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      Fallen leaves crunch under my feet where they’ve created a carpet of gold and red. October is in full swing, leaving the air crisp.

      “You know what we need, Tillie?” my best friend Kit asks, wrapping his arm around my shoulder as we walk from the dean’s office. He pops the collar on his jacket and dons a pair of designer sunglasses as the setting sun shines in our eyes.

      “A new major?”

      He laughs. “Not me. I’m graduating this year because I’m not the one who was stubborn and refused to take humanities classes for the last three years.”

      “I did. I took lots.”

      “Just not enough.”

      My shoulders slump. “And now I have to switch out of my extra math so I can take the only humanities class left.”

      His blue eyes twinkle as he erupts into giggles. “Mythology and Occultism. You.”

      I look up at the crisp blue sky with a heavy sigh. “It’s the worst class possible. It doesn’t benefit my degree at all.”

      “I don’t know. A molecular biologist might need to know about the history of witches.”

      “Ha-ha, very funny. I just hope I can stay awake long enough to pass the class and move on. Not to mention catch up. I’m six weeks behind.”

      He nudges me with his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. Maybe the professor will be a hottie as compensation?”

      “Not likely.”

      “Okay, well, back to the matter at hand. We need a distraction. It’s Friday night, let’s get out of here and blow off some steam.”

      It’s an appealing offer. I’d much rather do that than what I have planned for this evening. Stacy is forcing a mandatory sorority house meeting to take care of last minute details for our charity haunted house. “When you say, get out of here, do you mean out of here, or to the bar around the corner?”

      “I mean out of town. Somewhere that isn’t swarming with students. I need to find myself a real man, not a college fuck-boy.”

      I’m liking this idea more and more. “Yes. God, yes.”

      He glances at me, taking in my vintage pencil skirt and fitted sweater. “God, you look like a pin-up.”

      “Do I need to change?” Self-consciousness takes hold. I’d been going for serious professional rather than sorority girl.

      Kit runs his finger over the cowl neck of my sweater and grins. “No way. You’re one of the only women I know who can pull off this color.”

      “It’s goldenrod,” I say, frowning. “You’ve always said you loved it.”

      “It’s mustard and I love it on you. Your dark hair and pale complexion are perfect.”

      I laugh and my cheeks heat at the compliment. Hooking my arm in his, I tug him toward the parking lot. “Are you driving?”

      “Absolutely. What’s the point of having a classic car if you’re not going to drive it?”

      We walk to his powder blue T Bird and I can’t help my giggle when he opens my door with a flourish. “Are you sure you don’t want to switch teams and be with me forever? I swear, no guy has ever treated me as well as you.”

      “Sorry, sweets. I’m officially uninterested in what you’ve got under that skirt.” He slides into his seat and takes my hand. “But you should never settle for less than what you’re worth.”

      Kit and I have been friends since rush week of our freshman year. He was the first guy to attempt to rush a sorority and I knew I’d be his friend immediately. In the end, he didn’t get in, but I love him for his tenacity.

      “You’re going to make me cry.”

      “Stop it.” He wipes his own eyes and smiles at me. “Do you want to touch up your makeup or anything, or can we head out?”

      I shake my head and offer him a wide smile. “Let’s get the heck out of here.”

      “As you wish, sweets.”

      We pull out of the parking lot and head in the direction of the city, far enough from Oak Ridge University to avoid running into frat boys and the awkward run-in with a professor. My phone buzzes in my purse, prompting me to pull it free and sigh when I see a text from Stacy. She’s the head of Mi Alpha Alpha and as much as I love her, she’s type-A to the max, and sometimes that can be a little hard to handle. Particularly on a day like today.

      “Important?” Kit cocks an eyebrow.

      I turn my phone to do-not-disturb mode and put it back into my purse. “Nope.” I can miss the meeting. I’m sure Stacy will have an entire set of meeting minutes for all of us by tomorrow morning. I’ll read them while I nurse my hangover.

      We grab some dinner at a little hole-in-the-wall taco joint before strolling through downtown in search of a nice place to hang out and decompress. I stop us in front of a place called Cock’s Crow Whiskey Bar.

      “Whiskey?” Kit says. “I like it. Whiskey leads to bad decisions and a hell of a good time.”

      I laugh and walk in after he pulls open the door. I’m immediately enveloped in the atmosphere of the place. Warm wood walls, copper fixtures, and a fireplace in the back. The scent of whiskey mixes with the food they’re serving and even though I just ate, my mouth waters.

      “We should’ve come here first,” I say.

      Kit’s gaze is locked on a burly, bearded mountain of a man in the corner. “Yes…oh, yes we should’ve.” The man raises a glass and, I swear to God, he winks at Kit.

      “How do you do that?”

      He laughs. “Magnetism, baby.” Then he leans in and whispers, “I met him on a dating app last week.”

      I give him a playful shove. “Go talk to him then. I’ll just sit at the bar and get a drink.”

      “You sure? I don’t want to leave you alone. Did you see the way the guys looked at you when you walked in?”

      That stops me. No, I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. “Really?”

      “Yeah. You’re a piece.” He drops a kiss to my cheek and glances at his bearded man before he says, “Just flag me down if you need me?”

      “Go get ‘em, tiger.”

      He responds with an exaggerated imitation of a tiger and I turn away laughing. There are two empty seats at the end of the bar, so I snag the one closest to the edge, not wanting to sit next to a stranger if I can help it.

      “Whit kin ah git ye, sweetheart?” the bartender asks, his strong Scottish brogue making it hard for me to understand. All I really got was, sweetheart.

      I stare blankly trying to puzzle out what he’s said, and by the time I do figure it out, he’s rolling his eyes and sliding a glass of water my way. “I’ll have a—”

      He walks away before I finish, having not heard me, or just ignoring me out of spite.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I huff. “Ass.”

      “David, stop being a twat. The lady will have…” The man one chair away calls the bartender back and David stands in front of me.

      “Whiskey sour,” I mutter.

      “Good choice, a little sweet, a little sour, but a lot of alcohol,” my neighbor says without looking at me. His voice is smooth and warm and that British accent of his is very nice to listen to. Honestly, I could listen to him carry on a conversation with anyone and enjoy it.

      “I can’t handle whiskey straight.”

      “Then you’re not drinking the right kind.” Our eyes meet in the mirrored shelves behind the bar and my breath catches—honest to God. He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. Broad shouldered, a strong jaw shaded with a neatly trimmed beard, and his dark hair is my kryptonite. Short on the sides but carelessly tousled and long at the top. It’s the kind of haircut that says he cares what he looks like, but not enough to spend more than a minute or two looking in the mirror.

      My drink is delivered but I barely register David’s presence. I’m focused on the intense gaze of this mystery man. Turning toward him, I smile and raise my glass. “Cheers,” I say.

      He shifts in his seat and he’s even more good looking after I get a chance to look into his cobalt blue eyes. His lips turn up in a smile and he touches the rim of his glass to mine. “Cheers.”

      We drink together, not carrying on a conversation with words. Instead, we use our eyes. Before I know it, my glass is empty and he raises an eyebrow in question, as though asking if I’d like another. I grin and nod.

      “I’m Jude,” he says, holding out a hand.

      Jude? God, that’s probably the sexiest name in the world. “I’ve never met anyone named Jude before.”

      “Really?” He grins, raising his hand and gesturing to the bartender for two more drinks. “It’s more common than you think where I’m from.”

      “And where’s that?”

      “Bristol…that’s in England.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know. And even if I didn’t, the accent was a dead giveaway.”

      His cheeks go a charming shade of pink and he bites his lower lip. “Right, I don’t ever think about that. Back home it’s nothing special. I quite like your accent.”

      I tuck my hair behind my ear. “Really? I’ve always thought it was just boring.”

      “I think your voice is absolutely beautiful.”

      My heart flutters and I think I might giggle if I don’t get ahold of myself. “You’re charming. Is that ingrained in you British boys at birth?”

      He drags a hand through his hair and laughs. “No. Some might say it’s my downfall.”

      “Not me.”

      Our cocktails arrive and I take a long sip of mine. Then Jude slides over to the chair next to me and says, “Tell me, what brought a gorgeous woman like you here? Are you here with your boyfriend? And if so, he’s a git for leaving you on your own.”

      I glance over my shoulder to see the table where Kit had met his man is now suspiciously empty. “No boyfriend. I came here looking for something different.”

      “Different from what?”

      “From the boys I usually date.”

      His eyebrows rise. “Well, I’m not a boy. I haven’t been for a long time.”

      He’s right. He’s a man. A gorgeous one. “I know.”

      “And did you find what you wanted?”

      My thighs clench and need rushes through me. “I think I just might have.”
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      Good Christ, this woman is everything I dreamed of. Her dark hair falls over her shoulder and begs me to run my fingers through the thick locks. I want to taste her lips and feel her softness under me. And God, she smells like honey and vanilla and I’m dying for a taste.

      “How long are you in town?” she asks, her full lips tempting me to lean closer.

      “How do you know I’m visiting?”

      She grins. “Just a hunch.”

      “Four more weeks.”

      “What brings you here?”

      “Work.”

      “Are you married?”

      I back away, brow furrowing in confusion. “Do I act like a married man? I’m not the kind of guy who’d cheat on his wife.”

      “Sorry. I’m just covering my bases. I’ve been fooled once before.” Her expression turns serious and something in me aches for the hurt I see in her eyes.

      I take her chin in between my thumb and forefinger, bringing her gaze back to mine. “I’d never do something like that. If I promise my heart to a woman, she’ll have it forever.”

      She nods.

      “Tell me your name, gorgeous. I need to know who’s about to ruin me for all other women.”

      Her cheeks burn a bright red. “Tillie.”

      “Tillie.” I try her name out on my tongue. It’s one I can honestly say I’ve never said before, but it’s one I know I’ll never forget. “This might sound daft, but I’d very much like to take you back to my room tonight.”

      She bites that lower lip of hers and flicks a glance back to the table in the corner where two men are laughing and drinking. “One sec.”

      Then she hops off her barstool and saunters over to them, her perfect arse swaying as she goes. She says something to the smaller guy and he glances around her to me. The guy holds up his phone and I swear he takes a photo of me. Offering him a cheers with my drink, I smile and he nods. Then, beautiful Tillie comes back to me.

      “Okay. But if you try to kidnap me, Kit has a picture of you to give the police.”

      I chuckle. “I’m not going to kidnap you.”

      “That’s right, you’re not.” She gestures to her friend. “But he’s going to make sure…just in case.”

      “If you’re not comfortable…”

      “I’m comfortable. In fact, I’m probably too comfortable for this to be a smart decision, but you’re handsome and available and not permanent. You’re exactly what I need.”

      Her hand slides up my chest and I stop thinking about everything other than her. “Then what are we waiting for?”

      I reach up and thread my fingers through her hair, fighting a sigh at the softness. It’s exactly what I imagined. Dark silk spilling between my fingers. Then I kiss her right there in front of everyone. Her lips are full and perfect, and when she sighs against me and leans closer, I have to force myself to back away so I don’t let this go too far in public. She deserves more than that. Tillie deserves respect.

      “Let’s go, Jude. Is your room far from here?”

      I pull out my phone and call a car to pick us up. “Car will be here in five minutes.”

      She takes my hand and drags me toward the door. “Good, that’s five minutes I can be kissing you.”

      I love how assertive she is, how much she wants me, because I want her too. But I’m not a prick who’ll use her for sex and drop her after. Even if we only have one night together, she’ll leave knowing she was important to me.

      As soon as we’re out the door, I’ve got her face in my hands and I’m pressing her against the brick facade of the bar. My lips are hard on hers, tasting her sweet mouth. My tongue begs entrance and she opens for me, our bodies writhing against each other as our kiss deepens.

      “God, you taste so good. I could live on this,” I murmur against her.

      “I could let you.”

      Her hands slide under my leather jacket and the drag of her nails along my back sends shiver down my spine. She moans and writhes, her hips brushing my hard cock through my trousers. God, I need to get back home with her.

      “Fuck, I want you.” My voice is rough and I wish nothing more than for the damn car to get here so I can lay her out on my bed.

