweetheart, but she’d give the Spanish a run for their money when it comes to inquisitions. If she’d become a lawyer, she’d have been the best cross-examiner the profession has ever seen.”

      “I’m sure I’m up for it,” I said. “I don’t scare easily and I can handle myself in the face of an interrogation.”

      Her rich brown eyes moved from one of mine to the other, and I sensed that her hesitation over accepting my offer was still there. “You’re going to have a tough enough time with all your duties before and on the day. You don’t need your mother all over you in addition to everything else.”

      A slow smile spread across her lips. “Where did you even come from? I didn’t know guys like you, who actually care about girls they just met, existed.”

      “We’ve hardly just met anymore,” I said. “Sure, we haven’t known each other very long, but we’ve spent much more time together than people usually have when they’ve only known each other for a week.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” she agreed. “I think I’ve spent more hours with you so far than I have with the last three guys I tried dating.”

      “Tried dating?” I chuckled and raised my brows in question. “How does that work?”

      “Well, you know.” She waved a hand, but her cheeks flushed slightly. “It never got so far as actual dating with the last few guys I’ve been out on dates with. Therefore, I think of it as having tried to date them. We went out, but it never went any further than that. How about you?”

      “The last woman I’ve been out with?” I asked, then sipped my beer as she nodded. “I don’t mean to sound cavalier or like a player or something, even though I know that’s exactly what I’m going to sound like, but I haven’t really dated much recently. My last few relationships have been purely physical.”

      “I see.” She shot me a curious glance, then averted her gaze to study the bubbles rising in her beer. “Is this a date? We’ve gotten physical too, so I guess it’s only fair to ask.”

      “This is definitely a date.” I reached across the table to cover her hand in mine, tapping at one of her fingers with one of my own until she looked back into my eyes. “I don’t break out the button-down shirts for just anyone.”

      A quiet laugh slipped out of her, but she still looked curious. “Why me then? I’m not asking because I’m fishing for compliments, but if you haven’t dated for so long, why are we on a date right now?”

      “Because I like you,” I said simply. “You’re someone I want to get to know better and who I feel wants to get to know me better too. That’s the point of dating, or at least trying to date someone. Isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is.” She turned her hand over underneath mine and threaded our fingers together. “I like you too. I’m really glad we’re doing this tonight.”

      “So am I.” I held her gaze before raising my glass with my free hand. “Here’s to being fake engaged before we even had to try dating.”

      It was strange how much I was looking forward to doing this with her. Maybe it was the idea of being tied to her in some more concrete way, but I liked it.

      A part of me was even starting to wish it was just a little bit real.
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      My door had hardly closed behind us when Harrison and I were on each other. I wasn’t sure if I kissed him first or if he kissed me, but we were suddenly kissing, and it was just as amazing as it had been before.

      Dinner had gone spectacularly well, and walking around after, showing him sights I was sure he’d never seen before, had been fun as well. Regardless, I’d cut the tour short and brought him back here when the way he kept touching me had become too much to keep walking around.

      Since he’d taken my hand from across the table back at Lucky’s, we hadn’t stopped touching in one way or another. His skin on mine was like an aphrodisiac and the way he looked at me like he wanted to devour me had gotten me all hot and bothered hours ago.

      On the last part of the walk, we’d started kissing each other spontaneously and holding each other even closer. The result had been a raging inferno of need deep inside me, which was why I’d decided to give up on the tour and bring him back here instead.

      From the way he pushed me back up against the door and kissed me until I was entirely breathless, he didn’t mind that we hadn’t quite gotten around to seeing everything I’d told him I wanted to show him. He was already hard against my stomach, his mouth hot and hungry as he ground his hips into me.

      Soft moans and whimpers escaped me, but I didn’t let that stop me from kissing him back like I meant it. Because I really, really did.

      My nipples were rocky peaks inside my new bra, and a shiver of anticipation ran through me as I imagined his reaction when he saw the underwear I’d bought for the both of us. The dress Jamie and I had found matched the color almost exactly, and the boy-cut lace panties we’d chosen with the bra framed my ass like a motherfucking picture. I was ready for this. I just hoped he was too.

      Then again, he’d brought his A-game himself. In dark gray slacks and a white button-down shirt, he looked nothing like he had last weekend. In a way, I preferred him in jeans and T-shirts, but I couldn’t deny that he looked unbelievably good like this. He might not have been wearing a suit, but he still wore it darn well.

      I can’t wait to take it all off him.

      With that thought in mind, I started working on making it a reality. Starting with the buttons on his shirt, I undid them one by one. His hands wound around my back until his fingers hit the tab of my zipper, and once he had it, he pulled down on it slowly.

      When it was all the way down, he put only enough space between us that it could fall to the floor once he’d pushed the sleeves off my arms. The metal chains around my neck were cool against my heated, newly exposed skin, but somehow, even that added to all the sensations turning me on more than ever before.

      Finally reaching the last button of his shirt, I let my fingers drift back up to his shoulders and pulled the material down until it joined my dress on the floor. When he moved to unhook my bra, I pulled back and looked up at him, hoping I wasn’t about to sound like a vapid girl who was more interested in what she looked like than she was in him.

      “Wait,” I whispered against his lips. “Before you take that off, I want you to see me in it. I bought it earlier today.”

      Mentally taking stock of what I knew I probably looked like—left only in my underwear, jewelry, and boots, with my hair messy and my lips swollen—it took everything in me to remain calm when he took a step back.

      I’d left the light in my entrance hall on before we left, but it was only a single standing lamp in the corner. It wasn’t too bright and would definitely be more flattering than the lights in the fitting room had been, but it was still enough that he’d be able to see every inch of me.

      He put only enough space between us to be able to take me in, and I tried to stand as still as possible while he did. His dark hair was tousled from my fingers and his shirtless chest heaved on labored breaths. He was so freaking cut that, again, I wanted to lick him all over. From the V above his waistband, to the washboard of his abs, to the small flat disks that were his nipples.

      My attention was drawn up to his face when he let out a rumbling sound, and the look in his eyes turned me into a ball of liquid heat. The next thing I knew, his mouth slammed back down on mine and his hard, warm body pressed me up against the door.

      In between fervent kisses, he spoke against my lips. “You’re so fucking sexy. Did you really buy that for me? Because I love it.”

      “It was a gift for both of us,” I managed to get out before his mouth slanted over mine again.

      “It’s not my birthday for another few months, but if this is the kind of gift you give, I better still know you by then.”

      I chuckled softly, but my heart soared. I knew he’d said it in the heat of passion, but he’d still said that he wanted to know me a few months from now. That seemed like a good thing. I sure as hell knew I still wanted him around for a good long time.

      Surprising me when his hands skated down my arms before linking with mine, I glanced up to see a smirk forming on his lips. “I’m about to show you just how much I love my gift, but this time, I think we’d better get to a bed for it.”

      Without waiting for my reply and still holding on to my hands, he led me to my bedroom. It was the first time that I was genuinely happy to have such a small place. I’d never thought of it as a benefit before, but I’d also never wanted to get to my bed quite as desperately before.

      When we got to my room, neither of us bothered to switch on any lights. My curtains were sheer, so there was enough light filtering in through the single window I had that we didn’t trip over anything.

      My back hit the mattress, and then he was on top of me. He caressed me slowly, dragging his fingertips over my skin and leaving goosebumps in his wake. Bringing his head down, he sucked my nipple into his mouth right over the bra, using his tongue to press the lace into me.

      I nearly went up in flames. Moaning and writhing, I arched my hips and spread my legs. His lips moved against my skin, adding fuel to the fire he was stoking deep inside me.

      The rest of our clothes disappeared by some kind of magic. Reading my body like an open book, he didn’t need to be told what I wanted or when. He gave it to me without hesitation, his mouth and hands working together to send me flying over the edge twice before he finally rolled on a condom and sank into me.

      With slow, deliberate movements and his lips on mine, he drove me to the brink all over again. When he felt me starting to spasm around him, he broke the kiss and groaned at whatever expression he saw on my face. That tiny sound from him was all it took to send me rocketing to the stars again.

      My orgasm rolled over me like a slow wave of the purest pleasure imaginable. Eyes slamming shut, my muscles tensed up and I let out a loud cry while muttering incomprehensible words.

      Harrison pressed his lips to my forehead as he shuddered. His hips jerked a few final times, and he choked out my name before his body stilled. When we were both spent, we collapsed back onto the mattress and he pulled me close while we caught our breath.

      Once his breathing evened out, he climbed out of bed and went to dispose of the condom. A minute later, he was back and sliding in beside me, pulling me closer.

      “What are you doing tomorrow?” he asked, his voice still husky as his breath ghosted over the bare, sweat-dotted skin of my shoulder.

      “I don’t have any plans,” I said, pressing kisses to his chest as I fought against the urge to close my eyes. “Why? Do you have any plans?”

      “I was wondering if you wanted to come out to the farm with me,” he said. “Molly will be happy to see you, and Ashton won’t hate that you’re there.”

      I smiled and burrowed deeper into his arms. “I’d love to. You’re staying tonight, right?”

      He tightened his grip on me and rested his head on top of mine. “I’m not going anywhere unless you want me to.”

      “Definitely not,” I murmured into his chest, my lids heavy before I finally let them close. “Sleep well, Harrison. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Sleep well, babe.”

      Within minutes, sleep dragged me under. The last thing I was aware of before it did was the rhythmic beat of Harrison’s heart under my palm. I didn’t know if his heart had ever belonged to anyone, but I wondered if someday, just maybe, it might belong to me.
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      Keira stirred beside me when I started waking up. Wrenching my eyes open in the hopes of seeing her when she did the same, I was rewarded by the sleepy softness of her gaze when it landed on mine. She smiled lazily, stretching out before rolling on her side to face me.

      “Sleep well?”

      “If I can quote you, I slept like a drunken sailor after a bachelor party.” I reached for her, winding my fingers into her hair as I brought my mouth to hers.

      She kissed me once, then suddenly pulled back and crinkled her nose. “We both have morning breath. You must be disgusted by me right about now.”

      “Are you disgusted by me?” I asked, stroking my fingers along her scalp.

      Her eyelids fluttered closed and she leaned into my touch. “Not even a little.”

      “Good, then you know why I’m not either.” I leaned in for another kiss, and this time, she responded.

      It went from soft and sweet to urgent and hungry in about sixty seconds flat. Less than five minutes later, I had a condom on and was buried balls-deep inside her. My orgasms with her had been fucking spectacular every time, and it wasn’t any different this morning.

      For a few long minutes after, my ears rang and I had to force my limbs to move. Eventually though, it was time to get up.

      “I have to pick up something for Ashton this morning, but I’ll be back in about an hour to get you,” I said as I pulled on my pants.

      The truth was that I had to shower and get Dottie from my place, but since I hadn’t told her who I was, I couldn’t exactly tell her I had a house here. While I was very well aware of the fact that I was only digging my own hole deeper and deeper, I couldn’t seem to stop doing it.

      The hole was probably already deep enough that if I came clean now, she’d feel like I’d been lying to her. Which I both had and hadn’t. Nothing I’d said had been an outright lie, but I doubted she’d see it that way.

      I should’ve just corrected Hailey the first time when she’d assumed Ashton was the owner of the farm, and that would’ve been that. But I hadn’t done it, and since I didn’t know if Keira would have given me a chance if I had, I didn’t really regret it either.

      Of course, I would have to tell her the truth sometime. Hopefully, once she knew me better and knew that I wasn’t as vile as she seemed to believe all well-off people were, it wouldn’t be such a big deal. Except for the fact that she might still kick me to the curb for not coming clean earlier.

      In a way, I’d backed myself into a corner and all I was doing now was making it worse. I just wasn’t ready to place whatever this relationship was I had with her in jeopardy, though.

      Keira was still sitting in bed, smiling as she watched me get dressed. “Perfect. I’ll be ready in an hour. Do you want to stop for breakfast on the way?”

      “We can grab something to go,” I said. “If we want to make it worthwhile to go out there for the day, it’s better to get on the road as early as we can.”

      “True.” She stood up, and I was distracted by her curves as she pulled on a robe from a hook next to her dresser. “Are you sure I can’t even make you some coffee before you leave?”

      “Nah, that’s okay.” I put on my shoes and slid my phone and wallet into my pocket.

      When I was satisfied that I had everything, I strode over to her and gave her a firm kiss on the mouth, my gaze locked on that deep brown one of hers when we broke apart. “I’ll be back soon.”

      She slid her hand loosely into mine, then walked me to the door. After saying goodbye, I headed to my place for a shower and to pick up Dottie.

      The black lab was lying in her spot in the sun when I opened the door, her head lifting to see who it was before she rested it back down on her paws. I chuckled and shed my clothes on my way to the kitchen, loading them straight into the washer.

      “It doesn’t seem like you missed me too much last night,” I said, glancing over at her bowls standing near the window. “Okay. Since you’ve still got food and water, that means I can go have my shower. We’re leaving right after. We’re going out to the farm with Keira today.”

      I rolled my eyes at myself when the dog didn’t respond. Once I was showered and shaved, I put on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt with my boots, then grabbed Dottie’s leash when I got back downstairs.

      “Okay, girl.” I clapped my hand and lifted the leash to show it to her. “Let’s go. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us.”

      She rose slowly, nails clicking on the hardwood floors as she trotted over to me. I clipped on the leash, led her outside, locked the door behind us, and headed to my truck. When she was loaded in, I glanced at her in the rearview mirror while waiting for a gap in the traffic.

      “We’re going to pick up Keira now. Do me a favor and don’t tell her the truth, okay? She doesn’t know we have a house here. I know I should tell her, but I’m not ready yet.” Her soulful eyes stared into mine. “Yeah. Yeah. I know. Don’t judge me.”

      She tilted her head and let out a breath that sounded disapproving—although it might very well have been my guilt making me think that—and lay down on the back seat. We made it to Keira’s right on time, and she came out of her building just as we pulled up.

      I quickly got out of my truck to open the passenger door for Keira. Dottie peeked up when the door opened, letting out a soft bark and wagging her tail when she saw who it was. There wasn’t a single other person she’d met that she responded to this way. It was uncanny really.

      “Hi, girl,” Keira cooed when she spotted her as she climbed in. “Where did you come from?”

      She twisted around in her seat to rub Dottie’s neck while I shut her door and walked around the car. I dropped into the driver’s seat, trying not to pay too much attention to the love affair playing out beside me.

      “It’s so good to see you. How have you been?” she was saying as Dottie rolled over onto her back for Keira to rub her tummy next. “You might think I’m weird for saying this, but I missed you. I really did. Did you miss me too?”

      From the wagging tail and smiling face, it was a definite yes on that one. Keira finally turned around again to buckle up just as I was about to ease into the traffic.

      “I didn’t know you’d brought her with you. Where was she all night?” She looked me over, taking in my damp hair and changed clothes. “Did you shower? I kind of thought you’d just shower when we get there.”

      “Dottie stayed in a kennel last night. I don’t like leaving her on the farm alone.” That part, at least, was completely true. “I didn’t want to be presumptuous, so I got myself a room to sleep in just in case.”

      Fuck. Now that one was an outright lie, and it was a slippery slope from here. I didn’t make a habit of lying. Generally speaking, I didn’t often see a reason to lie about anything. If someone didn’t like something I did or said, that was their problem.

      With Keira, however, it was different. Fuck.

      Sitting back and facing forward, she glanced at me and smiled. “It’s sweet that you didn’t want to be presumptuous, but I’m sorry you wasted money on a room you ended up not using.”

      My grip tightened on the steering wheel and guilt so intense it made my stomach clench slammed into me. Not only was she giving me that soft, trusting smile, but she also looked genuinely concerned over me having wasted money.

      Breathing through the urge to just blurt out the truth right here and now, I vowed to tell her as soon as the wedding was over. In the end, I’d offered to take her because it wasn’t necessary for her to get shit from her mother about not having a date when she could have one. And one who didn’t mind pretending to be her fiancé, at that.

      Holding off on telling her might not have been honest or noble—I wouldn’t lie to myself and pretend it was—but I was helping her. Hopefully, she would also see it that way once she found out the truth.

      It would be better to just tell her now. It had only been a week since we’d met. If I told her I’d simply gone along with Hailey’s assumption because it hadn’t seemed to matter much at the time and that I’d been waiting for the right time to tell her the truth, there was a chance she would understand.

      Unfortunately, there was also a chance that she wouldn’t.

      If anything, it could reaffirm her belief that all rich people were dicks and I would never hear from her again. In which case, she went to the wedding by herself and I lost the only person I’d felt a real connection with in a very long time.

      I wasn’t a gambling man. My appetite for risk was large in some instances, but this wasn’t one of them.

      Keira sighed happily when we left the city limits. “I already feel like I’m breathing easier. I might just be developing an unnatural attraction to being outside of the city.”

      “Nothing unnatural about it.” I chuckled. “That concrete jungle has felt suffocating to me for years. There’s a reason why so many people get out as often as they can. Even if it is just to go hiking or whatever.”

      “Fair enough. I just never would’ve thought I’d be one of those people. How did you figure it out?”

      “I’ve always been a fan of being outdoors,” I said. “One day, after a particularly shit day, I got in my car and just drove. I ended up out here, stopped to grab a coffee in Red Hook, looked around, and thought about how great it would be to live on a farm near a village like that. I guess one thing led to another, and here I am.”

      All of which was true. It felt good to know that not everything I said would have to be a lie until I could tell her the truth.

      Dottie’s head nudged my arm, and I glanced down to find her trying to get to Keira’s arm. I laughed and shook my head. “I still can’t believe she’s like this with you. I’ve never really seen her like this with anyone, not even me most days.”

      “Well, the feeling is mutual,” she said, hooking her arm back to be able to stroke Dottie. “Do you think you’ll live out here for the rest of your life? Or do you think you’ll move on again eventually?”

      I shrugged. “Time will tell, but I’m happy when I’m here. I’d like to do some traveling and see more of the world, but at the end of a vacation, I’m always going to want to come home.”

      “I hear what you’re saying.” A smile spread on her face when we drove onto the farm. She rolled her window down and took in a deep breath, exhaling slowly before rolling her head to the side to look at me. “Coming home to here would definitely be better than to the city. Being here is better than being in the city to me, and it’s not even my home.”

      “What do you think? Would you ever consider moving out here?” I asked as the car rolled to a stop.

      She glanced at me, arching a brow and flashing a coy smile just before opening her door. “I might be convinced to. Like you said, time will tell. For now, it’s enough to just be here.”

      Hopping out of the cab, she pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes and planted her hands on her hips. “Are you coming? Some of us only have the day here. I don’t want to waste a minute.”

      Neither did I. The clock was ticking toward the moment when I would tell her everything, and from now until then, I needed to make the best of all the time I got to spend with her. Because in all likelihood, it would be over very soon.
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      The prospect of having an entire day alone on the farm with Harrison was my idea of the perfect day at this point in time. He looked like a cowboy-themed wet dream in his tight jeans and T-shirt, with his dark hair gleaming like it had diamonds in it in the sunshine.

      His hazel eyes were soft and relaxed, but there was something in them that also seemed slightly guarded—worried almost. On the other hand, neither of us had had much sleep. It was possible he was just tired.

      “What would you like to do?” he asked. “If you feel like it, we can go make some sandwiches and go for a ride. There are some nice picnic spots I haven’t shown you yet.”

      “Lead the way,” I said. “That sounds amazing.”

      He swept a hand in the direction of his house. It was much smaller than the main house where Hailey and I had stayed, and it hadn’t been built in the same style either. Whereas the main house had old-world, almost colonial majesty to it, his was more rustic. I loved it as well, though. Even if it wasn’t fancy and huge.

      The door was unlocked when we got to it, and he pushed it open before motioning for me to precede him. All the windows were closed, but he didn’t go to open them. Both of us headed directly to the kitchen, where he pulled ingredients out of his fridge and I went to work buttering the bread.

      In addition to our sandwiches, we added some bags of chips, bottles of water, and a few snacks to the backpack serving as our picnic basket. While we got our brunch ready, we talked about random things and discovered that we both loved documentaries and action movies but hated art films and metal music.

      “What about art galleries?” I asked as he zipped up the backpack. “Do you like visiting those?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. Maybe that makes me uncultured, but I just don’t enjoy walking around looking at paintings and sculptures that are supposed to have deeper meaning. I’m a simple guy. I see things as they are. A splash of paint is a splash of paint to me. There’s no point in trying to interpret it any differently.”

      “Yeah, I’m the same,” I said. “There are a lot of things in the world that are open to interpretation, but splashes of paint just aren’t among them to me.”

      He grinned. “I knew there was a reason why I liked you.”

      When he reached out to grab me and slung his arm over my shoulders, I didn’t fight it. I slotted into his side like I was meant to be there and I enjoyed being there, so I wound my arm around his waist and stayed just like that until we reached the paddock where the horses were grazing.

      Harrison grabbed their halters before holding a red one up to me. “Do you want to come in with me to get Molly?”

      I eyed the wooden fencing around the patch of field. “Isn’t it better if I stay out here? I still don’t really know that much about horses. It seems like it could be a bad idea going in there with them when I don’t have a clue what to do.”

      “I’ll be right with you,” he said calmly. “Just don’t walk right behind any of them and you should be fine.”

      Should be? “That doesn’t sound terribly comforting, but sure. Okay. When else am I going to get the opportunity to do this?”

      “Well, whenever you come out here,” he said. “If you’d rather not do it right now, it’s fine. We can always work up to it.”

      I watched Molly lift her head from the grass, her tail flicking as she moved to the next spot. She looked so at peace out there that I almost felt bad going in to bother her, but she also didn’t look too scary.

      None of the horses did. They looked so serene, all of them grazing on the greenish grass. It was almost like a picture. “No, I’m good. Like you said, it should be fine.”

      He chuckled when I held my hand out for the halter. “You can tell me at any time if you’d rather come back out. I can get them both without any problems.”

      I rolled my shoulders back and headed for the fence. “I’m sure you can, cowboy, but I’ve got this.”

      “I know you do,” he said when he watched me swing my leg over the top of the fence post. “Looks like we’re doing this then.”

      As promised, he stayed right next to me from the minute our feet hit the other side of the fence. Grass and dirt crunched beneath our boots, but apart from a few bird calls, there were no other sounds. The sky was blue and dotted with puffy white clouds, the air scented with that unique perfume I’d noticed last weekend.

      We went to get Molly first. She looked up at us when she heard us coming and flicked her tail again, but she didn’t seem annoyed to see the halter.

      “You remember where it clips in?” Harrison asked when we’d almost reached her.

      I nodded. “Is there any secret about how to approach her?”

      “Just make sure she sees you coming,” he said. “A surprised horse is an unpredictable horse. Be calm, no sudden movements. You can slide an arm around the other side of her neck and just clip it into place. She’s a good girl. You won’t have any problems with her.”

      I followed his instructions, moving slowly and calmly toward her. Just as he’d said, she didn’t bolt or try to nip or kick me. She even leaned into me a little when I snapped the halter into place and then followed lazily after me.

      “I did it,” I said, keeping my voice quiet and calm despite the squeal rising deep within me. “I got her.”

      Harrison put his hands together in a silent clapping motion. “Well done. Let’s go get Nairobi. Just hang back with Molly. He’s not so gentle, but he won’t cause any trouble either.”

      “I think Molly and I will hang all the way back right here,” I said. Where it’s safe.

      Watching as he trekked across the field to where Nairobi was grazing, I saw the moment the horse realized he was coming toward it with a halter in hand. He tossed his head into the air and took a few steps back, tugging at the lead once Harrison had clipped it into place.

      He also refused to move for a minute, but eventually, he gave an annoyed huff and followed his owner over to us. Harrison grinned at me when they were close enough, dipping his head toward the gate.

      “See. That wasn’t scary at all, was it?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. I did have a mental image of Nairobi rearing up when he was tossing his head like that, though. That would’ve been something.”

      He laughed. “He used to do it all the time, but I think he’s learned that he won’t win and that we’re not scared of him. Now he just tries to let us know he’s not happy with us, but then he always comes easily enough.”

      We headed back to the barn, where we got the horses ready to ride and then took off for our picnic. Harrison chose another different trail this time and we went back to chatting about random things for a while before silence fell between us. It really was beautiful out here, but I could imagine that it also got quite lonely at times.

      “Do you have family at all left around here?” I asked. “I know your parents are in Maine, but do you ever get visitors out here?”

      “Not really,” he said. “None of my family are left here and my father has always been pretty stoic, so they never had a ton of friends that I was close to either. Since I take after him, I didn’t keep in touch with many of my friends from school and I prefer people mostly at a distance.”

      “Doesn’t the quiet get a bit much at times, though?” I asked. “I know you have Ashton, but it seems like it could get pretty lonely all the way out here with only him for company.”

      “I’ve never even really thought about it,” he said. “Do you think it would bother you?”

