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      “I will never get enough of the way you taste, Kayla,” Sebastian said, his voice a low growl as his tongue slid over her folds and then into her pussy, fucking her slowly. Kayla moaned and threaded her fingers through his thick hair, holding him exactly where she wanted him. He moaned against her slick flesh and her grip on his hair tightened to the point where she was pretty sure she was hurting him, but she was too lost in the glory of his mouth to care. Besides, she knew he liked it a little rough. Sometimes they were sweet and tender with each other, but usually they were like animals, starving and desperate no matter how many times they’d had each other. She’d expected the intense chemistry between them to fade with time, or mellow at least, but that wasn’t the case. She was still just as needy for him as she’d been that first night in his little cabin. Maybe even more so, because then, she’d been intrigued by him. But now, after two plus years, she was completely devoted to him. She loved him. Adored him. Cherished him. Craved him with every single fiber of her being.

      And she was sure Sebastian felt the same way about her. At least, she was pretty sure.

      “Oh God, Bastian. Right there. Right fucking there,” she breathed, her voice shaking with her plea. Her back arched off the bed as she pushed herself against his face, writhing against him. He let out a low chuckle and pressed his thumb against her swollen clit just as his tongue slid even deeper inside her. Heat swirled through her, making everything inside her coil tight. Her stomach clenched and a wave of tingles spread out over her skin.

      “Bastian!” She screamed his name as her orgasm crashed through her, her nails raking over his scalp. Her toes curled to the point of cramping and her thighs shook and squeezed around his head. God, she was probably going to suffocate him, but she couldn’t stop. It was as though she’d been electrocuted, all of her muscles rigid and tense and all she could do was ride out the current shocking her system. Spots danced in front of her eyes and she sucked in a shuddering breath, the rush of oxygen flooding her. She let out a long, contented sigh, her body both floating and heavy at the release.

      Sebastian teased his lips and tongue over her clit, working it with slow pulls and gentle sucks and she knew he was planning to go for two in a row. But that wasn’t what she wanted. No, what she wanted—needed—right now was to have him inside her, claiming her and loving her in the way only he could.

      “Sebastian,” she moaned, pushing at his broad shoulders, his skin warm beneath her fingers. “I need you. Get up here.”

      He lifted his head, and even in the dim lighting of their bedroom, she could see that his mouth was wet, sending a thrill through her. He grinned, his deep brown eyes warm and glittering with lust and love. Rising from between her splayed legs, he crawled over her, his naked body on full display, muscles bunching and flexing as he moved. His heavy cock dragged over her thigh as he settled himself on top of her, and then he kissed her, long and deep, letting her taste herself on his tongue.

      “See how fucking good you taste?” he rasped against her mouth. “Fucking heaven, Kayla. I’ll never get enough.”

      “I want you inside me, Bastian. Please.”

      “Baby,” he moaned, slicking his cock through her drenched folds and making them both gasp. It didn’t seem to matter how many times they’d done this, the intensity, the burning need—it never faded. “Love the way you soak my cock,” he groaned. “My sweet girl. So beautiful and smart and amazing. So needy for me. Me.” He moaned, a note of incredulity in his voice that made her chest tighten.

      She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him down for another kiss, pouring everything she felt into it. “Yes, you. My Bastian.”

      “Need to fuck you, baby. Legs up.”

      She spread her legs and pressed her knees toward her shoulders, gasping as she felt the head of Sebastian’s thick cock pressing at her entrance. He rose to his knees and plunged into her in one swift thrust, making her scream out his name—again.

      It was a good thing they didn’t have any neighbors in the immediate vicinity. If they did, they’d probably think she was being murdered on a nightly basis with the way he had her screaming and begging.

      Murdered by cock. Ha. If anyone could do it, it’d be Sebastian with his long, thick cock that still left her sore occasionally.

      “Fuck, Kayla,” he ground out, establishing a slow, deep rhythm, swiveling his hips in the way that always drove her wild. Curling his fingers around her ankle, he lifted it and laid it on his shoulder, opening her up even more. “Whose pussy is this?” he growled as he fucked her a little harder, a little deeper.

      “Yours, baby. It’s all yours. Always.”

      “Mine.” The word was barely more than a harsh exhale as he worked his cock in and out, the thick head sliding over her engorged G-spot and making her legs shake. “Touch yourself, baby.” She trailed a hand down over her body, her heart pounding so furiously in her chest that she could feel her breast shaking with it. She bit her lip when her fingers grazed her sensitive clit, letting out a ragged moan. It was almost too sensitive from her earlier orgasm, but she couldn’t stop herself from gently circling her fingers over and around it.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said, releasing her ankle. He fell over her and kissed her, the slide of his tongue against hers echoing the thrust of his cock in and out of her clenching pussy. She already knew she was going to come again, the sparks dancing along her spine a surefire sign of another orgasm.

      “God, that feels so good,” she panted, working her clit with her fingers as he thrust into her over and over again. “I love how deep you are. Don’t stop fucking me just like that. Just like that, Bastian.”

      “Gonna come so deep inside you, baby. God. Fuck, Kayla. Love this pussy. So fucking perfect.”

      She circled her fingers faster, another orgasm cresting over her. “You’re gonna make me come again. Bastian, oh God. Bastian!”

      Her pussy clenched and fluttered around him as she came again, pulling him even deeper inside. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she clung to him, feeling boneless under the onslaught of pleasure burning through her. He fucked her steadily through it, prolonging it, wringing every last drop of pleasure out of her.

      When she’d stopped trembling, he slid out of her and came down on the bed beside her. Then, in one swift movement, he turned her onto her side, lifted her leg and thrust back inside her. She moaned, clenching around him, the new entry and angle sending fresh ripples of pleasure dancing up her spine. “Fuck, yes. God, I love it. It’s so fucking good, don’t stop.”

      “I love when you come for me. You’re so beautiful when you fall apart. So fucking beautiful, Kayla. You make me feel out of control in the best possible way. I’ll never get enough of this. Of you. Of us.” He murmured the words against her temple, fucking her hard and deep, the wet sounds of their bodies coming together filling the room.

      She angled her head over her shoulder and kissed him, limbs and breaths tangled together as he moved inside her. His big hand landed on her breast, kneading it and plucking at her nipple the way he’d done hundreds of times before. Holding her tight and fucking her deep and reminding her just how cherished she was. Worshipped, even. She felt like a goddess when he fucked her like this. Like the most beautiful woman in the world.

      “I’m gonna explode, baby. I can’t hold on.”

      “Don’t. Fill me up. I want all that come inside me.”

      “Fuck, Kayla,” he groaned loudly and then she felt his cock start to spasm and flex inside her as he emptied himself. He buried himself deep, and she felt the moisture—some of it him, some of it her—seep out and trickle across her thighs.

      Dirty and debauched and perfect. That was them in a nutshell.

      But as the afterglow started to dim slightly and Sebastian pulled out of her, she couldn’t help but glance down at her bare left hand.

      It had been more than two years since that night in his cabin when everything had changed—when she’d gotten lost in that snowstorm and twisted her ankle, and he’d carried her through the snow back to his cabin, despite his bad knee—and while they’d had their ups and downs, their arguments and reconciliations, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. And it wasn’t as though they were kids, too young to really think about the future. She was thirty-two and Sebastian was thirty-six. The future was now, wasn’t it?

      Unless he wasn’t on the same page as her. Which was ridiculous. This was Bastian. He adored her. They talked about getting married and having kids as though it were an eventuality, not a what if. Not a maybe. It was a definite.

      So then…where was her ring? What was he waiting for?

      “Hey, you okay?” he asked, handing her a towel. She blinked and nodded, taking the towel from him and cleaning herself up. She’d have a shower before they headed for the airport tomorrow morning.

      “Yeah, sorry. Just thinking.”

      “About?” he asked, tossing his own towel into the hamper in the corner of their bedroom. She added her towel to the pile and then rose from the bed, emotions swirling through her. If she wanted to talk to him about what was weighing on her, now was the perfect time. He’d given her a Grand Canyon sized opening.

      “Just the trip and the wedding and stuff.”

      Chicken.

      She padded across their bedroom, the plush carpet thick and lush under her bare toes, and pulled open her dresser drawer, retrieving her favorite pair of sweatpants and one of Sebastian’s old T-shirts. She tugged it on over her head, wincing slightly when it brushed against her nipples. They were overly sensitive, probably from the two orgasms she’d just had.

      “You miss the city, don’t you?” he asked, stepping into a pair of gray sweatpants that made her drool just a little. They hung low on his hips, showcasing the mouthwatering V that dipped beneath the fabric. His body had always been incredible, but he was even fitter and stronger than when they’d first gotten together, thanks to his sobriety, physical job, and overall good health.

      She shook her head, moving across their room to the sliding glass doors that looked out onto a small deck. Two Adirondack chairs sat side by side, and she and Sebastian often had coffee there in the mornings, staring out at the towering pines and the mountains poking up into the sky.

      “No,” she said truthfully, shaking her head. “I miss aspects of it, but Lake Tahoe is home. It’s beautiful here. Peaceful in a way I didn’t know I needed. I think moving here has been good for both of us, and I wouldn’t go back, I don’t think.”

      They’d moved to Lake Tahoe a year and a half ago so Sebastian could pursue his career as an elite level snowboarding coach. The timing had worked out because she’d left her job at Silver Stream Development—okay, fine, she’d kind of been fired, but it didn’t matter now—and she’d moved across the country to be with Sebastian. And she’d found much more fulfilling work as the director of a non-profit for women in sport. The organization helped athletes at various levels find sponsorships, coaching, housing if they had to move for training opportunities, and more. She felt as though she were contributing and making a positive difference as opposed to toiling away to pad someone else’s bottom line.