      My phone rings from my jacket pocket, but I ignore it. Nothing is going to take me from her lips now. Whoever it is, they can leave a message. But the sound of an automatic window rolling down, followed by a sharp cough, pulls me away.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I see a guy looking at us from his car. “Jude?” he asks.

      Bugger. “That’s me. Sorry, mate.”

      I back up, threading my fingers with Tillie’s and tugging her along with me. Opening the door, I let her inside first and follow after. I’m painfully hard and wish with everything in me the drive wasn’t the half hour I know it will be.

      Tillie giggles and squeezes my hand.

      He turns up the music and pulls into traffic, while I run my fingers up the inside of Tillie’s thigh.

      “I don’t understand how you’re single, but I’m so fucking thankful.” She sighs and wiggles her hips. “Your lips taste like heaven,” I murmur before closing the distance between our mouths.

      She spreads her thighs and I slide my hand farther up her skirt. The inky black sky protects us from being seen, but the passing glow of the streetlights reminds me we’re not alone and I can’t take this any farther.

      I deepen our kiss and have to force myself to keep from touching between her legs. I can wait. She takes my hand and moves her hips as she tries to get me to do exactly what I want.

      “No, no. Wait until we get home. I promise your patience will be rewarded.”

      She whimpers, but lets go of my hand.

      “Good girl.”

      I tease her with slow kisses for nearly the entire ride, and by the time we pull up in front of the house I’ve rented for my time here, she’s a ball of need, trembling and desperate. I remove my hand from her skirt and open the door, bringing her with me as quickly as possible.

      “I thought you said you had a room.”

      I glance at the house and grin. “I do. Three actually. I’m renting this house.”

      She swallows and frowns. “I didn’t realize it was close to the campus.”

      I laugh. “You have a problem with college kids?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Good. Besides, there are no kids here. Now, let’s get inside so I can show you how you should be worshipped.”
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      My lips are already swollen from Jude’s kisses and I think I might die if I don’t get an orgasm soon. The whole drive here was a constant tease and now, I’m ready for the main event. He lets us inside and then the man is on me, lips, tongue, hands. He’s everywhere, as wound up as I am.

      “I’m only going to ask you once,” he whispers in the darkened hallway. “Are you sure you’re ready to do this tonight? We can take it slower. I’m here for another month.”

      My heart lurches. This is a one-time thing. I honestly wish I didn’t even know where his house was. “I want this.”

      He groans, “Thank fuck.”

      Then his fingers are working the zipper of my skirt and the fabric falls to the floor. My lacy panties are soaked with my arousal. It’s almost embarrassing, but I want him so badly I really don’t care. I pull my sweater over my head, thankful I wore my matching lace bra.

      “You’re absolute perfection.”

      Normally I’d laugh at a line like that. Guys will say anything to get into a woman’s bed…or get her in his as the case may be. But there’s such honesty and reverence in his tone, I can’t do anything but believe him. “And you are wearing way too many clothes. How did I get to be the nearly naked one?”

      “Yours are just easier to take off.” He slides his jacket off his shoulders and grabs the hem of his shirt. I lick my lips, desperate to see the muscles I felt when we were making out at the bar. “Oxford Rowing Club?” I ask, taking note of the logo on his T-shirt.

      He nods and pulls the shirt over his head revealing taut ridges of muscles along his chest and abs. Oh, he’s even more muscular than I thought. I run my fingers over the ladder of his six-pack and bite my lower lip.

      “Thank you, Oxford,” I whisper.

      A deep chuckle rumbles in his chest. “I haven’t been a rower in a few years. This is at least an hour at the gym every morning.”

      My fingers rest on his belt buckle. I don’t know why I’m hesitating, maybe it’s nerves getting the better of me, but I wonder for a moment if this man is more than a one-night-stand. Am I ruining something by rushing into this?

      Warm fingers cup my jaw, turning my face up to his. “I promise, Tillie, I’ll take care of you tonight.”

      When I look into those dark blue eyes, I feel safe, protected…wanted. I don’t feel like a girl easily thrown away, the one who doesn’t matter. Right now, I feel like I’m his everything.

      I make fast work of his belt and open his pants with ease. They fall to the floor and join the pile of our discarded clothes. My handsome Englishman slides off his shoes and I start to do the same, but he stops me with a hand on my shoulder.

      “No. Leave the shoes on.”

      There’s a growl in his voice that tells me he’s been thinking about this. “Where’s your room?”

      “Upstairs,” he says, layering kisses to my neck, my collarbone, my shoulder.

      He scoops me into his arms and carries me up the flight of stairs, lips blazing a trail across my skin. The sensation of his heated kisses and the roughness of his beard makes me shiver in anticipation for what’s to come. What will his mouth feel like on other parts of me?

      We get to the end of the hall and he kicks open the door, revealing a neat and tidy bedroom. “One night,” I tell him as he drapes me across the bed.

      “What?”

      “One night. That’s all this is. I need you to understand that because you feel like forever but I’m not ready for that.”

      He frowns and rubs at the back of his neck. “Are you sure that’s what you want? Because I think you feel like forever too, and I want to give this a real shot.”

      I shake my head. I have too many plans, too much baggage, and far too deep a heartbreak in my past. “No. I can’t afford to lose focus right now. Everything is riding on me sticking to my plan. You aren’t part of that, even if I want you to be.”

      A heavy sigh falls from him. “So it’s either have you now, or never?”

      “It has to be that way. I’m sorry, Jude. If we’d met six months from now, things might be different.”

      He nods and then falls to his knees next to the bed. “Then I’d better make sure this is one night you’ll never forget.”

      Gripping me behind the knees, he tugs until I’m sitting with my feet on either side of his body and my legs spread. His hands roam my thighs and up my hips until they grip my waist.

      “Your curves are delectable. So soft and smooth.” He reaches behind me and unhooks my bra, letting my breasts spill free. “I’m going to taste every inch of you.”

      I let out the barest whimper as he presses a light kiss to my lace clad pussy. “Jude,” I cry out.

      He slides my panties down over my hips and farther until they’re just a memory, cast aside on the floor somewhere. Then, without any warning he slides two fingers deep inside me. The invasion makes me moan and writhe and he has to hold my hips still with his free hand. I throw my head back and close my eyes, letting go of everything else in my mind and giving in to pure sensation. When he brings his mouth to my sensitive clit, I give a harsh moan and roll my pelvis forward, searching for more.

      “I’m close. Oh, God, I’m so close,” I whimper.

      “Come on, baby. Come for me,” he murmurs against my pussy.

      And, oh, do I ever. I come so hard stars float in my vision and my legs shake uncontrollably. “I need you inside me right the hell now, Jude. I can’t stand any more.”

      He leans back on his heels and smirks. His lips are coated in my arousal and it’s so freaking hot to see him like that. “As you wish,” he whispers.

      Jude reaches for his nightstand and tugs open the drawer. I catch sight of the foil packet between his fingers and grin. Relief floods me at the sight. The last guy I was with hadn’t been so prepared and tried to convince me not to use protection. Jude is not that kind of man.

      He tears open the condom and frees his length as he slips out of his black boxer briefs. I try not to gasp at his size, but I’ve only had one other to compare with.

      “All right?” he asks. “Your eyes are big as saucers.”

      “I’m just…I’m not sure we’re going to fit together.”

      A boyish grin turns up his lips. “Oh, we will. I promise.”

      My thighs clench and arousal rushes through me as if I hadn’t just had an earth-shattering orgasm. Then he rolls on the condom and grips my knees. He spreads me wide and fits himself between my legs. His long fingers play across my belly and down lower until he touches my aching clit. I buck off the bed, over-sensitive and dying for him.

      “Stop teasing me, please.”

      A dark chuckle falls from him as he removes his fingers from my body and positions the head of his cock at my entrance. He leans over me and presses gentle kisses to my breasts and throat, working his way up to my lips. “Relax, Tillie.” His murmured order has me trembling with need.

      “I can’t.”

      Then he kisses me long and deep, as though he’s trying to devour me, and I give myself over to the sensation, to the connection I can’t deny. When he pushes inside, I’m lost to the feel of his thick length filling me, but it’s not painful. It’s perfect. And as we move together, there’s so much more than one night in his eyes. If I’m honest, I can see forever with a man like him and it scares me.

      Because forever changes everything.
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      Tillie is asleep in my bed, her long hair a wavy mess across the pillow. I run my finger down her back, loving the velvet softness of her skin. She’s got a tattoo across her ribs. A line of script that says not all those who wander… and I can’t help but smile.

      I don’t know how I’m going to leave her when the time comes for me to head back home. I want more of her. I need to know her, to have her in my life. Perhaps I could extend my stay, or see if I can make this a permanent change. I’m not sure I’ll be able to get her out of my mind when I go.

      “Who are you, Tillie?” I whisper.

      A sweet sigh falls from her and she rolls over to face me. Her lips are turned up in a soft smile and she blinks sleepy eyes at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Admiring the beauty in my bed.” I can’t deny the curious swell of emotion in my chest. She stirs something inside me. Something I thought long lost. “I don’t think my pillow has ever looked so enticing.”

      “What do you do?” she asks, resting her chin in her palm as she stares at me.

      “I’m a writer.”

      Her grin makes me smile in turn. “So, you’re telling me I ran into a gorgeous British writer in a whiskey bar? That’s like…well, that’s kind of my fantasy… except when I fantasize about that I’m on a lost weekend in London and he sweeps me off my feet. Are you a billionaire too? A secret duke?”

      I laugh. “No, sorry to disappoint. Not a billionaire.”

      “You didn’t deny your dukedom.” The way her eyes sparkle as she teases me has me laughing.

      “No dukedom. I’m afraid you’re stuck with the British writer.”

      “That’s okay. I have a thing for the artistic type. What do you write?”

      “Mostly non-fiction. But my newest book is a fictional retelling of the mass hysteria in Salem in 1692.”

      “Ah, the witch trials.”

      I nod. “And you? What occupies your time, Tillie?”

      “Molecular biology.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Really? Do you work at the University?”

      “I spend a lot of time there.”

      “And why molecular biology? Have you always had an interest?”

      “Yes. Since I was a teenager, that’s been my goal. I wanted to be a molecular biologist, so I did it.”

      “You’re fascinating.”

      “You’re charming.”

      I run my finger along the tattoo on her ribs. “And this?”

      Her gaze drops from mine. “My twin sister. She loved Tolkien and when we were growing up, our dad read us The Hobbit and The Lord of The Rings. She was obsessed.”

      “Was?”

      She nods. “Lucy got leukemia when we were twelve. She was fourteen when we lost her.”

      My chest tightens at the thought of her hurting so badly. “I’m so sorry.”

      With a dismissive shrug, she shakes her head and wipes at her eyes. “I couldn’t help her. Identical twins can’t donate bone marrow because the match is too close.” She shakes her head. “For the first time, being so close to her was a bad thing.”

      I press a soft kiss to her forehead, my heart breaking for her. “So that’s why you wanted to go into molecular biology? Cancer research?”

      “Exactly. I couldn’t save her, but maybe I can help others.” A heavy sigh falls from her. “I haven’t talked about that in a long time.”

      “I’m glad you told me.”

      “She was my best friend.” She glides her fingers over the line of script. “And now I’ll always have her with me. This is her handwriting. She would practice and practice until it looked perfect.”

      I trace the ink and she shivers under my touch. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      We go silent for a while, hands exploring each other’s curves and ridges. It’s as if we’re learning the map of one another’s body. I know I’ll never forget her. She’s been burned in my memory after one night.

      When my hand runs over the swell of her breast and I trace a feather-light circle around her nipple, she lets out a light giggle and slides her fingers up my arm until she cups the back of my neck. “Come here.”

      We make love until the sky begins to lighten into the gray of predawn and I finally fall asleep with her in my arms, the sweet scent of her hair easing any tension inside me. I have her here now, and I’m not going to let go until I have no other option.