      I pursed my lips and moved them from one side to the other while I thought. Then I shrugged. “I’m not sure if it would. I’m not usually the life of the party or a social butterfly, but I would miss having my best friend close enough to grab a coffee with whenever we can.”

      For the last few minutes until we got to the picnic spot, we weighed up the pros and cons of living farther away from people. The trees opened up ahead, giving way to a shady area next to a stream, and I fell silent as I took it in.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “This is incredible. I also think I suddenly understand even better why not having many people around works for you. To have this all to yourself whenever you just want to sit and relax must be amazing.”

      Harrison tied our horses to a low-hanging branch nearby, then spread out a blanket he’d rolled up and stowed in one of his saddlebags. Just as we were sitting down and spreading out the goodies we’d transferred from the backpack to the saddlebags, my phone rang.

      It was such a foreign, shrill sound in that moment that it made me jump. Then I started laughing at myself when I realized what it was. Harrison watched me with amusement lighting his eyes, patting the blanket as I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

      Seeing my mother’s face on my screen was like being doused in cold water. The woman wouldn’t be ignored, though. Even though the last thing I wanted to do right now was spend an hour discussing last-minute wedding arrangements, she’d just keep calling if I didn’t pick up.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said once I’d resigned myself to taking her call and getting off it as soon as I could. “How are you? I can’t really talk right now.”

      “You can never really talk these days,” she said, sighing but not sounding snippy or angry. “I’ll get straight to the point then. I haven’t seen anything about a plus one from you for the wedding, and we’re busy finalizing the seating chart. We really do need to know. There’s a lovely colleague of Nick’s who’s—”

      “I have a date, Mom,” I said, cutting off her attempt at matchmaking. “I’m really sorry if I didn’t send the card, but I thought I had. I am bringing a date.”

      “Really?” she asked, disbelief ringing clear as a bell in her voice. “If you don’t, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Like I said, I’ll happily set you up with a man who exists—”

      “He does exist.” I felt my cheeks flush when Harrison quirked a brow at me. “Would you like to speak to him? He’s right next to me right now actually. He very much exists, and we’ll both be there. We’re bringing our dog as well.”

      “There are no pets allowed,” she said. She kept me on the phone for a few minutes more, fishing for information about my date but not taking me up on the offer to speak to him. When I finally hung up, he was laughing quietly with his gaze fixed to mine.

      “Our dog, huh?”

      I glanced down at Dottie, who had snuggled up against my leg as soon as I’d sat down. “Well, at this point, she’s really just my dog.”

      He didn’t break eye contact, but there was something that shifted in his gaze when I said it. The hazel warmed, and when he nodded, he snagged my hand and pulled me closer until I fell against his chest.

      “Yeah, I think she might just be.” He pressed a kiss to my mouth, and his woodsy, masculine scent enveloped me. “She comes with an owner, though. If you take her home with you, you’re going to have to take me too.”

      I chuckled and ran my nose along the length of his before I kissed him again. “That can be arranged. I’m almost as fond of her owner as I am of her.”

      It was true, too. I hadn’t known Harrison for very long, but I felt like I knew him on a deeper level than I’d known any of the guys I’d dated before. Just like it had with Jamie, it was like my soul had claimed him as hers. If Jamie was my friendship soulmate, it felt like Harrison might just be my romantic soulmate.

      It was a thought that should’ve been terrifying but it wasn’t, not when his soft lips descended back onto mine and he kissed me in that way of his again. In that moment, it wasn’t terrifying at all. It was exhilarating.

      I should’ve known it was too good to be true.
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      After all the talk with Keira about how incredible it was out here, I decided on Monday morning to take the week off from the Hynes Group and drove right back to the farm. There were several urgent things I would have to see to while I was there, but that was what a laptop and an internet connection were for.

      There was nothing I could do at the office that I couldn’t do from the comfort of my preferred home. I’d stopped in town to stock up on groceries since it had been a spur of the moment decision and Keira and I had cleaned out what had been left in my fridge for the sandwiches.

      With my laptop bag in one hand and the groceries in the other, I trudged up the steps to my door. Ashton’s voice piped up from behind me as I was pushing it open.

      “What’re you doing here on a Monday?” he asked. “Did the city get evacuated or something?”

      “Or something,” I mumbled. “I took the week off from the office. When I was driving back last night, I realized I was getting burnt out by all the hustle and bustle there.”

      “That’s because you weren’t built for that place any more than I was,” he replied, the sound of his footsteps on the stairs letting me know that he was coming in. “Why are you still working there anyway? You keep complaining about the place and you spend every spare minute here. Are you one of those commitment-phobes or something? Too scared to commit to the farm over the city because of what you might miss out on if you’re here?”

      “I just got here,” I grumbled when I set my laptop bag down on the small dining-room table that would double as my desk for the week. “Do you really have to start giving me shit before I’ve even put the cream in the fridge?”

      He hummed noncommittal noise. “Giving you shit is part of my job. You didn’t happen to buy any coffee to go with that cream, did you?”

      “As it happens, I did.” I walked into the kitchen and started unpacking the groceries while he plugged in the coffeemaker and got it going. “What are you doing over here? Don’t you have better things to do than hang around my house when I’m not here?”

      He snorted. “I came to find that chicken snake. If you want me to, I can leave him here. We’ll see how well you do with him if you come across him before I do.”

      “I’ll be fine, but I’ll help you look for him anyway,” I said. “He seems to have gotten under your skin a little bit.”

      “I just have a bone to pick with him, is all,” he grumbled. Reaching for our mugs, he leaned against the counter and watched me unpack while he waited for the coffee. “You really here for the whole week?”

      “Yep.” I emptied the last bag of cold stuff and moved over to the pantry to put away the last few things. “I’ve got to head back on the weekend for that wedding I’m going to with Keira, but I’m here until then.”

      “Who’s Keira?” He scratched the side of his head before snapping his fingers. “Right. Right. The prissy girl who couldn’t get on the horse.”

      “No, not that one.” I finished with the groceries and accepted the mug he held out to me filled with steaming liquid. “That was Hailey. It’s her wedding we’re going to, but Keira’s her sister. The one who did actually ride on the weekend she came out to learn how.”

      “Oh, yeah. Now I remember.” A strangely soft, longing expression came over his wizened face when we sat down on the porch. “Believe it or not, I used to love weddings.”

      “You?” My brows tugged together as I shook my head. “No way. I wouldn’t have pegged you as the romantic type.”

      He scoffed. “I was the king of romance for my wife, I’ll have you know. She deserved the best any man could give her and I was the lucky one she chose to give it to her.”

      A quick glance at him was all it took to know that it was still hard for him to talk about his late wife. Wanting to lighten the moment if I could to make it easier for him, I shot him a smirk. “So, you were always first on the dance floor at any wedding then, huh?”

      He chuckled. “Nah. I’ve never been much of a dancer. I can spin a woman around the floor as well as the next guy, but it wasn’t the dancing we used to love at weddings. It was the ceremony.”

      “The part before the party?” I slammed my hand over my heart like I was shocked. “I can’t believe it. How could you, the life of the party, have preferred the part before the party?”

      A playful punch landed on my shoulder, but the look in his eyes when I turned toward him made it feel like he’d punched me in the gut instead. “You young ones see a wedding as a party nowadays. We used to enjoy the party, but it was all about the ceremony. The vows people made in front of all of their loved ones. The wife and I used to recite the vows to each other right along with the bride and groom at each wedding.”

      “Didn’t that kind of steal the thunder of the wedding couple?” I asked.

      He rolled his eyes at me, but they were still filled with sadness. “We didn’t do it out loud, idiot. Sometimes, when you know someone as well as we knew each other, you don’t need the words. All you need is to hold the person’s hand, look into their eyes, and give a squeeze when it’s done.”

      Recognizing that maybe he didn’t want the moment to be lighter after all, I sat back and tried my best to be real about things. “I’m sorry you lost her. I can’t even imagine having something like that with someone and then having it ripped away. To be honest, I’m not even sure I’ve tried to form a connection like that with someone. Is it worth it?”

      He was quiet for several long minutes, but he nodded and swiped his tongue across his lips, his eyes falling closed as if it was just too painful to keep them open. “It’s the most worthwhile thing you’ll ever do, even if it does feel like you’ll never breathe again once she’s gone.”

      Neither of us said anything after that, sipping on our coffee as we left the other to his thoughts. After a while, Ashton set his empty mug down and leaned forward to prop his elbows on his knees. He rested his chin on the bridge formed by his fingers but kept his gaze staring into the distance.

      “It seemed like you and that Keira girl hit it off quite well. Is that why you’re asking if it’s worth it? Do you think she might become the future Mrs. Hynes?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “She’s the first woman I’ve ever met that has made me feel like she could be, but things are complicated between us right now.”

      “Complicated is just a fancy word you kids use when you’re trying to cover up your own bullshit. There ain’t nothing complicated about it. If you love her, then you be good to her and that’s about it. If she loves you back, she’ll be good to you too and you’ll be the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet to have a woman love you that way.”

      “I’d never do anything but be good to her, but I fucked up early on and I’m not sure how to fix it.”

      “Early on?” He let out a dry laugh. “You’ve known the woman for a little over a week, son. It is still early on. There’s nothing you could’ve done in a week that will fuck it up for good, not if you make it right and apologize like your life depends on it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, but I can’t apologize right away anyway. Even if I wanted to, which I do. If I do it before the wedding, she might kick me to the curb and then she’ll get shit from her family for it.”

      He gave me a long look but didn’t say anything immediately. When he did, his words were measured and careful. “I don’t know what you did, but that sounds like a lame excuse to me. If you’ll feel better telling her after the wedding, then do it. It’s only another week, but mark my words, even one more week is going to mean your apology will have to include a proper explanation.”

      Before I could dodge or move out of the way, his hand came up and smacked me upside the head. “That’s for fucking up in the first place. Whatever you did, you better fucking tell her about it as soon as the wedding is over—if you’re serious about her.”

      “I will,” I promised, holding my fingers over the stinging spot on my scalp. “That was really unnecessary, though.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” He shrugged. “She struck me as a good woman. Good women ought to be treated well. Hell, every woman ought to be treated like a queen. You’ve already fucked up with her and you’ve only known her for a short time. Someone had to smack you and your mama ain’t around to do it.”

      He rubbed his palms along his thighs, drummed his hands on them a few times, and then pushed up from the chair. “Now, are you going to help me find this chicken snake or are you just going to sit here all day?”

      “I haven’t even been on the farm for an hour. That’s hardly sitting around all day,” I said but stood up anyway. “I’m coming. Just keep your panties on.”

      The last vestiges of sadness disappeared when he let out a bark of laughter. “You’d be so lucky to see my panties, but I’m afraid they’re never coming off for you, son. Stop stalling. We’ve got a snake to send to its maker.”

      Hunting for a snake seemed like an odd way to take his mind off missing his wife, but Ashton was like that. He was always just focused on getting on with things. I supposed there was no point dwelling on it anyway, but I also knew it would be easier said than done.

      Ashton and his wife had had the real thing. Being without her was a reality he had to face for the rest of his life. I guessed that left him with many years to dwell on it if he wanted to. For now, all he seemed to want was to finally catch the damn chicken snake, so that was what I would help him do.
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      Damian grinned when I walked up to my cubicle on Monday morning. He was dressed as immaculately as ever in a slate-gray suit with a white button-down shirt, his shoes polished and shining. He looked freshly shaven, his goatee perfectly shaped.

      While I was used to seeing him looking like a million bucks, there was always an extra sparkle about him on days when we had a big meeting. Frowning as I mentally combed through our calendar for the day, I came up empty.

      As far as I knew, we didn’t have anything exciting going on. Damian didn’t usually wait for me at my desk, though, so something on our schedule had to have changed.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as I let my purse slide off my shoulder, setting it down next to my computer. “Or have you decided to be my welcoming committee every morning from now on? That would be amazing.”

      His pearly white teeth flashed when he smiled. “If this meeting goes well, I’m the celebratory committee.”

      “What meeting?” I frowned, hitting the button to switch my computer on. “I feel like I’ve forgotten about something. We didn’t have anything big scheduled for today.”

      “Oh, we do.” He put his hands on my shoulders and turned me around to face him. “I didn’t tell you about it before because I needed to see if I could swing it, but you and I have a meeting with Donny.”

      My jaw went slack and my heart started racing. “Donny? As in the Donny? The training supervisor?”

      “That’s the one,” he replied cheerfully. “Your big boss. The decision-maker.”

      “What decisions are we asking him to make?” My voice was cautious. I didn’t know what to think about a surprise meeting with the big boss of the training division. “Is it good or bad?”

      “If it goes according to plan, it’s very good.” Damian released me to take a step back, then shook his arm as he lifted it to check his watch. “Let’s get in there. He only has a few minutes free for us.”

      He opened his hand and gave an elegant wave toward Donny’s office. “Are you ready?”

      I smoothed out my skirt and redid the button on my jacket. Nerves bombarded me, my hands shaking slightly as I lowered them back to my sides. “As ready as I’m going to be. Are you going to give me any hints about what we’re going in there for?”

      “You’ll find out in a few,” he said, the beginnings of a smug smile on his face. “I think you’re going to be very happy with it, though. So happy that you might even want to be my welcoming committee for the rest of the year. A welcoming committee every morning with coffee and a pastry.”

      I glanced at him. “Coffee and a pastry, huh? What are you planning on doing? Recommending that I graduate out of the training program?”

      When he didn’t say anything, my eyes became huge and my mouth dried up. I slammed to a dead stop, blinking rapidly as I stared at the back of his head. Realizing I wasn’t next to him anymore, he turned with a satisfied gleam dancing in his dark eyes.

      “Don’t put the cart in front of the horses,” he said. “It’s only a recommendation. He doesn’t have to take it, but if we don’t get in there, I’m not even going to be able to make it.”

      “Right.” I swallowed past all the lumps in my throat. “Let’s go then.”

      My mind raced as I followed him to Donny’s assistant. She told us to have a seat in the small waiting area just off his office, and I couldn’t get my knee to stop bouncing once we were sitting down.

      Becoming a fully-fledged stockbroker was a huge deal. I hadn’t been expecting this to happen for at least another few months, and now that the day was here, I couldn’t quite get my head wrapped around the implications.

      My heart nearly leaped out of my chest when the door to Donny’s office opened and the red-faced man himself appeared. The training supervisor always looked pissed off and was built like a linebacker. The combination of those two things—plus the fact that he held my future in his hands—made him one of the most intimidating human beings on earth for me to have to face.

      Damian, on the other hand, didn’t appear to be ruffled by him in the least. He stood up and extended his hand with a pleasant smile on his face. “Donny, thank you for agreeing to meet with us on such short notice.”

      Donny pumped his hand so hard I was afraid it might fall off, but again, Damian didn’t seem fazed at all. “You were very insistent. Let’s go get this over with, shall we?”

      “We shall,” Damian replied, motioning for me to precede him.

      It didn’t escape my notice that the boss hadn’t even looked my way, which didn’t bode well. But I was here with Damian and the meeting was really between the two of them. If my understanding about the process was correct, Damian hadn’t even needed to bring me. They could’ve decided my fate without me even knowing the meeting was taking place.

      The nerves got worse when we walked into Donny’s office. It was an expansive space, the biggest on the training floor. The walls were covered in screens, whiteboards, and graphs. There was an entire wall dedicated to my group of trainees, with our pictures stuck up above reams of information about our performance.

      His furniture was simple and functional. A desk in the corner with his computer on it, a conference table, and a couch with two armchairs facing it made up all of it. He walked over to the conference table and took a seat at the head of it, then gestured for us to join him.

      Once we were seated, Damian jumped right in. “I’ll cut to the chase since I know you don’t have a lot of time on your hands. As Ms. Piatt’s trainer, I’m of the opinion that she doesn’t need any more guidance. She’s ready to be cut loose from the program.”

      Donny’s brows mashed together. “You know I don’t like letting people graduate out early. The program exists for a reason and it’s only once a trainee has completed it successfully that we know we’ve done everything we can. If they fuck up after that, we know it’s on them and not on us.”

      “Sure, but I think Keira’s going to be big for the company,” Damian said without skipping a beat. “She and I have been ahead on all the materials almost since the very beginning, and she has, in fact, completed the program successfully. She’s simply ahead of the curve in doing so.”

      For the first time, Donny’s gaze drifted over to me. He folded his arms on the table and stared at me in that unnerving way of his. “Is this true, Ms. Piatt? You’ve already completed all the training sessions?”

      I nodded curtly, my voice strained when I finally managed to find it. “Yes, sir. I’ve always liked staying ahead.”

      “So you rushed through the materials?” He drummed his fingers against the glass tabletop and kept staring me down.

      “No, sir,” I said after a beat.

      Mentally sliding into my big-girl panties, I realized that this could be a test. If I couldn’t even face the training supervisor with confidence, then they couldn’t be confident in me or my abilities.

      “Damian and I simply worked at our own pace,” I said, pulling back my shoulders and sitting up a little straighter. “Every night and almost every weekend since I started here, I’ve been working to get and stay ahead. It’s not because I wanted to rush through or even because I wanted to be recommended for graduating early. I merely made work my priority.”

      “Keira is ready, Donny,” Damian added, sitting back with a serious expression on his face. “You know me and you know the standards I hold myself and my trainees to. I don’t often make recommendations like this. Obviously, I’ll still be available for her if she needs me, but I don’t think she will. Like I said, I believe she’s ready.”

      Donny finally broke eye contact with me to turn back to his colleague. His fingers drummed against the table again, his head cocked while he thought.

      A tense minute later, he nodded slowly and his fingers stilled. “I’m reluctant to agree to this, but if you say she’s ready, then I’m willing to let her go on her own.”

      Relief rushed through me and I had an almost overwhelming urge to jump up and break out in a happy dance. I also wanted to whoop and squeal, but I held it all in.

      Donny stood up first and he shook my hand. “Congratulations, Keira. We’re happy to have you. Just don’t fuck up, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, trying not to wince under the strength of his grip.

      When he finally let go of my hand, he attacked Damian’s again. My trainer took it like a champ and then let his hand rest on my back as he guided me out of Donny’s office. As soon as the door closed behind us, I whirled around and threw my arms around his neck.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” I murmured into his ear. “You’re the best. I totally owe you coffee and a pastry every morning for the rest of my life.”

      He chuckled and squeezed me back before releasing me. “All you need to do is make me proud. Don’t make me regret this recommendation. Donny will never let me hear the end of it.”

      “I promise I won’t be the reason why Donny’s on your ass for the rest of time,” I said. “Do you want your first coffee and pastry today?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t.” His lips formed a thin line as he switched gears from celebratory back to business. “We’ll do something soon. This definitely calls for a celebration, but I’m afraid my next meeting starts in ten. If I’m done by lunch, I’ll come find you.”

      With that, his gaze zeroed in on someone behind me and he took off toward them. Adrenaline coursed through my system. I can’t believe I’ve just graduated out of the training program.

      Needing to share the news with someone, I went back to my desk and immediately called my sister. She seemed happy to hear from me and excited for me, but she also sounded distracted.

      “I’m so proud of you, Keira,” she said. “I need to talk to you in person, though. Are you free tomorrow night?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I sighed. This was the biggest news I’d had in ages, but I had a feeling she didn’t want to see me to celebrate. “I can meet you after work. What’s going on?”

      “We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?” She perked up again. “Congratulations, sis. I really am proud of you.”

      Without even saying goodbye, she hung up. I stared at my phone with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. All I’d wanted to do was share my good news with her for once, but I should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy.

      It never was with Hailey. She always needed to have the last word and this time, that last word had sucked the joy and excitement right out of one of the biggest moments of my professional life so far.

      I should’ve just called Jamie.
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      “I’m going to have to go back into the city for a couple of hours today,” I told Ashton over coffee a few days after our failed attempt at getting the chicken snake. “I need to get a suit for the wedding. You wouldn’t happen to want to come with me, right?”

      “Don’t you have a dozen suits you can wear to a wedding?” he asked, his fingers wrapped around his mug.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t. I donated my tuxedo last year and the dress code is formal, which means I now need a new one.”

      “A tuxedo, huh?” He whistled under his breath. “Must be some fancy wedding.”

      “It is.” I turned away from the sun rising over the horizon to face him. “What do you say? Are you up for it?”

      I fully expected him to say no, but I’d decided to invite him anyway last night when I’d realized I needed a tux. When he nodded instead of telling me to go get fucked, I nearly fell off my chair.

      “It’s been a few months since I’ve been into the city,” he said. “I might as well go see if the place is still standing. Besides, if you go by yourself, you might end up choosing the wrong tuxedo and looking like an idiot.”

      “The wrong one?” I frowned. “Is there such a thing as the wrong tuxedo?”

      He scoffed and took another sip of his coffee while shaking his head at me. “This is why you need me to go with you. I’ll make sure you get the right one. When do we leave?”

      “Sooner rather than later.” I grimaced. “I’d rather get it over with and get back here.”

      “After morning chores, it is, then,” he said. “Sarge was still looking a little lame last night. Why don’t you go check on the horses and I’ll meet you back here when I’m done?”

      “I’ve got the vet coming in this afternoon for him,” I said. “We’ll have to be back by then. He’s going to check out all the others while he’s here, too.”

      “That’s good news.” He drained the last of his coffee and then took off.

      Sarge was fine when I got to the barn, but I was glad the vet was coming out to check on him anyway. It gave me peace of mind. I wanted to take good care of them all.

      I turned them out and freshened up their food and water. Mucking their stalls was going to have to wait until later.

      When I got back to my house, I showered quickly, made sure Dottie had what she needed for the day, and then drove to Ashton’s to pick him up. He scowled when he saw me pulling to a stop in front of his house.

      “I thought I was meeting you back at your place,” he grumbled as he climbed in. “You don’t need to treat me like an old man. I walk over there all the time. Doing it again wasn’t going to hurt me.”

      “Nope, but I was ready to go anyway. I would’ve come to pick up anyone instead of just sitting around waiting. It’s not because it’s you.”

      “Fine.” He yanked his hat off his head and rested it on his lap. “But I’m watching you. If you start treating me like an old man, you and I are going to have a problem.”

      I gave him a salute before putting the truck in gear. “You got it, old man.”

      “Fuck you,” he said, but it lacked some of its usual heat.

      That whole week, he’d been different. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, but there had been something less prickly about him since that talk we’d had about weddings and his wife. Agreeing to come shopping for a suit with me was an example of how different he was. In the past, he’d have told me he wasn’t my girlfriend and to hurry up because we had work to do.

      On the way to the city, however, he changed back into his normal, salty self. “Did you see that guy just cut you off? What an asshole. I bet he bought his license.”

      I shrugged. “There are a few of them every time. The key is to not let them get to you.”

      “Keep your Zen bullshit to yourself,” he muttered. “People shouldn’t drive like they do in those video games in real life. It’s dangerous.”

      He clung to the oh-shit handle and kept cussing out other drivers. His antics were entertaining though, and the drive passed in no time.

      The tailor I used worked at a shop that was smack bang in the center of Fifth Avenue. While I wouldn’t have time for him to make me something, he knew my sizes and always had a few designer creations on the shelf.

      I was tempted to ask Ashton if he wanted me to drop him off in front of the store before I went to find parking, but considering his insistence that he wasn’t an old man and could walk, I skipped right past that idea.

      Being who I was came in handy at times like these luckily. There was a hotel not too far away that let the members of their loyalty program use their parking lot, and I paid for premium membership exactly for perks like that.

      Ashton jammed his hat back on his head before climbing out of the truck, muttering about how he should’ve just stayed on the farm. I clapped him on the shoulder while we walked. “You came to make sure I buy the right tux, remember? We’ll be in and out of here in no time.”

      “We’d better be,” he grumbled. “Which way are we going? This place is like a maze.”

      “I can’t argue with that one,” I agreed, pointing toward the bank of elevators. “We’re going that way.”

      Once we hit the street, his grumbling got even worse. The sidewalks were packed and almost everyone was either barking into a phone or just hurrying to get wherever they were going. He pulled his hat lower over his head and scowled at me.

      “It smells like shit around here and it’s too fucking loud,” he said. “How do people live with all this honking and beeping?”

      “Most of them don’t know any better and the ones that do justify it by thinking they’ve made it big now that they’re living here.” We drew to a stop at an intersection, and I had to grab his elbow to keep him from walking right across the street. “They won’t stop for you, you know?”

      “They should,” he mumbled. “Damn heathens.”

      When the signal came for us to cross, we made our way down the block to where the store was situated. We passed hordes of tourists pausing for photos, and at least he seemed to find that part of our expedition amusing.

      A soft bell jingled above our heads when we entered the store. I waved at Luca, the tailor, but Ashton immediately started talking shit about everyone in the “big-city store.”

      It was still a change from him giving me shit, though. Luca came to greet us and Ashton, to my surprise, stepped forward to take charge.

      “Harrison needs a tux,” he said. “None of those gaudy, colored things and definitely nothing with anything on it that sparkles. What he needs is a good old-fashioned tuxedo that says he’s a man of class and honor.”