      No, her life was pretty much perfect—minus her missing engagement ring that she was becoming more and more anxious about as the months ticked by with no signs that Sebastian was ready or planning to propose.

      He slid his arms around her from behind and she melted into him, her head flopping back against his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re happy, Kayla. That’s all I want for you. For us. I got in my own way for so damn long, and now…”

      She turned in his arms, cupping his cheek. Guilt sliced through her. Here she was whining internally about a ring when he’d fought against so many demons just to get where he was today. “Now, you’re free, baby. You’re amazing. You beat the odds.”

      He dipped his head, pressing his forehead to hers. “Because of you. If you hadn’t taken a chance on me…” He shook his head and swallowed thickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing visibly.

      “I know a risk worth taking when I see it,” she said softly. He grinned and kissed her, slow and sweet, but before the kiss could lead to anything else—like another round in bed—the alarm on Sebastian’s phone went off. “It’s time,” he said, pulling away from her. “I’ll get the sodas, you get the chips.”

      “Did you pick up dip at the store?” she asked, following him out of their bedroom. The stairs led down to the open-concept main floor of their house, with the living room on one side, and the eat-in kitchen on the other. The ceiling was vaulted, and the windows stretched all the way up, letting in natural light and giving them a breathtaking view of the pines and mountains just outside their front door. Sometimes, Kayla still felt the urge to pinch herself—living surrounded by so much gorgeous nature, in a beautiful home, with a sexy-as-hell man all felt too good to be true.

      She was silly to worry about something as inconsequential as a ring. She and Sebastian were solid, and no matter what happened, she knew they were in this together.

      “Yeah, it’s in here,” he said as he opened the refrigerator door and pulled out two Cokes. “I’ll grab it.” He set the tub of dip on the granite-topped island, and she rummaged in the pantry for the bag of chips. Once they had their traditional viewing snacks ready, they headed for the living room. A plush dark brown sofa sat facing the flatscreen TV mounted above the fireplace. To the left, sliding glass doors led out onto another deck, this one larger than the one off of their bedroom. A hot tub sat in one corner, while outdoor furniture and a barbecue took up the rest of the space.

      She plopped down onto the sofa beside him, careful not to spill chips out of the bowl in her hands, excitement bubbling through her as Sebastian turned to Bravo just in time for the season premiere of Below Deck.

      Kayla had always been a reality TV junkie, but Sebastian had thought it was beneath him. But he’d changed his mind when she’d made him watch an episode of Below Deck with her, and he’d gotten hooked. Now, it was their tradition to wear sweats and eat snacks while watching the new episodes.

      It was comforting and familiar. Routine. Little things like this made her feel at home with him. At ease.

      Pushing thoughts of wayward engagement rings out of her mind, she sat back to enjoy the episode, even ignoring the notifications on her phone until the next commercial.

      “That guy’s going to be a trainwreck,” said Sebastian, taking a sip of his Coke. “Take it from a guy who used to be one.”

      She laughed. “That was a long time ago now.”

      Something flickered across his expression, and he took another sip of his drink. “It feels like it, doesn’t it? But people have had longer streaks than me and then relapsed.”

      Frowning, she set her phone down and took his hand. “Is that something you’re worried about?”

      He was silent for a moment, long enough to make her worry. “Sometimes, maybe a little? I think maybe…” He sucked in a breath. “Fucking up is what I’m used to. It’s what I know. Feels weird to be on a different path.”

      She gave his hand a squeeze. “But you are on a different path. You learned from your mistakes and chose differently for yourself. Plus, you’ve got me. And not every recovering addict has Kayla Bristowe in his corner.”

      He tugged her closer and planted a kiss on her mouth. “They’d better fucking not.”

      She laughed and her phone chimed again. It was probably Lauren or Willa texting with questions or details about this weekend. Tomorrow morning, they were headed to Manhattan for Lucian and Olivia’s wedding, and she was excited to see her friends. And Sebastian, as Lucian’s best man, was looking forward to seeing his family. He’d been talking about it for weeks now, even though he’d decided to forgo the bachelor party that Max had thrown for Lucian given that it had been a weekend in Vegas. They’d offered to change their plans in order to accommodate him, but he’d refused, wanting Lucian to have the bachelor party he’d always wanted.

      To Kayla, that showed just how much progress he’d made. The old Sebastian would have just gone to Vegas, deluding himself that he could handle it and that everything would be fine. But this Sebastian, the one who was committed to sobriety and therapy and trying to be a better person, had known immediately that he couldn’t go and face all of that temptation. She was proud of him.

      She was a tiny bit disappointed when she glanced down at her phone and saw that it was just her period tracking app and not her friends. Sebastian rose from the couch and headed for the kitchen to add more chips to their bowl and she clicked on the notification.

      Have you gotten your period yet? According to your calendar, you’re 10 days late.

      Kayla stared at the message, panic and confusion and disbelief churning through her. She was never late. Never. And she was on the pill. There had to be a logical explanation.

      There was no way she was pregnant. Yeah, they’d talked about it, but only as an eventuality. In the future. Not now. Yes, she wanted to have kids with Sebastian, and she knew he wanted to have kids with her, but she was on the pill.

      But ten days late…well. That was unusual, to say the least.

      She looked down at her phone again and stared at the message. Ten days late. She took a breath and took stock of her body, looking for any signs that her period was imminent. No cramps. No bloating. No insane chocolate cravings.

      Well. Scenarios swirled through her mind as she swiped the reminder away, all of them making her stomach flutter and her heart race. It was late, and she didn’t have time to go buy a pregnancy test and wouldn’t before they left for New York first thing tomorrow morning. It’d have to wait until they were back in Manhattan, and in all likelihood, her period would show up by then.

      She’d wear white pants on the plane and not pack any tampons just to make sure.

      And then she’d take a test and it’d be negative because there was no way she was pregnant.

      But still. Ten days late was pretty freaking late.

      Sebastian sat back down beside her and handed the refilled bowl of potato chips to her. “Whoa, you okay?” he asked. “You have a freaked out look on your face.”

      “I’m fine, just thinking about this weird, uh, dream I had,” she blurted.

      He squinted at her, but then the show came back from commercial and he returned his attention to the TV. And as they watched the show, the same thoughts kept swirling through Kayla’s brain.

      If something was holding Sebastian back from asking her to marry him, what would he do if she was pregnant?

      She didn’t know.
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      “Jesus, look at this place,” said Sebastian as he helped Kayla out of the taxi they’d taken from JFK to Max and Willa’s new penthouse. The building in front of them was a tower of glass and steel, arching up into the sky, the windows glinting in the sunshine.

      Instead of staying in a hotel, they’d accepted Max and Willa’s invitation to stay with them while they were in the city. Lauren and Theo would be staying with them as well, and Kayla was beyond excited for the reunion with her two closest friends. In fact, thinking about seeing her friends was the only thing that had kept her tethered last night while she’d tried to sleep, while she and Sebastian had made their way to the airport to catch their flight. Then on the plane, she’d tried both reading and watching a movie on her iPad to distract herself from her swirling thoughts, but nothing had worked. She didn’t even know how many times she’d touched her stomach over the past twelve hours, wondering if a tiny little life was sprouting there, part her, part Sebastian. Just the thought sent her heart racing and her stomach flip flopping over on itself.

      She really, really needed to get her hands on a pregnancy test so that she could put all of the uncertainty to rest. And the more she thought about taking a test, the more she realized that there was a specific outcome she was hoping for. She didn’t want a negative and the so-called relief it would bring. Even though a baby wasn’t in their immediate plans and would be a total surprise, she wanted the test to be positive.

      “Hey, you okay?” asked Sebastian for what had to be the tenth time since last night. He set their bags on the sidewalk in front of Max and Willa’s building, and she took a moment to admire the way the movement pulled his navy blue T-shirt tight against his bigger-than-ever biceps.

      “Yeah, sorry. Just didn’t sleep well last night.” She reached for one of the bags, but he playfully swatted her hand away. The air was warm and sweet, and a pang of nostalgia put a small smile on her lips. As happy as she was in Lake Tahoe, maybe she did miss the city a little. The bright yellow taxis cruising up and down East 23rd, the pedestrians bustling up and down the sidewalk, lost in their own little worlds. The city had a vibration to it that made it feel so incessantly alive. Not alive the way Lake Tahoe was, with its stunning wilderness and gorgeous nature, but alive with humanity. Alive with a kind of collective energy that was wholly unique to New York.

      “Gorgeous,” she said, realizing she’d never responded to Sebastian’s earlier statement. “Willa said that their penthouse cost over sixty million dollars. Can you imagine?”

      Sebastian let out a low whistle. “Maybe you picked the wrong Prescott.”

      She laughed and fisted her hand in the soft cotton of his T-shirt, tugging his hard, sculpted body against hers. “Not a chance.” Her stomach fluttered and she bit her lip, uncertainty mingling with hope and excitement and the nostalgic freshness of being back home.

      No matter what unfolded over the next few days, she had a feeling it’d be a weekend to remember. Seeing her friends again, enjoying Lucian and Olivia’s wedding, spending time in the city.

      They stepped inside the breathtaking lobby, which looked like something out of a high-end hotel. Marbled walls, mosaic tiled floors, enormous vases of fresh flowers on every available surface. A woman in a smartly tailored skirt suit stood behind an elegant desk and smiled warmly at them.