      The bed is cold when I wake. I reach for Tillie, but I know what I’m going to find. I can feel it before I even open my eyes. She’s gone. I hold out hope that I’ll find her though, because I’m a fool, because I can’t accept our connection was one-sided after such an intense night together. But the evidence is there, harsh and clear. She ran. Not even a note left behind.

      “Bloody hell,” I mutter, raking a hand through my hair and fighting the wave of crushing disappointment at her absence.

      I can still smell her on my skin. Part of me wants to run outside and see if I catch her leaving. I can imagine her long hair blowing in the breeze as she walks away. What would I do? Go after her, make her come back, fix her coffee and breakfast served with a side of forever? If she wanted me she’d have at least given me her number. Instead she snuck out and did the walk of shame. It’s likely I’ll never see this woman again, and that makes my chest ache.

      My phone rings and I dash across the room, and dig through my pockets in a desperate attempt to reach the device before the call rolls to voicemail.

      “Tillie?” I bark into the phone. Immediately I realize how stupid that is. She doesn’t have my phone number, just as I don’t have hers.

      “Nope. Oh, my God, McGinnis, did you get some action last night?” Brett Faulkner, my American literary agent laughs over the line.

      “That’s not your business, you twat.”

      “Oh, come on. Don’t go all proper British on me. You answer the phone practically panting some chick’s name, I’m gonna think you got some action. Or are at least working on it.”

      “Why are you calling, Brett?” The frustration in my voice is undeniable, but I don’t want to be teased about Tillie. I want to fucking find her.

      “You’re supposed to be on a run with me, remember? I was calling to get your lazy ass out of bed.”

      Fighting a sigh, I glance at the clock and shake my head. The last thing I want is to go on a run with him, but I’m not going to get anywhere sitting around and pining after a woman who didn’t think enough of me to stay. “I’ll be there in five.”

      “Fuck yes, you will. We need to talk book tour after you’re done with your Indiana Jones impression.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not playing at being Indiana Jones.”

      “Sure, you tell yourself that. I don’t blame you one bit. Indy got all the pussy he could handle.”

      Shaking my head, I hang up the phone and head for my closet. The idea of having as many women as I want makes me shudder. There’s only one woman on my mind, and I’m going to find her before my time here is up.
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      “Walk of shame this morning?” Stacy’s voice hits me like a bucket of ice water as I head downstairs for a cup of coffee after my shower. I cringe. I’d thought I was quiet and had managed to stay off the radar. But Stacy sees everything. She’s like…a witch or something.

      “I might’ve met a hot British man.” My cheeks burn but at the same time a curious pang of longing hits me.

      “British? Where did you find him? I want one.”

      I laugh, but on the inside I bristle. She can’t have him. “Kit and I went to a whiskey bar in the city last night.”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “Is that why you missed the meeting?”

      Damn. “We had a meeting?” I try for surprised, but I’m a terrible liar.

      “We did. I called you, but you sent me to voicemail.” She grabs a tablet from the table and swipes the screen, brow furrowed as she searches for something. “It’s fine. I emailed you the minutes. We had some last minute changes to the charity haunted house.”

      “Oh?”

      “You’re on the witch room. We thought you could read fortunes and give people love spells.”

      “What?” My eyes widen. “I…I was supposed to be taking tickets. I don’t know anything about—”

      “It’s just a tarot reading and a little charm they can buy. I’ve got a sexy costume for you, and every fortune you read brings us more donations. Maybe if you’d been at the meeting you could’ve had more say.”

      I don’t have a comeback for that. She’s right. “Fine, but my tarot readings are going to be shitty.”

      She shrugs. “It doesn’t matter. This is all for charity anyway. I just need each room to be hosted by one of the girls. You get to be the witch.”

      I grit my teeth, but nod. “Is the costume going to at least cover my ass?”

      A laugh falls from her. “I promise it will. I went with something a little…different for the witch.”

      Relief floods me. “Thank you.”

      She winks and walks away, but calls over her shoulder before she leaves, “We’re out of coffee, if that’s where you’re going.”

      Damn. I need caffeine after staying up all night with Jude. Pulling my wet hair up into a bun at the top of my head, I run upstairs and slip on a pair of old Converse sneakers before grabbing my purse. My sorority sisters are all bustling around, some dressed for working out, others heading to their weekend jobs. As much shit as sororities get from the general public, they’re truly great places to live during college…at least, this one is.

      “Hey, Tillie, where are you headed?” Samantha asks as I pass her when I come down the stairs. As usual, her blonde hair is piled on top of her head, glasses perched on the bridge of her nose as she works on her laptop.

      “Coffee. Want to join me?”

      She stares at her computer and sighs. “I can’t. I’ve got so much work to do.”

      “That’s going to be me after Monday. I’m six weeks behind in this stupid mythology and occultism class.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Oh, is Professor Monroe back? His wife just had a baby and I guess there were some complications.”

      I shrug. “I haven’t heard anything about it being cancelled.”

      “Hmm, hopefully that means everything’s good.” She frowns down at her laptop and purses her lips. “Enjoy your coffee. I’m stranded in dissertation hell.”

      “I can bring you back a latte if you want.”

      A grin lights up her pretty face. “Would you?”

      I nod. “Two pumps of vanilla?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      The crisp chill of fall hits me in the face as soon as I step onto the front porch of our sorority house. It’s refreshing and exhausting at the same time. I don’t function well on little sleep, and I can’t stop thinking about Jude. But I made my choice to leave. I’d said he was one night and one night only. That’s the plan I need to stick to.

      I walk the ten minutes it takes to get to the coffee shop and when I round the corner I crash straight into a broad chest. The man’s arms go around me to keep me from falling and he says, “Whoa there, I’ve got you.” His voice sends shivers of longing down my spine and I fight the instant reaction my body has to his. Because this isn’t just some guy. This is Jude. I knew it before he spoke. The warm spicy scent of his cologne does…things to me.

      “Jude,” I breathe.

      “Tillie.” There’s accusation in his tone, but excitement too. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

      In truth, I hadn’t planned on seeing him, but I can’t tell him that. Especially when my body is begging for me to close the distance between us. On reflex, I move to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear, but there’s nothing to tuck. I put my hair up.

      “I like your hair this way.” His voice is rough and there’s a hint of longing in his eyes.

      “Yeah?”

      He reaches out and trails his fingertip over my ear. “Yes. I can see all of your beautiful face this way.”

      Swoon. This guy is making it really hard for me to walk away. I glance down and take in his clothes. He’s clearly dressed for a run, and he looks hotter than I remembered.

      “What are you doing right now?” I ask.

      “I’m about to meet my mate for a run. You?”

      I gesture to the coffee shop. “Coffee.”

      His bashful grin has my belly flipping. I want him to kiss me. “Why did you leave?”

      My chest squeezes. “I…it was one time.”

      “What if I want more?”

      “You’re leaving in a month.”

      He leans forward and whispers. “I don’t have to.”

      “What?”

      “I could extend my stay. I want to see where this goes between us.”

      A zing of anxious energy runs through me at that. But he’s right, there is something between us that’s more than a fleeting, passionate tryst. He’s intense and even though we barely know each other, I feel at home in his arms. He sees me.

      “We can…see how it goes,” I finally say. I promised myself I’d stay focused, that I’d make up for not being able to help Lucy once I start my career. Meeting a man isn’t part of my plan, but Jude is different.

      He leans in and brushes his lips over mine, a soft, chaste kiss. “Tomorrow night?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t. I’m crazy busy this week. I’m part of a charity haunted house and I have to get my portion of the work done.”

      “So, this weekend.”

      “Would you want to come to the haunted house first? We could go out after, but you have to come in costume.”

      He nods, pulls out his phone, then says, “Give me your number. I’m not letting you leave without a way to get in touch.”

      I can’t help my smile as I rattle off my phone number. Almost immediately, he’s sent me a text message.

      I can’t wait to see you.

      I respond with the address of the mansion we’re using for the haunted house, and he grins when the message arrives.

      Then his phone buzzes over and over in his hand and he frowns. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go. My mate is likely to send out a search party if I don’t get my arse over there.”

      Taking my lower lip between my teeth, I nod and watch him begin to walk away. But he turns on his heels and jogs back to me. As soon as he clears the distance between us, he cups the back of my head and crushes his lips to mine. A wave of longing hits me hard enough to makes my knees weak. And just like that, he’s walking away again, leaving me breathless and wanting him.

      I stare down at his words on my phone and wonder if he just turned everything in my well-ordered life upside down.
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      Monday mornings are usually brutal for me. I’m a night owl, not the kind of guy who rises with the sun, chipper and cheery. I spent most of the night writing because I couldn’t sleep. I was too wrapped up in memories of Tillie to lie in bed. But I have to be presentable at eight this morning whether I’m tired or not.

      I pour my tea into a travel mug, then grab a piece of toast with jam to-go. If I don’t leave right now, I’ll be late for my first lecture. I wonder what Tillie is doing right now. Does she rush around in a mad dash to get out the door too? Or is she more pulled together than me?

      Thirty minutes later, I’m finishing the last dredges of my tea from behind my desk in the office I’ve been loaned. A soft knock on the door has me glancing at the time.

      “Come in,” I call.

      The door creaks open to reveal a starry-eyed girl who must be barely eighteen. She smiles and stares at me without speaking.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m sorry, I work in the office two days a week and… I just…can you sign my book before your lecture?”

      I let my frustration roll off my back at the interruption. I’m not here to do a book signing, but she’s obviously excited. Nodding, I motion for her to come farther inside and reach for her book.

      “What’s your name, love?”

      She blushes deep pink. “Hannah.”

      I write a short message for her and sign my name before handing the book back to her. “There you are.”

      “Thank you so much.” She starts to leave, but turns around again. “Oh, I was actually supposed to tell you that they’re ready to begin.”

      My gut clenches as nerves take hold. I’ve done the public speaking bit before, but never on this scale. I straighten my tie and grab my tablet which has all my notes saved, and I hate how my hands shake.

      When I walk into the lecture hall, I see rows of chairs arranged in stadium seating, most of them filled with people. People who are here to listen to me speak. I swallow past the lump in my throat and take my place at the lectern.

      “Mysticism and occult studies. That’s why you’re all here, right?”

      They nod, murmuring in agreement, so I continue. “But there’s more to this subject than incantations, tarot readings, and crystals. In the case of the occult, there’s also mass hysteria and real risk of persecution.” I clear my throat, and take a steadying breath as my nerves dissipate. “For instance, the infamous witch trials of Salem began with—”

      The door at the top of the stairs opens and a woman stumbles in, a messenger bag slung across her body, long hair obscuring her face.

      “Sorry, oh, God, I’m so sorry I’m late. I went to the wrong classroom.” My heart nearly stops at the voice that floats down to me.

      “Tillie?” I say and every pair of eyes in the room turns to stare at her.

      “Jude?” She glances up and tucks her hair behind her ear, revealing the beautiful face I’ve been fantasizing about seeing. The shock in her eyes says it all.

      She’s my student. Oh, fucking hell. I slept with my student.

      She rushes out of the lecture hall and all one-hundred students return their focus to me, anticipation humming in the room. They’re waiting to see if I’m going after her. But I can’t. I’ve committed to this class, and I can’t leave no matter how much I might want to.

      I clear my throat again and search the screen of my tablet for the last spot in my notes I can remember being on.

      “As I was saying…”

      But I can’t concentrate. All I see is the betrayal in her eyes. Instead of continuing, I close my tablet and place both hands on either side of the podium. “I’m afraid you’ll have to accept my apologies today. There’s some rather important business I have to see to.”

      There’s a collective buzz in the room as the class begins chattering, but I rush to the stairs, taking them two at a time until I reach the door.

      “Tillie!” I call, not caring who is watching. “Tillie!”

      I don’t see her, and my heart sinks. Bursting out of the building, I run until I reach the center of the courtyard where I see students milling about, studying under trees whose remaining leaves are colored with shades of gold and red. It would be idyllic if I weren’t so distressed.

      I scan my surroundings, hoping for a glimpse of her, needing to explain. But she’s gone. The woman is like a damned ghost when she wants to be. I pull out my phone and send her a text message.

      Don’t run from this.