      “Class and honor, huh? It’s good to know that’s what you think of me.”

      He rolled his eyes. “It’s not what I think of you. It’s the image we’re trying to create for you. Doesn’t need to be accurate.”

      I laughed, but Luca just peered curiously between the two of us before his gaze settled on me. “I think I’ve got just the thing. You know I’d never sell you anything gaudy or sparkly.”

      As if on cue, a guy trying on a bright orange suit ambled past us to a group of men standing in the corner. Ashton nearly choked on his own spit and nudged me in the side. “You see? That’s what I’m talking about. Why on God’s green earth would anyone even design a suit of that color?”

      Luca bristled, reminding me of the fact that Ashton was an acquired taste. Just because he’d been softer with me this week didn’t mean he’d actually changed at all. It was kind of flattering when I thought about it that way.

      “How about this one?” Luca asked when we stopped in front of the rack carrying my size. “It’s not one of mine, but it’s still one of the best. It was handmade in Italy and there’s not a label in sight. You’ll love it.”

      Ashton interjected. “I’ll be the judge of that. Where is it?”

      Luca sighed, muttering to himself in Italian as he pulled the suit from the rack. I didn’t know what he’d said, but I doubted it was anything good. He left us alone while I went to try on the two options he’d handed me. While he’d usually stick around to see if he’d been right about the fit and the cut, he couldn’t seem to get away fast enough this time.

      Ashton lowered himself into a chair outside the fitting rooms. “Go on then. We don’t have all day. Don’t we need to get back before Josh comes to check out Sargent?”

      “That, we do.” I went to try on both options and ended up choosing the first. Luca would be happy to know that he’d been right after all. Even Ashton gave his seal of approval, though he spluttered a bit at the price when it got rung up, but then we were done and heading back to the truck.

      We stopped on our way out of the city for some takeout and coffee, eating while we drove back to the farm. Ashton, like me, seemed to relax the farther away we got. He surprised me when he started telling me more about his life growing up and his wedding.

      “I got into a bit of trouble when I was a kid,” he said. “Discovering life out in the country saved me. The hard work, the responsibility of keeping the place up and running and taking care of the animals, and the fresh air kept me on the straight and narrow. More kids need to experience it, if you ask me. Especially kids who are at risk.”

      I frowned at him. “You were considered at risk?”

      “Yep.” He chuckled. “I’m just full of surprises, aren’t I?”

      By the time we got back to the farm, we’d had a good day together. The vet arrived shortly after we did and we headed to the barn with him when he went to check on the horses.

      Hours later, Ashton had even stuck around to have dinner with me. As he was leaving, he turned to face me with his hand already on the doorknob.

      “Thanks for inviting me with you today, Harrison. It was good to get out a bit, even if it was to that Godforsaken place.”

      “You’re very welcome,” I said, trying once again to hide my surprise. “Anytime. You know that, right?”

      “Right.” He nodded, clutching his hat in one hand while giving me a short wave with the other. “Good night. I’ll see you bright and early in the morning.”
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      The restaurant Hailey chose and texted me to meet her at surprised me. Over the last few years, I’d gotten used to her always wanting to go to upscale or trendy places. This was not that.

      In fact, calling the place a restaurant might even have been taking it a step too far. It was little more than a bar that had a menu to offer people something to soak up the alcohol in their stomachs.

      I’d left work as early as I could. Technically, I was only five minutes late, but Hailey was already there and already halfway through a beer. My jaw nearly hit the floor when I saw her nursing it instead of her customary glass of wine.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as I scooted in on the bench opposite hers. “Did you know that was a beer when you ordered it, and is there a different place with the same name as this one?”

      At the sound of my voice, she lifted her gaze from her beer to meet mine. Her eyes were wide and filled with unshed tears, her throat working like she was struggling to hold them back.

      “What the hell happened?” My voice had risen a few octaves and my hands shot out to cover hers. “Just tell me where he is and I’ll go kick his ass.”

      “Kick whose ass?” A crease appeared between her dark brows and she looked at me like she was thoroughly confused. “Since when do you beat people up and why do you want to beat someone up now?”

      “Uh, because you look like you’re about to burst into tears?” I said, tightening my grip on her hands. “What happened?”

      Sagging back in her seat, she sighed heavily and withdrew her fingers from mine to press them over her eyes. “I don’t know if I can marry Nick on Saturday.”

      “What?” I was stunned. Totally completely stunned. “Why not? I thought everything was going so great with you guys?”

      She picked up her beer and took a large gulp while shoving her unusually messy hair out of her face. “You know how they say people get cold feet before the wedding sometimes? Well, my feet are frozen. Like, I’m about to get frost-bite frozen.”

      I barely glanced up when a server came to our booth, my gaze locked on my sister as I ordered us a whole pitcher. When he was gone, I dropped my chin and stared at her.

      “Did something happen?” I asked softly. “Did he do something to make you doubt him?”

      “No.” She exhaled deeply through her nostrils and then tossed her hands out to her sides. “He’s perfect, and he’s so excited, but I’m just…”

      “Not?” I suggested when she trailed off.

      She dipped her head into a single nod, her eyes going misty all over again. “I was super excited, but then I woke up on Monday morning and it dawned on me that it was my last week of not being a married woman. It freaked me out and now I can’t stop freaking out.”

      “That’s understandable,” I said cautiously. “People get cold feet all the time. It doesn’t mean they don’t end up going through with the wedding.”

      “That’s just the thing. I want to go through with the wedding, or at least I think I do, but the thought of it also terrifies me.”

      I’d never seen Hailey like this. Not ever.

      She wasn’t wearing any makeup and it didn’t even look like she’d brushed her hair before coming out. Instead of her fancy clothes, she was wearing a sweatshirt that I knew she’d had since high school and a pair of old yoga pants she wouldn’t normally be caught dead in outside of her own bedroom.

      My perfectly put-together sister seemed to be falling apart before my very eyes, and I didn’t have the first clue how to help her. I wasn’t even annoyed about her reaction to me telling her about my promotion anymore.

      There would always be time later to tell her how much it had hurt me that she couldn’t even be excited for me when something that big had happened, but if she’d been in this frame of mind when I’d called her, then I really did understand why she was the only thing she could focus on at the moment.

      “I think it’s normal to be terrified of getting married,” I said finally, hoping like hell I wasn’t just making everything worse. “It’s a big deal. I mean, you’re talking about committing to one person for the rest of your life. You should be terrified for at least a little while, but ultimately, if you love him, you love him.”

      “I do love him,” she said softly, her gaze darting around as if she was checking that no one was listening to us. Her choice of restaurant also made more sense now. She hadn’t wanted to go anywhere she might run into anyone she knew.

      Burying her head in her hands, her shoulders rose on a deep breath before she looked at me again. “I know you’ve been worried that I’m only marrying him for his money, but I told you before that I really love him and I really do. It’s just… forever is a long time.”

      “Yeah, it is,” I agreed, trying to gauge what the best approach would be from there. “Why do you love him?”

      “Excuse me?” She pulled her head back and frowned at me. “Did you just ask me why I love him?”

      “Yep.” I smiled at the waiter when he delivered our pitcher and two fresh glasses. Then I filled both of them to the brim before pushing one over to her and picking up the other myself. “He’s loaded, but he’s older. He’s good looking, but it’s more distinguished than it is hot. He can be nice, but so are plenty of other people. So why him? When he asked you out on your first date, why did you say yes?”

      A faraway look came into her eyes and a hint of a smile appeared on her lips. “Why him, huh? Okay, I’ll bite.”

      She took a much smaller sip of her drink this time, swallowing it slowly as a spark of life came back into her eyes. When she was done, she leaned forward again and put her palms flat on the table.

      “I said yes to our first date because I thought he was the most charming, charismatic man I’d ever met,” she started. “He was like this force of nature to me, you know? I couldn’t help but be drawn to him.”

      “What was it about him that drew you in?” I asked.

      My primary objective really was helping her, but it would be interesting to hear the answer either way. I’d always wondered why she’d gone gaga over the guy from the get-go. Maybe I would finally be able to understand and, with it, really be happy when she walked down that aisle because I would know without a doubt that she was happy.

      “What was it about him that drew me in?” she mused, speaking more to herself than to me until she looked up again. “It was everything really. Have you ever noticed how blue his eyes are? They’re so blue it’s like they come alive sometimes. Like I can see the waves and swells of the Adriatic Sea in them.”

      “Uh, nope. I can’t say I have, but then again, I’ve never stared that deeply into your fiancé’s eyes.”

      A soft giggle came out of her as she shrugged. “Fair enough. His eyes were one of the first things I noticed about him, and then I realized there was so much more. I know you’re worried because he’s older, but I actually really like that about him. He calms my crazy, you know? He just looks at the world in such a different way that it makes me realize when I’m being petty or silly.”

      I didn’t respond because it didn’t seem like she was done yet. She paused for less than thirty seconds before the faraway look was back in her eyes and her smile had widened.

      “When I say that he calms my crazy, I don’t mean that he tries to change me or that he points out when I’m being childish or silly. He just balances me out. Sometimes when I look at him, I still can’t believe that he chose me when there are droves of more mature, worldly women out there throwing themselves at him on a daily basis.”

      She was really getting into it now, becoming more animated while she spoke and sipping her drink in between. “I know what people see when they look at him, but once I got to know him, I realized that he’s also funny and that he has such a playful streak. He’s attentive to my needs in every way, so he does take care of me, but he’s also my best friend.”

      “Your best friend?”

      “Absolutely,” she said without any hesitation whatsoever. “I can talk to him about anything and know that he’ll never judge me. If I had to choose one person to go out and have fun with for the rest of my life, it would be him. At the same time, he’s also my rock and my anchor. He encourages me to try new things but he also makes me feel safe and like it’s okay if I don’t want to.”

      There were tears in her eyes again, but they didn’t seem to be from freaking out, sadness, or fear this time. She swiped her fingers across her cheeks and shook her head.

      “All that is only the start of why I love him, but I think one of the biggest things for me with him is that it feels like he really sees me,” she said, then surprised the crap out of me. “I like looking good. I like wearing nice clothes and doing my makeup in the morning, but because of all that, it’s like most people look at me and only see the exterior. Sometimes, they look at me like I’m a doll instead of a person. Nick has never looked at me like that.”

      Unexpected guilt tightened my gut. I knew that I was one of those people she was talking about, and I felt like absolute shit for it now.

      “I’m sorry for making you feel that way,” I said quietly, my heart squeezing deep inside my chest. “I think that maybe I’ve been blinded by my jealousy at times.”

      It was the first time I’d straight out admitted to her that I was jealous of her, and by the way her eyes grew as big as they could go, she knew what a monumental step it was for me.

      “I haven’t been the best sister to you either,” she said, reaching for my hands and interlinking our fingers together. “I know we’re not going to get past our differences in just one conversation, but I’d like to try to get past them from now on.”

      “So would I,” I admitted, and it was like a giant, fat rhinoceros I hadn’t even realized was there climbed off my heart with the words. “On the bright side, I think you’ve convinced not only me but also yourself about whether you should go through with the wedding.”

      “Yeah.” She smiled through the tears running down her cheeks. “I think you’re right. God, I just got so swept up in all the wedding and marriage stuff that I completely forgot who it was I was saying yes to and why.”

      Before I could reply, she got up from her side of the booth and came over to mine. Pulling me into one of those amazing, comforting hugs of hers, she held me close and whispered into my ear. “I’m lucky to have you as a sister, Keira. I know it’s going to take more than one night to make things right between us, but do you think I could stay over with you tonight?”

      “Of course.” When she finally let go of me, tears of my own had started leaking out of my eyes. “I think it’s about time we have a good sister night. What do you say we finish this, pick up some wine, and go back to my place?”

      “I say that it’s a good thing I brought my pajamas.” She laughed and hugged me again. “Thank you, Kiki. I really needed you today. Thank you for coming through for me.”

      “Always,” I promised, but it wasn’t only her I was making the promise to. It was myself as well. I’d seen a different side of her already tonight, but it was one I should’ve known was there.

      I was looking forward to learning more about who she’d become when I hadn’t been paying attention. For the first time, I was also looking forward to standing up with her at her wedding.

      Later that night, when we were more than a couple of glasses of wine in and lounging on my couch in our pajamas, I finally mustered up the courage to let her in on my situation with Harrison.

      After telling her that we’d spent last weekend together as well, I told her about his proposition for the wedding. She gaped at me when I was done.

      “So, he’s going to be your fake fiancé just to keep Mom off your back?” she asked incredulously.

      I nodded. “Do you think it’s a crazy idea?”

      She gave me a long look before shaking her head. “Nah, I think it’s just crazy enough. I’ll keep your secret, but you tell him that if he hurts you, he’s going to be dealing with me.”

      There had been a lot of hugging tonight, but I leaned over and gave her another one. “Thanks, I’ll make sure he knows not to mess with me.”

      It felt damn good to know Hailey had my back. I didn’t know when the last time had been that I’d felt like she was really there for me, but I felt it now, and it felt even better than I ever could’ve imagined.
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      Ashton insisted on being at my place while I was getting dressed for the wedding. He sat on the porch and sipped from a canteen of water when I walked out, then got up to cast a critical eye over me.

      When he grinned and a satisfied gleam came into his eyes, I knew he wasn’t about to give me shit for being in a monkey suit. I’d been wondering if he would, even if he’d been the one to pick it out.

      “You look great, son,” he said gruffly. “Keira is a lucky girl for having you on her arm today.”

      “You remembered her name,” I said. “I’m suitably impressed.”

      He chuckled. “She’s a good girl. I’m still halfway convinced she’s going to become Mrs. Hynes one of these days, so I figured it was best to learn her name.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I said. “I still have to tell her that I fucked up, remember?”

      “I remember,” he replied, then sighed before focusing on me again. “You already know how tough it’s been for me since I lost my wife, but I thought you should know that I fucked up time and time again as well. Just remember what I told you the other day about apologizing and everything will turn up roses.”

      “I hope you’re right.” I really did, but I wasn’t so sure. “It’s almost time for me to go. Do you want me to give you a ride to your place?”

      “No.” He pressed his lips together but didn’t scowl. Maybe we really were making progress. My thoughts were halted in their tracks when he stuck his hand into his pocket and came back with a watch. “This has been passed down for generations to the men in my family. I was never lucky enough to have a son, but if I’d had one, I would’ve wanted him to be like you.”

      He held the watch out to me in an open, callused palm. “Take it, Harrison. I want you to have it.”

      “There’s no way I can accept that,” I said, staring at the brown leather band with the simple, gold-rimmed face. “It’s a real honor that you want to give it to me, but I can’t take it, Ashton.”

      “Of course, you can.” He took my hand in a firm grip and placed the watch in it. “It has to go to someone, and it’s not like I’m going to father a child to pass it down to now that my wife’s gone. You’re the closest thing I’ve got.”

      “Thank you,” I said, an unfamiliar wave of emotion washing over me as I fastened it around my wrist. “This means more than I can ever say.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Don’t get all weepy on me,” he said, but then pulled me into a hug and hung onto me for a minute before thumping me on the back. “Well, you’d better get going. I just wanted to give that to you before you went off.”

      Without another word, he let go of me and then stomped off the porch. A part of me wanted to go after him, to thank him again and possibly find out what I could do to reciprocate, but the larger part of me recognized his need to be alone right then.

      It was obvious that he was having a nostalgic week, and I didn’t think he liked being vulnerable—even in front of me.

      All the way into the city, I kept glancing down at the watch on my wrist. I’d meant it when I said it was a huge honor that he’d chosen to give it to me. If I was being honest with myself, I could admit that Ashton had been more of a father to me these last few years than my own had ever been.

      Being as stoic as he was, my dad had never tried getting close to me. Since I could be very much the same way, I’d accepted it and, after a few unsuccessful attempts as a child, had never tried again either.

      I arrived at Keira’s apartment early, but I’d planned it that way. Waiting for her to get ready was better than risking her being late to her own sister’s wedding. Since traffic was always a nightmare, I’d had to factor not only time for unforeseen delays on the road, but also for getting to the venue and finding parking there.

      “Who is it?” she called when I knocked.

      “It’s me, Harrison,” I replied. “I know I’m early. I don’t mind waiting in the truck.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, and the door swung open.

      I nearly swallowed my fucking tongue when I saw her. She was still in a silk robe that only hung to her mid-thigh. It was tied at her waist, but the material showed off every curve and was slightly parted at her chest.

      Her hair had been swept up into an elaborate knot at the side of her head, with some tendrils loose and framing her face. She’d obviously started with her makeup, her eyes lined with dark coal and her lids shimmering with gold.

      Since her lips were still bare, I figured it was safe to kiss her. I reached for her, one arm winding around her waist while the other went behind her shoulders to hold her to me.

      “You look fucking amazing,” I said, my voice coming out rougher than usual.

      She tipped her head back to look into my eyes, swiping her tongue across her lips before she offered me a smile. “So do you. Want to come in? We’ve got some time to kill before we have to leave.”

      “Yeah. Sure, but you’d better go finish getting ready before I undo the work you’ve already done.”

      The smile morphed into a teasing smirk as she curled her fingers into my jacket and pushed herself up on her toes to plant a trail of kisses along my jaw. “If we’re careful, none of it needs to be undone.”

      I stared into the dark brown pools of her eyes for a second, but that was all it took for my brain to lose the internal debate raging between it and my body. She was so fucking soft against me. She smelled like a field of flowers in springtime and looked like a dirty dream in that robe.

      There was no way I was going to resist her, even if I knew the smarter choice would be to take a step back, wait for her to get ready, and get the hell out of here. Instead of doing any of that, I walked forward with her still in my arms and kicked the door shut behind me, all without breaking eye contact, and then my mouth descended on hers.

      Her lips parted for me at the first press of mine to them, and her arms came up to loop around my neck. She flattened herself against me, tugging softly at the ends of my hair as she kissed me back just as hungrily as I was kissing her.

      Mentally pulling up the layout of her apartment, I started moving again and managed to get to her sofa without any major incidents. She giggled when I pulled her down on top of me after sitting down, but the sound turned into a moan when my hands landed on her bare thighs and started moving up.

      She rocked her hips into me, and I groaned when I felt the heat of her even through my pants. I was already painfully hard. Feeling that heat was like an invitation to sink right into her and stay there for the rest of the day.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t how this was going to go. We only had a bit of time. I planned on using every minute wisely.

      Keira’s hips jerked when my fingers reached the crease of her thigh, a soft moan escaping into our kiss. As my hand moved closer to its mark, I realized she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      “Fuck, Keira,” I murmured between kisses. “You’re not making this easy for me, do you know that?”

      “So I’m making it hard?” she teased in a breathy voice as she wriggled in my lap.

      Her movements made my fingers slide between her hot, slick folds, and she dropped her head back before I could respond. Taking her lower lip between her teeth, she screwed her eyes shut and her back arched until her nipple was only inches away from my mouth.

      Using the hand not stroking from her entrance to her clit, I reached up and tugged on the knot holding the belt around her waist. It came loose easily, and it took no time at all to push it off both her shoulders and for the material to fall to the floor.

      She was completely naked on top of me now, but I didn’t even know if she’d noticed. I was circling her hard clit with my thumb while my fingers teased at her entrance, my mouth closing around the nipple closest to me.

      Watching her responses while trying to keep my own hips still, I increased the speed and pressure of my fingers until I saw that telltale crease appearing between her eyebrows. She still had her head thrown back, her fingers gripping my hair and my shoulder so hard she might just leave bruises. But I didn’t care.

      She was close and getting her there was the only thing that mattered. Her lip stayed between her teeth until she started riding my hand. Then her mouth fell open as loud moans spilled out of her. A flush spread across her chest and up her neck to her cheeks, her body practically vibrating until she gave a shout and begun to spasm around my fingers.

      I dropped my forehead to her shoulder, trying to keep from coming in my pants as her juices coated my hand and her moans finally subsided. Fuck… this girl.

      It didn’t matter how many times I’d seen her come apart for me by now. Every time it happened, I got even more addicted to seeing that ecstasy playing out on her features and to hearing my name on her lips when she came.

      Tonight was the night I’d promised myself I’d tell her the truth and I would, but fuck. I really, really wasn’t ready for this to end yet.
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      Harrison looked wrecked, like he was about to go off at the slightest touch. Sweat dotted his brow and his posture was rigid with restraint. His dark hair stood up at all ends from how I’d just been hanging onto it, and his full lips were swollen and red from the force of our kisses.

      They were slightly parted as he watched me coming back to earth, his pupils so dilated that there was almost none of the hazel left around them. His chest was heaving almost as much as mine was, and his jaw was tight.

      “You okay?” I asked, lowering my head to brush kisses to his temples and on his eyelids. “You don’t look okay.”

      “I’m fine,” he grunted, but even those two words were thick with need. Both of his hands came to my hips, and he cocked his head as he tightened his grip on me. “Stand up on your knees.”

      “What?” I glanced down at where my knees rested on the couch on either side of him. “I’m already on my knees.”

      “Yeah, but lift yourself up.” His voice had that low, commanding timbre to it that always reduced me to a puddle of lusty goo. “If I lay you down or even let you sit on the couch, we’re going to ruin your hair if you don’t keep your head up. So lift.”

      As I did what he asked, I realized why he’d asked me to do it. One of his arms wrapped around my hips to pull me closer to him while he scooted down some while the other came up to tease my nipple.

      My body still felt like a giant live wire from my orgasm. Even the lightest of his touches were sending sparks through me already.

      “Hold on to me,” he commanded. “You should be able to hang onto the back of the couch as well if you want.”

      Without giving me any further warning, he spread my legs and settled into position between them. It didn’t look like a terribly comfortable position to be in, but he didn’t seem to mind. When his mouth latched onto me and his fingers kept toying with my breasts, I didn’t really mind anything either.

      His tongue was hot and perfect, gentler and less demanding than his fingers had been but still clearly on a mission. He licked, lapped, and sucked at me like he was never going to stop.

      Mindful that I really did have to hang on, I tried to keep myself upright while he sent pleasure shooting from the tips of my toes to the crown of my head. Everything was still so sensitive that it took me no time at all before I was flying over that delicious edge again.

      “Harrison,” I just about screamed as I surrendered to the white-hot pleasure coursing through me, my hips jerking and my muscles trembling as I fought to stay upright.

      When I finally started coming down again, he pulled me gently into him and let me catch my breath while he stroked my back and planted soft kisses on my shoulders. I burrowed into him, my eyes closed as I tried to remember why I couldn’t just go to sleep right now.

      “You okay?” he murmured to me this time.

      I nodded weakly against his chest. “I just need a minute. That was intense.”

      “You’re telling me,” he managed to get out, and then a hiss came out of him as I adjusted myself on his lap.

      It was only then that my brain started coming back online. He’d given me two mind-blowing orgasms, but I hadn’t touched him yet. We also didn’t have much time left before I had to go finish getting ready for the wedding.

      With that thought in mind, I lifted my head and planted a firm kiss on his mouth. “Your turn.”

      “You have to go get dressed,” he replied, his eyes even darker now than before. “Go. I’ll be fine.”

      I rolled my eyes at him before kissing a path along his jaw until I could nip at his earlobe. “There’s no way I’m leaving you right now. I just have to touch up my makeup, put on some lipstick, and then pull on a dress and shoes. We’ve got more than enough time.”

      His gaze burned into mine, but it didn’t look like he was about to keep arguing. “Lucky for us, it’s not going to take much after all that.”

      My hands dropped to his belt and I pulled it free. “Stop worrying. Just relax, okay? We’re going to be on time.”

      Lifting his arm, he shook his watch free and glanced away from me to check it. “We’ve got about ten minutes if you only need about another twenty to get ready.”

      “I don’t need another twenty to get ready,” I said as I slid off the couch and landed on my knees between his legs. “Stop trying to be a martyr. We’ll make it on time.”

      He chuckled, but the sound was dry. “Trust me, I’m not trying to be a martyr. I’m not into denial. I just don’t particularly want to be responsible for you getting to Hailey’s wedding late. Your mother will crucify me.”

      “Do we really have to talk about my mother right now?” I scrunched up my nose but pushed him back by his shoulders before I went for the button on his pants. “Besides, we’re a newly engaged couple tonight. Aren’t we? She’ll understand.”

      “Fuck,” he murmured, peering down at me through heavy-lidded eyes as I unzipped him. Finally, he dropped his head back and glared at the ceiling while his throat worked. “You’re right. Let’s not talk about your mother right now. Let’s just be a newly engaged couple and not get judgey when I don’t last long.”

      “You’ve already lasted long,” I said as I pushed down the waistband of his pants and took his underwear with them, prompting him to lift his ass so I could pull both garments off. Once I had his shoes, pants, and underwear in a pile next to me, I looked up at him. “For the next few minutes, could you just focus on me and not on Hailey, or the wedding, or my mother?”

      “That’s not going to be a problem,” he promised, his gaze following my hands as my fingertips danced up his thighs.