      “Good afternoon,” she said. “May I ask who you’re here to see?”

      “Max and Willa Prescott,” answered Sebastian, pushing a hand through his hair and making a strand fall down onto his forehead. Kayla bit her lip again, this time in response to the lust surging through her. How did he manage to only get sexier with time?

      Wait, wasn’t crazy horniness a pregnancy symptom? Granted, she was pretty much always horny around Sebastian.

      God, she really needed to get her hands on a test so she could stop playing this game with herself.

      The woman behind the desk typed something into her computer and then nodded. “You must be Sebastian and Kayla. I’ll just need you to sign in here and show some ID and then I can issue you one of the guest keys provided by Mr. and Mrs. Prescott.”

      As they presented their drivers licenses and Sebastian signed them in, Kayla grinned. It was still a trip to hear Willa referred to as Mrs. Prescott.

      Maybe someday I’ll know what that feels like.

      They headed to the private elevator in the corner and hit the button for the penthouse. With everything swirling through her, Kayla felt a little untethered, and so she did what she always did when she felt like that.

      She reached for Sebastian’s hand, weaving her fingers between his much larger ones, and something inside her settled into place at the feeling of his palm against hers.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” he asked. He turned and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes, studying her intently. “I know I keep asking you that. I just keep feeling like there’s something up with you. Did I do something? Kayla, you gotta tell me if I fucked up somehow.”

      His features were tight with concern, so she reached up and stroked her fingers over his stubbled cheek. “You didn’t fuck up, baby. I promise. I guess being back here is just bringing up a lot of emotions and if I’m a little quiet, it’s because I’m processing.” Which was true. Sort of.

      Relief flickered over his face and he nodded. “I get that. Being back here brings up a lot of complicated emotions for me, too.”

      The elevator doors slid open onto a massive living room with a soaring ceiling and floor to ceiling windows that provided a breathtaking view of Manhattan from three sides.

      “Kayla!” Willa Prescott came barreling at her, wrapping her slim arms around Kayla’s neck and pulling her in for a long, tight hug. “I’m so glad to see you! I missed you so much.” Kayla hugged her back, her heart feeling full at seeing her friend in person again. Willa pulled away and shot Sebastian a warm smile. “And of course, I’m happy to see you, too, Bastian.”

      He pulled her in for a hug just as Max, Theo, and Lauren emerged from elsewhere in the sprawling penthouse.

      “Holy shit, you look good,” said Theo, coming forward and pulling Sebastian into a bear hug. “Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it.”

      “Sobriety, therapy, and Kayla,” said Sebastian with a grin.

      Kayla hugged Theo, Lauren, and Max, and then Willa grabbed her hand while Max and Sebastian dealt with the luggage. “Let me give you a tour and show you your room.”

      “You’re sure you don’t mind putting everyone up?” asked Kayla, leaning into Willa. God, she’d missed her sweet warmth and positive energy. There was no one like her, as far as Kayla was concerned. Being with Willa was like basking in gentle sunshine.

      Lauren looped her arm through Kayla’s on her other side. “They’ve got five bedrooms and seven thousand square feet, so I think she can swing it.”

      “There was no way I was letting you guys stay in a hotel,” said Willa, giving Kayla a squeeze. “I want you as close as possible while you’re in town. Both of you.”

      They mounted a spiral staircase carpeted in a lush white rug. A walkway at the top of the stairs looked down onto the living room, making the space feel bright and airy. She led them to a bedroom just off of the stairs and pushed open the door, revealing an elegant bedroom with a king-sized bed, a plush blue chaise longue, and a flatscreen TV mounted to the wall opposite the bed. More floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the city.

      “Everything’s voice activated using this AI system Max designed. Watch.” She turned and spoke clearly. “Hey Cicero, close the curtains.”

      “Closing the curtains,” came a super realistic male voice with a British accent. Immediately, the curtains started to glide smoothly closed.

      “Wow, you guys really are living in the future, aren’t you?” asked Lauren. “I can’t even get Alexa to do what I want half the time.”

      “This place is absolutely amazing,” said Kayla, sinking down onto the bed and running her fingers over the smooth duvet cover. “The view, the windows, the open space. It’s gorgeous. I can see why you guys fell in love with it.”

      Willa beamed. “I like it better now that I have guests.”

      Sebastian and Max stepped into the room, setting the luggage in the corner.

      “Why don’t you get unpacked and then join us on the balcony? We’re having cocktails,” said Max. “Or mocktails,” he added, glancing at Sebastian. “We all have catching up to do.” He and Willa exchanged a meaningful look.

      Sebastian grinned. “Sounds great.”

      Kayla knew that this was her chance. She’d spotted a Duane Reade drug store at the end of the block. While everyone was occupied with drinks, she could run out and grab a pregnancy test. She’d pee on it, it’d be negative, and her world would stop feeling so off-kilter.

      And if it was positive…Well. That thought sent butterflies tumbling through her stomach. Good ones. Hopeful ones.

      “You guys go ahead without me,” she said, trying to sound as casual as possible. “I’m just going to run down to the drugstore, and—”

      “No!” said Willa and Lauren in unison. Willa reached out, wrapping an arm around her. “I’m sure I have extra of whatever you need, and if not, go later. It’s not an emergency, right?”

      “I haven’t seen your face in months. Don’t go right now,” added Lauren, and Kayla sighed and then nodded.

      “Yeah, okay. It’s not an emergency.” Which was true, technically speaking, despite the sense of urgency making her feel prickly with sweat. She could have a mocktail instead of a cocktail to be on the safe side, and then once everyone was settled, she’d go to the drugstore and get a test.

      “We’ll give you a minute to unpack anything you need,” said Willa, slipping her hand into Max’s. “Meet us out on the balcony in a few, okay?”

      Kayla nodded, and everyone left, leaving her and Sebastian alone in their room.

      “What did you forget?” he asked as he unzipped his suitcase and rummaged around inside.

      “Oh, um. A—just a razor.”

      “I’m sure Willa has one you can have.”

      “Yeah, maybe. It’s fine, I can just go to the drugstore.”

      He turned and looked at her, and when their eyes met, she almost told him. But she felt the need to hold back because she didn’t want to freak him out or get his hopes up if it was nothing. Not when this weekend was supposed to be about family time.

      Sebastian closed his bag and moved toward her, pulling her into his arms. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he murmured against her hair, kissing her temple.

      She leaned into him, soaking up the warmth and comfort of his solid body against hers. His familiar scent settled her nervous stomach and she took a deep breath, breathing him in. Her chest tightened with guilt over doubting him or their relationship. Their future. Of course her future was with Sebastian. He probably had very good reasons as to why he hadn’t proposed yet.

      “I think I’m just a little worn out from the travel and everything. I’m sorry if I’ve been quiet or seemed a little off. I’m okay.”

      He ducked his head and slipped a hand under her chin, tilting her face up to his. “Promise?”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Promise.”

      “You know you can tell me anything, right? There’s nothing you could tell me that would ever scare me away.”

      She could see the wariness, the concern in his deep brown eyes and more guilt ate at her, making her feel itchy and restless. And yet...she couldn’t bring herself to say anything about her late period or the fact that they weren’t engaged yet. Now just wasn’t the time, here with their friends and his family, the day before Lucian and Olivia’s wedding. Once the festivities were over, there’d be time to talk.

      “I know.” She met his eyes and then rose up onto her toes and kissed him. He moaned softly and kissed her back. God, it would be so easy to just drag him to the bed and let him shut her brain off the way he always did, but everyone was waiting for them. So, she broke the kiss and took his hand, leading him to the door before things got carried away.

      They found everyone out on the sunny balcony off of the upper level of the penthouse. Kayla sucked in a sharp breath at the view stretching out before her, Manhattan stretching out on three sides, encompassing everything she could see. She could hear the distant blare of sirens, the honking of taxis, the jackhammer of construction work. The city symphony she’d come to miss, despite how happy she was in Lake Tahoe.

      The balcony itself was beautiful, tiled in chiseled stone and surrounded with sparkling, spotless glass. The sky was pure blue, and the air was sweet and almost cool on her skin. Everyone was gathered on a plush looking outdoor sectional, a tray with drinks on a table in front of it, and a fancy-looking bar cart off to the side.

      Max handed Sebastian a ginger ale and then cocked an eyebrow at Kayla. “What’ll it be? Wine? Or I’ve got some nice champagne on ice?”

      “You know, I think I’ll just start with some Perrier, if you have it. The traveling unsettled my stomach a little.”

      Max nodded and handed her the cool green bottle, cracking the cap off for her. He grabbed a striped paper straw from the bar cart and popped it in her drink, and she was grateful that no one was giving her a hard time about not drinking. Granted, she often didn’t drink around Sebastian out of solidarity, so they probably didn’t think it was odd. She sat down on the couch beside Willa, and Sebastian settled in beside Theo.

      “You want to tell them?” asked Max, drink in hand as he sat down on the far end of the sofa.

      Willa grinned and set her drink down. “We’ve decided to start IVF!”

      Kayla and Lauren both gasped and reached for her, pulling her in for an awkward group hug. A cervical cancer survivor, Willa had frozen her eggs before undergoing treatment. If she and Max wanted to have a baby, pursuing IVF was likely their best shot at a successful pregnancy.

      “Oh, Willa, I’m so happy and hopeful for you,” said Kayla.

      “I really hope this works for you guys,” added Lauren, giving her a squeeze. “I know it’s not a guarantee, right?”