      Heart in my throat, I wait as the little bubbles dance at the bottom of the screen and tell me she’s responding. It’s a long time before my phone vibrates in my hand with her message.

      This isn’t going to happen. You lied to me.

      My jaw hurts from clenching it so hard. I didn’t bloody lie to her. I said I was here for work. I said I was a writer. Those are all true.

      I didn’t lie. You’re the one who said you were a molecular biologist. You failed to mention you were a student.

      She doesn’t respond, and I can’t help but let out a frustrated growl. None of this is her fault. It’s not mine either. This is just an unfortunate circumstance, a roadblock to our happiness. All I have to do is convince her to listen.
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      “He’s my professor,” I tell Kit as we sit together at our favorite pizza place two days after my disastrous run-in with Jude. “My married with a kid professor. Oh, God. I’m a home wrecker. His accent probably isn’t even real.” I drop my head into my hands and groan.

      “Wow, when you mess up you go all in, don’t you?”

      I lift my face and stare daggers at him. “Not helpful.”

      “It’s really a shame. He’s so hot. I mean, not as hot as your brother, but still.”

      I bristle at the mention of Austen. “Don’t talk about my brother like that. It’s gross.”

      “I can’t help it. Your brother is a fine specimen. I bet Samantha thinks so too from the way she’s been looking at him lately.”

      I sigh. “At least someone’s happy.”

      He cocks his eyebrow. “So the whole, age thing doesn’t bother you? She’s like thirty isn’t she? Why is she still in college.”

      “Twenty-seven. She’s a PhD student. And in case you’re forgetting, I slept with my married professor. I’d be the pot calling the kettle black if I had a problem with their age difference.”

      “True. So, what are you going to do? You have to take that class.”

      “I can’t. I can’t go back there and face him again. I tried yesterday and had a panic attack. Even the idea of seeing him is painful.”

      Kit frowns. “I thought he was just a one night fling.”

      “It was…but we had something. It was like…well, it was this crazy instant connection between us. He wanted to see me again, and I couldn’t say no. It felt so right.”

      He takes a long drink from his straw before looking back at me. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “That’s a first.”

      He laughs and throws a wadded up napkin at me. “Bitch.”

      “I’ll just have to chalk this up to bad judgment and use it as a reminder to stay focused on my future. I let him distract me with his sexy mouth and beautiful body. That’s all. I’m going to have to pull out of his class and take an extra next quarter.”

      Kit nods and picks up his pizza, taking a huge bite. Conversation over. Decision made. I’m done with Jude. He’s not a possibility for me and he should be focused on his family.

      I studiously ignore my phone the rest of the day. Finally turning it off completely after Jude’s tenth text. I’d thought he would have given up by now, but he still tries to get in touch every day. I don’t want this reality to be true, because everything with him was so easy, so perfect. To have it all shattered with one sharp twist of fate makes anxiety blossom in my chest. How could my instincts be so wrong? I’ve always considered myself a good judge of character, but to miss something as monumental as him being married, having a newborn for heaven’s sake, means I have no idea what people are capable of.

      I push open the sorority house door and walk into something akin to a Halloween shop. Bags of cobwebs, buckets of candy and at least thirty uncarved pumpkins fill the front room. There are plastic bags from the local party store, boxes from Amazon, and costumes on hangers lining the stair bannister. Stacy stands amid the mess with a steamer in her hands as she runs it over the wrinkled fabric of a princess gown.

      “Good, you’re here,” she says. “We’re going over to decorate tomorrow so we’re ready for Halloween.”

      I fight my grimace. The last thing I want to do is pretend to be a witch and give people tarot readings and pretend love spells. “Stace—”

      “Look, I know you’re having a bit of a crisis at the moment. We all heard about your vanishing act in that class you were supposed to take. I can only assume it’s because of Mr. Walk-of-shame, but it’s better to keep yourself busy, do something with your time, than sit and dwell on it.”

      I sigh and stare at her. She’s right. “Okay. I’m sorry I’ve been a jerk about this whole thing.”

      “I get it. Probably more than you know.” She reaches up and grabs a long dress from where it hangs on the bannister. “Here. This one’s yours.”

      It’s very different from what I expected. A corset top with rich colored fabric and beautiful detailed embroidery along the skirt. “Stacy, this is gorgeous.”

      She shrugs. “Just because you’re a wicked witch, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be stunning.”

      I grin. “Like Sarah Jessica Parker in Hocus Pocus.”

      “Exactly.” I start up the stairs, but Stacy calls my name and stops me.

      “He’s an idiot if he hurt you. Just remember that. You’re deserving of a guy who’ll love you and be honest. Not one who makes you sad.”

      My eyes well with tears and I have to work to keep them from falling. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.”

      I rush up the stairs and into my room, thankful I’m one of the few who got a private space in the house. My chest is tight with unshed tears and when I turn on my phone and see all the missed messages from Jude, they finally fall. “Leave me alone, asshole,” I shout, throwing my phone across the room. Reasonable? No. But he can’t keep doing this to me. He’s not available. He can’t love me like I love him.

      Wait. Love him? I can’t possibly already love him. But it’s there, that word hangs over me like a damn cloud. No. It’s not a cloud. It’s a seed. A seed this man planted the first moment I met him and now it’s grown in my heart and I can’t cut it out.

      Damn him.

      My stupid phone lights up from the pile of laundry it ended up landing in. I can’t ignore it any longer. My weakened heart won’t let me.

      Crossing the room, I bend down to pick up the slim device. His name flashes on the screen and my eyes fill with angry tears.

      I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.

      Oh, that’s fucking rich. He didn’t mean to hurt me? That makes absolutely no sense. Who did he mean to hurt then? His wife? His newborn? Or maybe he’d planned to keep this a secret forever. Just a blip in his marriage.

      I type back a furious message.

      Maybe you should be saying that to your wife, asshole.

      My finger hovers over the Send button, and after one brief moment of hesitation, I press it. He needs to know I’m aware of the depth of his betrayal. Not only to me, but to his family.

      His beautiful eyes flash in my memory and all I can think about is the adoration and pure connection I saw there. I feel like an idiot for believing him.

      My phone lights up as he calls me but I ignore him. I’ve said everything I need to say. He thought he could take advantage of me not knowing who he was, but he got caught.

      “No more, Jude. I’m not falling for your charms again,” I say. Then, I block his number and let the damn tears fall again.
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      My wife? I don’t have a wife. What in the bloody hell is Tillie on about? I told her I wasn’t married. I’ve never lied to her. Every single time I try to call, it goes straight to voicemail. So, that’s it. She’s done with me. I don’t even know her last name and aside from wandering campus asking people if they know Tillie, I’m not sure how I’m going to find her.

      I pull out my phone and call Brett. I need perspective, and if anyone can help me figure out how to win her back, it’s him.

      He answers on the second ring. “Jude, what’s up?”

      “I lost her.”

      “Lost who?”

      “Tillie.”

      He grunts and sighs. “What are you talking about, man? Didn’t she run away from you after your one-night-stand? You’re not supposed to go looking for them. That defeats the purpose.”

      “She’s more than that. She’s…Tillie is special.” I drag a hand through my hair and let out a frustrated groan. “Fuck. She thinks I’m her professor. And for some reason, she thinks I’m married.”

      “Wait, this girl is in the class you’re working with?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Shit. That must’ve been a surprise.”

      “For both of us. She hasn’t been back since Monday and I’m pretty sure she’s blocked my number.”

      “Wow. You really pissed her off.”

      “So, find her and tell her the truth. It’s just a misunderstanding.”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “If it was that easy, don’t you think I’d have already done that?”

      “Okay, what’s stopping you, then?”

      “I don’t even know her last name. How am I supposed to find her?”

      He sighs. “Do I really have to hold your hand and explain how computers work?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t you have access to a class list? You’re the guest lecturer for two weeks. I’m pretty sure you can ask for a list of names.”

      Fucking hell. I am an absolute idiot. “You’re right.”

      “So, look her up and go get her. I like you better when you’re happy. It makes my job easier.”

      I hang up the phone and fire off an email to Professor Monroe asking for a class list. The man was supposed to be in class during my lectures, but his secretary told me he had to take unexpected medical leave and wasn’t sure when he’d be back. I can only hope he’ll at least be checking his emails.

      Hours go by without word from him, and I’ve paced my house enough times I’m pretty sure I could do it blindfolded and not hit anything. So, I pull on a heavy sweatshirt and pop my earbuds in my ears before heading outside for an evening run.

      Muse is the soundtrack for tonight, and as the seductive bass lines drive my pace, I let my thoughts wander to Tillie. I have to find a way to get her back, to prove to her we’re meant to be together. I’ve never felt this way about anyone and I doubt I ever will again. She’s the woman I want to spend my life with.

      I jog past a group of girls, all of them carrying boxes overflowing with Halloween decorations, a few with jack-o-lanterns. And one of them has the long dark waves and curves I dream of. One of them is Tillie.

      Her eyes widen and the pumpkin she’s holding slips from her grasp, falling to the sidewalk with an ominous crack.

      “Shit,” she says, bending down to collect the pieces of what was a pumpkin carved to look like a witch.

      “Oh, Tillie, you dropped one.” A brunette wearing a Mi Alpha Alpha sweatshirt says, her expression clearly annoyed. Then she sizes me up. “And who is this?”

      “Jude,” I offer as I kneel and pick up the top of the pumpkin, which had rolled to my feet.

      “This is Professor Monroe.” Tillie’s words are sharp and unfriendly.

      What? “I—” I begin, the sorority girl interrupts.

      “Um, no he’s not. I don’t know what this guy told you, but this man is definitely not Professor Monroe. I was his TA last year, I should know.”

      Tillie’s eyes widen. “You’re not the professor? Why were you teaching the class?”

      “I’m a guest lecturer.”

      Her mouth hangs open for a moment as she processes what I’ve said. “But…”

      “Have you never seen the professor before?”

      She shakes her head. “I just transferred to his class. I wasn’t…you never told me your last name. I just assumed when I saw you at the podium.”

      “The university brought me in for two weeks. Your professor was called away for medical reasons.”

      “His wife had a baby,” the brunette offers.

      “I came after you,” I tell Tillie, wishing this other woman would leave us be.

      “You were persistent.”

      “Why wouldn’t you give me a chance to explain?”

      Her cheeks go pink. “I thought you were a cheating bastard.”

      “I told you…once I promise my heart to a woman—”

      “She’ll have it forever,” she finishes.

      “Oh, my God. This is the walk-of-shame guy?”

      “Stacy,” Tillie admonishes.

      “Sorry. But, girl, I can’t believe you left this guy on the market.”

      “Stacy,” I say, turning up my charm. “Might I steal Tillie away for a bit?”

      Stacy’s eyes widen and she glances to the mansion where the other girls are waiting. “No.”

      I raise my brows. “Pardon?”

      “No. She’s part of this sorority and she needs to help us set up for the haunted house. You want to see her, buy a ticket for tomorrow.”

      Then she hooks her arm through Tillie’s and drags her away. Tillie glances over her shoulder and mouths, sorry, before she’s lost to me in a sea of sorority girls.

      That’s fine. She needs to take care of her obligations. I’m secure in the knowledge that she doesn’t hate me anymore. I’m hers. Undeniably. And tomorrow night, I’ll make her mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I Put A Spell On You

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The witch room is all candles and dark fabrics. Stacy had a vision for this room, and I’m thankful for that because I have absolutely no idea what a witch room should look like. A Tarot deck is stacked neatly on the circular table in the center of the room. There’s a spirit board on the desk by the window, and a crystal ball sits next to that. Light from the candles casts the room in a golden glow, making it feel more romantic than creepy. And then there’s the large four-poster bed with a flowing wine colored canopy.

      I walk around the room, trailing my fingers over the cork tops of the small apothecary bottles filled with grape juice—my love potions—and wonder how many people will buy themselves a spell.

      My thoughts drift to Jude for the millionth time today. I haven’t heard from him. As soon as I finished working on the haunted house decorations, I texted him. I’d hoped for a message or a call this morning, but he never responded. My heart sinks at the prospect of having ruined our budding relationship with my misunderstanding of the situation. He may have seen me last night and cleared everything up, but I didn’t get to make sure he understood how happy I was to see him.