      When I set my sights on my prize, I swallowed hard. I’d just had two spectacular orgasms but seeing him so hard and needy made me go right back to feeling the same way. Harrison’s cock had magical powers, I swore it. It sure as heck enchanted me.

      Long and curved slightly to my left, it was thick enough to stretch me out and was glistening with wetness on top. As I took him between my lips, I wasn’t sure which one of us moaned louder.

      I sneaked a quick peek at him, finding his hands fisted on the couch at his sides and his eyes now closed. The muscles in his stomach were dipping and rippling as I sucked him in deeper, and whispered curses met my ears.

      My hands joined in then, one of them moving between his legs to play with his balls while the other wrapped around his shaft. His neck was straining and his hips were starting to thrust into my mouth.

      Squeezing my thighs together, I tried not to think about how good it would feel to have him sinking into me right then. A couple minutes before, I hadn’t thought I’d be able to have another orgasm, but I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      Stop being greedy, I chastised myself. He’s waited this long. Focus on him.

      The closer I felt him getting though, the more difficult it was not to touch myself as well as him. Moaning and squirming right along with him, I felt my core tightening when he swelled in my mouth.

      “Get on top of me. Now,” he suddenly demanded. “There’s a condom in my pocket.”

      Not wasting any time, I kept my mouth on him while I reached for his pants. I found his wallet easily and felt the foil wrapper as soon as I dipped my fingers in. Moving as fast as I could, I rolled it over him and then climbed back onto his lap.

      The look in his eyes sent sparks flying through me. It was a wild, primal expression that made him look like he was going to explode if he didn’t have me right that very minute. I’d never been looked at like that before, and I definitely liked it.

      His hands came to my hips, and he slammed me down on him with a loud groan as soon as I was in position. Without waiting, he started thrusting into me while bringing one of his hands to my clit and the other to the nape of my neck.

      “Are you going to be able to come for me?” he whispered harshly, his dark eyes locked on mine.

      I nodded once, angling myself until I felt him everywhere I needed him. “I am, and soon. For some reason, giving you blowjobs gets me really hot.”

      He groaned again, mashing his lips to mine and speaking between kisses. “I can definitely live with that. Come for me, Keira. I need you to come for me so fucking badly.”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely,” I murmured, then kissed him back while I worked with him to give him what he needed.

      All the different sensations got the better of me within seconds. The feeling of my nipples brushing against his chest, of him buried deep inside me, and of feeling his muscles tremble as he tried to fight his own release.

      The next thing I knew, I went off like a firework once more. The orgasm ripped through me, setting me on fire as I shouted his name and rode him like my life depended on it.

      He wasn’t far behind me, letting go almost the same second I did. A roar came out of him when his climax hit, and I felt him emptying himself into the condom before he collapsed back against the couch.

      For several minutes, neither of us moved. I didn’t even know if I’d be capable of movement for the rest of the night. Eventually, though, I knew I couldn’t put it off any longer.

      “I should go finish getting ready,” I said. “Even though I really don’t want to.”

      “I really don’t want you to either,” he said with a soft tap to my ass. “But you’re right. We really need to get going soon. Need me to help you to your bedroom?”

      I chuckled softly and shook my head as I tested my limbs. “If you get anywhere near my bedroom, we might miss the wedding altogether. I’ll be back in a few.”

      When I finally managed to get up, I paused in my bedroom door to look back at him. He was still sitting on the couch, his head resting against the back of it as he stared absently at the ceiling. I’d have paid good money to know what was going on in his head at that very moment, but I left him to his thoughts.

      I didn’t have good money to pay and I doubted he’d want it anyway. Besides, I had a wedding to get ready for, and he wasn’t wrong about my mother crucifying us if we were late.
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      Keira and I arrived at the wedding venue with minutes to spare. The wedding itself was only starting in about an hour but she needed to be there early so she would be present for pictures and while the bride got into her dress. The itinerary for the day was tight and we’d come very close to the maid of honor not showing up when she was supposed to.

      She turned to me when we drove through the gates of the sprawling estate. “I’m sorry this place is so ostentatious. I told her it was too much, but both of them felt like it was perfect.”

      Right. So this isn’t the time to tell her I’m an investor in this place, then. “It’s not that ostentatious. The Italian villa style venues are better than some of the other places in the city.”

      “Fair enough, but there’s just not much soul,” she said as we drove up the long driveway, between paddocks filled with horses, and underneath a canopy of trees overhead. “It is beautiful, though. I have to give it that.”

      It was also one of the most expensive venues around, but I didn’t mention it. “It really is beautiful. Although anywhere with horses and open spaces will be beautiful to me.”

      “True.” She laughed. “I agree with that sentiment. Are you sure you’re going to be fine while I go smile for the camera?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, leaning in to brush a kiss against her cheek when we rolled to a stop outside of the suites. “I’m going to go find parking. Then I’ll take a walk to the stables. I’ll see you after the ceremony.”

      Her gaze softened as she nodded. She threaded her fingers together behind the nape of my neck and bought her mouth to mine. “Okay, I’ll see you after.”

      “One last thing,” I said, digging into my pocket and coming back with a velvet ring box. “You’re going to need this if you want your mom to believe us.”

      Her eyes widened when I popped the top off the box and she saw the simple gold band with the solitaire diamond sitting in the middle of it. “Harrison, that’s gorgeous. Where did it come from?”

      I shrugged. “A small boutique in Red Hook. I realized yesterday we’d need one. May I?”

      She held her hand out to me, and her eyes grew misty when I slid it on. “Wow. I know it’s not real, but this is just… Wow.”

      Tilting her hand from side to side, she admired the ring for a second before she threw her arms around me and kissed me deeply. When we broke apart, I grinned against her lips and took her hand to run the pad of my finger over the ring.

      “You like it?”

      She smiled. “I love it. Thank you. You really didn’t have to go this far.”

      “I never do anything half-assed,” I said. “I’m sure your family would’ve noticed if you didn’t have a ring.”

      “I know, but…” She trailed off, then dragged her fingers through my hair as she kissed me again. “Thank you. I love it.”

      She broke away from me with a soft sigh, smiled again, and then climbed out of the truck. I watched her walk toward the suites, unable to tear my gaze away from her until she’d turned the corner.

      Her bridesmaid’s dress was a soft, shimmering gold. With her dark features and smooth skin, she looked fucking breathtaking in that color. Then again, she looked incredible in any color.

      When she’d come out of her bedroom in that dress, I’d very nearly dragged her right back in. Regardless of the fact that I’d just had her, I’d already wanted her again. I couldn’t get enough of her, and I doubted I ever would.

      Something about her had gotten under my skin from the word go, and now I couldn’t shake her. I also couldn’t shake the feeling lodged deep inside my gut that things were about to go sideways.

      There was no point dwelling on it, though. I already knew what was coming. All that was left to do was to grab my balls, jump right in, and hope to everything that was holy that she would forgive me for not telling her the truth right away.

      If all else failed, I wasn’t above groveling. Ashton had prepared me for the fact that it might very well come down to begging for her forgiveness, and I’d already decided I’d do it.

      While I couldn’t remember the last time I’d begged anyone for anything, or even if I ever had, I figured if there was one person I could humble myself to, it was her. The bottom line was that I wasn’t ready to let her go and I’d do whatever it took not to have to.

      In the meantime, all I could do was make sure she had fun at the wedding and that her mother bought our story about being engaged. I’d almost overlooked the fact that she’d need a ring to sell it properly, but the thought of putting my ring on her finger—even if it was just for one night—had just been too tempting.

      Although if it had been for real, the rock would’ve been much bigger and the band something a little more elaborate. I’d want every fucker who even glanced her way to see that she belonged to me. While I knew she’d probably be entirely happy with something small and simple like the one I’d gotten, I’d want a ring that left no doubt in anyone’s mind that she was taken.

      A part of me had wanted to get her something like that for tonight anyway. If I’d already told her who I was, I’d have done it, but a simple guy working with horses wouldn’t exactly have been able to afford what I had in mind. I planned on telling her tonight but not quite yet. If I’d told her before the wedding, the whole plan might’ve gone up in flames anyway.

      As I parked the truck, I saw a sign for the stables. I remembered being shown where they were when I’d come out for a tour of the property during the time the owners had been searching for investors. Wedding venues weren’t traditionally my cup of tea for investment, but this one promised returns that had been too good to pass up on.

      Plus, I’d helped broker a deal for some of their horses with a breeder near the farm, and I’d liked how passionate both owners had been about the horses. They also offered a host of other function options over and above weddings, and a lot of their plan had centered around the horses. I’d liked that too, so I’d given them some money.

      It was working out well so far. When I saw their stables, I had a good idea why it was working out so well. They allowed others to stable their own, private horses here and had even built an indoor arena. I also knew they held shows here from time to time.

      Not only was it a sought-after wedding venue, but it had also become a playground for every rich horse owner in the city. As I looked around, I was proud of having gotten in on the ground floor of this one.

      A groom dressed in bottle-green jodhpurs with a khaki shirt bearing the logo of the venue walked up to me. “Can I help you, sir?”

      “No, thank you,” I said, my hands in my pockets as I walked farther into the stables. “I’m just admiring the setup you guys have here.”

      “Are you a guest at the wedding later?” he asked, falling into step beside me. “I can show you around if you’d like.”

      “Yes, please do.” I understood why he didn’t want to leave me alone. “It must be difficult keeping wedding guests and the public out of the stables when there’s no one on hand to accompany them.”

      He blinked at me in surprise but then shrugged. “Whenever there are going to be guests at the venue, we’re all here. Just to keep an eye out to make sure the guests and the horses are safe.”

      I nodded. “Good to know. I have a few horses myself. It can get tricky to keep people from doing silly things. Especially when there are children involved.”

      He groaned. “We had one trying to get a horse to drink a milkshake from her straw once. We’ve also had some teenagers thinking that the paddock behind the stables was a good place to sneak a smoke.”

      I chuckled. “We had some kids on the farm once who thought a stall was a great place to stockpile snacks.”

      He laughed and seemed to relax a little with me. “Hence the need to have so many eyes out whenever there are guests on the property. Is there anything in particular you’d like to see? We’ve recently purchased a new carriage. It’s being used in today’s wedding, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “The bride is arriving in the carriage?” I guessed, blowing out a breath and grinning at the knowledge that I’d definitely be shoveling shit for the next month.

      The groom nodded. “She was going to ride in on horseback, but they decided on the carriage instead last week.”

      “I’m sure the carriage will make for beautiful pictures,” I said, following as he led me to the other end of the building.

      He motioned toward a side door, and when we stepped out, there were two large, black mares being hooked to a white princess-style carriage. “The bride has been by to take some pictures with the carriage already, but she didn’t want to get too close to the horses.”

      “I’d imagine she was afraid of getting her dress dirty,” I said.

      He lifted his shoulders, but there was a hint of a smile on his face. “I know the venue itself is very upper class, but one would think that if the couple wanted the horses involved, they’d be okay with a bit of dirt.”

      “One would think,” I mused. “To each their own, though.”

      “To each their own,” he agreed.

      We walked around for a few more minutes before I spotted guests starting to enter the area where the ceremony was being held in the distance. “I’d better get going. Thanks for the tour. Maybe I’ll see you again later.”

      “Enjoy the wedding,” he said, then hurried back to the carriage to help another groom give it a final wipe down.

      When I reached the clearing, I hung back until most of the other guests had been seated. Once it was my turn, I found a seat in the back so I would stay out of the way. Then I sat back and waited for the start of the event that had led Keira to me, hoping it wouldn’t also be the event where it would all end.
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      “You look wonderful, darling,” my mother cooed when I walked into the bridal suite. She sat in an overstuffed armchair in the center of the room but got up to kiss my cheek once the door had closed behind me. “I can’t believe you skipped out on a day of pampering to get ready by yourself.”

      Hailey’s voice piped up from the bathroom. “Keira’s never enjoyed hanging around in a spa, Mom. You know she had some work to get done this morning anyway. I’m just glad she’s here on time.”

      “Of course, I’m here on time,” I protested, even though I’d come very close to being extremely late. When I’d walked out of my bedroom and Harrison had looked at me the way he had, there had been a minute or two where I’d seriously considered not leaving the apartment at all tonight.

      I headed toward the bathroom and found Hailey sitting on a high stool with her back to the mirror, a makeup artist putting some finishing touches on her face. She was still wearing a stark white robe, but her hair was done, and her dress was hanging from a mirror in the main room.

      “You look gorgeous,” I squealed, grabbing her hand because it was the closest I could get to hugging her.

      She started turning her head toward me, then sighed when the makeup lady gave her stern look. Squeezing my hand instead, she stared straight ahead. “Thank you. So do you. Are you ready?”

      “I should be asking you that question,” I teased, releasing her hand to take a step back. “How are you feeling?”

      “Excited,” she replied, a ghost of a smile touching her lips before the makeup lady sighed loudly. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m just happy to have my sister here. Are we nearly done?”

      “If you can sit still for five more minutes, we will be,” the woman said, then looked at me. “Why don’t you help yourself to a glass of champagne and wait with your mother? We’ll be out soon.”

      Holding my hands up in surrender, I nodded and backed out of the room. Mom winked at me, smoothing out her dress as she sat down again.

      “These service providers aren’t to be trifled with,” she said, softly enough that we wouldn’t be overheard. “I’ve nearly been kicked out three times for interfering.”

      “Were you interfering?” I asked as I picked up an already filled flute of champagne from a mirrored tray. “You were, weren’t you?”

      She laughed and rolled her dark eyes at me, gently lifting only one shoulder instead of acknowledging my question. “So, since we have a minute to ourselves, why don’t you tell me about your date?”

      “Wow, that was fast,” I said, glancing at the grandfather clock in the corner. “I’ve been in the room for all of two minutes.”

      Mom’s hand went up as if she was about to touch her ponytail, a habit of hers when she was feeling confronted, but where her ponytail would usually have been hanging, there was nothing. All of her long, almost black hair had been pinned up and braided around her head.

      “You can’t blame a mother for being curious. I didn’t even know you were bringing a date until recently. Who is he?”

      My gaze dropped to my hand. On the second finger was the ring he’d given me a few minutes ago in the car. Mom hadn’t spotted it yet, but as I shifted my glass from my right hand to my left, her eyes grew wide.

      “What is that?” she asked breathlessly, rising in a graceful yet lightning-fast move to stride over to me with her gold dress billowing out behind her. “Is that a ring?”

      “Yes, Mom, it’s a ring,” I said, swallowing past a dry lump in my throat as I forced a smile. I hadn’t expected it to be easy to lie to her about this, but I also hadn’t expected how much I wouldn’t be wanting it to be a lie.

      Harrison and I had only known each other a couple of weeks, but it didn’t feel like it. From the minute we’d met, it felt like I’d known him all my life. We clicked in every way possible, and while I knew we were a far way off from even talking about a real relationship, never mind marriage, having his ring on my finger felt right.

      “You’re engaged?” My mother gaped at me, taking the glass from me to take my hand in hers. “We didn’t even know you were seeing someone. I don’t even know his name, sweetheart. Who is he?”

      “He’s my date tonight—my fiancé,” I said, clearing my throat to cover how awkward it had been to clarify it that way. “His name is Harrison, and I’d really like it if you’re nice to him.”

      “Of course, we’ll be nice to him,” she gushed, beaming at the ring before looking into my gaze. “Why didn’t we know there was even a man in your life, baby? It would’ve been nice to know you were seeing someone before we were hit with the news that we’ll be planning another wedding soon.”

      “It’s going to be a long engagement,” I blurted out, suddenly terrified that she was going to want to know what kind of wedding we wanted, which was logical. We definitely should’ve discussed what we were going to say to that. “We’re not really thinking about the wedding yet.”

      “That’s fine, honey. If you want a long engagement, then you’ll have one, but…” She narrowed her eyes at me as she trailed off, her head tilted just enough to let me know she was deep in thought. “Why wouldn’t you tell us?”

      “She didn’t want to steal my thunder,” Hailey said, saving me from having to answer as she swept into the room in a puff of powder, hairspray, and perfume. “She’s just the best, isn’t she? She said it was better if you focused on one engaged daughter at a time.”

      Mom’s eyes flicked from me to Hailey and back again, but there was still a hurt expression on her face. “That was very sweet of you, darling. I still just would’ve liked to have known he existed before learning that you were engaged.”

      “We were trying to keep it quiet, Mom,” I said, latching onto the excuse my sister had so seamlessly provided. “For Hailey and Nick, but also for ourselves. We’re not looking for judgment, but talking about our wedding in the same breath as this one seemed like a surefire way to invite it.”

      “Why would we judge you?” I hated myself for the hurt in her voice, but I’d already started down this road.

      Plus, it wasn’t entirely untrue. If Harrison and I ever were to end up getting married, it would probably be in a small ceremony on the farm. Nothing like this. Not that I’ve ever really thought about it.

      “Harrison works on a farm, Mother,” Hailey said, making me all the more grateful that she had my back on this one. “Nothing to try and squeeze money out of. Give Kiki a break, okay?”

      Mom’s hand went flying to her chest and she glowered at my sister. “It’s just time that she found someone. I don’t care if he’s a farmhand. I still would’ve liked to have met him before my daughter agreed to marry him.”

      “You’ll like him,” I offered lamely before turning to my sister. “Is it almost time to get your dress on?”

      She shook her hands out at her sides and nodded. “Just about. I need to go over my vows one last time before we do it. Give me a few?”

      When I nodded, she shot me a smile and disappeared into the dressing room before closing the doors behind her. Once Hailey was gone, Mom grabbed my arm and dragged me to the window.

      “The guests are starting to gather,” she said. “Point out this fiancé of yours to me. I’d like to at least see what he looks like.”

      I sighed but followed her gaze to the clearing underneath some trees where the wedding would take place. There was an arch made entirely out of flowers in front of a small gazebo where Hailey and Nick would be standing, hundreds of chairs set out, and lights strung from all the branches.

      It was stunning, truly looking like something out of a fairy tale. I’d been surprised when Hailey had told me they’d opted for a garden wedding instead of getting married in the chapel, but now that I’d seen the setting, I totally got it.

      Plus, while she’d chosen not to ride a horse to the ceremony, she was being brought in in a carriage. I assumed the carriage and the horses couldn’t exactly fit into the chapel. Hailey wouldn’t have wanted everyone waiting for her outside only to have to wait for them to make their way into the chapel before she entered.

      One grand entrance was enough. Even for Hailey.

      Mom and I watched the gathering guests from a distance, but it took some time before I saw Harrison heading up from the stables. Taking a deep breath, I raised a hand and pointed at him. “That’s him right there.”

      My mother moved so close to the window, I wondered if she was going to stick her nose right up to it. She didn’t, but she also made big eyes at me when she glanced away from it. “Him?”

      “Yes, Mom, him,” I said.

      “He’s quite a catch, baby,” she said, clearly impressed. When she turned back to the window, a small frown puckered her forehead. “He looks familiar somehow, but I can’t say where I know him from.”

      “Maybe he just looks like someone you’ve met before,” I said, my head turning when I heard the dressing-room doors opening. “I think Hailey’s ready to put her dress on. Are we going to have enough time to take pictures of her in it before the ceremony?”

      “They’ve already taken most of them,” Mom said. “That’s why they were just touching up her hair and makeup now. She was ready a couple of hours ago, and we took all of her solo shots. They just need a few of us with her once she’s slipped on her dress.”

      “Got it,” I said, rushing over to my sister’s side when Mom went to get her dress.

      She lifted her arms and stepped into it while Mom and I helped, the photographer snapping away while we laughed and talked. It was a little forced, but I knew there would be some nice pictures of the three of us between the ones he was taking now.

      “You’re sure this is a good idea, right?” Hailey asked once the dress was on. She was staring at her reflection in the mirror, smoothing down the front of her dress while Mom put in her earrings for her.

      I leaned in close to her side, wrapping my arm around her corseted midsection to give her a half hug. “It’s a great idea. I’m proud of you, sis. This is your day. Enjoy it.”

      Mom fussed over both of us for a few more minutes, helping Hailey with the rest of her jewelry while I cracked jokes about how weird it was to hug her when her body felt so hard in that dress. When we were done, I looked into the warm brown of her eyes and took her hands.

      “Do you need to pee before we go out there?” I asked, and she broke out laughing before releasing my hands and stepping away.

      “Here I thought you were about to say something profound,” she said. “You looked so damn serious.”

      “I was being serious. You don’t want to end up rushing the entire ceremony just because you didn’t go to the bathroom when you had the chance.”

      She rolled her eyes but then launched herself at me and pulled me into a giant hug. “Thank you for being here and for making me laugh. I think I’m ready to go now.”

      When she let go of me, she nodded firmly and glanced at Mom and the photographer. “I’m definitely ready. Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      During the wedding ceremony, my eyes had the same problem they’d had before she’d left to join her mother and sister. They wouldn’t stay away from Keira.

      Hailey looked great and the older woman who’d walked in just ahead of them, who I was assuming was their mother, looked beautiful too. In fact, everything was beautiful. The people at the venue had outdone themselves in setting up the garden area, but none of it could steal my attention from my date and fiancée for the evening.

      The ceremony was short and sweet. Before I knew it, Nick was dipping Hailey low for their first kiss as husband and wife. Then they raised their joined hands into the air and guests swarmed toward them to congratulate them.

      Keira hugged both of them before they got enveloped by the crowd, making her way to me after releasing them. She smiled when she reached me, brown eyes glittering as they looked up into mine.

      “I think that went well,” she said, taking my hand in hers.

      I wrapped my free arm around her waist, pulling her closer to plant a kiss on her forehead. “It went very well. Congratulations on the new addition to your family.”

      “Thanks.” She glanced over her shoulder at where the wedding couple were still greeting and hugging their guests. “I just hope he always makes her this happy. She seems to think he will, though.”

      “I’m sure he will.” I could see Nick in my periphery over the top of Keira’s head, and I watched him interact with his bride for a moment. He was a bit older, but he didn’t really look it. In fact, the way he was grinning and laughing at things people said made him look much younger than I was.

      Dipping my chin lower, I shot a pointed look their way. “I don’t know him, but it seems to me like he’s smitten with her. Give him a chance. I think you’ll find he’s going to do everything in his power to make her happy for the rest of their lives.”

      She pushed herself up on her toes to nuzzle my neck, and I felt her smile against my skin. “If you say so, oh wise one. Want to go get a drink? The bar should be open already and most of the people are still here, so we’ll get served fast.”

      “Then let’s go. We might as well get a few spares while we can get served,” I said. “Don’t you have to go with your sister for pictures soon?”

      “Nah. Not yet. The photographer will come get the family when it’s time. They’re going to do couple’s pictures first. It should take at least an hour.”

      Keira kept hold of my hand as she led me to a tent that had been set up for the canapés outside of the reception hall. There were round cocktail tables scattered about, a long bar set up along one of the sides, and welcome drinks already standing on the counter.

      The woman who I’d assumed was their mother was also already there, seemingly checking in with the wait staff until she saw us entering the tent. She stopped what she was saying mid-sentence, her gaze glued to me as she gave me a onceover.

      I tightened my grip on Keira’s hand. This was the moment we’d both been waiting for. If I couldn’t sell it now, this would all have been for nothing. I could’ve told her the truth without worrying about what her mom would say and do if she showed up alone, and we never would’ve had to cook up some elaborate scheme to fool her.

      Keira glanced up at me, winding both her hands around my arm as she held me close and nodded toward her mother. “That’s her. My mom. Are you ready?”

      “Is it too clichéd to say that I was born ready?” I asked as her mother exchanged a few last words with the head waiter and then started marching toward us. “I’m ready, babe. Don’t worry.”

      “Mom,” she said when the woman stopped a few feet away from us. “This is Harrison. Harrison, my mother. Moira.”

      Moira surveyed me with eyes the same color as her daughters’. It was clear that both of them took after her. I hadn’t met their dad yet, but I doubted they’d gotten much from him in the looks department. It seemed to me that Moira’s genetics had definitely won out in both of them.

      She stuck her hand out to me, and I shook it politely. “It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am.”

      “Oh, it’s ma’am now, is it?” she said as she withdrew her fingers from mine. “If you really wanted to give me a sign of respect, you wouldn’t have asked my daughter to marry you without even meeting me first. Call me Moira.”

      Keira held my arm tighter. “Don’t try to make this awkward, Mom. You’re meeting him now and I told you we’re going to have a long engagement. You’ll have more than enough time to get to know him before we actually get married.”

      It was news to me that we were supposedly having a long engagement. It made sense, though. Since we weren’t actually getting married, she wouldn’t want her mom to waste her time starting to plan a wedding that wasn’t going to happen.

      I flashed Moira my most charming smile, sliding my arm around Keira’s shoulders as I held her close to my side. “I’m sorry, Moira. It wasn’t my intention to make you feel like I don’t respect you. I should’ve waited, and I tried to, but I just couldn’t wait any longer. Your daughter means everything to me, and I wanted her to know that I’m committed to spending the rest of my life with her.”