      Willa shook her head, but her smile wasn’t any less bright. “No, there are no guarantees, but we’re going to try. And if it’s not successful, we’re open to adoption.” Her eyes met Max’s and he nodded, smiling softly at his wife. It was amazing how far Max had come, slowly changing from grumpy and reserved to open and genuinely happy, and Kayla knew it was because of the way Willa loved him. She knew because she liked to think she’d had a similar effect on Sebastian, who was a different man—in a good way—from the one she’d wanted to throttle just a couple of years ago.

      “So when do you start the process?” asked Kayla.

      “In the fall. We both have to go through some testing first, and then they’ll need to thaw my eggs. They could all die during the thawing process, or they could thaw but not fertilize at all, or fertilize but not implant, so there are a lot of steps where things can go wrong. But I’m still excited to try.”

      “You’re going to be a wonderful mom,” said Lauren. “No matter how it comes to be.” Her eyes were misty and she cleared her throat, then took a sip of her wine.

      Willa gently laid a hand on Lauren’s arm. “Are you guys still trying?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. No luck this month, though,” she said, lifting her glass and taking another sip.

      “I know it feels like an eternity, but these things just take time sometimes,” said Sebastian kindly. A fresh wave of guilt made Kayla’s throat hurt as she swallowed some of her water. Here she was obsessing over the possibility of being pregnant when they weren’t even trying, and Lauren and Theo had been trying for a couple of months now without any luck. It didn’t seem fair.

      “Are Lucian and Olivia coming by at all today?” asked Theo, changing the subject. Kayla didn’t miss the grateful squeeze Lauren gave his thigh.

      Max shook his head. “No, I think they’re too busy with the rehearsal dinner plans for tonight.”

      “The nanny has Cora?” Kayla asked. Lucian and Olivia were parents to the cutest little ten-month-old, and Kayla was looking forward to getting some baby cuddles in.

      The thought made her stomach twist and pull as what ifs and maybes swirled through her mind. God, this not knowing was torture, and it didn’t look like she was going to have the chance to escape to the drugstore anytime soon.

      “It’s too bad Javi can’t make it,” said Sebastian.

      Max nodded. “Yeah, but it’s the middle of the baseball season, and he’s the manager of the team. He can’t just bail on the Longhorns. Aerin’s coming though, although she’s only able to fly in for the wedding tomorrow morning, and I think she’s taking the red eye back after the reception.”

      “I assume she’s not bringing the girls with her, then?” asked Lauren, looking slightly disappointed.

      Max shook his head. “No. The twins are staying home.”

      “Have you seen Lucian or Olivia lately?” asked Theo. “I feel like every time I’ve tried to talk to him, he’s had some wedding thing to deal with. A tasting, a suit fitting, something.”

      “It’s amazing the way your wedding can just consume you,” said Lauren, shaking her head with a small smile. “When we were planning ours, it was all I could think about.”

      “Same,” added Willa.

      “It’s a little surreal, honestly. I always thought he’d never get married, but I guess he was just waiting for the right one,” said Sebastian, rubbing a hand over his mouth. His eyebrows were pinched, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “Yeah, waiting for her to be old enough,” cracked Theo, and they all chuckled. Given that Lucian was almost twenty years older than his bride, Kayla couldn’t help but wonder if there was a grain of truth to Theo’s joke.

      “Or maybe he was just too busy babysitting my sorry ass,” said Sebastian, the crease between his eyebrows deepening. Kayla reached over and laid a hand on his knee, giving him a reassuring squeeze. Coming back to the city always brought up complicated emotions for Sebastian. It was where he’d grown up, and therefore home in a sense, but also the site of his biggest failures and regrets, and he was reminded of them every single time they came.

      “Lucian looked after all of us,” Max said quietly. “He was the father figure we all desperately needed and never had. He’s not perfect, but he tried his best.”

      Theo nodded. “He did. Aerin, too.” A silence fell over the group and he leaned forward, his forearms. “So…did we ever figure out if he’s in the mafia?”

      Kayla saw Sebastian shift in his seat and he glanced away. “I don’t know that it’s any of our business,” he said, shaking his head.

      Max narrowed his eyes at Sebastian. “You know something, don’t you?”

      Sebastian shrugged. “I know a bit. But he swore me to secrecy, and I’m not going to betray him.”

      “He once told me that he was mafia-adjacent,” said Lauren with a little shrug. “Whatever that means.”

      “I think it means it’s better to have him in your corner than not,” said Willa lightly. She turned her attention to Sebastian. “So, do you have your speech ready to go?”

      Sebastian nodded. “Yeah. I’m still tweaking it, but I’m ready.” He turned to Max. “Sorry I couldn’t make it to the bachelor party. Thanks for taking over best man duties in Vegas.”

      Max just nodded, no judgment or recrimination in his eyes. “Happy to. You know, we would’ve planned something else. I get that you didn’t want to come to Vegas, but we missed you.”

      “But Vegas was what Lucian wanted, and I didn’t want to take that away from him. Truly, I appreciate the offer, but it’s all good, man.”

      “I assume the cousins are coming, too, right?” asked Lauren, twirling a lock of her red hair around her finger.

      Max nodded. “Yeah, and they’re actually bringing dates. Well, not Hudson, I don’t think, but Levi—you met his girlfriend Madison last time you guys were in town—and Noah’s got a girlfriend now, too.”

      Theo’s mouth fell open. “What? I thought he was too busy saving lives to date.”

      Willa grinned. “Her name’s Felicity and she’s a high school teacher. We had dinner with them not long ago, and I gotta say, she’s perfect for him.”

      “Oh yeah. That guy’s so in love,” agreed Max.

      “Aw, that’s really sweet,” said Kayla, sipping her drink. She’d always thought Noah was the nicest guy, and she was glad he had someone in his life. “Do you think it bothers Hudson that he’s the only single one?”

      Theo shook his head. “Nah. He swore off relationships after what’s her name…”

      “Jessica,” supplied Max, his lip curling slightly as he said the name.

      “Right. Jessica.”

      “Oh, I remember her!” said Lauren. Given that she and Theo had been friends since college, she knew the ins and outs of the Prescott family well. “It was so shitty the way she waited for the night before the wedding to break up with him.”

      “Whoa, that is shitty,” said Kayla.

      “True, the timing was bad, but better to not go through with the wedding than get married when you know it’s wrong,” said Sebastian, and Kayla couldn’t stop herself from glancing over at him. Did he think marrying Kayla was the wrong thing? Was that why he hadn’t proposed yet? And what if she was pregnant?

      She took a sip of her water, trying to get her churning stomach to calm the hell down. She wished this whole thing weren’t stressing her out so much. She just wanted to enjoy being with everyone, enjoy the wedding and the rehearsal dinner tonight.

      Willa glanced at her delicate watch and set her drink down. “I have a treat for us,” she said, indicating Lauren and Kayla with her eyes.

      “Ooh, what did you do?” asked Lauren.

      “I have a makeup artist, a manicurist, and a hairstylist coming to get us ready for the rehearsal dinner, and then again tomorrow before the wedding. In fact, they should be here in about half an hour, so if you want to grab a shower before they get here, now’s a good time.”

      Lauren stood and grabbed Kayla’s hand, pulling her to her feet, chattering excitedly as the three of them headed back inside the penthouse.

      Well. So much for sneaking off to the drugstore.
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      Sebastian had the feeling he’d made a horrible mistake.

      For the past two days, Kayla had been in a weird mood. She’d been quiet, reserved, and distant. She hadn’t been her usual talkative, outgoing self, especially not with him. It was as though something had shifted between them, something almost intangible but important. And he had a sinking feeling he knew what it was.

      The wedding. Being surrounded by other married people. Theo and Lauren had been married for a year now and were trying to have a baby. Max and Willa had been married for a year and a half. Aerin and Javi had been married for nearly three years now and had twin two-year-old daughters. Lucian and Olivia were getting married and already had ten-month-old Cora. And if he knew Kayla at all—and he’d like to think he did after all this time, not to mention all the time they’d worked together before getting together—she was probably wondering where the hell her engagement ring was.

      Well. It was in his suitcase. And it had been living in the very back of his sock and underwear drawer for months now.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the bedroom door, which was slightly ajar. Kayla was currently getting done up with Willa and Lauren, and he didn’t think she’d be back anytime soon. He opened his suitcase and rummaged around, pulling out the navy blue Harry Winston jewel box he’d bought last November.

      God, he was such a fucking chicken shit. He’d originally planned to propose to her at Thanksgiving. And then Christmas. And then New Year’s. And then Valentines. And then their anniversary in April.

      But he hadn’t.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t want to. It wasn’t that he didn’t want a future with her. He did, more than anything. It wasn’t that he didn’t think Kayla was perfect in every single way. It was him. He needed to make sure—to be fully, completely sure—that he was the man she deserved. That he wasn’t going to backslide into vices and destruction and drag her down with him. It wasn’t her he wasn’t sure of.

      It was himself.

      He didn’t drink anymore, and he hadn’t gambled in over two years, although he’d had occasional urges that scared the living shit out of him. He was still in therapy, and working every single day to mold himself into a man worthy of marrying Kayla. Healthy and whole and capable of taking care of her the way she deserved.

      Every single time he thought he was ready, something would spike inside him. Fear, uncertainty, self-doubt. A little voice telling him that he needed to keep working on himself. That he wasn’t quite good enough yet.

      But now, that voice was silent. It had been for weeks.