      A soft knock on my door has me turning my attention to the front of the room. Stacy walks through the doorway and grins. “You look amazing.” She crosses the floor and tugs at the corset top of my dress until my boobs are on better display. “There. A sexy witch sells much better than a wicked one.”

      I roll my eyes. “Is everything ready?”

      “Yep. I just have to get dressed and then we’re going to open the doors. There’s already a line.”

      “A line?” I honestly didn’t think this was going to be such a big deal. Then again, that seems shortsighted now. Stacy’s event coordination skills almost guaranteed this would be a huge success.

      “Now remember, leave your door open and if there’s any problem, text me a 9-1-1. I’ve got a few of the hockey players on standby as bouncers if we need them.”

      I nod. “I also have pepper spray in my bag. Just in case.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “I’m impressed.”

      “You never know.”

      “Okay, have fun tonight! I have to change.”

      She flounces off and I take a seat at my fortune reading table. Reaching in the small velvet pouch attached to my belt, I pull my phone free and stare down at it with a frustrated ache taking hold in my chest. Why hasn’t he responded to me?

      I type a message and pray he’ll respond.

      Why aren’t you talking to me?

      Minutes pass with no response, and my frustration turns to mild anger. I type another.

      I thought we were okay.

      Still nothing. My emotions are all over the place as a bone-deep sadness takes hold. I messed it all up. I should have gone with him last night and not let Stacy drag me to the house.

      I’m sorry. I need you with me. I don’t feel right without you.

      Even then, no answer. I tuck my phone back in my bag and when the lights in the hall dim and the haunted house music begins, I hear my sorority sisters cheering.

      “I’m here to have my fortune read,” a booming voice says from the hall. “How about you, baby? You want to know our future?”

      Paul Woodward, captain of the wrestling team, comes in with his girlfriend of the week. He’s dressed as Dean Winchester from Supernatural and she’s got on a skin-tight black dress that has the license plate from Dean’s Impala spread across her boobs.

      “Oh, I get it. You’re supposed to be his car.” I have to give them credit, it’s a pretty cute couples costume.

      “Because he calls his car Baby,” the girl explains needlessly.

      “Right,” I mutter. “Well, have a seat. Make your donation and I’ll give you a special love potion.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Paul holds his hands up to stop me. “Who said anything about love?”

      God, what a douche. “Maybe I wasn’t talking to you, Paul. Clearly you don’t deserve her.” I wave my hands over my deck of cards and Paul’s girl sits down in front of me. I have no idea what I’m doing, but I flip over some cards and gasp.

      Her eyes go wide. “What is it?”

      “You’re with the wrong man. I’m sorry to say, Paul is going to hurt you.”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Paul grumbles. “Fucking cock-block.”

      “You’ll meet your true love at the library, while you’re studying.”

      “But I don’t study.” Her voice is soft and holds a hint of wonder.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Jessica.” Paul’s voice is filled with exasperation.

      “My name is Jamie.”

      I cringe. “Okay, time’s up. Thank you for stopping by. I’ve heard the dragon’s room is really hot.”

      Paul takes Jamie’s hand but she tugs it free and storms out.

      “Thanks for nothing, Tillie,” he throws at me.

      I offer him a slight wave and he storms out of the room.

      Over the next hour, I read pretend fortunes, sell love potions, and successfully avoid advances from three frat guys who had clearly been enjoying some herbal treats. I’m already exhausted from pretending my heart doesn’t ache when I watch these couples who come in all lovey. That’s only exaggerated by the fact my phone has been silent all this time.

      I send a quick text to Stacy, telling her I’m shutting the door for a short break. I don’t wait for her answer, instead, I stride to the door and close it before leaning against the heavy wood and closing my eyes.

      An overwhelming sense of loss crashes into me. I know without a doubt that I’ve lost the one man I could’ve truly loved. I let fear control me instead of trusting him.

      I stare out the window, hands on the top of the desk to ground me. If he won’t contact me, I’ll just have to go back to his house and show him how I feel.

      The sound of the door opening has my shoulders stiffening. “I’m closed for a break,” I call out.

      “That’s just not going to work for me, Tillie.” My heart nearly leaps out of my chest at the sound of Jude’s voice. “You see, I’ve only got a few weeks left and I need my cards read.”

      When I turn toward him, my knees go weak at the sight of his handsomeness. His jaw is covered in sexy stubble and I want to run my fingers over the chiseled perfection of his face.

      “I…I thought you were done with me.”

      He shakes his head. “Never. I’ll never be done.”

      “But you ignored my messages.”

      “No I didn’t. I responded every time. I tried to call you and it went to voicemail.”

      That’s when I remember. I blocked his number when I thought he was a philandering bastard. “Oh, my God.”

      “What?”

      “I blocked you and I never fixed it.”

      “Wow, you were properly angry, weren’t you?”

      “Might have been.”

      “Well, I’m here now, and I paid for the rest of the night with the witch.”

      My whole body heats at the rough need in his voice. I clear my throat and run my hands over my costume. As I take in his fedora and leather jacket, I grin. “Are you…Indiana Jones?”

      He grabs the brim of his fedora and smirks. “Might be.”

      “Well, Doctor Jones, have a seat.”

      His gaze traverses my form, desire burning in his eyes. “That dress—”

      “Like it?”

      He bites his lower lip and nods. “Very much. Although it’s far from historically accurate.”

      I laugh. “Sit down and stop your judging.”

      The man of my dreams sits at the table and I take my place across from him. I grab the cards and start laying them out, but he reaches for my hand. His touch makes everything else stop.

      “Let me. I do have a little experience with the occult, after all.”

      Chuckling, I slide the deck across the tabletop and watch as he deals them out in a pattern.

      “What do they say?” I ask.

      He locks gazes with me, his expression stern and serious. “You’re going to fall for a man who’ll adore you for the rest of your life.”

      “I am?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “I think you’re wrong.”

      His eyebrows rise in question. “That’s what the cards tell me.”

      “Well, those cards are wrong. I can promise you that.”

      “Why?”

      “How can I fall if I’m already there?”

      The relief in his eyes brings me to tears. “I worried I was the only one.”

      I shake my head, throat thick with emotion and keeping me from speaking. Tears spill down my cheeks and he’s gotten up and rushed to me before pulling me into his arms.

      “I know it’s soon, and there are so many things we need to work out, but these last few days without you have been the worst of my life, Tillie.” He wipes my tears away and turns my face up toward his. “I can’t bear to let you go.”

      “Me too,” I say, voice wobbling. “I never thought…I didn’t want to do this because I’d lose my focus and my plans would be derailed.”

      “I know school is important to you. I don’t want to get in the way of you getting your degree, but if you’ll let me, I’ll support you, encourage you, and help you get there.”

      His cobalt blue irises burn into mine with such sincerity, I can’t deny him. “I couldn’t tell you no even if I wanted to. Not being yours is more distracting than being with you. But you’re going back in a few weeks. How are we going to make this work?”

      He holds me tight and buries his face in my hair, soft kisses trailing down my throat. “We’ll do whatever it takes to see you accomplish your goals. If I have to travel across the ocean to see you, that’s what I’ll do. I just need to know you’re mine.”

      Arousal courses through me at the feel of his stubble brushing my collarbone. I never want to let him go. “I’m yours.”
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      The flimsy paper boarding pass sits on the counter taunting me as the attendant waits for me to place my luggage on the scale. All I can think of is Tillie, warm and soft in my bed. We’ve been inseparable for weeks, growing closer with every conversation, our connection stronger than ever as I helped her catch up with her studies in the class that got between us. It turns out, since I wasn’t officially responsible for Tillie in any way, as long as we kept it under the radar, we were able to keep seeing each other.

      I might’ve dressed up as a professor for Halloween, but a guest lecturer is a very different thing from a visiting professor. I just got to talk. I didn’t have anything to do with grades.

      The ache in my chest is larger than I’ve ever experienced at the memory of her tender kisses, the scent of her hair, the taste of her skin. God, I don’t want this to be the end, but I can’t rid myself of the sense of dread I feel with every second that passes. If I leave now, I may never see her again.

      “Sir, I need to get your baggage tagged,” he says, annoyance clear in his tone.

      I’m not ready to leave. I don’t want our early morning farewell to be the last thing we say to each other for months. I don’t want to risk her doubting us in my absence. But what have I given her to help ease her worry about us? Nothing.

      She’d been beside herself that she couldn’t come with me and offer a proper goodbye. But this morning she had an exam she couldn’t miss, and I promised I wouldn’t contributing to her losing focus. Glancing at my watch, I sigh, visualizing her taking her seat, ready for her exam. She’ll be done before I’m even in the air.

      “Sir,” the attendant says again.

      I lock eyes with him and purse my lips, knowing this is going to fuck up my entire schedule but not giving a damn. “I need to change my ticket.”

      The people in line behind me grumble, but this is important. This is my entire future and I’m not going to let anything get in the way.

      An hour later, I’m in a taxi, a mile from the sorority house, heart hammering so hard I worry it might burst. Adrenaline courses through my veins as I raise my hand to knock on the door.

      “Jude?” Tillie’s voice hits me from behind like a tidal wave causing me to turn to face her.

      She’s gorgeous in a yellow sweater and a plaid skirt. Fuck, I had her last night but I want her again—right now.

      “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on a plane.”

      “I couldn’t leave. Not yet.”

      I rush down the porch steps because I can’t be with her like this and not have her in my arms.

      “Why?” she asks, her beautiful eyes staring into mine.

      “I couldn’t leave without you knowing how desperately in love with you I am.”

      Her face breaks into a beaming smile, the absolute happiness radiating from her telling me she feels the same. “God, me too, Jude. I just didn’t want to say it because I was worried it was too soon.”

      I pull her close, her body fitting next to mine perfectly and then I dip my head and take her mouth with mine. My tension eases as soon as she’s against me, lips on mine, hands in my hair. I kiss her like she’s the only thing I need to keep me alive. Then she pulls back and the door opens, revealing Stacy, the mother hen of the sorority.

      “Well, what do we have here?” she asks, grinning.

      “It looks like I have a visitor,” Tillie says.

      “I see.” Stacy hitches her purse on her shoulder and walks onto the porch. “Well, I’m sure you know the rules, Tillie. No boys on the second floor…but I’m leaving and there’s no one else here.” She winks. “If I don’t see it, it didn’t happen.”

      We both watch as Stacy walks down the stairs and past us. She doesn’t look back, and once she’s out of sight, Tillie practically drags me inside and up the stairs to her room. I toss my suitcase into a corner of the bedroom as she closes and locks the door.

      Then we’re lips and tongues, harsh breaths and passionate moans as we tear at each other’s clothes until the two of us stand naked in her small room. I glance around and take in the single bed, desk and dresser.

      “No roommate?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “We’re locking the door and I’m keeping you prisoner until I can sneak you out.”

      My lips trail across her collarbone and down to the swell of her breast as she sighs in pleasure. “You keeping me prisoner sounds fucking fantastic. But I don’t know if you’ll be able to stay quiet enough for your housemates to think you’re alone.”

      “I don’t care,” she whispers, the last turning to a moan when my fingers slide into her slick pussy.

      “I want to fuck you, then make love to you. I’m going to keep you in this bed all day.”

      “Promise?”

      I lift her until she’s got her legs wrapped around my hips and my rigid cock is nestled against her soft, warm pussy. “Fuck, yes.”

      Laying her back on the bed, I don’t waste any time. I position myself at her entrance and thrust hard and deep, making her cry out. Her nipples are hard points, begging for my mouth, so I oblige. I take one between my lips and suck before teasing it with my tongue as I roll my hips in steady long movements.

      She’s close already, I can tell by the flush creeping up her chest, the clenching of her walls around me, and the death grip she’s got on my shoulders. With one well-placed thrust, I hit her spot and send her careening over the edge on a scream of my name.

      Without warning my own release hits me, unearthly pleasure cresting and causing me to spill jet after jet of my orgasm inside her.