      Her features softened some and her gaze darted from mine, to Keira’s, and back again. “Is that true? Or are you just telling me what you think I want to hear so I won’t be upset with you?”

      “It’s the absolute truth,” I said, glancing down at Keira with what I hoped was a dopey, loved-up expression. “From the first moment I met her, I knew she was different. I knew she was the only woman I wanted to be with, and I didn’t want to waste any time or beat around the bush. When you know, you know, and I knew.”

      Moira pressed her palm to her chest, her eyes going glassy as she stared at us. “Well, you certainly know how to win a mother over. I’m so happy for both of you. Tell me about yourself, Harrison. I’d really like to get to know you if I’m gaining another son in the near future.”

      Keira stood anxiously by my side while I spoke to her mother. She was so tense, I could practically feel it coming off her in waves, but she didn’t interrupt us.

      Other wedding guests streamed into the tent from the garden while we talked. Soon, there was a line at the table where the snacks had been set out and people were clamoring around the bar.

      Moira’s attention was only on me, however. She greeted some of the guests she knew when they passed her, but kept promising she’d catch up with them later.

      Eventually, when she was satisfied with my answers and had been placated in terms of not having met me before, she opened her arms and pulled me into a hug. “I’m so glad Keira finally has someone she can introduce to us. She’s never introduced us to anyone before.”

      I was surprised to hear it, but I didn’t say so. It seemed like something her fiancé would’ve known about her. “I’m just glad I’m the one who gets to be introduced to you.”

      Moira grinned at me, swatting my arm playfully when she let go of me. “You’re such a charmer. I’ll see you both a little later.”

      She didn’t make it very far before she was swept into another group’s conversation. Keira exhaled deeply at my side and held up her empty glass.

      “Thank you so much for that,” she said. “You were great. Can I get you a refill? I think we both deserve a refill.”

      As if the server had heard her, he appeared next to us with a tray of cocktails. Keira didn’t even ask what they were. She simply swiped two glasses from the tray and placed her empty glass down on it. We hadn’t even made it to the bar before Moira intercepted us, which meant our plan of getting spares had never happened.

      Thankfully, the servers were circulating with the welcome drinks that had been on the counter when we’d walked in. When we were alone again, she took a long sip of her new drink and sighed happily.

      “One good thing to be said for Nick and his pretentious friends is that they sure know the value of a good cocktail,” she said. “I prefer beer over cocktails any day of the week, but these aren’t as sweet as they can be.”

      I took a tentative sip of the orange concoction she’d handed over to me, and smiled when I realized she was right. “These are actually quite bitter. It’s good. What’s it called?”

      “More.” She winked before shrugging. “I don’t know what they’re actually called, but they taste like more to me.”

      I laughed, but I kept a close eye on the people around us. One of the things I hadn’t taken into consideration was that I might know some of the guests at a wedding like this. I’d already spotted a few faces that looked vaguely familiar, but none of them had seen me yet.

      Since it was still early, most people were in the process of greeting friends, getting food and drinks, and talking about the ceremony. It wouldn’t last long, though. Sooner or later, someone was going to recognize me.

      At least I’d now met Keira’s mother. She’d seen me, believed us, and liked me. Which meant it was time to come clean before someone beat me to it.

      As I took another big gulp of my cocktail, Keira rolled her eyes when some of the conversation of the group next to us became loud enough for us to hear it. “Are they seriously talking about investment opportunities in cryptocurrency right now? God, I’m so happy you’re not one of these pricks. I have no idea how Hailey’s going to tolerate them for the rest of her life.”

      Yeah, that’s my cue… It was a good in, and one that I needed to take. I cleared my throat, taking her hand to lead her out of the fray a bit.

      “I need to tell you something, Keira,” I said, bracing myself for what her reaction was going to be. Hopefully, she wouldn’t kick me out right off the bat.

      She peered up at me with those big brown eyes filled with curiosity. A flurry of movement not too far away caught my eye, drawing my gaze away from hers.

      As soon as I saw what the movement was about though, I wished I hadn’t looked. A man had made a grab for his friend’s arm, but the friend had shaken him off almost violently and was now storming over to us.

      It was Bernard Hilton, and he looked furious. Gone was the meek and mild man who’d left my office with his lawyer last week. In his place was a haughty, pissed-off man who clearly had a bone to pick with me, and he was going to pick it right fucking now.
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      “I need to tell you something, Keira,” Harrison said.

      There was something about the look in his eyes when he said it that I didn’t like, but then his gaze left mine and settled on something behind me. A soft sigh left him, and he closed his eyes for a second before opening them again.

      Shifting on my feet, I let go of his hand to cross my arms. “Harrison? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      A man I didn’t know suddenly joined us, his eyes narrowed as he poked Harrison in the chest. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “I’m attending a wedding, Hilton,” he said calmly, but his gaze had turned to ice and his jaw to steel. “Same as you. Why don’t you walk away? Go get a drink and relax before you cause an incident on such a happy occasion.”

      It didn’t sound like a question or a suggestion. Instead, it sounded very much like an order. The man, Hilton, didn’t take it, though.

      He took a step closer to Harrison, his nostrils flaring as he poked him again. “No, I don’t think I will. See, I don’t have to take your bullshit orders anymore, boss.”

      I frowned, but the man didn’t pay any attention to me. His attention was solely focused on Harrison, and it became clear very fast that he wasn’t going to back off until he’d said whatever it was he’d come over to say.

      Harrison glanced at me with an apologetic look but didn’t attempt to explain what was going on before he turned back to Hilton. “You don’t want to do this here, Bernard. If you’ve got something to say to me, make an appointment next week. We can hash it out in private.”

      Bernard—I was going to go ahead and assume his last name was Hilton—snarled at Harrison. “I made an appointment already, remember? Load of good that did me. You’re a piece of shit for firing me the way you did, Hynes. If you think I’m just going to walk away now that it’s inconvenient for you to talk to me, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      Okay, I’m lost. Their exchange was making less and less sense to me. Harrison fired this man? When? From where? He didn’t look like a farm worker to me.

      Then again, in the suit he was wearing, Harrison didn’t look much like a farm worker either. I hadn’t really thought about it before, but he actually looked just like every other high-powered man in this place.

      The wheels in my brain were turning slowly—too slowly. None of the conclusions I was drawing made any sense whatsoever.

      Another man joined us out of the blue, and he spoke to Bernard in a harsh whisper that carried enough that I could hear what he was saying. “I know the bank was your life, and I know that he fucked you over, but today isn’t about you and Harrison Hynes. It’s about Nick. He said he might be able to help you. Don’t piss him off, man. Not today.”

      Bernard was still glaring daggers at Harrison, but with a huff of air, he let his friend drag him away. Meanwhile, some of the things he’d said were starting to click into place in my mind.

      Hynes. Harrison Hynes. Bank. The Hynes Group was one of the biggest financial institutions in the city. Hell, they were doing pretty well all over the country. The world even.

      What the fuck is going on here?

      My mother must’ve overheard some of what had been said because she suddenly appeared next to me. She nudged me in the side before flashing Harrison a wide—if confused—grin.

      “Keira, honey,” she said, her hand resting on my forearm. “Why didn’t you tell me you were engaged to Harrison Hynes? That’s why he looked so familiar to me earlier. He’s the CEO of the Hynes Group. One of the richest men in New York, at that.”

      She let out a high-pitched giggle as she addressed Harrison. “I know you like to stay out of the limelight, sweetheart, but surely, you could’ve told your future mother-in-law the truth. I read a feature on you recently. The picture was an old one, but I knew I’d seen you before somewhere.”

      Harrison managed to give her a tight smile, but his gaze hardly left mine even though he was speaking to her. “It wasn’t my intention not to tell you who I was, Moira. It just didn’t come up and this is Hailey and Nick’s day, after all.”

      “Of course.” She giggled again, then pursed her lips as she gave me a fond look. “I can’t believe you tried to make me think he was just a farmhand. You’re such a sweetheart for trying not to take the attention away from your sister today, honey. Such a sweetheart.”

      She patted my arm before she let it go, then grinned at Harrison again. “Well, you have a lot of explaining to do, mister. You were right not to do it today, though. Let’s plan a lunch together soon, shall we?”

      “Definitely,” he agreed, his hazel eyes still never leaving mine. “Would you excuse us a minute, please?”

      “Sure thing,” she said. “Have fun, you two.”

      Once my mom had flitted away to rejoin her friends, I arched a brow at Harrison with my heart pounding a mile a minute in my chest.

      “We’re not talking here,” I said flatly. “I don’t want to make a scene at my sister’s wedding.”

      “Of course.” He reached for my arm, but I held it close to my side. “Can we go for a walk?”

      I nodded curtly, my mind still spinning from all those revelations. There were so many thoughts whizzing through my head that it was almost impossible to catch onto any of them.

      Harrison Hynes. The Hynes Group. He’s a billionaire. He lied to me. Lied to me over and over again while also sleeping with me. I fucked him. More than once, and he lied to me.

      In a daze as we walked out of the tent, I nearly crashed into at least four people before his hand finally came to rest on my lower back. He guided me the rest of the way out, but I was hardly aware of it.

      I was hardly aware of anything going on around me. What else is he lying about? Why would he lie? Was it really just to get into my pants? That doesn’t even make any sense.

      I pressed the heels of my hands to my temple when we finally made it outside, my breaths coming hard and fast. Harrison walked around me to stand in front of me, his hands on my shoulders as he stared down into my eyes.

      “Breathe, Keira,” he said as calmly as ever. As if he hadn’t just been caught in one massive ass lie. “Just breathe, baby. In and out. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before that happened. I was just about to when Bernard showed up.”

      His words sounded distant, like he was speaking from inside the bathroom while I was submerged in the tub. One thing that did break through the haze in my mind was what he’d called me, though.

      “I’m not your fucking baby,” I whispered, my throat too tight to get my voice to work properly. “I’m not anything except the girl you lied to. Why would you let me think that you’re not rich when you’re one of the richest people in the city?”

      “I didn’t mean to lie to you, Keira,” he said. “If you would just hear me out, I can explain everything.”

      “I can’t,” I choked out. “I can’t hear you out right now. This is my sister’s wedding and I have to go take photos any minute. I can’t do this right now.”

      “You said you had an hour before you had to go take pictures,” he reasoned. “It’s only been about half of that. If you’ll give me five minutes, I can explain. I promise.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes, but at least my breathing was returning to normal. As I looked up at him, all I could think about was that I didn’t know him at all. Here I was, wearing his ring—even if it was for a fake engagement—but I didn’t have the first clue about who he really was.

      All those times I’d thought it was so unbelievable that it could feel like I’d known him forever when I’d only known him a few weeks—it had been a lie. All of it. Everything.

      What wasn’t a lie and never had been was that I’d spread my legs for him. My cheeks burst out in flames when I realized I could still feel him inside me when I didn’t even know who he was. God, he must’ve thought I was such an idiot.

      Even just hours ago when he’d arrived at my apartment, I’d practically thrown myself at him when I’d opened the door in that robe. I wanted to cover my face completely with my hands and never look at anyone again. If the earth could’ve opened up a giant hole to swallow me, that would’ve been great too.

      Why would he even have come to my crappy little apartment? He probably had mansions all over. Was he on some kind of bang-the-poor-girl kick? Did he get his rocks off by visiting all these shitty little apartments and then going home to his castle?

      No, he’s not like that, a voice deep inside me whispered. Sure, he lied about not having money, but you’ve seen where he lives.

      That part was true, too. Ashton. The farm. The horses. The rustic little house where the dresser is filled with his clothes and the kitchen with his food.

      I screwed my eyes shut, unable to reconcile the life of the man I’d come to know with that of the reclusive billionaire I knew Harrison Hynes to be. Eventually, I turned away from him and stared off into the distance at where Hailey and Nick were taking pictures near the stables.

      “I can’t talk to you about this right now,” I repeated my earlier statement. “It’s okay if you have to leave, but I need to go take some pictures.”

      If they weren’t ready for me yet, I’d just hang out on the sidelines until they were. All I knew was that I couldn’t go back into the tent right now without him for fear that my mother would want to know where he’d gone. I also couldn’t go back in there with him. I couldn’t be around him at all right then.

      I didn’t know what to think or how to feel. A part of me felt used, humiliated, and manipulated. Another part of me kept telling that part to calm down. That there had to be an explanation and that it probably wasn’t as bad as I thought it was.

      Harrison’s gaze remained locked on mine, his hands in the pockets of his pants as he swallowed and gave a nod. “Sure. I understand if you can’t talk to me right now. I’m going to go, but not because I don’t want to be here. I’m just trying to respect your wishes. Call me when you’re ready to talk, okay?”

      “Okay,” I forced out, but I didn’t know if I would call him. Didn’t know if I’d ever be able to work up the courage. “Thank you for volunteering to come with me tonight, but you’re off the hook. I’ve got it from here.”

      Without another word, I spun around and just about jogged away from him. It was almost like I could feel his gaze burning into me from behind, but I ignored it. I really couldn’t make a scene at my sister’s wedding, and if I tried to talk to him now, that was exactly what would happen.

      The part of me that felt he would have an explanation wanted to run back into his arms and figure it all out right away, but I squashed the urge down. There would be no running into his arms tonight.

      Tonight was about Hailey. Tonight was about dancing, and celebrating, and smiling with my sister. Tomorrow, I would try to make sense of all these thoughts racing through my head. Tomorrow, I would try to figure out how I’d managed to start falling for one of the richest men in the industry and not even know who he was.

      Tomorrow was another day. I’d do it all tomorrow.

      Right now, I pasted a smile on my face and went to my sister when she motioned me over. She hugged me, then gave me a worried look as she swept her gaze across my face.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      I nodded, taking a deep breath and willing what I was about to say to be true. “I’m fine. Let’s get these pictures taken, shall we? We have a party to get to.”
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      Sundays were always a good day to try to get some work done at my office. There was never a lot of people around and those that were tended to keep their heads down so they could get home as soon as possible.

      After I’d left the wedding last night, I’d gone back to my brownstone and tried to get some sleep. It hadn’t gone well.

      With only Dottie as company, I’d asked the dog for her advice. When she hadn’t had any, I’d given up on sleep and had spent the night getting caught up on some admin instead. Eventually, I’d fallen asleep on the couch in the early hours of the morning and had gotten maybe three hours before I’d woken up again.

      Too restless to stay at home, I’d decided to come in to the office. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I knew I could always lose myself in work. I just had to get stuck into whatever I had waiting for me to do next week.

      Agatha had made neat piles of paperwork on my desk, and I knew there was a schedule in my inbox for the week. If I got a head start today, I might even be able to leave early for the farm next weekend. Spend a couple more days there. That was always good.

      I sat down behind my desk after taking off my jacket. Showering and putting on a suit had taken up some more of my time this morning, so even though I knew it was unlikely I’d see anyone around today, at least I looked the part.

      The truth was that I felt like shit. Ashton had warned me that the lie would come back to bite me in the ass, but I hadn’t realized it would bite so deep.

      While I’d been completely prepared to grovel last night, she hadn’t given me the chance. She’d shut me down hard, and I had no choice but to respect her wishes.

      If I pushed, I’d been too afraid that I’d push her away for good. So I’d left. Just like she’d wanted me to.

      I recognized that she needed space to think. To process everything she’d learned. I’d just have preferred her to have had my explanation while she processed it all.

      God only knew what was going through her head today. The look on her face when all the pieces had clicked into place had been horrifying. All the blood had drained from her cheeks and there had been this dullness in her eyes that would haunt me for the rest of time.

      It was like she’d folded in on herself right there in front of me, her shoulders caving and her chin lowering. Seeing it happen would’ve been bad enough even if I hadn’t been the one responsible for it.

      I pulled the first of the pile of folders closer and opened the one on top while waiting for my computer to start up, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what I was looking at. In some distant back corner of my mind, I knew exactly what it was, but I couldn’t focus on it enough to bring it to the fore.

      No matter what I tried, I couldn’t really seem to focus on anything other than Keira. Images from the day before kept playing out behind my eyes and I couldn’t seem to stop them. I relived everything.

      The moment she’d opened her door in that robe, what it had felt like when she kissed me, and what she’d looked like on top of me. I saw her in that golden dress when she came out of her bedroom and her smile when she walked up to me after the ceremony.

      My brain kept torturing me by conjuring up other images of her when it was done with the wedding. I remembered seeing her for the first time and all the talks we’d had while riding. I thought about how she’d thrown down that challenge only seconds after getting on a horse for the first time and how, when she laughed, it felt like there was something inside me lighting up.

      It was ridiculous, considering I’d only met the girl a couple of weeks ago, but it seemed she’d gotten even deeper under my skin than even I’d realized before. This was more than just some infatuation with a pretty girl I enjoyed spending time with and was fucking addicted to making her come.

      I didn’t know what it was really, but I did know that losing it sucked. While I had no intention of giving up on her, I also didn’t know if she’d ever forgive me. Regardless of how much I begged, groveled, and pleaded, I’d seen the way she looked at me before she’d walked away.

      It had been entirely different from the way she’d looked at me just minutes before. Entirely different from the way she’d ever looked at me. It was like a switch had been flipped, and it’d taken every ounce of trust she’d had in me away.

      Fuck. I should’ve just told her when I had the chance.

      As soon as I’d seen Bernard Hilton walking up to us, I’d known the shit was about to strike the fan. I just hadn’t known that Keira’s mother would be there to make it even worse.

      On the other hand, I’d seen her starting to piece things together even before Moira had joined us. Her mother had simply spelled out everything I was sure she’d already been starting to realize.

      Keira was a stockbroker, for God’s sake. She knew exactly who Harrison Hynes and the Hynes Group were. Knew exactly what the implications were of me being said Harrison Hynes.

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, I scrubbed my hands over my face and rolled my head back to dart a glare at the ceiling. I’d poured so much of my life into the Hynes Group, but I was losing my drive to keep doing it.

      If running a billion-dollar multi-national company couldn’t take my mind off one girl, then obviously my head wasn’t in the game anymore. There had been a time when I walked into this office on a Monday morning only to emerge again on Wednesday.

      That definitely wasn’t the case anymore. As I turned to face the wall of windows overlooking the city, I realized that I didn’t even like being in here anymore. I felt caged. Locked up. Locked in.

      The only place I really wanted to be right then was on the farm. With Keira.

      Since having her there with me wasn’t an option, I tried again to get into my work. Shaking the mouse to wake my computer up, I logged into my profile and focused on my schedule for the week.

      It took me a few hours, but eventually, I’d made enough of a head start that it wouldn’t be a problem if I didn’t come in tomorrow. Fuck putting off going out to the farm until the weekend. I needed to clear my head before I’d do anyone much good anyway, and that was the only place I could really do it.

      Decisively pushing back my chair, I stood up and made a pile of all the files I’d managed to get through. After dropping them on Agatha’s desk, I left her a note that I wouldn’t be in on Monday and that I’d let her know when I could be reached.

      It probably wouldn’t be as soon as it needed to be, but there was a lot I needed to think about. Not the least of which was why it suddenly felt like the walls of this building were closing in on me.

      When I walked back into my office, I shut down my computer and gathered my things, but I walked over to the windows instead of leaving immediately. It was a nice day outside. The sky was blue, there were only a few clouds floating high above, and when I’d come into the office, there had been a light breeze which was just enough to keep it from being stiflingly hot.

      Why would anyone want to be cooped up in a glass box all day when they could be out there?

      Not even I had the answer to that question, and yet, I was the one who’d opted to be cooped up in the glass box on a day when I didn’t technically need to be.

      Is this really where I want to spend the rest of my days until I’m at retirement age? I just didn’t know. It used to be, but I also used to enjoy this work.

      Building the Hynes Group had been my sole focus, my priority and the only objective I’d wanted to achieve.

      Somewhere along the line, that had all changed. Maybe it was because it had grown into a much larger, much more successful company than I’d ever imagined, but I didn’t think that was it. My heart just wasn’t in it anymore.

      Being surrounded by so many people on a daily basis was suffocating me. While it didn’t make me anxious or anything like that, I really didn’t like it. I’d put in more hours to get to this point than most people had put into work by the time they turned fifty, so it was possible I’d simply burned myself out.

      With all the time I’d been spending on the farm recently, it wasn’t likely that it could just be a simple case of burn out. But even when I was there, I never completely switched off. My head was constantly in two places at once, and I was over it.

      I still had to make things right with Keira, but that wasn’t going to happen today. If I hadn’t heard from her in a day or two, I’d call her. For now, I’d give her the space she needed to figure things out while I took the time and space I needed to do the same.

      As I spun around and left my office, I had a feeling that this was the last time I wanted to leave it. I didn’t know if that was a viable option yet, but it could be. And just knowing that it could be was enough.

      The rest, I’d figure out later—with a beer in hand, wide open spaces around me, and possibly with Ashton sitting next to me. Mind made up, I closed the door behind me and headed down to my truck.

      All I had to do was pick up Dottie, and then I could hopefully put the nightmare this weekend had been behind me. Even if it was just for a few hours.
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      My feet hurt. My entire body was sore from spending the entire night dancing and running around in my skyscraper heels to fulfill all my duties, but neither my feet nor the rest of me could hold a candle to my heart.

      For only having known him for a few weeks, Harrison had somehow wormed his way into the useless organ in my chest and now I didn’t know how to get him out of it. When I’d had the fleeting thought last night that I’d started falling for him, it had been a random thought. One I hadn’t put much stock in until I’d gotten home.

      I was exhausted after the wedding. It turned out that being a maid of honor was a lot more than just smiling for the photos. If I’d thought the majority of my work had been done after I’d organized the bridal shower, I’d been very wrong.

      With the bride and groom busy enjoying their night and my parents occupied with their guests, ensuring everything ran smoothly had apparently been left up to me. The wedding planner had been there, and she’d run point on most things, but it seemed she felt the need to check almost everything with me.

      While I’d thought that I’d collapse face first on my bed and sleep until Monday without even taking off the torturous heels, it hadn’t quite happened that way. Instead, the silence in my room had been deafening and I hadn’t been able to fall asleep at all.

      Eventually, I’d taken a shower, made a cup of tea, and had fallen asleep on the couch while watching reruns of a medical drama that had ended years ago. After waking up, I’d gone to take another shower and now I was back on my couch, staring at the muted television and wondering what the heck I was supposed to do about Harrison.

      Whoever he even was.

      The problem was that he didn’t really feel like a stranger to me. While I still couldn’t believe he was Harrison Hynes, billionaire bank owner, I felt like I knew the man he was underneath all that. But if that was true, then I would also have known why he’d lied to me about it. And I didn’t.

      I really fucking didn’t.

      The more I thought about it, the more I wondered if my outspoken disdain for Nick and his ilk had anything to do with it. I’d made no secret of the fact that I didn’t like people who had money, but I was also starting to realize that I hadn’t been thinking very clearly about it these last few months.

      In fact, it had all started when Hailey had gotten engaged to Nick and I hadn’t been sure why she’d really said yes to him. Then she’d gotten my mother onboard with her plan to “marry rich,” and that had skewed my perception even more.

      Last night, while I’d watched Nick with my sister, I’d realized that none of my more recent, more vocal opinions had really even had anything to do with him. I still didn’t like his pretentious friends, but I didn’t have to. They weren’t my friends, and frankly, I didn’t know if they were really his either.

      I understood the importance of appearances and networking, and I’d come to realize that there might just be a lot more to Nick than I’d originally thought. Hearing what Hailey had said about him last week when we’d talked and then seeing how he doted on her at the wedding had opened my eyes to the fact that maybe I was the one who’d been full of shit recently.

      Now that I was finally working through years of issues I’d had with my sister, there were a lot of things I was starting to realize about myself that I didn’t like so much. Judging someone for being rich was just as unfair as judging someone for being broke.

      Ultimately, people were who they were. Sure, money made some people entitled, pretentious pricks, but that wasn’t true for everyone.

      Now that I knew who he really was, Harrison was a prime example of that. He was far away from being an entitled, pretentious prick as one could be.

      While I was still upset with him, I was also ready to listen to his explanation. I’d needed to get away from him just after finding out, but I’d had the whole night and early morning to think, and I was convinced that a lot of the thoughts I’d had while I’d been in shock over the whole thing had been entirely unfounded.

      Maybe he did have mansions or castles all over the city and even the world, but he also had that rustic house on the farm. He’d still stayed over at my apartment without saying a single bad word about it or complaining about it at all.

      All things considered, the fact that he had a significant number of zeroes linked to his name didn’t change the fact that the man I’d come to know was decent. He was good. He loved horses and the outdoors, and he didn’t brag about who he was or what he’d achieved.

      Having gone back and forth about it since I’d opened my eyes at the crack of dawn, I decided it was time to stop stalling. I wanted to hear him out and I wanted to do it in person.

      Jumping up from the couch, I grabbed my phone, keys, and purse and then headed out before I could second-guess myself. At least I was clean and dressed in jeans and a shirt that didn’t have holes in it, so it could’ve been worse.