      He sat down on the bed and popped the box open, staring down at the pear-shaped diamond. It was surrounded with a cluster of smaller diamonds that made it look like a snowflake, and he’d known it was the right one the second he’d laid eyes on it. The snowflake reminded him of falling for her in that cabin, snowed in together. His life had changed in the span of just a few days with her in that little cabin. A diamond snowflake—it was perfect.

      And now, he was ready. Finally. He knew he’d already waited too long, and he had the feeling that was why Kayla had been quiet and distant for the past couple of days. Attending yet another wedding was making her wonder where they were headed and what was taking him so long.

      He should’ve asked her a year ago. He knew that. But he couldn’t change the past—something he’d learned to accept in therapy—and all he could do was move forward. And he was planning to move forward this weekend. All he had to do was find the perfect quiet moment to ask her. He didn’t want to steal Lucian and Olivia’s thunder, but that ring was going to be on Kayla’s finger on the flight home. It was time. He was ready.

      He heard footsteps coming down the hall, so he quickly shut the box and stuffed it into his pocket. Kayla pushed through the door and it felt as though all of the air had been sucked out of his lungs.

      “Shit, baby,” he murmured, shoving a hand through his hair and rising from the bed. Kayla’s thick blond hair was sleek and straight and pulled back into a high ponytail, and her makeup was pretty and fresh, highlighting her enormous green eyes and full lips. And her dress…fuck. It was a simple black cocktail dress, but the way it clung to her curves had his mouth watering and his blood heating. “You look amazing.”

      She grinned at him, a real, genuine smile and smoothed her hands up over his shirt, straightening his collar. “You clean up pretty nice, too, Bastian.” He’d opted for light gray dress pants with a white dress shirt open at the collar, no tie. She slid her hands lower, grabbing two fistfuls of his ass. “You know I love your ass in these pants.”

      He dipped his head, inhaling her scent. She smelled like floral perfume and Kayla, and he kissed the spot just below her ear. “You know I love your ass always.”

      She let out a shivery little moan but then stepped away from him. “We need to get going. You’re the best man; you can’t be late for the rehearsal.”

      He nodded, watching as she gathered up her purse and checked her phone and then headed out the door without looking back at him. Pulling away. Again. He slipped his hand into his pocket and closed his fingers around the small box.

      Tonight. He needed to ask her tonight.
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      The rehearsal dinner was taking place at one of Lucian’s many restaurants, which was closed to the public for the night’s event. The rehearsal itself had gone off without a hitch, and Sebastian had been completely wowed by the ceremony location. He hadn’t even known there was a hidden rooftop terrace that overlooked St. Patrick’s Cathedral, but there was, and it was where Lucian and Olivia would be saying their vows in front of their friends and family tomorrow afternoon. Once they’d gone through the ceremony and everyone knew what they were supposed to do, immediate family and close friends had all come to the restaurant, which was dripping in pink peonies and some elaborate purple flowers Sebastian couldn’t name. Servers circulated through the crowd with trays of champagne, and the tables were laden with family-style dishes. A green salad, chicken, beef tenderloin, salmon, sweet potatoes, sauteed vegetables, and rice, all to be passed around and shared.

      As he took it all in, he wondered what kind of wedding Kayla would want. They’d talked about the fact that marriage was in their future, but they hadn’t spent any time talking about the nuts and bolts of an actual wedding.

      “I think that went well,” said Lucian from behind Sebastian, and he turned. He was wearing a navy blue suit and matching shirt. He’d ditched his tie, and his shirt was open at the collar.

      Sebastian nodded, a tightness working its way up his chest and into his throat. “It did. I can’t believe that ceremony venue. It’s going to be amazing tomorrow.”

      Lucian gazed across the restaurant, a peaceful, contented smile on his lips. “It’s nice having everyone together like this.”

      Sebastian threw an arm around his brother who was so much more than a brother to him. He was a father, a protector, a savior, all in one. “Is that your way of saying you miss having us around?”

      Lucian looked at him with an arched eyebrow. “Of course I miss having you around. You’re my family.” He said it as though it were the simplest thing in the whole world.

      Sebastian tilted his head toward a quieter corner of the restaurant, away from the buzz of food and conversation and music. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

      Lucian studied him. “Is everything okay?” he asked in a lowered voice, his eyes glittering intently.

      Sebastian nodded. “Yeah. Just…some things I don’t want to put in my speech. But I still want you to hear them.”

      Lucian raised an eyebrow and then nodded. “Okay.”

      They moved into the corner and sat down at an unoccupied booth. Lucian looked around, his shoulders stiff with tension until his gaze landed on Olivia, who was wearing a champagne-colored dress that showed off her tiny waist and long legs. She was talking animatedly with Kayla and Lauren, while Willa held and bounced little Cora.

      “Maybe I’m the one who should be asking you if everything’s okay,” said Sebastian cautiously. Lucian blinked and then turned his attention to his brother.

      “It’s nothing.” But he turned and made eye contact with a giant of a man standing near the entrance. He was so big Sebastian could practically hear the seams of his suit straining to keep his muscular bulk contained. His dark curls fell around his face, his expression grim. He met Lucian’s gaze and nodded, then spoke into his wrist.

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

      “Just some trouble with the local Triad. Nothing we can’t handle.”

      Sebastian frowned. “I thought you worked with these organized crime guys,” he said in a low voice.

      Lucian chuckled and took a sip of the scotch a server had just set down in front of him. “Not anymore.” He sighed and shook his head. “This weekend isn’t the time to get into all of that. What did you want to talk to me about? Do you need help?”

      A part of Sebastian cringed at Lucian’s question and assumption that Sebastian had fucked up again. Not that he could blame him. He’d lost count of how many times Lucian had bailed him out, which was what he wanted to talk to him about now, the night before his wedding.

      Sebastian sighed, suddenly struggling to find the words. Emotion clogged his throat and he took a sip of his sparkling water. “I just wanted to say thank you. For everything you’ve done for me. I don’t even know how many times you bailed me out or made sure I was safe when I was hellbent on destruction.” He met Lucian’s eyes. “You were the father I never had, and I’m alive and healthy today because of you. I owe you my happiness, my health, my life. I owe you everything. You’re my brother, but you’re so much more than that. And I just wanted you to know that I’ll always be grateful to you for everything you did for me. Always.”

      Lucian smiled tightly at him, his eyes bright. “I love you, Bastian, and I’ll always look out for you. Nothing will ever change that.”

      Sebastian blinked rapidly, his eyes stinging. “Anyway. I just needed you to know.”

      Lucian nodded slowly. “I do.” Then he sat back, sipped his drink, and surveyed the party happening around them, letting the warmth of the moment hang in the air between them. Theo and Lauren were dancing to the upbeat Hall and Oates song playing, Kayla and Willa were cooing over Cora, and Olivia was chatting with her father. “So. When are you asking her?”

      “What?”

      Lucian turned and looked at him. “When are you asking Kayla to marry you, Bastian? It’s been two years.”

      “Oh,” said Sebastian, letting out a little chuckle. “Uh, this weekend, actually.”

      Lucian’s face lit up, and he clapped Sebastian on the back. “Good. It’s about time.”

      “I know. I was…waiting.”

      “For?”

      “I just needed to make sure that I could keep it together. That I’m not going to let her down or put her in danger ever again because of my fuck ups.”

      “And you’re sure now?”

      He nodded, thinking about the ring in his pocket. “I am. And I think she’s getting impatient,” he added with a soft laugh.

      “Kayla Bristowe is a patient woman. She’d have to be to be with you,” he added with a smirk, and Sebastian shot him a look of mock hurt.

      “I know. But even Kayla has her limits.”

      “You know, you could ask her tonight. There’s a rooftop terrace we’re not using tonight for…security reasons. I thought it would be better to have the party inside. But you’re welcome to use it, if you want.”

      Sebastian nodded, a thrill shooting through him. “It’s safe?”

      Lucian snorted into his scotch. “You’re not the one who pissed off the Triad.”

      “What did you do?”

      Lucian shrugged. “Disrupted their entire business by shutting down their drug smuggling operation.”

      Sebastian’s eyes widened. “How did you do that?”

      “Don’t ask. The less you know, the better.”

      “I see.” Sebastian tilted his head. “Lucian Prescott, you are the most fascinating person I know.”

      Lucian laughed, a genuine belly laugh that made the skin around his eyes crinkle and his white teeth flash. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Then he rose from the table and tilted his head in Kayla’s direction. “Go get your woman. Seize the day. Well, the night, anyway.” He winked and then wove his way through the crowd back to his fiancée and daughter. He lifted Cora out of Olivia’s arms and kissed the baby girl on the cheek, then slid his arm around Olivia’s waist, pulling her in for a kiss. Sebastian watched as he pressed his forehead to Olivia’s and said something that had her rising up on her toes to kiss him again.

      With his heart pounding wildly, Sebastian took another sip of his water and then rose from the table. He found Kayla chatting with Theo and two of Olivia’s friends who were serving as bridesmaids, Whitney and Madison. Whitney had been flirty with him during the ceremony rehearsal, but he’d pretended he hadn’t noticed. She’d backed off once she’d seen him with his arm around Kayla’s waist.

      “Hey, you want to go check out the roof?” he asked, trying to sound casual and nonchalant, and not at all like his heart was beating a million miles a minute.

      “Oh, well, I wanted to get something more to eat first. All I’ve had is appetizers, and that beef tenderloin looks amazing.”

      He grinned and took her hand, leading her to their table where Max and Willa were having a little lovefest, whispering and laughing and staring into each other’s eyes.

      “Would you two stop being so fucking cute for three seconds?” teased Kayla and Sebastian chuckled.

      They broke apart with sheepish grins on their faces.