      “Fuck, Tillie,” I groan, pulling out and rolling over before nestling her into my side. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you too. I don’t want you to go.”

      “I know.” I think of the new ticket I have and my heart sinks. “I have to. I’m leaving tonight. I should’ve changed it right after we met, but I was an idiot.”

      “Tonight?”

      I nod, then slide out of bed.

      “Where are you going?” she asks.

      “I have something for you.” I rummage in my bag and produce an envelope, nerves running on high. This might be too big a step, but I have to try.

      I hand her the paper and watch as she pulls the ticket from the envelope. “London? You got me a ticket to London?”

      “For Christmas. I want you to come spend the holiday with me.”

      Her smile is wide and the ache in my chest eases. “Thank you,” she whispers. “I don’t know what I’ll tell my parents, but I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

      “Tell them you’re with the love of your life. Tell them you found your forever and I’ll always care for you.”

      She jumps off the bed and throws her arms around me. “I will. I’ll tell them I found the man I was meant for and I’m never letting him go.”

      I kiss her then, long and slow, and I know, she’s my present, my future, and everything in between.
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      I’m sitting next to my big brother, dressed in my cap and gown, both of us watching as members of our class walk up and receive their diplomas. It’s surreal. We’ve both worked so hard over the last four years, and I can’t help but think of Lucy and wish desperately that she was here with us.

      “I miss her too,” Austen says, taking my hand and squeezing. “But she’s watching. And I think she’s really fucking proud.”

      For the first time, I’m glad he flunked out the year Lucy died. Having him with me right now means the world.

      “I can’t believe you’re ditching us for England after this.” I know he’s teasing me, but there’s a thread of truth in his words as well.

      “Come on, you know as well as I do, this is an opportunity I can’t pass up.”

      He grins. “I know. Have you told Jude yet?”

      The two of them have become thick as thieves over the last few months, and I love knowing my brother approves of my boyfriend. In fact, my whole family loves Jude. Austen is the only one who knows I was accepted to Oxford to complete my Graduate degree.

      “I haven’t told him. I wanted it to be a surprise. One thing at a time, you know.”

      “I guess. There is such a thing as too big of a surprise, don’t you think?” He glances at back at the huge crowd and I know he’s searching for our parents. “I mean, you’re moving to England. That’s huge. Life altering.”

      “He’ll be happy. We talk about moving in together all the time.”

      Austen shrugs. “I just think this is something you should talk about. You guys aren’t even engaged.”

      Before I can respond, our row is called up and we’re walking toward the end of our time at Oak Ridge University. It goes by in a blur as we’re awarded our diplomas, photos are taken, congratulations are given. Then Austen and I are engulfed in the arms of our friends and fellow graduates. Kit hugs me and picks me up, spinning me around with a huge grin on his face.

      “We did it. We’re done. Thank fuck.”

      I laugh at him and peek over his shoulder at the audience. Are my parents still there somewhere? Did they get a video of all this for Jude? My heart aches at the knowledge that he wasn’t able to get here in time. His new book, the one he was working on when we met, hit the New York Times bestseller list and now he’s got a four-week book tour across the US. He told me he’d cancel so he could be here, but I insisted he shouldn’t.

      We compromised. My parents agreed to video for him and I agreed to let him pay for a big graduation party as his gift to me.

      “Ready to go?” Kit asks, hooking his arm with mine. “We’ve got to get you ready, Cinderella.”

      “What are you talking about? I’m perfectly presentable.”

      “No way. I’m not letting you go to your graduation party wearing…let me guess…a black dress.”

      He’s right. I didn’t really dress up because I knew Jude wouldn’t be here to appreciate my outfit. “Fine. I’ll change. I’ve got a vintage dress in my closet waiting to be worn.”

      “Of course you do. Let’s go.”

      By the time Kit is done playing fairy godmother, my hair is styled in loose waves to one side, my lips are painted a vivacious red, and I look like I could’ve stepped out of a pin-up magazine. My red heels match my lips, and the off the shoulder dress complete with a full skirt of black satin fits like a dream.

      “I’m only going to say this once. This is still a black dress.”

      “Yes, but it’s hot as fuck. That other thing you were wearing might as well have been a bathrobe.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “You’re right. I feel a lot better in this. I just wish Jude was here.”

      “Oh, he’d lose his damn mind over you in this dress. One look at you, and you’d be pregnant before the night was over.”

      “Kit, stop it,” I say through uncontrollable giggles.

      “What? It’s true.”

      The party is at an exclusive club owned by one of Jude’s childhood friends. Apparently the man also owns a hotel in Manhattan, oh, and he’s a British lord. No big deal.

      When we walk through the doors, I’m caught off guard by the absolute beauty of the view. The club is at the top of a hotel in the city and the entire thing is walled by floor to ceiling windows. The night sky glitters with the lights of the buildings and the skyline. Tables are decorated with tall centerpieces dripping with lilac and ivy, scenting the space with the delicate flower’s trademark sweetness.

      “Wow, is this a graduation party or a wedding?” Kit asks. “Jude did good.”

      My chest squeezes. I want Jude here to share this with me. “He certainly did.”

      “Tillie!” My mother’s voice fills the room as she runs toward me, arms outstretched, smile wide. She pulls me into a bone-crushing hug and something in me eases. “I’m so proud of you and Austen. Just, so, so proud.”

      “Where’s Austen?” I ask, looking around.

      “He’s at the bar with your dad. They’ve got something important to discuss.” She wiggles her eyebrows and puts her finger to her lips. “But I’m not allowed to say.”

      She leads me through the growing crowd of guests. Austen’s frat brothers, my sorority sisters, a few close family members who came to see us graduate. “Come on, I’m sitting by the gorgeous fireplace. We’ll get you something to eat and a glass of wine.”

      That sounds wonderful in all honesty. “Okay.”

      I see him before we get to the cozy nook with a fireplace and deep gray couches. He’s not facing me, but I’d know Jude anywhere. I think my heart recognized him first.

      “Jude?” I breathe.

      He turns to face me, a broad smile lighting up his expression. “Surprised?”

      I run to him, practically leaping into his strong arms. I missed everything about him. His scent, his taste, the rumble of his voice in his chest. “Absolutely. I thought you were going to be in Seattle tonight.”

      “I had Brett reschedule. You’re daft if you think I’d miss something as big as your graduation.”

      I crush my lips to his, not caring that my mom is right there, that my friends are watching. All I know is I need to be kissing the man I love almost more than I need my next breath.

      “I need to tell you something,” I say after I break our kiss. “It’s…well, it’s going to change everything.”

      His face pales and he glances down my body. “You’re not—”

      “Oh, God, no. No, I’m not pregnant.”

      “Good,” he says, then he frowns. “Well, not good as in, we’re never going to be in this situation. Good as in, good because we’re not even engaged yet and I’d really like to have you as my wife before we have a baby.”

      “Jude?” I whisper.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re rambling.”

      He presses his forehead to mine and stares into my eyes. “That’s because I’m nervous.”

      “Me too.”

      “About what?”

      I take a deep breath and decide to just let it all out. “I got accepted for a master’s program at Oxford.”

      He backs away and takes a long look at me. “Did I hear you right? You’re moving to Oxford?”

      “Yes. I…I hoped you’d be happy. You don’t seem happy.”

      “I am. I want nothing more than for us to be together all the time.” He drags a hand through his hair and laughs. “That’s why I just accepted a position there, as a professor. I wanted to plant some roots for us before I asked you to marry me. No more of this traveling back and forth.”

      Oh no. Now we really are going to be a student and professor, nothing temporary about it. What if we can’t be together? Wait…what did he just say?

      “Did you say…marry you?”

      He closes his eyes and steps back from me. “I did. Matilda Summers, I fell in love with you over a whiskey sour in one intense night. I had planned to do this in private, but I can’t wait any longer. Will you marry me? Be my wife, my partner, and my best friend for the rest of our lives.”

      My smile is so wide my cheeks hurt. “Yes. Of course.”

      He slips the ring on my finger but I don’t even look at it. I swear, it could be made of paper and I’d love it, because it represents us and our bond. Jude wraps me in his arms and kisses me deep as the crowd around us cheers.

      “What are we going to do about our forbidden romance when we get to Oxford?” I whisper.

      “Whatever we have to. There’s no way I’m giving you up. You’re mine, Tillie. No job is going to change that.”

      I kiss him again and know he’s right. No matter what the circumstances, he and I are forever.
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      I watch my wife as she takes a red pen to a stack of paper, furiously editing her dissertation. Tillie is nearly done with her PhD program, she’s weeks away from presenting and becoming Doctor Matilda McGinnis. I couldn’t be more proud.

      In the end, after pleading our case with the dean at Oxford, I was able to keep my position teaching in the history department as long as we both agreed she’d never take one of my classes. It wasn’t hard. Her graduate studies never put her in the path of my subjects.

      I glance at our wedding photo and smile. We’d been married on a beach in Bali with our parents and siblings as witnesses. Some might call it fast, but I think it was perfect. She’s everything I could ever want.

      Tillie groans and stretches, her brow furrowing in concentration as she closes her eyes and takes long, slow breaths.

      “All right, darling?” I ask, taking a seat next to her.

      She opens her eyes and purses her lips, holding one finger up to tell me she needs a second. Then, all the color drains from her face and she pushes out of her chair and dashes down the hall. I hear the unmistakable sound of retching followed by the flush of the toilet. Water runs and I can hear she’s brushing her teeth.

      “Tillie? Are you okay?” Fear creeps into my chest. She’s made herself ill because she’s been working so hard. What kind of husband am I that I didn’t notice?

      “I’m fine.” She’s resting her hand on her stomach as she comes out of the bathroom. “But, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      “What is it?” I take her hand and pull her to me. “You’ve been working yourself too hard. Perhaps we need a change after you finish?”

      She shakes her head. “We’re going to have a big change. No need to plan one.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not sick.”

      “Yes, you are. You should go have a lie down.”

      “Jude.” Her tone is serious and I pull back to look at her.

      “Tillie?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      I feel as though the floor has been pulled out from under me. Pregnant. We’re going to be parents.

      “What did you say?”

      “I’m having a baby. I found out last week while you were in Canada working on the show.”

      My break-out book was optioned for a mini-series last year and I’d been brought on as producer. That meant travel, but as Tillie had said, it didn’t make sense to say no.

      “Why didn’t you call me straight away?”

      “Are you seriously mad at me right now? I’ve only known for a week. I’m sick as a dog every day, and I’m pretty sure that means it’s twins.”

      Twins?

      “I’m sorry. God, I’m thrilled, I swear. You just caught me off guard. Why do you think it’s twins?”

      “My mom was so sick with Lucy and me. And, the blood work shows my HCG is higher than normal. We won’t know for sure until the scan.”

      I slide my hand over her lower belly, marveling at the knowledge my child—or children are growing inside her. “I love you. I can’t believe we’re having a baby.”

      “I know. It’s not the right ti—” I silence her with a kiss, pouring every ounce of love I have for her into the gesture.

      “It’s the right time. It’s the perfect time. You and I building a family couldn’t be wrong.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. I can’t wait to watch our baby grow inside you. Fuck, it turns me on to even think of it.”

      Her breath hitches. “Me too. I thought it was a side effect of the hormones, but I want you so bad.”

      I scoop her into my arms and carry her up the stairs.

      She giggles and fights me playfully. “My dissertation!”

      “Leave it. Right now I need to show you exactly how I feel about putting a baby inside you.”

      “I love you, Jude,” she murmurs.

      “And I love you. Forever.”
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      Charity

      

      The driver pulls up to the hotel, and, I swear to God, my chest feels like it's going to explode with anxiety. Instead of getting out, I sit in the town car— the scent of stale cigarette smoke and leather seats making me mildly nauseous.

      "Hey, lady. We're here. You can sit there all you want, but you gotta pay for it." My driver's strong New York accent reminds me I'm not in Montana anymore.

      "Sorry," I mutter, rifling through my purse until I find my wallet. I grab a twenty and hand it to him, but he raises an eyebrow.