      On my way out to the farm, I found myself eyeing every exit and wondering if I should take it. It wasn’t too late to turn around yet, but I couldn’t do it.

      If I chickened out now, things might fester and get worse. I couldn’t allow that to happen, especially not knowing now that my heart had somehow gotten involved in all of this.

      I’d already gone and given a piece of it to Harrison, and now I couldn’t imagine not having him in my life without even giving him a chance to explain. My gut said that not everything had been a lie. The more I thought about our conversations, the more it felt like he might only have been holding back his last name.

      When I thought about it that way, I even kind of understood why he might do it. Not only because I’d been venting about rich people for weeks, but also because there were a lot of people out there who would only want to be with him because of his money.

      It made sense that he’d try to protect himself from that. I’d seen the schmoozing and brown-nosing Nick had to put up with all the time. It was entirely possible that Harrison just didn’t want to put up with any of that.

      When I finally pulled up in front of his house at the farm, I noticed that his truck wasn’t anywhere in sight. Ashton was there, though. He had a shotgun in his hand and was walking up from another, smaller house down the path from Harrison’s.

      “Hi,” I said, giving him a small wave as I climbed out of the car. “Is Harrison around?”

      The older man frowned when he saw me, but then a tiny smile lifted just the corners of his lips. “No, he’s not. I thought he was with you. How was the wedding?”

      “It was good,” I said, then chewed the back of my lower lip as I debated how much to tell him. Eventually, I decided to just be honest. “The wedding itself was good, but Harrison and I aren’t. I learned some things about him and I might not have handled it as well as I could’ve.”

      He sighed, coming over to stand on the other side of my car, where I’d parked in the shade between the two houses. “He told you then, did he?”

      “Sort of.” I let my gaze wander over him, wondering why he seemed a little paler than he had before. “It kind of came out, but he said he was about to tell me just before it happened. Are you okay?”

      His wizened face scrunched up, but he shrugged and waved one of his hands. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just feeling a little bit off today. Tell me what happened. He was so excited for the wedding. Even dragged me shopping with him.”

      “He did?” My brows rose and I almost laughed. “Really? I can’t imagine you two shopping together.”

      “Neither could I,” he guffawed but then winced and walked over to Harrison’s porch to lean the shotgun against it. “I wouldn’t have gone with him if he hadn’t been so excited, though. You’re the only woman I’ve even seen around him that wasn’t a client here. It seemed like it was important to him.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I said softly. “You obviously know who he really is then. Does he own the farm?”

      He frowned, his head slightly cocked. “Yeah, he does. Bought it a few years ago. I know who he is, missy, but I think you do too.”

      My heart warmed at his words, but before I could respond, something happened. Ashton was still standing there looking at me one minute, but the next, his eyes went wide and seemed unfocused.

      “Ashton?” I said, trying to stay calm despite the icy tentacles of panic that wound themselves around my heart as I ran around the car to him. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      He opened his mouth, but he couldn’t seem to get a word out. His pallor had also changed completely in the last few seconds. Just as I reached him, he let out a loud groan and his eyes rolled back in his head.

      I caught him before he hit the ground, but he’d definitely passed out. My hands trembled, my extremities turning to ice. “Ashton? Ashton?”

      My voice was shrill as that same panic threatened to overwhelm me. Forcing myself to suck in deep breaths, I fought against the haze that was trying to sink in. Moving as gently and yet as fast as I could, I laid him down while yanking my phone out of my pocket.

      I fell to my knees next to him, desperately waiting for an operator to answer. Ashton needed help, and every second might matter. I didn’t know what was happening, but something was very, very wrong. And I was the only person here to help him.

      “Hello?” I said once the operator had answered, my voice shaky and still much too loud. “I need an ambulance. Right away. We’re at Airedale Farm. Please, my friend collapsed. Send an ambulance!”

      The operator rattled off a few more things but assured me that help was on its way. As soon as I hung up, I brushed the graying hair out of his face and off his temples.

      Then I clutched his hand and begged him to hang on.
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      When I got out to the farm, I was on a mission to relax. I’d stopped on the way for groceries and beer, and I was determined to drink until my mind shut down and all of these damn thoughts were out of my head.

      Shouldering my laptop bag, I opened the door for Dottie before going around to get the groceries out the back of the truck. The Labrador tore off as soon as she could, racing away in a cloud of dust. I shook my head while I stared after her.

      Like me, she was getting more and more used to being out here. Every time we had to head back to the city, it was more difficult for us to leave.

      While she went off to do whatever it was she did when we arrived, I carried all our stuff inside and packed all the cold stuff away. Grabbing a beer once I was done, I popped the top and set the bottle down on the counter while I filled up Dottie’s bowls.

      I’d left my jacket in the truck along with my tie, so I picked up my beer again and started rolling up my sleeves as I walked back to the porch. Dottie was still nowhere to be seen, but I heard her barking from somewhere down the path near Ashton’s place.

      Speaking of the old man… As I was lowering myself into my chair, I noticed what seemed to be the top of his shotgun sticking out behind the porch.

      I frowned, straightening up again to see exactly what I was looking at. When I realized that it was, in fact, his shotgun, my frown deepened. My head snapped up, and I looked around to see where he was.

      He wouldn’t leave his gun lying around, unattended, which meant he had to be around here somewhere. I couldn’t see him, though, which was odd.

      Whenever his shotgun was out, it was in his hand. It only left his hand when absolutely necessary, and even then, it was never more than a few feet away from him.

      “Ashton?” I called, lifting a hand to shield my eyes from the sun as I searched the stretch of land in front of the house again. “You around, Ash? You left your gun here.”

      I expected to hear his gruff voice replying, maybe coming from around the house if he was trying to listen for that darn chicken snake or something like that. When no reply came, unease stirred in my chest.

      I took the stairs off the porch two at a time and rushed toward Ashton’s place. Dottie was still running around it, jumping up and barking before running a few paces and doing it again.

      The sense of unease became so strong that it twisted my gut. “Dottie? Have you seen the old man? Where is he, girl?”

      She barked again, running up to me and nudging me with her nose before disappearing around the back. Dirt crunched under my feet as I followed, stopping dead in my tracks when I saw his truck was still parked behind the house.

      Walking up to the back door, I knocked and frowned again when it swung open. It also wasn’t like Ashton to leave the farm—with someone else, for a start—and leave his doors open. Especially since he’d been after that snake recently. He knew the bastard was around here somewhere, and it wasn’t likely he’d tempt fate by literally leaving the door open for it.

      Something wasn’t right here. I stuck my hand in my pocket to pull out my phone, but it was in my laptop bag back at my place. I’d tossed it in there before I’d even left the city. Then I’d forgotten all about it.

      “Keep looking for him, girl,” I called to Dottie, deciding I’d go check the barn before I went to get my phone.

      If he was in there mucking stalls and realized I’d panicked just because I hadn’t been able to find him immediately, he’d never let me live it down. I would take whatever shit he threw my way as long as I found him.

      It wasn’t like there were a ton of other people he’d have left the farm with. Ashton didn’t like leaving the farm at all these days unless it was absolutely necessary. He wouldn’t have gone off with Mariana to go shopping or anything like that. Then again, maybe he had. He’d left the farm to go shopping with me in the city just a few days ago.

      My gut said he hadn’t gone off with her or with any of the others for that matter. If he had, the shotgun wouldn’t have been out and left leaning against my porch.

      The only explanation I wanted to accept as possibly correct was that he’d been searching for the snake and had gotten sidetracked. If it wasn’t that, I didn’t even want to think about the alternative. Because that meant something had happened to him.

      Scoffing at myself while I half-jogged to the barn, I tossed the rest of my beer in the trashcan by the door without stopping. “Ashton? You in here?”

      The horses came to their stall doors, but there was still no human anywhere. Moving deeper into the barn, I checked the office and then each of the stalls before concluding that he wasn’t here.

      “Ashton?” I called again, louder this time as I left the barn. “Where are you, buddy? You okay?”

      Pausing for a moment to listen, my heart sank when I still didn’t hear a reply. Something was definitely going on here, and it wasn’t good.

      Cold sweat broke out over my brow, and I decided it didn’t matter if he gave me shit for it. I was worried about him, and if he didn’t like it, then fuck him. Instead of walking or jogging back to my place, I full-out ran.

      There was still no sign of him when I got back, his shotgun leaning in the exact same place while Dottie barked at his house. An ominous feeling sank into my bones. I called for him again, but there was still no answer.

      Taking the stairs two at a time, I barreled into the house and practically tackled my laptop bag. The notification light was flashing on my phone when I pulled it out, and when I unlocked it, I saw I’d missed several text messages and calls from Keira.

      I’d been waiting to hear from her all day, but I hadn’t really believed she would reach out to me today. As much as I wanted to call her back immediately, I needed to find Ashton first.

      As I opened my messaging app to send a text to him, the last one from Keira appeared at the top of the screen. I could only see a part of it since I hadn’t opened it, but the part I saw was just enough to make my blood run cold.

      Keira: Waiting at the hospital. No updates on his condition yet. Please call me back.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I tapped the screen to open the thread. As I read it, I felt myself go pale. Fuck. I should’ve kept my phone on me.

      Keira: Went out to farm to talk to you. Ashton collapsed. On our way to hospital.

      Keira: We’re at the hospital in town. Don’t know what happened yet. I’ll let you know when I know, but you might want to come.

      Keira: Harrison?

      The thread ended with the message I’d read first. I stared at those two words, “Ashton collapsed,” for a beat, unable to comprehend that something might’ve happened to the grizzly old man. Nothing got to him. He was as strong as an ox. But he has been acting weird.

      It was that thought that spurred me into motion. I’d heard that people sometimes had these inexplicable gut feelings when something was about to happen to them, and just the thought that he might’ve had that feeling but hadn’t told me ripped me apart.

      Since I’d just filled up Dottie’s bowls when we’d arrived and she hadn’t even been back in here yet, I knew she’d be fine until I got back. I didn’t like leaving her on the farm alone, but I didn’t have much of a choice. I couldn’t take her to the hospital with me. I’d text Mariana and ask her to keep an eye on her while I was gone.

      For now, I just had to get to the hospital as fast as humanly possible. Grabbing my keys, I ran out to my truck and jumped in. The wheels spun on the dirt when I threw it into gear and put the pedal to the metal.

      It wasn’t far to the hospital, but the drive seemed to take ages. I was oblivious to my surroundings as I raced to get there, my vision tunneled as I paid attention only to the road that would take me to them.

      When I got there, I drove straight to the entrance and came to a screaming stop right out front. I left the engine running and the door open in my haste to get inside, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except for getting to them and making sure Ashton was okay.

      A security guard called out to me just as I reached the front doors. “Sir! You can’t park there.”

      I ignored him. Let him give me a fucking fine or whatever it is they do here.

      There were a few people around the lobby, but no one even looked at me funny when I raced through it. I supposed it was probably something they were used to seeing around here.

      As the first nurses’ station came into view, the waiting area across from it did as well. Right in the middle of it stood Keira, tears running down her cheeks and both of her hands clasped over her mouth.

      She turned her head slowly toward me, her eyes widening when she realized I was here. I ran right up to her, pulling her into my arms with my heart still trying to climb out of my chest.

      “Shh, I’m here now,” I said, speaking into her hair as I rested my cheek on her head. “What’s going on? What happened? Is he okay?”

      Sobs wracked her body, her shoulders shaking as she clung to me. She lifted her head away from my chest after a minute but didn’t let go of me.

      Her gaze lifted slowly to mine, and the devastation in her eyes made my heart break. She hadn’t even said anything yet, but I already knew.

      He wasn’t okay.
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      As I stared up into Harrison’s beautiful hazel orbs, I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how I was supposed to tell him news like this, especially after I’d essentially told him to leave the wedding when he’d only volunteered to go to help me out.

      Still looking into his eyes, I saw the moment he saw the news in mine. His nostrils flared, his brow puckered, and then he shut his eyes.

      I waited him out, feeling his chest rising and falling on several deep breaths before he opened his eyes again. When they came to mine, I tightened my grip on him and blew out a shuddering breath.

      “I’m so sorry, Harrison. He’s gone,” I whispered. “It was a heart attack. I did everything I could, but the doctor said there was just too much damage.”

      “Fuck.” He released me to drag both hands over his face, scrubbing them over it a few times. When he looked at me again, his eyes were red-rimmed but his jaw was set with determination. “Where is he? Do you know? I’d like to see him, and the doctor.”

      “I don’t know where he is,” I said, taking a step away from him and swiping the tears away from my cheeks. “The doctor said we can page him any time if we have questions. Do you want me to go ask the nurses to do that?”

      He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut for another moment. “I’ll do it. What’s his name?”

      “Dr. Jacobson. Are you sure you don’t want to sit down for a minute? I can go get you some water and ask them to page him.”

      Harrison shook his head again, then cleared his throat and rocked back on his heels as he slid his hands into his pockets. “No, it’s fine. You can leave if you want to. Is your car here?”

      “Yes, it is. I followed the ambulance here. They wouldn’t let me ride with him because I’m not family.”

      “Thank you for being there with him when I wasn’t,” he said, his voice tight. “I really appreciate it, but I should go now.”

      He started turning after giving me a curt nod, but I reached out to grab his hand before he could walk away. “Do you want me to stay with you? I can stay if you need me to.”

      “Don’t stay,” he said, pausing for a beat before he looked at me again. There was so much torment in his eyes that all I wanted to do was take him into my arms and keep him there, but the vibe he was giving off made me hold back.

      It wasn’t exactly a fuck-off vibe, but it was pretty damn close. He exhaled heavily and drew his hand back from mine. “Look, I’m not trying to be rude here and this isn’t because of yesterday. I just need to be alone for a while, okay?”

      I searched his gaze, looking for even the slightest trace that he wanted me to stay even though he was telling me to leave. There was nothing like that there, though. The only thing I saw was that torment and so much hurt that it sent a bolt of pain through me.

      “I understand,” I said finally. “Let me know if you need anything? I can bring you some food or help you with the arrangements. Anything you need.”

      “I’ll text you later.” He raked a hand through his hair, his head dipping in a terse nod before he strode away toward the nurses’ station.

      Rooted to my spot, I watched him for a minute while he conversed with one of the nurses. She gave him a sympathetic smile, nodded, and motioned him back to the waiting area. Since he’d made it very clear that he didn’t want me here right now, I took off before he came back to where I was still standing.

      The adrenaline of trying to get Ashton to the hospital in time, the shock of hearing about his passing, and the exhaustion of my sleepless night all caught up to me on my way home. While I hadn’t known Ashton very well, I was gutted by the fact that he was gone.

      I kept picturing him bickering with Hailey just a few weeks ago, looking like the picture of strength and health on the back of his horse. It was unbelievable to me that he could be gone. I’d seen him just a week ago when I’d been out on the farm with Harrison.

      Ashton had spent the whole day we’d been there bustling about, fixing things, and giving Harrison shit for taking the day off. Late in the afternoon before Harrison had driven me back to the city, he’d even had coffee with us.

      It was just impossible to wrap my head around the fact that he’d been right there, standing in front of me talking to me one minute, and gone the next. How did something like that happen? He hadn’t been old, fragile, or sickly.

      Intermittently bursting into tears as I replayed the events of the day in my head while on my way home, I was a mess of emotions by the time I trudged up the four stories to my apartment. I’d hardly closed the door behind me when someone knocked.

      Jamie’s voice rang out before she knocked again. “Helloooo? I know you’re here. I saw you coming into the building just as I came around the corner.”

      “I’m here,” I said, retracing the few steps I’d taken away from the door back to it. I opened it but left her to close it again as I drifted to the living room. “I’m not going to be excellent company, though. It’s been a terrible day.”

      “Why?” She frowned as the door clicked behind her. I sagged down on the couch, closing my eyes as fresh tears filled them. The cushion dipped, and then I felt her sitting down next to my legs. “Are you okay? You’re super pale.”

      “I don’t think I am.” I released a breath into my hands before lifting them away from my face. “Someone I knew passed away today. I was right there when he collapsed. I tried to help him, Jamie. I really did. I called the ambulance. I even tried CPR. It didn’t make any difference.”

      “Shit,” she muttered under her breath, then stood up. “I’m going to make you some really sweet tea. When I get back, you can tell me all about it, okay? Stay here. Just breathe. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      I zoned out while listening to her bustling around in the kitchen. In my mind’s eye, I saw Harrison and Ashton waiting for us that first day we’d arrived on the farm. I cycled through the few memories I had of him and found myself wishing that I’d known him better.

      It seemed wrong that after having lived an entire life, I was the last person he’d had a conversation with. And it hadn’t even been about anything vitally important. What he’d said had meant a lot to me, sure, but it just felt like a person’s last few minutes talking to someone else should be about more than giving a near-stranger advice on her love life.

      On the other hand, the way he’d spoken about Harrison had made it clear that he’d loved him. Perhaps even like a son. Maybe he wouldn’t have regarded it as a waste if it meant Harrison got to be happy. Not that I knew if he’d be happy with me or if he even wanted to be with me.

      So maybe his last conversation could’ve been meaningful if it had been with someone Harrison actually wanted advice to be given to. I groaned out loud. My thoughts were so jumbled, I wasn’t even sure if I was following them anymore.

      “Drink this,” Jamie said when she came back into the room, holding out a steaming cup of tea. “There’s about as much sugar in there as water. Just a warning.”

      Sitting up as slowly and gingerly as a hundred-year-old might, I took the cup from her and brought it to my lips. “Thanks. I’m sure it’ll help. For the inside if not the outside.”

      “What’s wrong with the outside?” she asked, giving me a long onceover. “Did you get hurt?”

      I shrugged, wiping more tears away before sighing. “Not really. I was just already feeling like a truck had hit me before I’d even gone out to the farm. Now it feels like everything hurts, but my heart and my brain are in shambles.”

      A crease appeared between her brows and worry clouded her usually clear blue eyes. “I think it’s time for you to tell me what happened.”

      Getting the explanation out was more difficult than I’d have thought it would be. I got all choked up at parts, but Jamie’s sugar syrup masquerading as tea helped. When I was done telling her about it, I rested my head back against the couch.

      “Do you think it’s normal to be feeling guilty?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

      She nodded. “I think anything you’re feeling right now is normal. That’s a hell of a thing to have been through, even if it isn’t someone you were very close to.”

      My heart ached for Harrison, wanting more than anything to be with him right then. “I should’ve stayed, shouldn’t I?”

      “Depends,” she said. “How are you feeling about him now? Because I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have wanted someone to stick around if they’re mad at him.”

      “I was so, so mad at him.” I put my empty teacup down on the coffee table with a soft clink, my gaze staying on the little white cup while I thought about how to answer her question. “After talking to Ashton, I’m not really as upset about it anymore. He said Harrison was excited about the wedding and that I was the only woman he’d ever had with him on the farm who wasn’t a client. That’s got to mean something, right?”

      She gave me a small smile. “I definitely don’t think he would’ve gone through all that effort for you and with you just for a laugh. I’m not saying it’s okay that he lied to you, but I don’t think his intention was malicious.”

      “Yeah. I’ve been thinking the same thing.” I dropped my head back, staring at the faint outline of a water stain that had been on the ceiling since I’d moved in. “What do I do now, though? It seems selfish to want him to explain under the circumstances. To be honest, the explanation doesn’t matter all that much to me right now. I really just want to be there for him, but I don’t even know where we’re standing right now.”

      Jamie drained the last of her tea, swallowing slowly before she stood up. “I’m going to get us something stronger to drink than tea. Then we’ll brainstorm.”

      “You don’t have to take care of me, you know?” I said, feeling the corners of my mouth sliding up just slightly. It wasn’t a full smile, but it was the best I could muster up at the moment. “I appreciate what you’re doing, but I’ll understand if you came here to talk about weddings and happiness and not all this.”

      “I came here to see you,” she said, picking up my cup in her free hand. “Sure, I thought we were going to be talking about the wedding and I’m still dying to hear about it, but we’ll get to that later. Or another day. Do you still have that vodka in your freezer?”

      “The bottle we couldn’t even finish half of together the last time we decided to get our drink on?” I asked, smiling just a little wider at the memory. “It’s there. Second drawer, I think.”

      She held up a finger. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      True to her word, Jamie, the vodka, and two glasses were in the room just about a minute later. She filled up the glasses and held one out to me while keeping one for herself.

      “Here’s what I think,” she said once she was seated again. “He told you he wanted to be alone today, so leave him be. For all we know, he might not even be back on the farm yet. It’s entirely possible that he could still be at the hospital.”

      A fist closed around my heart at the thought him there, all alone while he attended to whatever needed to be done before he could leave. “You don’t think I should be there to help?”

      She shook her head firmly. “He specifically said he would let you know if he needed you. Give him today to himself. It would’ve been a terrible shock for him and he might not want you to be around for the initial fallout.”

      I rocked my head from side to side, considering what she’d said. “You may be right. He and Ashton seemed really close, so it makes sense that he’d want some time to process without having any eyes on him.”

      “Exactly,” she said sadly. “People process in different ways. In your case, I’m very glad I showed up when I did because I don’t think you’d have called me, and yet I know you need someone to talk it all out with you. He might just want to drink himself into oblivion or yell until his throat hurts. Neither of which are things you want someone you recently started seeing to witness.”

      “That seems fair.” I didn’t even know if we were technically still seeing each other, but I wasn’t about to argue with her over semantics. “How long do you think I should give him?”

      “Go check on him tomorrow,” she said. “I know it’s Monday, but I’m sure your boss will understand if you ask for the day off, considering what happened. If he still asks to be left alone, then ask him to call you when he’s ready to talk.”

      “I can do that,” I said, then took my first sip of the strong, clear liquid in my glass. It burned on the way down but in the best way possible. “This is exactly what I needed. Thank you.”

      Jamie grinned at me, motioning to the bottle as she raised her glass in the air between us. “Bottoms up. There’s plenty more where that came from, and I have a feeling you need it after the weekend you had.”

      I did. I really, really did. It was difficult to believe that so much had happened in less than forty-eight hours, but between working late on Friday, the wedding and learning the truth about Harrison on Saturday, and everything that had happened today, I was definitely ready to shut down. Which was exactly what I planned on doing.
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      Dottie and I were out on the porch on Monday morning. For the first time since she was a puppy, she had her head in my lap and seemed content to stick close to my side.

      I knew there was work to do around the farm, but other than going out to the barn early to tend to the horses, I couldn’t quite get myself to do much. Yesterday had been like the scene from a fucking nightmare, and every time I closed my eyes, I relived it.

      Every moment from when I’d seen Ashton’s shotgun leaning against the porch until I’d been standing beside him where he lay on a metal slab played out over and over again in my head. Even though I knew it was true, I still couldn’t believe he was gone.

      I kept glancing down the path and wondering when he was going to come ambling to the house wanting some coffee. When I’d walked into the barn this morning, I’d been almost convinced that I heard him grumbling to Angelo in his stall.

      The big gray had looked at me with so much sadness in his eyes, it was almost like he knew his owner was gone. Nairobi had tossed his head around a little when I’d paid more attention to Angelo than to him, but he was going to have to get used to it.

      From now on, he and Angelo were going to have to share my attention. That horse was the only thing in this world Ashton had truly and freely loved. He’d been damn proud of Angelo, and I would take care of him like my own now that Ashton wasn’t here to do it.

      A cloud of dust near the entrance road to the farm made my heart skip. Until I realized it wasn’t Ashton. Couldn’t be and never would be again.

      I closed my eyes against the onslaught of pain that kept coming every time I had that realization. When I opened them again and focused on the tiny car coming toward the house, I realized it was Keira.

      My heartbeat kicked up its pace, but I didn’t quite know how I felt about her coming here this morning. On the one hand, I wanted to see her. Honestly, I just wanted her with me.

      On the other hand, I still owed her an explanation and I really didn’t have it in me to brace for the possible argument that might come from it. Emotionally drained after yesterday, I was all out of fight.

      For possibly the first time in my life, I didn’t feel up to facing the world. In a relatively small amount of time, she had become a big part of my world—which now meant I didn’t know if I was up to facing her.

      Warily eyeing the car as it rolled to a stop, I wiped my palms on my jeans and stood up. Keira climbed out slowly, offering me a small wave as she glanced up at me on the porch.

      “Hey,” she said, her voice softer and more gentle than usual. “Is it okay that I’m here?”

      “That depends,” I said. “Are you here to fight with me because I lied to you or because you wanted to tell me in person that you never want to see me again?”

      She managed a weak smile, shaking her head as she approached the stairs. “Neither of the above. I came to make sure you’re okay. Are you?”

      I shrugged. “I will be. Shouldn’t you be at work? Nine a.m. on a Monday morning doesn’t seem like a good time for a trainee stockbroker to be on a farm two hours outside of the city she works in.”

      “About that,” she said, her smile turning a little brighter as she came up the stairs. “I haven’t even had the chance to tell you yet, but I graduated out of the training program early. I’m just a stockbroker now. No more trainee in the title.”