      “You gotta try these sweet potatoes. Everything’s amazing,” said Willa, passing the family-style dishes their way. Soon, Theo and Lauren joined them, and they all ate, although Sebastian felt as though he couldn’t taste anything. He might as well have been drinking water and eating dry crackers for the impression the food made on him. All he could do was think about the ring in his pocket, the empty roof, and what he was going to say to her. He’d imagined proposing to her a hundred times—more, probably—but now that the moment was actually here, he couldn’t seem to remember what he wanted to say. All the words that filtered through his brain felt…too small, somehow.

      “Do you want some wine?” asked Max, pulling the bottle of white from the ice bucket in the center of the table and pouring some into first Willa’s and then his own glass. He extended the bottle toward Kayla, who hesitated and then shook her head.

      “Oh, um. Maybe later. I’ve got a bit of a headache, and I don’t want to make it worse with alcohol.” She fiddled with her fork and then took a bite of food.

      He felt like the world’s biggest asshole that he’d let it go this long. That he’d let her come to this wedding without his ring on her finger. Kayla was strong and fiercely independent, and he knew her well enough to know she’d never ask for a ring or pressure him to get engaged. But he could tell she was feeling off-balance all the same. The last thing he wanted was for her to question him or them.

      He took one last bite of food and then wiped at his mouth with his napkin before tossing it down on the table. Rising from his chair, he extended his hand to Kayla, hoping she didn’t notice the slight tremble in it.

      “Come on. Let’s go check out the roof.”

      She shot him a puzzled look. “What’s with you and the roof? I’ve been on plenty of Manhattan rooftops. In fact, I bet it doesn’t even compare with where we were sitting at Max and Willa’s earlier today.” She pushed some sweet potatoes around on her plate.

      Willa’s eyes landed on Sebastian and her eyebrows rose slightly in question. He gave a tiny nod and Willa smiled. “It’s true that our balcony is pretty amazing, but I promise you, you definitely want to check out this rooftop.”

      Kayla sighed and took a sip of her water before standing. “Okay, then.” Sebastian met Willa’s eyes and mouthed “thank you” while Kayla wasn’t looking. She winked at him and turned to whisper something to Max, who gave him a covert thumbs up.

      He tried to keep his movements smooth and controlled so as not to give away his nervousness, something he’d spent years practicing while on the professional snowboarding circuit. But this moment felt bigger and far more important than any of the competitions he’d been a part of. This wasn’t about medals or glory or proving himself. This was about his future. His life. It was everything, because Kayla was everything.

      Oh, that’s good. Use that.

      He slipped his hand into hers and led her toward the back hall and then up a set of metal stairs. The door that led to the roof was unlocked, and he pushed it open with a loud creak. Lights were strung up across the space on poles, reflecting softly against the lavender-hued sky as dusk fell.

      But they weren’t alone, as Lucian had promised they would be. No, there were men on the roof.

      And they were armed.
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      Kayla barely had time to register the lights and the dusky glow on the rooftop before Sebastian was tugging her back to the metal door and slamming it behind them, throwing the deadbolt in place.

      “What?” she asked, frowning at Sebastian. First, he’d insisted on dragging her up to the roof, and now he was tugging her away from it.

      “Didn’t you see those guys?” he asked, his eyes wide, his grip on her firm. He was already marching her down the stairs.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “What guys? Bastian, what’s going on?”

      “There were men with guns on the roof, baby. We need to tell Lucian.”

      “Oh, shit,” she said, her limbs feeling a little shaky.

      The events of that rainy spring night had faded into the past, and she hardly ever thought about the home invasion. The night when Lucian and Max had saved her life along with Willa’s. The night when men had come looking for Sebastian because of all of the money he’d owed them, thanks to his gambling addiction.

      But now, knowing there were men with guns on the roof, the memories came flooding back, inundating her like rushing water, making it hard to catch a breath. Her legs felt wobbly and she stumbled on the stairs. Sebastian’s arm banded around her waist like steel, steadying her, and she leaned into him, breathing in his comforting scent. Trying to anchor herself and stay focused.

      When they stepped back into the main area of the restaurant, the party was in full swing. Kayla headed for their table while Sebastian made a beeline for Lucian, who was deep in conversation with a man she didn’t know.

      She felt as though she were watching a movie as Lucian’s expression changed completely, morphing from carefree groom-to-be to deadly and dangerous. He nodded at Sebastian and then turned back to the man he’d been talking to. Other men around the room immediately sprang to action, heading up the stairs, to the exits.

      The music died and Lucian’s voice rose above the crowd. “Everyone, I’m so sorry, but we have to cut the party short. There’s a gas leak, and we need to evacuate the building immediately. The fire department has been called, and for your own safety, it’s imperative that you get outside and as far away as possible. Please.”

      Olivia rushed over to Lucian, Cora in her arms, and he whispered something in her ear. Her expression darkened, and Kayla had never seen Olivia look so scary or intimidating. With the utmost calm, she gathered her things, retrieved Cora’s stroller from the corner and started for the door, her father and one of Lucian’s men in tow.

      “A gas leak?” asked Willa, and when her eyes met Kayla’s, Kayla shook her head slightly and lifted her eyes in the direction of the roof. Willa paled visibly, but she didn’t even have time to say anything before Max was bundling her out the door.

      Sebastian wrapped a protective arm around Kayla, and it felt as though everything were moving in slow motion. The steady flow of people through the door, the soft murmurs of concern, the eerie silence permeating the crowd. Kayla saw Lauren and Theo from across the crowd, and they pushed their way through to them.

      “This isn’t a gas leak, is it?” asked Lauren, her green eyes wide.

      Sebastian shook his head, and Theo pulled Lauren tight against him, his eyes sweeping over the space.

      With his arm still around her, Sebastian used his free hand to grab Max’s elbow. Theo leaned in so he could hear what Sebastian was saying. “When we get outside, stick close to the edge of the building and move fast. There were guys on the roof.”

      “Shit,” Max said, pulling Willa closer.

      “Oh, God,” whispered Lauren, closing her eyes for a moment. They made it to the door, and when they did, Sebastian held Kayla tight and guided her in front of him, keeping them as close to the edge of the building as possible. Max, Willa, Theo and Lauren were all behind them.

      “When we get to the corner, go right and then take the first left. Keep moving and don’t look back,” said Max, and Kayla nodded, a stuttering, jerky motion that made her brain feel as though it were rattling around in her skull.

      And then the sound of gunshots rang out, three sharp and unmistakable cracks that made her jump. “Just keep moving, baby,” Sebastian said in her ear, his tone surprisingly calm and reassuring. “Everything’s going to be fine. I’ve got you.”

      They moved in tense silence, shoes clicking on the sidewalk, until finally they’d navigated far enough away that the shooters—who Kayla knew probably weren’t there for them but for Lucian and his men—couldn’t reach them. Max hailed the first available taxi and they piled in.

      “No, no, is too many people!” shouted the cabbie, trying to shoo them out of his cab. Max was in the front seat while the rest of them were piled into the back like sardines.

      “Just drive, please,” said Max, who quickly opened his wallet and handed what had to be a thousand dollars to the cabbie. The cabbie stared at the money, shrugged, and then said, “If I get ticket, you pay that, too.”

      “I will. Please. Just get us home.” He gave his and Willa’s address to the cabbie, who wove his way deftly through the typical Manhattan traffic. A tense silence hung over the group, and Kayla swore her heart was beating so loudly that everyone could hear it. Hell, people in New Jersey could probably hear it.

      Kayla sucked in a breath as the adrenaline racing through her veins started to subside, leaving her feeling shaky and nauseous, her head pounding. She snuggled into Sebastian, laying her head on his shoulder and breathing in his warm, familiar scent, trying to anchor herself. To remind herself that they were all safe, and that everything was going to be fine.

      Lucian. Olivia. The baby. All of the other guests. Faces flashed through her mind, and as they drove, she sent up prayers for each and every one of them.

      When they reached Max and Willa’s building, they all tumbled out of the cramped cab and hurried inside. Max was already on his phone, trying to find out what happened and if Lucian was okay.

      “Yeah,” he said into the phone as they headed into the private elevator. Willa tapped her keycard on the pad and they started to rise smoothly. “Okay. No, I know. We’re fine. Yeah, we walked a few blocks and then took a cab back to my place. And Olivia…okay. Good.” There was a long silence, the expression on Max’s face grim. The elevator doors slid open smoothly and they all stepped into the pristine living room with the soaring windows and spectacular view. “And what about tomorrow?” asked Max, heading for the sleek bar in the far corner of the living room and bringing back several glasses along with a bottle of Irish whiskey. “You’re sure? Lucian, there were—” He stopped abruptly. “I see. Okay. Yes, I’ll let them know.”

      He disconnected the call and tossed his phone down on the couch and then pushed a hand through his hair. “Lucian, Olivia, Cora—everyone’s safe. There were armed Triad enforcers on the roof who were waiting for their chance to send a message, but thanks to Sebastian, they never got the chance. They won’t be a problem any longer, according to Lucian, and the wedding is still happening tomorrow as planned.”

      A silence hung over the group as everyone processed what Max had just said. Theo reached for one of the glass tumblers Max had set out and poured himself a drink, then took a healthy swallow.

      “Okay, I need to know,” he said, setting his drink down and loosening his tie. “Just who the fuck is our brother?”

      Theo and Lauren knew next to nothing. Kayla, Sebastian, Willa, and Max knew more, but Kayla wasn’t sure just how much everyone knew. Even what she knew was nebulous at best.