      "I'm not a taxi driver. It's fifty from the airport."

      Panic lances my chest. Fifty? I should've just taken a taxi. In a rush of anxiety, I start digging around in my bag, searching for more money. I know I have it, but there's nothing in my wallet.

      "Come on, lady." He's annoyed, and I'm rushing.

      "Hold this," I say, handing him my wallet and searching deeper in the handbag. Then I remember my suitcase in the back. I'd tucked an extra hundred in the secret inside pocket because I don't like to have all my cash in one place. "Can you make change? I have more cash in my bag."

      He nods, and I get out of the car, making my way to the trunk to grab my suitcase. But the driver pulls back into traffic faster than I can holler, "Hey! Wait!"

      I run after him, hoping he'll see me and slow down, but it's no use. He's lost in a sea of cars and busses, and it's all I can do to keep from screaming in frustration. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to calm down. I fight back the hot tears burning my eyes. I will not burst into hysterics on the streets of Manhattan.

      It's not the end of the world. I can call the car company. Tell them what happened. Tell them the guy stole my suitcase. Panic rises again, but I push it down. No. It's going to be fine. I'm sure the guy will return my bag. What I need now is a shower to wash away this day.

      The hotel lobby is bright and clean, with high ceilings and marble floors. Swanky is the word my dad would have used. He was a cowboy, through and through, and he never understood why I wanted to be in the city so badly. It's everything I love. The hum of life, people rushing from place to place, tourists exploring with excited expressions, movies and television shows being filmed. There's always something happening here. Montana is peaceful and slow. Perfect for some—not me. But that doesn't mean I get to stay here. I've got a dying farm waiting for me when I get back. Until then, I'm going to enjoy my time in the city.

      "Welcome to The Stanton Hotel," the concierge says as I approach the desk. "Do you have a reservation?"

      I smile, brushing my hair away from my face. I must look like a hot mess after chasing down the car. "I do. Charity Baker."

      He offers me a patronizing smile and starts typing. "I'll need a photo ID and a credit card."

      My hand goes to my purse immediately, digging through the large bag in search of my wallet. "One second, sorry. I just had it in the car."

      I continue searching. Why do I have such an enormous handbag? Anxiety creeps up my spine when I still haven't found the candy pink Kate Spade wallet I'd bought myself three seasons ago as a graduation gift. I plop my bag on the counter, and the concierge frowns. "It's here somewhere." I laugh nervously and remember my utter stupidity in the car. I handed the guy my wallet. I handed him my wallet and as good as asked him to rob me. I'd been so concerned about my suitcase I forgot he had my wallet in his hand.

      He doesn't look sympathetic. "Miss. I can't check you in without identification and a major credit card."

      Oh, God. I think I'm going to cry. This guy doesn't look like the type who cares. Crying won't help my case. "I…the driver stole my wallet and suitcase. I don't…" My stupid voice wobbles with every word.

      "Charlie, what's all this then?" A deep, masculine voice fills my ears, his posh English accent covering me like a warm blanket.

      "Oh, Mr. Harper. Everything's fine. This young lady doesn't have her ID. I was just explaining that we can't—"

      "What's your name, love?" Mr. Harper asks. He turns his gaze on me, deep blue eyes penetrating the last of my resolve. The man is gorgeous. He's probably in his early thirties, tall, built, with a chiseled jaw that would rival Superman.

      "Wow," I whisper before I can stop myself.

      His eyebrows rise, and a smile spreads his kissable mouth. "Pardon?"

      Pulling it together, I clear my throat. "Charity. My name is Charity Baker, and I've had a reservation for months. My driver took my stuff. God, I was such an idiot to be so trusting. He drove off as soon as I got out."

      "I see." He stares at me, that smile still present, but there's heat in his gaze. "Charlie, please check Miss Baker in. I'll cover her until she's able to retrieve her wallet. Charity, do you have the license plate number of the car? The company name?"

      I frown, trying to recall. "Blue Star Town Cars. That was the name on his dashboard. I don't remember the plate number."

      "We'll find their number."

      To my surprise, Charlie nods and starts typing. In moments, he's handing me my plastic key card and telling me he hopes I enjoy my stay. Relief hits me as soon as I turn away from the desk. "Thank you," I say to my rescuer. "That was really nice of you."

      "My pleasure. There are a few perks to owning a hotel. This is one of them."

      "You're the owner?" My shock is clear in my tone.

      He nods. "Lincoln Harper, but you can call me Linc." He puts his hand on the small of my back, and I nearly melt on the spot. "Now, Miss Baker, allow me to escort you to your room."

      "Oh, I'm sure I can find it on my own." I don't know why I'm protesting. This handsome British guy basically rode in like a knight on a white horse and saved me. He's my prince charming. I should welcome every minute I have with him.

      "Ah, but I think I'd like to get to know you a little. Since I'm letting you stay here on faith." He grins as we step into the elevator. "How long will you be staying with us?"

      "A week. I'm here for a reunion tomorrow. But I'm staying longer so I can spend some time in the city without a bunch of stuff to do."

      His eyes burn into mine. "And you came alone?"

      I shrug and look away. "I used to live here. I'm not afraid of the city." Then I think of the car and my missing bag. "But I guess I'm a little out of practice. I lost my wallet and my suitcase in one fell swoop. It's bad enough I'm going to my sorority reunion without a boyfriend, but I'll have to go dressed in yoga pants and a tank top. All I have is a failing farm in Montana that I don't want and a degree I can't use."

      Stop rambling, I tell myself. I'm going to scare British Superman away. His hand rises, and he brushes a stray tear from my cheek. There's tenderness in his gaze.

      "Charity, I think we can help each other. I have a proposition for you."

      The Virgin’s Fake Fiancé
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      Ryder

      “This is your duty to your country. Make the best of it.” I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror and repeat the words again. All my life I’ve known my parents arranged for me to marry Charlotte Montblanc, princess of Lewain, but today is the day my father announces our engagement to the public. I’d come to terms with it long ago. As heir to the throne of Corline, this is simply a political move. Our two countries will be allied by marriage. Trade strengthened, defenses built for both, and a lasting bond built by blood. The only problem? Princess Charlotte is nowhere to be found. She’s jilted me. I shouldn’t be hurt, it’s not a marriage for love, but I’d hoped we’d both grow to love each other as we built our life.

      Instead of the future I’d planned for, I’m heading downstairs to meet my future bride. Charlotte’s little sister, Gemma. The only thing I know about this girl is that she’s barely twenty-one, and the last conversation I had with her was when she was a teen and in braces. She’s too young, too innocent about the world, and not suited to be a future queen.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, prompting me to tear my focus from what was supposed to be. My sister, Waverly’s name flashes on the screen.

      Are you okay?

      Am I? I don’t think so. Now, instead of marrying a woman I’ve known for years, I’m about to give my grandmother’s engagement ring to a practical stranger.

      A slight knock on the door has me fighting a sigh. “I’ll be there in a moment,” I call.

      “Come on, Ry, let me in. I know you’re just brooding.” My sister’s voice is sweet and teasing. Waverly understands. She’s been there through it all.

      “Go tell Mum I’ll be down in a second. I’m just straightening my tie.”

      “The Montblancs are here. Gemma looks beautiful.”

      Of course she does. The Montblanc women are all lovely. “That doesn’t matter. I’m not doing this to have a pretty bit of arm candy. I need a queen. You know what the doctor’s said. Father has less than a year left. I have to be settled, and this alliance needs to be forged before anyone hears Father is sick.”

      A soft click gives me warning that Waverly has popped the lock on the door, and before I can stop her, she’s right there in front of me. “Don’t be…how you are being. Gemma is sweet, but I don’t think she’s too pleased about this arrangement. If she thinks you don’t care, she might run too.”

      That makes my stomach twist. My reputation won’t recover from another abandonment by a potential bride. “Fine. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      She sighs and reaches up to fix my tie. “Come on, then. You’re the guest of honor. We can’t keep them waiting any longer.”

      My sister takes my arm and gives me a slight squeeze. I can’t help but smile. “Is that a new tiara?”

      “Don’t change the subject. It’s not every day you get engaged.” She lifts her chin and tugs me toward the stairs. “Now, buck up, Prince Ryder. Your future princess awaits.”

      “If only I actually knew her.”

      She giggles. “You have the rest of your life. Isn’t that how they used to do this sort of thing in the middle ages?”

      “I had hoped we’d grown a small amount as a society since then.”

      “I do need to tell you something about her.”

      “What is it? Please don’t tell me she never grew out of her awkward phase.”

      A soft laugh tells me I’m ridiculous. “She sort of…hates you.”

      “What? Why?”

      Waverly cocks an eyebrow. “You don’t have the best reputation, Ry.” Then she pulls out her phone and swipes her finger across the screen a few times before holding the device out to me. “Playboy Prince Parties All-Night. Prince Ryder’s Summer Fling Tells All. Shall I go on?”

      I wince. “That’s not me, and you know it.”

      “I know it was all Kingston’s doing, but you also know he’s a lord, not a prince. You’ll always make the headlines if you’re there.”

      “So she hates me because of tabloids?”

      “Apparently, when Charlotte left, she cited your unfaithful behavior as the reason. Wrong or not, Gemma blames you.”

      “Well, then, I’ll just have to win her over.”

      As we descend the stairs, the footman scrambles to announce us to the room below. I can’t stop my smirk. Catching them off guard is one of my favorite pastimes.

      “Her Royal Highness, Waverly Antonia Yvette Harrington, Princess of Corline and His Royal Highness, Frederick George Ryder Harrington VI, Prince of Corline.”

      I nearly choke when the crowd parts, and I see her. Gemma has grown into a true beauty. She’s even more stunning than her sister. How had I missed her all this time? Her family stands in the ballroom alongside my parents and my youngest sister Alina. Each of them, save my eighteen-year old sister, hold a glass of champagne in their hands.

      I can’t fight my smile as I approach. Maybe marrying Gemma won’t be as awkward as I thought. There’s no denying my future wife is gorgeous. Her emerald green gown hugs her in all the right places and sets off her copper tresses. But then there’s that perfectly shaped mouth of hers, pressed into a tight line, eyes cast down, and cheeks a soft pink.

      I bow to each of them and offer my show of respect, but I want to look at Gemma.

      “Your Highness,” Gemma’s father says, offering me a smile before pushing his daughter toward me. “Gemma, darling, say hello.”

      Gemma dips into a curtsey. “Your Highness,” she says, disdain in her tone.

      I take her hand. “Come now. Is that any way to greet the man you’re planning to share your life with?”

      She stares me down, daggers in her gaze, but offers a bright smile and turns her cheek for me to kiss. Her skin is soft and warm and smells like roses. Nerves grip me at the thought of her anger, however misplaced. Stepping back, I take an offered glass of champagne and down half of it in one go.

      “Son, now’s as good a time as any.” My father, King of Corline claps me on the shoulder and hands me a velvet box before leaning in and whispering, “Get it done. We need a wedding in the next six months.”

      “I don’t know the girl. Can’t we have at least a few moments to—”

      “We’ve been over this; there is no future with you as king without you toeing the line here. We need you to marry into her family. You’ll ask her, or I will simply make the announcement.” He grips my shoulder hard. “Unless you’d like to see our kingdom at risk because her father decides to join forces with a different nation.”

      No way. I am not sacrificing my country’s security because of my need to have a wife who likes me. “Fine.” I grab the ring and take a deep breath. Making my way back to Gemma, I drop to one knee and ignore the nervous churning in my gut. The crowd goes absolutely silent and my bride-to-be stares wide-eyed.“My darling, Gemma. Will you do me the honor of joining me in service to king and country as my wife?” Romantic? No. But that’s not what this is about.

      Her mother gasps as I pull out the five-carat, canary diamond ring and slide it onto Gemma’s finger.

      Gemma cuts a glance at her mother, who nods emphatically. Then she pulls her hand from mine. “I will.”

      “Lovely,” my mother says, taking a sip of her champagne. “We’ll release an official announcement in the morning. Gemma, darling, best get your engagement party gown choices to me by Friday at the latest. I’ll need to approve before you appear in any official photos.”