      My brows jumped up as high as they could go. “Wow. Congratulations. When did that happen?”

      “Last week,” she said. “Hailey was my first call, but she was having some issues with Nick. Eventually, I just put it on the backburner. I was going to tell you at the wedding, but then that didn’t happen.”

      When she stepped onto the porch, I wrapped my arms around her and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Congratulations. I really wish I’d known. I’d have made sure to have some champagne on hand so we could celebrate. I’ve only got beer, though.”

      “I prefer beer to champagne any day, but maybe just some coffee first?” she suggested, tilting her head back to look into my eyes. I took it as a good sign that she didn’t push me away, though.

      “I’ve got some coffee too,” I said. “Want to come inside with me while I put on a fresh pot?”

      “Sure,” she agreed, stepping out of the circle of my arms to lower herself down to her haunches. Dottie licked her cheek, and Keira giggled while she stroked her neck vigorously. “Hello, beautiful girl. I’ve missed you. How are you doing?”

      “She’s okay,” I said on Dottie’s behalf. “Sad but okay.”

      “Speaking of being sad,” she said as she pushed herself back up to standing, her gaze coming to a rest on mine. “How are you holding up? For real. I know you said you would be okay, but how are you right now?”

      “Not great,” I admitted, dragging a hand through my hair as I offered her a sheepish smile. “But I suppose you already knew that.”

      “I guessed,” she said, following me into the kitchen. “Is there anything I can help you with? Arrangements to be made?”

      “Not really,” I said. “We’re going to have a small service for him at the church in town. He’s going to be buried with his wife in the cemetery near the church. Mariana and I found his wishes in a folder in his desk last night.”

      She blew out a breath. “That sounds rough. It must’ve been very difficult to go through his things.”

      “Luckily, Mariana had an inkling of where to look,” I said. “She helped him clean his place from time to time. She remembered him saying something about the folder once.”

      “How is she? And the rest of the people here? Everyone must be devastated.”

      I shrugged. “Pretty much. Ashton’s been here with them for a long time. I only met them just before I bought this place, but they’ve all been here for years.”

      “You two seemed pretty close, though,” she said cautiously. “I’m not trying to pry. If you don’t want to talk about it, you can just tell me.”

      After switching on the coffeemaker and rinsing out the pot before clipping it back in place, I leaned against the counter and faced her. “We were close. He was pretty much the only friend I had. You know who I am now. You probably also know that I keep a low profile. If you’re not one of those guys who wants to go out on the town and party it up every night, it’s difficult to meet people when you’re in my position.”

      “You never know what people really want from you, huh?” Her brown eyes shone with sincerity as she kept her gaze on mine. “For what it’s worth, I don’t want you for your money.”

      “Do you still want me at all?” I asked, cutting right to the chase. I wasn’t up for a fight, but I also didn’t want to stand around here harboring false hope. It wasn’t really my style.

      She glanced from one of my eyes to the other. “I do, but I’m going to need you to talk to me when you’re ready. It doesn’t have to be today, but I want that explanation you promised.”

      “I can give it to you right now,” I said, turning toward the coffeemaker when the pot was ready. “It’s not very complicated or elaborate.”

      “Are you sure you’re up for it?” she asked quietly. “I really didn’t come here for that. We don’t have to talk about it today.”

      “No, we do.” I released a long breath while fixing our coffee, then carried both mugs outside after motioning for her to precede me. “I’d rather do it today. Like I said, it’s really not complicated. It wasn’t intentional at first, and I should’ve just set the record straight before you even left that first weekend.”

      When we reached the porch, I handed her mug over once she was seated, then took the seat next to hers and turned to face her. All of her attention was on me, though Dottie was nudging her arm and making it clear that she wanted some of it.

      “Okay, then,” she said, letting her free hand go to Dottie’s head to scratch it. “I’m listening but again, there’s no pressure on doing this today.”

      “When you and Hailey got here that weekend, you assumed Ashton owned the place,” I stated it as fact because that was what it was. Keira nodded, her eyes getting that faraway look that said she was thinking back to that day. “You weren’t the first people to make that assumption, but I never corrected any of the others either. At the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter who the owner is.”

      Understanding dawned in her eyes, though she chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I suppose I can see how that could be true and why it doesn’t really matter. All that matters is that the clients are taken care of, right?”

      “Exactly.” Inhaling through my nostrils, I motioned toward the main house. “By the time I got to know you a little, the assumption had already been made. I liked you from the get-go, and the longer I left it, the more scared I was that telling you would mean I would lose you.”

      “But you were going to tell me at the wedding,” she said. “You weren’t scared you would lose me then?”

      “I wasn’t scared. I was terrified.” I let a dry chuckle. “Fuck, I still am terrified but I was never going to let it drag on forever or until I got caught out. I just wanted to wait until the wedding because I really did also mean it when I said I wanted to help you out with your mom.”

      Before she could say anything, I added, “I’m sorry for not being upfront with you from the beginning. I should’ve been. It was a shitty thing to have done and I take full responsibility for it.”

      She was quiet for a beat. “Are you lying about anything else?”

      “No.” I looked her right in the eyes. “Everything I’ve told you is true. I’m just not a farmhand or riding instructor full time and I neglected to mention the extent of my business interests in the city. That’s it.”

      Sitting back in her chair to take in the view, she reached over and took my hand. “In that case, you’re not going to lose me, Harrison. Not now and, depending on how things go and what we both want, maybe not ever.”

      I grinned for the first time since Saturday. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day. Now, are you going to tell me why a newly minted, fully fledged stockbroker is on a farm on a Monday morning instead of being at work?”
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      Hailey and I met for lunch two weeks after the wedding. They’d gotten back from their honeymoon a couple of days ago, and I couldn’t wait to hear all about their trip to Fiji.

      We’d talked while they’d been away, so she knew about Ashton and that Harrison and I had made up. She’d also told me about a few of the excursions they’d been on and had sent me pictures, but I was still excited to see her.

      In the three weeks since our talk, Hailey and I had kept getting progressively closer. While I knew we still had a long way to go, it was the first time that I felt like I had a reasonably close relationship with my sister and it felt really good.

      The more I talked to her, the more I realized that if we’d just kept talking to begin with, we might never have drifted apart. We were still two entirely different people, but it no longer felt like that meant that we could never get along.

      She arrived at the waterfront restaurant just after I did, looking as beautiful as ever with a wide smile and a deep tan on her skin. I stood up from the cocktail table we’d been assigned, grinning as I opened my arms for her.

      “Well, well. It’s good to see you didn’t decide to ditch me for Fiji after all,” I said as I pulled her in for a hug.

      She chuckled, squeezing me tight before sliding her arms back until her hands rested on my shoulders. Her expression was completely serious when I looked into her eyes.

      “Trust me, if you’d been there, you wouldn’t have wanted to come back either,” she said. “I totally would’ve ditched you for Fiji, but I’m pretty sure that new boyfriend of yours would’ve been able to afford to fly you out to see me.”

      I swatted her upper arm playfully, rolling my eyes to let her know what I thought about that idea. “I wouldn’t have needed him to fly me out because I would’ve been able to afford my own ticket.”

      “I know, but that’s not the point.” She winked. “He could’ve flown you out there so you could have a wedding of your own. Right on the beach. It would’ve been glorious.”

      I laughed when she released a wistful sigh. “Keep dreaming, Island Barbie. It’s only been a few weeks. There won’t be any weddings, on the beach or otherwise, for a good long time.”

      She shook her head at me as she got onto her stool. “Fine, but keep Fiji in mind if you ever consider a destination wedding. It really is gorgeous.”

      “If, and that’s a big if, Harrison and I ever get married, I’m pretty sure it’s going to be on the farm.”

      Pursing her red glossed lips, she moved them from side to side before flipping her perfectly straight hair. “I guess I can live with that. As long as Nick and I get to stay in the main house. Don’t get me wrong, those pictures you sent me of the little house Harrison lives in makes it look cute, but it’s got nothing on the main house. Now that we’re practically family, do you think he’ll let Nick and I come out sometime?”

      “I’m sure he will, but you’ll have to book online just like everyone else.” I smiled sweetly. “I’m sure that new husband of yours can afford to drive you out there to see me.”

      She laughed when I repeated almost the same words she’d said earlier back to her. “Fair enough.”

      We ordered a cocktail each when the waitress came by. Then Hailey turned those sparkling eyes of hers back to me. “You look really good, sis. I’m glad it all worked out for you.”

      “You look good too. Married life suits you, it seems. It’s either that or island life, but something’s done wonders for you.”

      I wasn’t even just saying it. Hailey looked happier and lighter than I’d seen her in years. She wasn’t even wearing anything over the top or super fancy. In a simple pair of jeans, strappy sandals, and off-the-shoulder black shirt, she was stunning.

      “Thank you,” she said, still smiling. “It’s married-and-on-an-island life, I think. Both of those things were amazing. Nick and I are doing better than ever. I can’t even tell you how good he’s been to me.”

      “You don’t need to tell me,” I said honestly. “I can see it. It’s all over your face how happy you are. Tell me about the honeymoon. Was it everything you wanted it to be?”

      She nodded, her head bouncing up and down fast and way too many times. “Absolutely. It was so great. Nick and I are already talking about going back for our anniversary. You and Harrison should join us.”

      “You want to go on vacation with me?” I asked, and not even I could miss how disbelieving I sounded.

      Hailey pouted at me. “Of course, I do. I think it’ll be really fun.”

      “You mean you won’t spend the entire holiday on the phone or locked in your room?” I teased.

      She arched a brow at me, flashing me a sassy smile. “If I hadn’t done that, you never would’ve had the chance to get so close to Harrison. Don’t pretend it didn’t work out well for you. Besides, it was a couple of weeks before my wedding. I needed to get the final touches in place.”

      “More than you needed to bond with your sister?” I asked, trying to hide my smile.

      “More than I needed to bond with a sister I knew didn’t like me and didn’t actually want to spend the weekend with me,” she corrected lightly, her eyes rolling before she shot me a knowing look. “Don’t even try to deny it. You weren’t any more excited about that weekend than I was.”

      “I wasn’t really,” I admitted. “I hoped we’d get to talk and I wanted to spend time with you, but a weekend alone is a long time.”

      “Well, thank God that part of our relationship is behind us,” she said decisively. “What do you think about possibly coming to Fiji with us next year? Would you guys be up for it?”

      “It’s a bit early for me to be committing to anything on Harrison’s behalf, but if we’re still together and if you still want us to go with you when the time comes, we’ll talk about it.”

      “How’s it going with you two?” she asked, her features knitting as her gaze swept over my face. “You’ve been through a lot in a short period of time.”

      “We have, but we’re good,” I said. “Ashton’s funeral was a really difficult day for Harrison, but we got through it. We’ve been spending a lot of time together. I’ve never had that before, you know? A relationship where I wanted to spend every spare minute with someone.”

      “I suppose it’s easier now that you know you don’t need to make a commute all the way to the farm to see him,” she said. “What’s his house here like? Have you been there yet?”

      “It’s a brownstone,” I said. “It’s nice, but nowhere near what I’d have expected from someone with a name like his. I’d have thought super fancy, super modern bachelor pad. Maybe a penthouse. His place isn’t that at all, though. It’s really warm and cozy, and there’s enough space for Dottie to move around.”

      “I don’t think I can picture Harrison somewhere super modern,” she said, cocking her head. “Despite the fact that he turned out to be a billionaire banker and not a farmhand, he just doesn’t seem like the type. I think he managed to stay grounded despite having a shit ton of money.”

      “He’s definitely managed that,” I agreed.

      She stuck her cocktail straw between her teeth almost as soon as the waitress put it down. After taking a long sip, she moaned happily and then glanced up at me. “So, things have been going well with you two then?”

      “Very well,” I said, smiling as I thought back over the last weeks. “I’m pretty sure I’ve fallen face first for the man.”

      “Please,” she said, that knowing gleam in her eyes again as she grinned at me. “You fell face first for him on that first ride we all went on and you know it.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe I did. It was a good ride.”

      She smirked. “The way you’ve told it, the ride you took that next night was better.”

      “Hailey!” My cheeks and neck turned flaming hot. “I didn’t tell you anything about that night except that something happened. Why would you say that?”

      She cackled, reaching over just to shove me softly. “Oh, come on. I’ve never gotten to tease you about stuff like this. Don’t spoil my fun.”

      “You don’t hear me asking you about sex, and you just got back from your honeymoon.”

      Folding her arms on the table in front of us, she leaned forward a little and met my gaze dead on. “Do you want to hear about it? I’ll tell you if you do want to hear about it. It was the best two weeks of my life in more ways than just getting to gallivant around an island, if you know what I mean.”

      I laughed, but I couldn’t quite keep my eyes on hers, and my cheeks were even hotter than before. “I know what you mean. I’m pretty sure even the people at the next table know what you mean. Are you really comfortable talking to me about this?”

      “You’re my sister,” she exclaimed. “Of course I’m comfortable talking to you about it. Don’t you talk to that Jamie girl about it?”

      “First, she’s just Jamie. Not that Jamie girl,” I said. “Second, I do talk to her about it, but I never talk about it in detail. This is just… weird.”

      “It’s not weird, Keira. If we’re really going to try to be close now, we need to be able to talk to each other about anything. Even sex.”

      “Fine, I’ll try,” I promised. “It’s going to take me a while before I’m used to this, I guess.”

      “Yeah, same,” she said softly, smiling as she took another sip of her cocktail. “Either way, it sounds like we both got pretty lucky in the love department. I’m happy for you, sis, really.”

      It was kind of surreal sitting there, talking to Hailey and actually enjoying her company. For so many years, all I’d wanted was to get along again. To understand her better again. Now that it was happening, I couldn’t have been happier. She was right. We had both gotten lucky with the guys we were with, but we’d also gotten lucky enough to have found each other again.
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      “Thank you for getting back to me on a Saturday,” I said, staring at the contract that was open on my screen. “I won’t keep you for long.”

      “It’s not a problem,” my lawyer said, chuckling on the other end of the line. “I’m also already at the office. You know what they say. There ain’t no rest for the wicked.”

      I lifted my eyes away from my laptop and watched Nairobi trotting from one side of the paddock to the other. Sitting on the deck behind my house on the farm, I looked out over the barn and the paddocks. I couldn’t imagine having to be sitting in my office right now like Gene was.

      “I haven’t been around the office much for the last few weeks,” I admitted. “I’ve been working remotely.”

      “Right,” he said. “I’m assuming you received the contract you asked me to draw up for you?”

      “I have. I’ve looked over it and I’ve signed it electronically.” I moved the cursor of my mouse to the send button. “I wanted to let you know that I’m about to send it back to you.”

      There was a brief pause on his end. “Are you sure you want to do this? Once it’s done, it’s done. The Hynes Group will be sold and you’ll only be a minority shareholder.”

      “I’m sure,” I said without hesitation and clicked the button instead of just letting the cursor hover. “There. It’s on its way to you.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what are you going to do now?” he asked. “Do you want me to look into other companies you can purchase? If you let me know what you’re interested in, I’m sure we can find something for you. We have an insurance company in desperate need of an overhaul. I know how much you like a challenge.”

      “I do like a challenge, but I’m all good. Thanks,” I said. “I’m ready to enjoy my life on the farm. I don’t want to be chained to the city or to a desk anymore.”

      “Putting yourself out to pasture, huh?” Surprise rang loud and clear in his voice. “Isn’t it a bit early for that?”

      “You’ve clearly never lived on a farm.” I laughed. “It’s hard work. Trust me, I’m not retiring and I’m not going to get bored and regret this decision. You don’t have to worry about it. The sale of the Hynes Group has been coming for a while. It wasn’t a spur of the moment decision.”

      “As long as you’re sure.” I heard him releasing a deep breath. “Do you want me to sit on it for a few days? Give you a cooling-down period?”

      “Nope. You can go ahead and do what you need to do. Like I said, I’ve been thinking about doing this for a long time. It was only a matter of when, not if. This is the right time.”

      “Okay, Harrison. In that case, consider it done,” he said. “You have a good day.”

      “Thanks, Gene. You too.” After hanging up the phone, I leaned back on the chair and took a minute to let what I’d just done sink in.

      Before I could really even begin to get my head wrapped around it, Dottie started going berserk at the front of the house. She barked and growled incessantly.

      I lifted the laptop off my legs and set it down on the table before getting up to go check out what was up with her. She was jumping up and down when I reached the porch, the hair on her back raised as she barked at something underneath the porch.

      The chicken snake. It had to be the snake Ashton had been after for weeks that was back here. Either that or something else, but I was confident it was the fucking snake.

      Ducking back inside for a minute, I got his shotgun and then went out to Dottie. “Where is it, girl? Let’s get it for Ashton, shall we?”

      She barked and ran in a small circle, then darted back to the porch, skidding to a stop in a small puff of dust. Following her lead, I cocked the gun and bent my head down to peer in under the porch.

      Sure enough, there it was. Obviously agitated by Dottie’s antics but still there. Lying in wait for the right time to strike at her.

      The blast of the gun when I pulled the trigger echoed around the farm, and the snake lay prone on the ground. After all those weeks Ashton had spent after him, it was all over.

      Glaring at it for a minute, I decided to bag it up and take it to Ashton. We’d buried him next to his wife and I knew she hadn’t been a fan of snakes, so I wouldn’t leave it there, but it felt right to show him I’d finally bested his last arch nemesis.

      I drove out to the cemetery with the snake in a bag in the passenger foot well. Dottie was in the back, and even she seemed subdued when we arrived.

      Rows upon rows of headstones on bright green grass greeted us. Birds chirped in the trees and the sound of a lawnmower drifted on the breeze, but I didn’t see anybody else around.

      “Come on, girl,” I said. “Let’s go show Ashton that we got it for him.”

      I wished we really were about to see him and not just his grave. That I could look him in the eyes as I presented the snake to him. I knew he wasn’t here, but whenever I came out here, at least I managed to feel a little closer to him.

      His house on the farm was untouched, but it felt wrong to be in there without him. Mariana had asked if we should box up his things, but I wasn’t there yet. Besides, it wasn’t like we needed that house for someone else right away.

      With me now permanently moving to the farm, I could take care of the day-to-day stuff myself. If I ever needed help, we could always clear out his house then.

      My heart was heavy as we approached the gravesite. Dottie trotted along behind me while I carried the bag with the snake in it. Now that I was here, I felt stupid doing this. But I was already here, so I was doing it.

      Laying the bag down at the foot of Ashton’s grave, I lowered myself down to my haunches. “Hey, old man. I’ve got a surprise for you. Dottie and I finally got that snake of yours.”

      I ran my eyes along the pile of dirt that hadn’t yet had the time to settle properly. “I know you’re probably happy to be with your missus again. Tell her hi for me, will you? Anyway, I just wanted to tell you that we miss you down here.”

      Dottie pressed her cheek against my shoulder, and I raised a hand to scratch her back. “I also wanted to tell you that I sold the company. I’m doing it, man. I’m leaving the city and moving to the farm full-time. Signed the papers this morning.”

      A breathy chuckle came out of me. “I wish you were here to give me shit about how I won’t be able to handle the workload all by myself or about how a city boy like me doesn’t belong on a farm forever. I’ll be fine, though. I wanted to let you know that, too. I will be fine. It would’ve been much better if you were still here, but I know you’d rather be with your wife.”

      I squeezed the nape of my neck. “Thank you for teaching me everything I know about farming and for being a real friend to me. I should’ve thanked you more often when you were still here with me, but better late than never, right?”

      I sighed, then gave a wave and managed a grin at the mound of dirt. “I’ll come see you again soon, okay, old man?”

      Lifting my eyes to the sky, I imagined him grumbling as he looked down at me. Dottie sat next to me until I stood up, then trotted behind me back to the truck. I tossed the bag with the snake in it in the trash before opening the door for her.

      When we got back to the farm, Keira’s car was parked outside my house. I’d known she was coming today, but I hadn’t expected her to get there to early.

      The things it did to me just knowing she was here shouldn’t have been possible. It had only been a couple of days since I’d last seen her, but she’d been on my mind constantly since.

      My heart jumped in my chest when the front door opened and she appeared in the doorway, smiling as she leaned against it and waited for us. She was dressed in tan shorts that showed off her curvy legs and a blue top I couldn’t wait to get her out of.

      Her hair was loose, hanging in a dark curtain to her waist, with sunglasses perched on top of her head to keep it out of her eyes. I swore she was only becoming more beautiful each time I saw her.

      Climbing out of the truck as soon as we stopped, I let Dottie out and then strode right up to my girl. Without saying a word, I cupped her face in my hands and brought my lips down on hers.

      She let out a small gasp of surprise but responded immediately. Kissing me back, she threaded her fingers into my hair and pushed herself flush against me.

      We only broke apart when we were both breathless and I was as hard as a rock. Smiling against my lips, she arched her brows when she looked up at me. “Hello to you too. What was that for?”

      “Just to say hi,” I said, my arms around her waist as I walked her backward into the house. “Also because I’ve got some good news.”

      “Yeah?” she asked, trusting me to guide her as I kept walking us to my bedroom. “What’s that?”

      “I sold the company today,” I said. “Signed the contract and sent it back. It’s done. As soon as the paperwork is processed, I won’t own the Hynes Group anymore.”

      Her eyes widened and she pushed her palms against my chest to stop me from moving. “Are you okay? That’s a huge step to have taken. I know you’ve been thinking about it, but—”

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” I lowered my head to plant kisses on the side of her neck. “Except maybe you. I’m very sure about you.”

      “I’m sure about you too,” she said, raising her chin to give me better access to her throat while her fingers caressed my hair. “But this is a big deal.”

      “No, it’s not.” My lips dragged against her soft, sweet-smelling skin. “I’ve got you. I’ve got the farm and Dottie. I don’t need the Hynes Group.”

      “You do have all those things,” she murmured.

      When her fingertips started skating over my chest instead of showing me she wanted me to stay still, I started our progress toward my room again. She lay back on my bed when we reached it, her eyes on mine as I crawled onto it after her.

      “I love you,” I said, feeling like I could drown in those big, dark eyes of hers.

      She blinked in surprise, her brows jumping as she looped her arms around my neck. “You’ve never said that to me before.”

      “I’ve never said it to anyone before,” I said honestly. “Doesn’t change the fact that it’s true. I love you, Keira.”

      A smile broke out across her face as she pulled me closer, kissing me and winding her legs around my hips to pull me down on her. “I love you too, Harrison. I’m not sure where all this is coming from all of a sudden, but I do. I love you.”

      Hearing those words from her shook something loose deep inside me, triggering some kind of primal need to make her mine. For good. Forever.
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      Harrison was always intense, but he kissed me now like a man possessed. I was still reeling from him saying that he loved me and from saying it back, but that didn’t stop me from clawing at his clothes just as urgently as he was clawing at mine.

      Shoes, socks, shirts, and pants went flying until we were both left only in our underwear. His hands were in my hair, his hard body pressed as close as it could get to mine.

      Our kisses weren’t pretty. They were hungry, passionate, and intense. It was like we were trying to cement the words we’d just said with our bodies. Like if we kissed hard enough, we might actually merge and physically become one, just as it felt like our souls already had.

      I didn’t know what had brought this all on, but I knew he’d meant it when he’d said that he loved me. I also knew that I’d meant it when I’d said the same thing to him.

      We’d both stumbled into this relationship unexpectedly. Finding love when I was supposed to be learning how to ride a horse with my sister had definitely taken me by surprise, but I really couldn’t imagine life without him now.

      Maybe it had been unexpected, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t right. In fact, it felt like the rightest, most natural thing that had ever happened to me.

      I loved him with everything I had, and I wasn’t even afraid of it. In the past, I’d been too scared to really open my heart to anyone in any meaningful way, but it wasn’t like that with Harrison.

      Despite him not telling me who he was from the start, I trusted him. We’d talked a lot about it over the last few weeks, and we’d realized that we’d both felt the connection between us from the very beginning.

      I would’ve been terrified of losing him as well, so I couldn’t exactly fault him for being hesitant to tell me. Besides, I knew he hadn’t lied to me about anything else. We’d gone over just about everything we’d ever talked about, and the only thing he’d held back was how successful he really was.

      It was difficult to believe he’d really sold the Hynes Group, but I knew he’d been contemplating doing it for a couple of years. While I was slightly anxious about what it would mean for us now that he would be out here permanently and I still had to live and work in the city, I wasn’t scared that it would break us apart.

      There was nothing in the world that could keep me from this man. Living a couple of hours away from him certainly wasn’t.

      As he gripped my hips and ground his hard-on against me, I moaned into his mouth. He took the opportunity to deepen the kiss, toying with the waistband of my panties as he drove me out of my mind.

      My nipples were peaked against his chest, and every brush of it against them while we kissed sent sparks through me. Then there was the press of his bulge against me down below that made it even more difficult to think straight.