      Max poured himself a drink, slugged it back in one, and then unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves. Then he sat down and made eye contact with each and every one of them.

      “What I’m about to tell you does not leave this room. Understand?”

      Everyone nodded. Willa stood. “I know all of this, so I’m going to make some tea. Anyone?”

      Kayla nodded and Willa disappeared into the kitchen.

      Max sighed. “Lucian is the head of an organization called the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen. They used to be tied to the organized crime families in the city, policing them, doing favors for them, sort of existing on the periphery. But that all changed two years ago when the Italian mafia kidnapped Olivia. Lucian decided then and there that they were going in a different direction, and instead of policing the criminals from within, they were going to take them down.”

      “Take them down how?” asked Lauren. “I don’t understand.”

      “Wait, Olivia was kidnapped?” asked Kayla, her eyebrows shooting up. “I never heard about that.”

      Max chuckled, a smooth, dark sound. “Probably because everyone involved in kidnapping her is dead, so it didn’t exactly make headlines.” Then he turned his attention back to Lauren so he could answer her question. “They used to be a sort of neutral organization that settled disputes and kept the peace. Now, they hand out justice in a much more…direct form.”

      “They’re vigilantes,” said Theo quietly, shaking his head. “Holy shit.”

      Max nodded. “They are. They do the dirty work that law enforcement can’t or won’t do in the hopes of making the city a better, safer place.”

      Kayla let out a little laugh, the last of the adrenaline leaving her system. “Wait. Lucian is rich and handsome and secretly fights crime…so, basically, he’s Batman?”

      Max’s lips twitched. “Don’t ever call him that, but yeah. Sort of.”

      “How do you know so much?” asked Sebastian. “I mean, I knew some of it because of how much he helped me over the years, but I had no idea about any of this vigilante stuff.”

      Max swallowed. “Because I help them.”

      “You’re out there fighting bad guys?” asked Theo, a note of incredulity in his voice, although Max was the biggest and strongest of all of them, so it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility.

      He chuckled. “No. But I design software for them, help them get tech equipment.”

      “He’s basically their personal IT guy,” said Willa with a soft smile, returning with two mugs of tea. Kayla accepted hers, wrapping her chilled fingers around the warm mug.

      “Wow,” said Theo softly, shaking his head. He poured himself another drink and took a sip. “I’m just having a hell of a time getting my head around this. I thought…you know, I knew there was something there, but I assumed it was dark, criminal-type stuff that he didn’t want us to know about.”

      Max tilted his head. “I think for a while it was.”

      “So then what happened?”

      “Olivia,” said Sebastian simply. “I think everyone in this room can appreciate how finding the person you’re meant to spend your life with changes everything.”

      The person you’re meant to spend your life with.

      Kayla rolled those words around in her mind as she sipped her tea. Her mind was reeling as it jumped back and forth between the home invasion in the past, and the present, where she was trying to wrap her mind around this new information about her boyfriend’s brother.

      “…saved everyone,” Max was saying to Sebastian when she tuned back in, snapping herself out of her swirling thoughts. She sipped her tea and forced herself to focus on the conversation. “If you hadn’t gone up to the roof and seen the men, I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      A silence fell over the group as they all contemplated that. Lauren snuggled into Theo, pressing her face into his neck. Kayla tried and failed to name the feeling rising up inside her. It was a hollowness yawning inside her, a shakiness in her limbs, a sluggishness to her thoughts. It was overwhelming and oppressive and she felt the sudden urge to be alone.

      Standing, she set her tea on the coffee table. “I’m sorry. I’m feeling…shaken. I think I need to lie down.” She turned and headed up the stairs, then closed the door to the guest room behind her. She didn’t bother to turn on any lights and laid down on the bed, letting the mattress and soft duvet cradle her. Tears pricked her eyes, and she let them come, watching the lights of the Manhattan skyline blur before her.
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        * * *

      

      Kayla was only halfway up the stairs when Sebastian rose to follow her, tossing a hurried goodnight over his shoulder. His stomach was in knots as he climbed the stairs after her, guilt and the need to look after her obliterating everything else. Tonight had been traumatic for her, reminding her of what she’d endured, thanks to him. And while tonight’s events weren’t his fault, the original trauma was, and so he knew he bore some responsibility for the way Kayla was feeling right now.

      That, and he loved her, more than he’d ever thought he was capable of loving anyone, and if she was hurting, he was hurting, too.

      He walked down the hall and to their door, his mouth dry as worry spun through him. He pushed open the door and saw her laying on the bed in the darkness, tears streaking her cheeks.

      “Baby,” he said softly, leaving the lights off and crossing the room to the bed. He laid down beside her and pulled her into his arms, stroking his hand up and down her spine, kissing her hair, holding her as her body shook. He could feel the ring box digging into his leg, but he knew the window for any kind of proposal had closed for tonight. Hell, it had probably closed for the weekend because he wasn’t going to propose at Lucian and Olivia’s wedding.

      “I’m okay,” she said, burying her face against his chest. “It was just…a lot. To process. But I’ll be okay. I’ll be okay.” But the way she said it was almost more like a prayer than a reassurance.

      He tightened his arms around her. “It’s okay not to be okay right now. It’s okay to feel whatever you’re feeling. Just know that you’re safe. You’re safe.” He kissed the top of her head again. “Tell me what you need.”

      She lifted her head, her green eyes glittering in the dark, mascara smudged beneath her eyes. “Right now, I just need you.” She kissed him and her fingers went to the buttons on his shirt, undoing them slowly as her tongue teased against his. His blood heated and his cock grew heavy, but he caught her wrist and broke the kiss.

      “Are you sure? It’s okay if you just want me to hold you, or—”

      She used her free hand to work on the button of his pants. “You asked me what I need. Right now, I need you to fuck me so hard and so deep that I can’t think about anything except you inside me.”

      He inhaled sharply, her words slicing through him like a hot knife through butter, and he released her wrist. Their mouths collided and she made quick work of his shirt, stroking her fingers over the ridges of his abs, dipping into the waistband of his pants. Panting, he broke the kiss and flung his shirt and pants to the floor, coming back down on top of Kayla, who looked like an angel with her blond hair spread out around her on the mattress, her slinky black dress riding up her thighs.

      She wound her body around him, holding him close, and he could feel her heart beating against his chest, hard and fast, but strong and sure. He dragged his mouth over her neck, her collarbone, her jaw and then rose to his knees.

      “Sit up, baby. Let’s get you out of this dress.”

      She made a soft whimpering sound that made his cock throb and sat up, arms lifted overhead. With one swift tug, he pulled the dress over her head and tossed it to the ground, leaving her in a pair of lacy purple panties and a matching bra. She reached out and traced her fingers over his hard cock through his boxer briefs.

      “Touch yourself for me,” she whispered. He grinned and pulled his cock free, wrapping his fist around it.

      “Like this?” he asked, stroking himself leisurely. She bit her lip and cupped her breasts as she watched him, nodding.

      “Just like that. I love seeing your hand on your cock, working yourself. It’s so hot.”

      He stroked himself faster, rougher, slicking his thumb over the bead of pre-come gathered at the tip. “You see what you do to me, Kayla? You’re the most fucking gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. I thought after two years the intense wanting you, the never-ending needing you would’ve lessened, but it hasn’t. If anything, I just want you more.”

      He gave himself a final stroke and then lowered himself back down, tracing circles over her stomach with his tongue. “I think about this pussy constantly. This ass. These tits. And how I’m the luckiest bastard on the planet because it’s all mine.”

      She sighed and wove her hands into his hair as he made his way back up her body, tugging the cups of her bra down and letting her breasts spill free. Her back bowed off the bed when he sucked her nipple into his mouth, toying at it with his teeth.

      “I’ll never get enough of how good you feel underneath me, baby,” he said, dragging his lips over her nipple. She reached for him and he grabbed her wrists, pinning her arms above her head. He kissed his way to her other breast. “Fuck, I’m going to make you come so hard. I’m going to make a fucking mess out of your gorgeous pussy. Going to make you feel me everywhere.”

      “Yes,” she moaned, her head writhing back and forth on the bed. “I love when you talk to me like that, Bastian.”

      He released her wrists only so he could undo her bra and fling it to the floor. He loved that he didn’t have to hide any part of himself with Kayla, including the dirty, dominant side she always seemed to unleash in him.

      He rose to his knees again and hooked his fingers into her panties, tugging them down her legs. “These are already wet,” he said, bringing the scrap of lace to his nose and inhaling deeply. “Fuck, that’s good.” Kayla’s eyes were wide emerald pools, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. A pink flush spread from her cheeks all the way down to her breasts, and he inhaled her mouthwatering scent one last time before letting the panties drop to the floor. “Open,” he said, tapping her knee. When she hesitated slightly, he leaned forward and wrapped a section of her hair around his fist, giving a gentle tug. “Show me what’s mine, Kayla.”

      She let out a blissful sigh and let her thighs fall apart. He moved off of the bed and tugged her to the edge, then pushed her legs back, exposing her to him.

      He let a drop of spit fall from his mouth onto her clit and then worked it in with his tongue, savoring the way her sweet muskiness filled his senses. She let out a loud moan and raked her nails over his scalp. He teased her clit, building her up slowly, and a stream of sounds fell from her lips, not words, just breathy moans and needy sighs.

      “Mmm, so fucking good,” he murmured against her, licking up and down her folds, getting his lips and tongue on every single inch of her.

      “Oh fuck, Bastian. Oh, shit.” Her chest was rising and falling rapidly, her eyes closed. He spread her further apart with his fingers and dragged his tongue over her.