      I doubt my mother sees it, but a flicker of worry lights in Gemma’s eyes. “Yes, ma’am,” she replies. In all honesty, new fiancée looks a little green.

      “Excuse us, please. I need a few moments to celebrate with my bride-to-be.” I hold out my hand, and Gemma fits hers into mine. “Shall we?” I ask, pulling her away from the audience.

      I don’t stop until the two of us are outside, standing in the garden bathed in moonlight. There’s a bone deep chill in the air, and I immediately realize my mistake. Gemma shivers in her strapless silk. “Here,” I say, shrugging out of my tuxedo jacket and draping it over her shoulders.

      “Thank you.”

      “There’s no reason you should freeze.”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t think you’d care. You certainly didn’t show my sister any respect.”

      “What? I think you’ve got this wrong. Charlotte left me, remember? Why are you painting me as the bad guy here?”

      “If the shoe fits.”

      “And you know everything about me?

      “I know what my sister has told me. The things your conquests call you behind your back.”

      I laugh. “Oh, I’m sure I’ve heard it all.”

      “Five-inch Freddy.”

      That stops my laughter. “What?”

      She shrugs. “I’m only repeating what you already know, aren’t I?”

      “Where did you hear that?” I swear, I’ll kill whoever has been spreading that moniker. “It’s completely untrue.”

      “Hmm, you seem very determined to make that clear. You know what they say about protesting too much.”

      “I do not have a small—”

      “I don’t want to know.” She tuts and walks away, pulling the jacket tighter across her body.

      I chase after her, not wanting to let her get the last word. “Well, that’s going to be pretty damned hard considering you’re about to be my wife.”

      Eyebrow cocked, she turns on me. “No. I’ll marry you, but it’ll be for show only. You won’t have my body, or my heart.”

      “And what if I want you to give me more than a facade? What if I need an heir?”

      She settles on the bench near the mouth of the rose garden. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Although, I’m sure you’ve got a few bastards running around by now. Arranged marriages only end with love in romance novels, your Highness.”

      “So, it will all be an act?”

      “Yes. I’ll never love you, so don’t plan on that, and I doubt you’re capable of loving one woman anyway.”

      “Fine, but my mother will expect more effort on our part. We’ll have to put on a show for the paparazzi and for those at court.”

      She tosses back her head and laughs, the rich sound sending a rush of something I’d never expected to feel straight through me. “I think you put on enough of a show already, don’t you? What was it last week? A suspected harem, I believe.”

      My chest burns. I’d seen that headline too. Damn Kingston and his parties, but it’s hopeless to try and convince her I wasn’t involved in any of that debauchery. “Fine, let’s go prove how deliriously in love we are.”

      “I hope you’re a good liar.”

      The Virgin’s Playboy Prince

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek

          

          His Whiskey Sour

        

      

    

    
      Did you miss The Cocktail Girls series?

      Here’s a sample of His Whiskey Sour, a sexy rock star romance.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Easton

      

      "This is a terrible idea," I say into my phone as my driver pulls up to The Millennium Hotel.

      The lights of the Vegas Strip permeate the car through windows tinted so dark they're black. I need quiet and calm, not slot machines and showgirls. How the hell my manager expects me to write another number one record while I'm surrounded by the non-stop party life, I'll never know. The rest of my band is here already. They caught an earlier flight, but I stayed back, hoping for a few more days at home.

      "Easton, you need to get your head out of your ass and live a little." Franco laughs over the line. "I can't believe I'm telling a rock star to party. Usually it's the other way around. Stay off the drugs, stop getting tanked in public, don't sleep with hookers." He clears his throat. "But, seriously, don't do those things."

      "You know I don't touch that shit." I'm probably too harsh with him, but there's a reason I don't drink or do drugs. A fucking good one.

      "I know. Sorry. How's he doing?"

      Franco's getting personal now. I'm not ready for personal. "When do we start rehearsing?"

      He coughs and I hear a deep intake of breath as though he's taking a drag from a cigarette. "Next week. Show's in two weeks, but this is a big production. Vegas isn't like going on tour. They'll want to make it a whole experience."

      The driver is standing outside my door, waiting for me to signal him that I'm ready to get out. "Fine." I open the door and the guy scrambles to get it for me. It's his job, but I hate being pandered to. I wave him off and go around to the trunk to find my guitar and bag. "Franco, I need you to promise me this'll be worth the time. I've got an album to write so we can record."

      "It's going to buy you some time. In case... well, in case you're still blocked after this."

      "How so?"

      "You'll be riding high on the publicity. We can afford a delay as long as you're still relevant."

      Still relevant. God, what a fucking fickle industry. "I could always get married while I'm here."

      He chokes and I hang up before he can respond. I love fucking with him. The driver has my stuff ready for me and after I tuck my phone into my pocket, I hand the guy a twenty and thank him. The hotel lobby looms and that familiar buzz of anticipation builds in my gut whenever I go somewhere new. Taking a deep breath, I walk through the doors and step inside The Millennium.

      I'm immediately greeted by my own personal concierge. She's eager, too eager, and her smile is too wide.

      "Mr. Harrison. Welcome to The Millennium. I'm Hannah, I'll be your contact during your stay. Anything you need, just ask." She presses a business card into my hand. "The penthouse is ready for you and we've taken the liberty of assigning a security detail to your door at all times." She speaks quickly, her breathy voice making me worry she's going to pass out on me.

      "It's Easton, just Easton. And I don't need security. Where's the rest of my band staying?"

      Her eyes go wide. "The three of them are in room 1127. It's a two-bedroom suite. Is that a problem? Your label made the arrangements."

      I fight a sigh of frustration. These guys may not be the face that goes with the name on my records, but they've been with me since my first album. "How many bedrooms are in the penthouse?"

      "Four."

      "Right. Do me a favor, Hannah?"

      She nods but doesn't say anything.

      "Have my stuff put in their suite and move those guys to the penthouse. Give them anything they need."

      "But... I—"

      "Hannah?" I say her name with a little growl I know will get her attention.

      "Y-yes?"

      "You said you were my personal contact. Anything I need."

      She nods again.

      "I need you to do this for me. No questions asked."

      "It will take a little time."

      I cast my gaze around the lobby, the sound of slot machines catching my ears unappealing. "There somewhere I can go have a bite to eat?"

      "Oh, yes, of course. We've got a five-star restaurant, a coffee bar, and our famous LBD cocktail bar."

      I raise an eyebrow. "LBD?"

      She smiles. "Little Black Dress. No showgirls in here. Our waitresses are beautiful without sequins and feathers. There's a VIP room I'm sure they'll be glad to entertain you in as well."

      "Is it quiet?"

      "It can be. They'll cater to your needs."

      I offer her a curt nod and head into the cacophony of the casino floor. I see it immediately. Purple neon proudly announces Little Black Dress over the backlit doorway. I'm not sure about this, but the last thing I want to do is gamble.

      "Omigod, do you see him? It's Easton Harrison." I hear the squeal as soon as I'm recognized.

      More murmurs of my name catch my ears and I pick up my pace. VIP room, here I come. I'll text the guys when I'm safely concealed behind a velvet rope. I rush through the door and into the upscale bar. The first thing I notice is the rich wood-paneled walls with lighting meant to create an intimate feel in a large space. It works. There's a handful of patrons sitting around tables, but it's early in the evening and most people are still out exploring the Strip or gambling. I give it two hours before this bar really gets going.

      "Are you just going to stand there or did you want to order a drink?" The woman's voice catches me off guard, and her tone is bordering on annoyed. Turning my gaze toward her, I have to stop myself from letting my mouth fall open.

      She's fucking gorgeous. Big blue eyes, flawless skin, long dark hair that tumbles over her shoulders. Oh, this woman is my kind of cocktail waitress. I forget all about the VIP room. I want to be right here, at the bar, with her.

      "Well?" she asks, cocking one hip and staring at me.

      Her dress is tight at the top, the black fabric hugging high, firm tits without showing any cleavage. But it tucks in at her tiny waist before flaring out around her hips and stopping mid-thigh. She's got great legs encased in sheer black stockings. My mouth runs dry.

      She rolls her eyes and lets out a groan. "God, can you be any more obvious? Take a picture, it'll last longer."

      Turning on her heel, she gives me a view of her back. The dress is completely backless all the way to her waist. The only thing holding it on is a bow tied across the tops of her shoulders. Oh, Jesus. And her stockings. They've got a dark line running up from the heel of her foot all the way to the hem of her dress. Maybe I should take a picture.

      I'm not ashamed. She's a work of art. I appreciate art. "You're gorgeous."

      Her cheeks turn pink, but she scoffs. "And you're a real wordsmith. What are you drinking?"

      Does she not know who I am? She's standing there, hands on her hips as she waits for my answer. I say the first thing that comes to my mind. "Whiskey sour."

      She lifts one eyebrow and looks me up and down. "Can I give you my cherry?"

      "What?" My ears must be playing tricks on me.

      "I said, can I get you a cherry?"

      Shit, I definitely need to be better about wearing hearing protection on stage. Either that or nearly a year without sex is getting to me. But I needed time away from women after my last break up. I used it to write, to make something meaningful, to learn about myself. And it ended up winning me a Grammy. This girl is making me think I'm ready to end my dry spell.

      "Do you have a cherry?" I ask, only a slight bit of innuendo thrown in for good measure.

      "If I did, I wouldn't let you have it."

      She's too much. I love it.

      "What's your name?"

      "Ireland."

      "Really? Like the country? I'm... Harrison." Shit, I just lied to her. Kind of. Harrison is technically my name if we're going by last names. But I love that she doesn’t seem to know who I am, isn’t fawning over me like the other girls and I don't want to break the spell of anonymity I've somehow cast.

      "Really? Like the movie star?" She mimics my stupid response to her name with sweet sass. "I guess you've got a little Han Solo thing going on." Then she walks around the bar, hips swaying with her movements.

      I watch her mix my drink and when she bends down to grab something, I have to fight my groan. The tops of her stockings have little black bows on them. Honestly, I think this woman could be wearing yoga pants and a baggy sweatshirt and I'd want her. She slides the drink across the bar and offers me a wink. "Han Solo was always my favorite."

      Ireland tends to a few more orders over the next hour and instead of texting the guys, I observe her. She moves with the fluid grace of a classically trained dancer, poised, confident. I wonder what brought her here. There are two other waitresses milling around, and one who keeps coming and going from the VIP lounge, but for the most part, this place is exactly what I need. Quiet.

      Ireland stands at the end of the long bar, chatting with another waitress. She laughs, loud and full-bodied, tossing her head back. The action changes everything about her, lighting up her face and making her look more carefree. I can't help but smile too. I want to bottle up that laugh and save it. Then her gaze locks on mine and she strolls toward me.

      "Something wrong with your drink, Harry?" she asks.

      "Not a thing. I'm not a big drinker. Just killing time."

      "Meeting someone?" She leans her elbows on the bar, challenging me.

      "I think I already met her."

      Her eyes spark with interest. "Oh yeah?"

      "Definitely."

      "What if she's not interested?"

      I grin. "She might pretend she's not, but that's just an act. Princess Leia pretended she hated Han Solo but really she wanted him so bad it hurt."

      "I'm not a princess."

      "Thank God for that."

      She lifts my drink to her lips and takes a long swallow. Her red lipstick leaves a mark on the glass and somehow, it's the most erotic thing I've ever seen. "What room are you in?" she whispers, leaning close enough for me to smell the vanilla of her skin.

      "1127."

      Then she backs away and takes my drink with her, a grin on her face. "Good. I'll add this to your bill."

      My cock is aching in my pants. I don't want to leave this bar without at least getting her number, but Hannah pops her head in through the front door and catches sight of me. Shit. If she says my name, the jig will be up before I'm ready. I stride across the floor and catch her as she comes inside.

      "Mr. Harrison, your room is all ready." She hands me an envelope with the keycard inside. "Is there anything else I can get for you?"

      I glance back at Ireland and smirk. "No. I've got everything I need right here."

      His Whiskey Sour
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