      Abandoning all pretense of rational thought, I surrendered to him, writhing and squirming while hanging onto him like a freaking koala with my arms and legs both locked around him. His lips were soft on mine, but his kisses were hard and insistent.

      With his hips starting a rolling motion, he drove me right to the edge, even though our underwear was still on. I ran my hands down the defined muscles in his back, arching mine to get closer to him.

      “Harrison,” I moaned between labored breaths and deep kisses. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Now?” he groaned, sounding tortured as he lifted his head away from mine. “Can it wait? This won’t take long.”

      I smiled when his lips formed the most adorable pout. “No, I don’t think it can wait any longer. You’re going to want to hear it.”

      “Okay, shoot,” he said, his hips stilling as he looked into my eyes. “Let’s hear this very important thing that can’t wait ten more minutes.”

      Playfully shoving his shoulder with mine, I pressed a kiss to his mouth. “It’s not going to be only ten minutes and you know it. Besides, you’re going to want to hear this.”

      A soft grin appeared on his lips as he inclined his head. “Fair enough. It may take a little longer than ten minutes, but don’t keep me waiting. You’re killing me here.”

      “I’m on the pill,” I said, then waited for the realization of what I was saying to dawn.

      It started with all the lightness and humor fading from his eyes, leaving behind a burning intensity as they stared into mine. His jaw clenched and relaxed, and he lowered his forehead gently to mine.

      “If you’re saying what I think you’re saying, then the answer to the question you haven’t asked yet is yes, I’m clean. The only person I’ve been with since my last test is you.”

      “I’m clean too,” I said. “It felt like it was time to tell you that I was on the pill, so I got tested this week.”

      “Does that mean…” he trailed off, swallowing hard before he looked at me again. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” I said confidently. “I’ve never done anything without a condom before, but I’m sure that I want you to be the first. I trust you, and I love you.”

      “I love you too,” he whispered back, then brought his lips back to mine in a kiss that was entirely different to what they’d been before.

      This kiss was soft and gentle, tender and loving. It also seemed to set the tone for the rest of the morning that we spent in bed. While there was still plenty of heat between us, things slowed down from there.

      His touch was feather light as he unhooked my bra and pulled the straps off over my arms, his mouth leaving a trail of kisses on my skin when he sat back to roll my panties off my hips. Our gazes kept locking, our eyes only leaving the other’s when it was absolutely necessary for them to do so.

      Once I was completely naked, I sat up and crawled into his lap, my hands in his hair and my mouth on his as I pushed him down so his back was on the mattress. Mimicking what he’d done earlier, I kissed my way from his mouth, down his throat to his chest while I reached for his boxer-briefs.

      Being careful to lift the elastic over his cock, I ran my lips down to his stomach while using my feet to pull the underwear all the way off. I glanced up into his eyes as I positioned myself between his legs and wrapped my fist around his shaft.

      His lips parted and his tongue came out to swipe across them, but he didn’t stop me. My gaze stayed on his as I took his tip into my mouth, sucking gently at first while I started stroking him with my hand.

      A long, loud groan ripped out of him when I took him in as far as I could before pulling back again. One of my hands rested on his stomach, and he slid his fingers between mine and squeezed as his head strained back into the pillow.

      The column of his throat moved as he swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing as his muscles tensed. I’d seen him like this so many times now, but it somehow got sexier every time I saw it.

      Knowing that this was the man I loved added an extra layer of depth to it today. I loved him, and I loved giving him pleasure. Loved seeing the effect of the pleasure I was giving on him.

      If he had let me, I could’ve kept at it at all day. As soon as his hips started thrusting though, he tapped out and hauled my mouth back to his.

      Sliding both his hands into mine, he helped me balance with my legs on either side of him as I lowered myself down. All without breaking our kiss.

      I moaned into his mouth when his tip parted me, trembling as I sank down on him until he was seated deep inside me. I was still surprised that I could take all of him without it hurting, but it didn’t. It felt too damn good to hurt.

      We started moving at the same time, our moans and heavy breathing filling the air in between kisses. Harrison didn’t let go of my hands once, holding them tight while he made love to me.

      My first orgasm hit shortly after that thought—that we were making love. My body stiffened and trembled, my toes curling as I whispered his name.

      He moaned right along with me, those hazel eyes of his liquid pools of heat, need, and love as they looked into mine when I opened them again. Slowing the pace until I could catch my breath, he released one of my hands to tunnel his into my hair, bringing my lips to his in a searing kiss.

      When his hips started moving faster again, I met each of his thrusts with my own until my mind splintered into a million pieces. Pleasure overwhelmed me, making me shake as I came undone once more.

      He was there with me, his brow furrowing as his muscles tensed. It was the first time that there was nothing between us when he came, and I was amazed at how much more I could feel his orgasm like this. It triggered these delicious little aftershocks in me, and when I finally laid my head down on his chest, I was totally and utterly spent.

      We were both slick with sweat, but neither of us seemed to mind. We just lay there, relishing the feeling of being together without having to rush to take care of a condom or to go somewhere.

      A while later, he pressed a kiss to my forehead and slid a finger beneath my chin to prompt me to look up at him. I managed, but I was still so boneless that I didn’t even try to move much more than that.

      “I love you,” he said softly when our eyes met.

      I smiled lazily, nuzzling the stubbly underside of his jaw. “I love you too, but please tell me you didn’t have any big plans for today.”

      “Nah.” He kissed me and then laid his head back down on the pillow. “Let’s have a nap. When we wake up, we can have lunch and then we can come right back here.”

      “That sounds like the best plan I’ve ever heard,” I replied, surrendering to the urge to let my lids close. “Do you mind if I sleep right here?”

      “Still inside you and with you still on top of me?” he asked before a chuckle vibrated in his chest. “I wouldn’t want you anywhere else. Sleep now, baby. We can talk more about everything when we wake up.”

      I drifted off after that, and when we woke up, we did exactly what he’d said. We made lunch naked. Then we talked more about the sale of his company and about how my week had been. Once we’d eaten, we went back to bed and stayed there until late afternoon.

      Over beers while watching the sunset, we finally turned to our future now that we’d said those all-important words to one another. We even started making some tentative plans together. When we went to bed that night, I fell asleep in his arms and wondered if we’d ever get to the point where I’d get to be here with him every night.
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      Almost six months after Ashton’s death, Keira and I were on the farm. There was a lot of activity around there these days, and today was the day when we’d finally see all the hard work we’d put in starting to pay off.

      She wrapped her arms around me from behind where I stood at the top of the driveway, peering around my back after kissing between my shoulder blades. “Are you excited for today?”

      “I am,” I said, folding my hands over her arms around my waist. “It’s all I’ve wanted for a while now. I just hope it turns out okay.”

      “It’s going to be perfect,” she said without an ounce of doubt in her voice. “We’ve done everything we possibly can to be ready and they’ll be here soon. It’s going to be quite the weekend.”

      “Yeah.” I turned to face her, giving her a chaste kiss before I nodded toward the barn. “Should we go do a last walkthrough? I’m sure they’re going to want to head there first.”

      “We’ve done three last walkthroughs,” she said, laughing as she nodded. “But sure. Let’s go do one more. I think we should go make sure everything is still fine at the dormitories as well, though. They probably have to go put their stuff down before we can take them to the barn.”

      “Good point,” I agreed, taking her hand as we started walking. “We built the dorms in the right place, didn’t we? You’re sure we shouldn’t have built it closer to the stream?”

      “I’m sure.” She glanced up at me. “All my research said it was better to build a little further away from any large bodies of water if possible. These are kids we’ll be dealing with. We don’t want to take any risks with one of them wandering off and falling in the stream.”

      “It’s only knee deep there,” I said. “The view just would’ve been much better.”

      “Now they’ll have that view from the mess hall,” she reasoned. “Besides, it’s a little too late to move it now. Don’t you think? They’ll be here in less than an hour.”

      I sighed but grinned as I slung my arm around her shoulders. “You’re right. We might need more than an hour to move an entire camp that’s taken us months to build.”

      “Of course, I’m right.” She laughed. “I usually am. One would think you’ve learned that by now.”

      One of the new grooms I’d hired jogged up to us, grinning as he swiped his hat from his head. “We’ve rounded up all the ponies and all the tack has been polished. Is there anything else you need from us before they get here?”

      I shook my head. “Just make sure there’s plenty of food and water for all the horses and all the ponies. You and the others are ready for when they get here?”

      “We’re ready, sir,” he said.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get any of these kids to stop calling me sir. I liked to think we’d get there, though. The grooms and the extra staff I’d hired to help me run the camp were all kids who had aged out of the system and had a passion for animals and the outdoors.

      The vetting process had been rough, and gaining their trust had been even more difficult, but things were going well at the moment. There had been a few hits and misses, and I’d almost given up on this plan more than once, but in the end, we’d powered through it all.

      Keira had been with me every step of the way, and she’d really gained everybody’s respect around here as more than just my girlfriend. The groom nodded now while she spoke to him.

      “Things are going to be chaotic until we can get everyone settled, so just try to stay calm, okay?”

      “We will, Keira.” He smiled. “A lot of us have been to camps like this before.”

      He went beet red and then shook his head as his gaze darted to me. “No, well, not like this. Just organized in this way. For kids in homes, you know? None of them were this nice and I definitely wasn’t given the opportunity to learn how to ride.”

      She’d won the battle to get them to call her by her name. The same battle I was still losing. They also weren’t as scared of her anymore as they were of me.

      I sighed, but there was no doubt about it. Her people skills were miles better than mine.

      “I understood what you meant, Steven,” she said. “We’re just about to go check out the dorms. Can you do me a favor and take point on rounding everybody up when we see the buses?”

      He gave a short salute. “I can do that. See you over there.”

      “I’m really proud of you, you know?” she said, resting her head against my shoulder and looking up at me when we started walking again. “This was a massive undertaking, but you’ve done it. I still can’t believe you actually did it.”

      “It meant a lot to me to get it done,” I replied. “It’s simple. Ashton was always talking about how the outdoors could save lives if people let it. He was passionate about teaching people how to ride and he hated it when they couldn’t. I’m only doing what I think he would’ve liked to do if he could’ve.”

      “Well, I’m not sure Ashton would’ve dealt very well with three dozen kids for an entire weekend, but I get what you’re saying.”

      I shrugged, but she was right. “We’re breaking them up into smaller groups for the actual lessons. He’d have been able to handle eight at a time. He was a really good teacher. Did you know he basically taught me?”

      Her smile turned sad. “No, I didn’t know that. It’s incredible that you’re doing this in his memory. You’ve accomplished so much already, but you seem to be most proud of this. Even though you won’t be making any money from it.”

      “I don’t need to make any more money,” I said, making a face at her when she rolled her eyes. “What? I’m being serious. I’m not trying to sound like a prick or an asshole. It’s just the truth.”

      “I know it is. I’m just not sure I’m ever going to get used to hearing you say that so matter-of-fact.”

      I smirked before pulling her closer to my side. “Well, if I play my cards right, you might just have a good, long time to get used to it.”

      “You think?” she asked, a teasing note to her voice. “I was actually just sticking around for the camp to open up. I’m leaving later.”

      “No, you’re not.” I laughed, my fingers digging in to tickle her while we walked. She doubled over, laughing as she tried to get away from me. “Take it back, woman. Say you’ll never leave.”

      “Fine,” she shrieked. “I’ll never leave. Let me go.”

      I stopped tickling her but didn’t let her go. Whenever she could get out to the farm, I couldn’t stop touching her. We were working on a plan to get her out here a lot more often, but it was still in the works. Along with a few others I didn’t have time to think about today.

      The dorms consisted of six cabins, sleeping six children each. They’d been constructed out of wood by local builders, who had also helped me to build the mess hall and to extend the barn and stables.

      Where we’d had space for eight horses before, we could now keep sixteen. Hence the necessity for extra full-time help. I’d also bought six ponies at an auction on a whim. They’d sold for nearly nothing and I didn’t trust the look of the other guy who’d been eyeing them. I could’ve sworn I’d seen him around the cattle auctions before and that he worked in the meat industry.

      Right or wrong about who he was, I’d bought the ponies anyway. I figured some of the groups might have some smaller kids in them who’d prefer a pony to a horse, and that some kids might not want to ride when they got here at all. If they didn’t want to, they could always just hang out with the ponies.

      Temporary and permanent staff hustled around the dorms and mess hall, making sure everything was set up for the arrival of our first group of visitors. Mariana winked at me from the deck of the mess hall. She stood with a clipboard in her hand and seemed to be relishing her role as coordinator, a role she had assigned to herself, but I was grateful for her help.

      The scent of hamburgers grilling for lunch permeated the air, and Keira moaned softly. “Wow. That smells delicious. Do you think the kids will mind if we eat with them?”

      “Probably. I think one of the things they’re going to be looking forward to about being here is the freedom. There’s not much freedom if we’re constantly around.”

      “Oh, so we’re worse than the counselors and the chaperones coming with them from the homes?” She wriggled her nose at me. “I don’t think we would bother them. We’re cool, right?”

      I smacked a kiss on her forehead but shook my head. “No, we’re not cool. The camp counselors and chaperones are necessary to make sure they don’t get hurt. We’d just be here because we’re after their food.”

      “Well, if you put it like that,” she grumbled, then winked up at me. “I have some pretty fond memories of a cookout at your place, though. We could always have one of our own.”

      Her words spoke right to my cock, and it stirred at the thought of those memories of our first cookout together. I breathed through it, reminding myself that now was not the time.

      “We’ll have one of our own,” I promised.

      A quick tour of the cabins and mess hall proved that everybody was doing what they were supposed to and that we were ready to receive our first guests. The kids were coming from various orphanages and group homes in and around the city. It was important to me and to Keira that their stay here was both memorable and educational.

      When I’d really started thinking about what I wanted to do after the company had been sold, the only thing I’d been sure of was that I wanted to do something with the space I had. It had gotten me thinking about some of the stories Ashton had told about teaching people how to ride. His wife had even been an instructor in town when they’d been young.

      One thing had led to another, and here we were. Doing something good in his memory. Something I was sure he would’ve approved of, even if he hadn’t been the biggest fan of people.

      Someone shouted from behind us, and when we turned around, the buses became visible in between the clouds of dust they were kicking up. Keira turned to me and grinned.

      “Well, are you ready to go welcome the kids to Ashton’s Riding Ranch?” she asked, looping her arm through mine.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I said. “Let’s just pray this goes well. If it doesn’t, I’m going to owe Ashton a lot of explanations and apologies for linking his name to a failure.”

      I glanced up at the sky as we walked, taking in the clear, perfect blue without a cloud in sight. This is for you, old man. Thanks for teaching me everything I know. Let’s hope I live up to your standards now that I’m trying to pay it forward.
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      “I did it,” I squealed into the phone as soon as I got to my car. “I got the promotion.”

      Harrison chuckled at the other end of the line, the sound warm and rumbling. “I knew you would. You’re taking that place by storm. You’ve been rising through the ranks like a woman on a mission.”

      “I am woman on a mission,” I said, smiling as I climbed in behind the steering wheel and shut the door behind me. “My boyfriend turns everything he touches to gold. I can’t be seen as the old lady behind him who just rides his coattails, now can I?”

      “You could, but that’s not really your style.” He laughed. Then I heard the telltale crinkling of his hand over the receiver and his muffled voice talking to someone else for a second. When I came back, I was pretty sure he was walking away from the barn. “Come home so we can celebrate. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      “I’m on my way,” I said, turning the key in the ignition. “Do I need to pick up anything while I’m here?”

      “Nah, we’ve got everything covered for the campers this weekend,” he said. “I’ve got some surprises in store for them too, considering that it’s the anniversary weekend of the riding ranch opening.”

      “I can’t wait to see what you have up your sleeve,” I said. “I’ll see you soon. Love you.”

      “I love you too,” he replied easily. “Drive safe, baby. See you when you get here.”

      A wide smile spread on my face as I eased out of my parking spot and settled in for the drive. Every inch of the road to the farm was so familiar to me now that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t been making the trip for my entire life.

      In the past year, my relationship with Harrison had grown by leaps and bounds. One of our first orders of business was coming clean to my parents. We’d wanted to start fresh after the truth came out, and that meant being honest with my parents.

      My mother had been disappointed we’d lied to her, but after I’d explained why, she’d apologized for putting so much pressure on me that we’d felt it was necessary to deceive her. Since Dad hadn’t even had the opportunity to meet Harrison at the wedding before everything went belly up, he’d said he was just happy I hadn’t gotten engaged without them meeting the guy first after all.

      We’d spent some time with them since, and they’d both grown to love the man I loved. They already considered him as part of the family, even if we hadn’t started making plans for a wedding of our own.

      Hailey and Nick had been out to the farm a few times as well. After I’d set my prejudices aside and had gotten to know him, I’d grown to love my brother-in-law as well. He was so incredibly good to my sister that it was difficult not to love him.

      He and Harrison also got along surprisingly well. Hailey and Harrison had a good relationship too, but they struggled to find things to talk about when the rest of us weren’t there to provide a buffer.

      Overall, the happy family vibes we had going were bordering on unbelievable to me. I’d never have thought that Hailey and I would’ve been able to build a strong relationship again as adults, but I also never could’ve imagined that anyone I would choose for myself would get along so well with someone she had chosen for herself.

      Add my parents into the mix, and I’d have thought that every get-together would end as a blowout. But they didn’t. In fact, every time we all got together, we had so much fun that we organized the next one for a shorter period of time than the previous one had been.

      Harrison and I split our time between the city and the farm, but we were definitely on the farm more often than in the city. We both preferred it out there, much to Jamie’s horror. She came out to visit me on the farm whenever she could, but she much preferred the times we could just grab coffee or lunch in the city.

      I hadn’t formally given up my apartment yet, but I hadn’t been back there for months. Harrison had been telling me for a while now that it was time to let it go, and I was actually feeling ready to do it.

      We’d never really discussed it, but we’d ended up living together either at the brownstone or in the main house on the farm. That last one was like a dream come true.

      One week, I’d had to stay in the city for a seminar. When I’d gotten back to the farm on the weekend, Harrison had moved us into the main house. He’d said that he hadn’t chosen that one for himself because he hadn’t needed the space, but that he wanted us to make it our home.

      Together.

      He’d even talked about filling all the extra bedrooms we had with children. I was all for that plan, but I’d asked him to give me some time. It wasn’t that I wasn’t ready to marry him and start a family together. I was. I so was.

      There had just been some professional goals I’d set out to reach, and it was important to me to achieve them before my focus shifted. The last one of those goals was the promotion I’d just been handed.

      I didn’t know if Harrison remembered what I’d told him about those things I’d wanted to achieve. I didn’t know if he knew that after today, I’d scream “Yes” at the top of my lungs if he proposed.

      We’d cross that bridge when we got to it, though. I wasn’t going to push him into anything just because I was ready now. He’d respected when I’d asked for time, and now it was my turn to wait until he was ready.

      Neither of us had expected this promotion to come so fast. It had taken me by surprise when Damian had called to ask me to come into the office today.

      Since I’d been splitting time between the city and the farm, I wasn’t at the office every day anymore. The firm had embraced the idea of remote working, and they let me do my thing from the farm as long as I hit my targets.

      Along with work, I also helped Harrison and the others with the camp. It had become something of a booming business. We still organized the camps for the kids who were in the system, but we’d also become a destination for school camps, church camps, and all sorts of other camps. Recently, we’d even had a corporate retreat booked and had our first adults stay.

      Harrison no longer opened the place up for regular weekend guests, like Hailey and I had been. The house he used to stay in was still furnished and we’d used it for tourists once or twice, but he wanted to focus on the camp. And I’d agreed.

      A little over a year ago, there was no way I’d thought this was where I would be only a year later. Sometimes, I still felt like I was stuck in a daydream where every wish I never even thought of making had come true. But I wasn’t.

      This was just my life now, and I was more than grateful for it. Every single part of it.

      Dottie ran out of the house when I pulled up, coming around to my door to greet me like she did every day. I ran my fingers through her soft fur when I got out, smiling as I cooed to her.

      “Hey, pretty girl,” I said. “How’re you doing? Did you have a good day?”

      Her tongue lolled out and she leaned into my touch, so I was assuming that was a yes. Harrison appeared in our open front door, closing the distance between us fast with his long strides. He looked so darn yummy in his washed-out jeans, fitted white T-shirt, and the dark stubble dusting his jaw.

      The greens and golds of his eyes lit up when he looked at me, pulling me into his arms and holding me against his strong, broad chest as he stroked my back. “Hi, superstar. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.” I kissed the underside of jaw, breathing in his woodsy, masculine scent as I melted into him. “I don’t think I could’ve done it if it hadn’t been for you.”

      “Of course, you could have,” he said, pulling back to look into my eyes. “Come with me. I’ve got something for you and Dottie.”

      “One thing for both of us?” I cocked my head, curious and suspicious at the same time.

      He laced our fingers together, then brought our joined hands to his mouth to kiss the back of my hand as he nodded. “Yep. One thing for both of you. Sort of.”

      We walked into the house, and my gaze zeroed in on a ball of fluff lying on a blanket on one of the couches. She picked up her tiny little head when we walked in, and I instantly fell in love.

      “Harrison,” I sighed, dropping his hand to rush over to the puppy. “She’s beautiful. It’s a she, right? What’s her name?”

      “We need to decide on that together,” he said, coming to stand next to me as I scooped her up into my arms. “And yes. It’s a she. Dottie needed a friend, and you told me once that as soon as you had the space, you wanted a dog of your own. So here she is.”

      Reaching for Dottie, I stroked her back so she wouldn’t think I’d forgotten all about her just because there was a puppy in the house. “What do you think of her, girl? Do you like your new friend?”

      “She was skeptical at first, but she’s warmed up to her quickly,” he said. “Do you want to put her collar on her? I’ve only had our address engraved on the tag so far, but we can add her name once we’ve chosen it.”

      “Sure,” I said, my eyes rooted to the Labrador in my arms. She had the biggest brown eyes I’d ever seen, and I wanted to hold her forever and ever.

      I was so wrapped up in her that I didn’t even look at the collar when Harrison handed it over. It was only once I had to undo the clip fastened in the center of the brown leather that I noticed there was a ring attached to it. A really large, really shiny ring with a diamond the size of a small river stone and a platinum band with smaller diamonds encrusting it.

      My fingers froze and my heart stuttered in my chest. Tearing my gaze away from the puppy’s, I spun around to look for Harrison. He’d already gotten down on one knee, grinning up at me where I was still dumbstruck and holding a ring in my hands. I twisted around to put the puppy back on the blanket before I dropped her, then brought my gaze back down on his.

      “You told me once to give you time, and then you told me what you wanted to achieve before we could talk about marriage,” he said. “I’ve been keeping track, and by my count, today is the day.”

      His eyes were locked on mine, and the emotion swimming in them brought tears to my eyes. “I know you were probably expecting a conversation about it and not this, but I thought I’d risk it.”

      I clasped my hands over my mouth, but he reached up and took my left hand in his. “I’ve loved you from the first second I saw you, even though I didn’t realize what it was at the time. It was never fake for me. I loved you then and I love you now. For real and forever. Will you marry me?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. Then I remembered what I’d been thinking about in the car. Flashing him a smile, I screamed it as loudly as I could before throwing my arms around him. “Yes! I love you too, Harrison,” I said, holding him close before I pulled back so he could slide the ring onto my finger. “For real and forever.”
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      His mother hates me with a passion. No peasant for her perfect son.

      She made sure to boot me out of his life when we were in high school and falling quickly in love.

      So I did what any respectable girl would do—I broke his heart and let him leave.

      Now the handsome billionaire is all grown up and back in our hometown where I never left.

      Seems the military did some good with him. He’s a hotshot pilot with a playboy attitude to boot.

      Being the heir to the most revered aviation company in the world doesn’t hurt either.

      However, he’s very different when it comes to me.

      That same flame that burned bright when we were kids is there, scorching me all over again.

      And he’s one of the good ones. He’s helping raise money for the local school I teach at.

      Unfortunately, my current boyfriend is the principal at the school—my boss.

      I can’t seem to shake my first love no matter how hard I try.

      But I need to. His mother was right—I’m bad for him.

      
        
        I gotta have this!
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      Hey! We sure are missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

      Where you at?!?

      Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

      Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

      See you on the inside…

      

      
        
        Join the fam HERE!
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      Hey there. I'm Weston.

      

      Have we met? No? Well, it’s time to end that tragedy.

      

      I'm a former firefighter/EMS guy who's picked up the proverbial pen and started writing bad boy romance stories. I co-write with my sister, Ali Parker, but live in Texas with my wife, my two little boys, a dog, and a turtle.

      

      Yep. A turtle. You read that right. Don’t be jealous.

      

      You're going to find Billionaires, Bad Boys, Military Guys, and loads of sexiness. Something for everyone hopefully. I'd love to connect with you. Check out the links below and come find me.

      

      
        
        Amazon KU ~ Insiders Group

      

        

      
        Website ~ Facebook ~ Instagram
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