      “I could eat this pussy all damn night, Kayla. In fact, I just might.”

      She shuddered, her fingers digging into his scalp as her hips started to move, grinding her pussy against his face in a way that had more pre-cum dripping from his dick. He scraped his teeth over her clit and then sucked it into his mouth.

      “Oh my fucking God!” she screamed. Sebastian knew there was a distinct possibility that they’d be overheard, but in that moment, he didn’t give a shit. All that mattered was making Kayla feel good so she could forget about how scared she’d been. She rolled her hips against his face again and he ate at her with long sweeps of his tongue and sucking kisses, swiping through her drenched folds over and over again. She was so wet that she was dripping, and that only turned him on even more.

      He could tell she was close with the way she was moving her hips, the swelling of her clit against his tongue, so he ate her pussy like it was his job, adjusting his speed and movements until she was a writhing mess, her hips bucking, her voice shaking as she said his name over and over again.

      “Oh fuck. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck Bastian, fuck,” she panted, her hands filled with her breasts, her hips jerking.

      “That’s it, Kayla. You’re so close, baby. Come for me. Come all over my face like a good girl.”

      She broke, grinding against his face shamelessly, and he devoured her, sucking and licking like a starving man, lapping up her juices and savoring the flavor of her on his tongue. He gradually slowed his licks, tracing over her lips with the tip of his tongue, placing soft kisses around her pulsing clit.

      “Holy shit,” she panted, her legs shaking. “I don’t think I can feel my legs.”

      “Good,” he growled, and grabbed her hips, flipped her onto her hands and knees and settled himself behind her. She turned to look at him, but he laid a heavy hand between her shoulders, forcing her head down and her ass up.

      God, that ass. As much as he loved every single part of her, he was obsessed with her ass. There was no other way to describe how he felt about it. Thankfully, she enjoyed his obsession as much as he did.

      From where he knelt on the bed behind her, he slicked his fingers through her pussy, then easily slid two fingers inside her. She was slippery and hot, clenching around him as he rubbed slowly, almost teasingly over her g-spot. He filled his free hand with one of her ass cheeks and massaged it roughly. Then he smacked it, making her back arch and her pussy flutter around his slowly thrusting fingers.

      “You like being my dirty girl, don’t you Kayla?” he rasped.

      “I like being your anything, Bastian,” she whispered, and he groaned, adding a third finger to her hungry pussy. She whimpered and pressed back against him, clenching around his fingers.

      “Mine,” he growled as he curled his fingers inside her, making her thighs shake. “Spread your ass for me.”

      She moaned as she obeyed, reaching back and pulling her cheeks apart. Still thrusting his fingers slowly in and out of her pussy, he licked over her tight little asshole, pressing his tongue against the ring of muscle he loved to toy with.

      “Oh my fucking God,” she moaned. “That feels so good. So dirty.”

      “Mmm,” he moaned in agreement. “I love eating this pretty little ass. All mine.” He made a growling sound and licked and sucked at her, feeling her muscles start to loosen up. Getting her ready like this was one of the most beautiful, erotic things. As though he were watching her bloom like a flower so he could own every single part of her.

      He withdrew and spit onto her asshole, watching it disappear inside her and then swirling his tongue over and around her tight entrance. She clenched hard around his fingers, and he knew she was close to coming again. He slipped his wet fingers free of her pussy and circled them over her clit for a moment before trailing them up to her ass.

      “My dirty girl. My everything,” he murmured as he slipped first one and then two fingers into her ass. He gave her clit a little smack with his free hand and she came, hard, her entire body shaking.

      “Bastian!” she screamed. “Oh God, fucking hell, Bastian!”

      “So pretty when you come like that,” he said, carefully withdrawing his fingers and giving her tight hole another kiss. She collapsed down to the bed and he chuckled, leaving her there as he retrieved a towel from the bathroom to wipe his hands on. Then he laid down on the bed and started stroking his cock. “Come ride me, baby.”

      “Yes,” she whimpered, pushing up onto all fours and crawling the few feet to him. Holy hell, watching her crawl to him was something he needed more of in his life. She swung her leg over his hip and rubbed her soaking wet pussy over his cock, making both of them moan and gasp. She rose up onto her knees and he fisted his cock, guiding it home as she sank down onto him. Her warm, wet, heat engulfed him, making spots dance at the edges of his vision. It didn’t matter how many times they did this; he never got used to the perfection of pushing inside her. Never.

      “Kayla, God,” he groaned and then tugged her down so that he could kiss her, feel her breasts against his chest, wrap his arms around her and hold her close. She rocked her hips, riding him slowly at first, but then faster and faster as the pleasure spiraled through both of them. The only sounds in the room were their breathy sighs and moans and the wet slide of his cock in and out of her pussy. He spread his legs and dug his heels into the mattress, giving himself the leverage he needed to thrust his hips up every single time she thrust down, bodies slapping together with increasing intensity. The headboard rattled against the wall, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was being inside Kayla.

      “You’re so goddamn beautiful,” he growled, weaving his fingers into her hair. “I love you so fucking much, Kayla.”

      “Bastian,” she panted, pressing her forehead to his, riding him ruthlessly. “I love you so much it hurts.”

      He pushed up into her, holding himself deep inside. “You know that I would die for you, right? I would do anything to keep you safe. Take a fucking bullet for you.” He withdrew and then thrust up again, even harder than before. “You know why?”

      She inhaled a shaky breath and then moaned, her eyes wild, her lips parted.

      “Because my world doesn’t exist without you in it, Kayla. You’re where it starts and ends. You’re what makes it all make sense. You.”

      “Oh my God, Bastian,” she whispered, and began riding him frantically, hips undulating, ragged breaths sawing in and out of her mouth. The headboard cracked against the wall as she rode him hard and fast, grinding her clit against his pelvis. She kissed him as she rode him, and he tangled his hands in her hair, holding her in place. Pleasure seared down his spine, tightening his balls, and he knew he wasn’t going to last much longer.

      She started to come again, her body shaking, and he hooked his arms around her, holding her upright as she went boneless. He thrust up into her, chasing his own release, stars exploding in his vision as he came inside her, his cock jerking and pulsing almost violently.

      A thick silence fell over the room, and he realized just how loud they’d gotten. He wondered if anyone else had heard. He didn’t really care. He wasn’t embarrassed—just curious.

      Kayla blew out a breath and then slowly lifted herself off of him, but then started kissing her way down his body. Oh holy shit, she wasn’t going to…

      She sucked just the crown of his still-hard cock into her mouth, and it was both amazing and too much. He made a pained sound that ended in a laugh when she popped him out of her mouth.

      She stroked him, laughing softly. “Too sensitive?”

      He pushed a hand through his sweaty hair. “Yeah. Do it again.”

      Holding his gaze, she took him back into her mouth, sucking at him lazily. He closed his eyes, the sensation both incredible and verging on too much. Dancing on that razor thin edge between pleasure and pain. She scraped her teeth over his sensitive head and he laughed and gently urged her off.

      “You know what that feels like?”

      “What?” she asked, giving him a playful stroke and making his muscles tense up and shake as that ribbon of pleasure-pain sliced through him.

      “Getting electrocuted, where you can’t let go and it’s all just surging through your body and you’re totally powerless. And—Aaaahhhhh, fuck!”

      He made a strangled sound as she swirled her tongue around his head and then tugged on his balls.

      Laughing, he tumbled her down to the bed and kissed her, pulling her into his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Once she’d cleaned herself up, Kayla slipped into a pair of shorts and Sebastian’s discarded T-shirt. She was thirsty, and truth be told, a little hungry, not only because of the amazing sex they’d just had, but because she hadn’t had the chance to eat much at the rehearsal dinner before they’d had to flee. When they’d first returned to Max and Willa’s, she hadn’t been hungry, her stomach too twisted up in knots to even think about food, but now her stomach was complaining, loudly.

      She stepped out into the hall and closed the door softly behind her. Sebastian was dozing, but she’d bring back a bottle of water for him in case he woke up thirsty. It was nearly two hours after they’d gone up to bed, and the rest of the penthouse appeared to be dark. She headed for the curving staircase, following it down to the main level and then into the kitchen, where a dim light was shining. She stepped into the kitchen and saw Lauren rummaging around in the fridge, wearing a pair of pink panties and a large button-down shirt that clearly belonged to Theo.

      “Oh!” she said when she stood from the fridge, a bottle of water in her hand. “I didn’t see you there.”

      Kayla pressed a finger to her lips, trying not to laugh at Lauren’s disheveled state. Her hair was a mess, tangled around her face, her mascara smeared below her eyes, pinkish stubble burn obvious on her neck. She blushed and ducked her head back into the fridge.

      “Are you thirsty?” she asked, fumbling for another bottle of water. Just then, Willa entered the kitchen, her hair a tangled mess, a visible bite mark on her neck. All three of them went still, studying each other, and then they burst out laughing in unison.

      Willa shrugged, her oversized T-shirt slipping down over her shoulder. She shot Kayla a pointed but playful look. “What can I say? You and Sebastian started it.”

      Kayla grimaced as she accepted a bottle of water from Lauren. “Sorry if we were loud. I was just…freaking out, and I just needed…”

      “It’s okay,” said Willa, shaking her head. “I think we all just needed.”

      “No kidding,” said Lauren, taking a long sip of her water. “Tonight was crazy.”

      Willa moved to the fridge and opened the freezer, pulling out a container of chocolate ice cream. She pointed to one of the drawers. “Spoons are in there. We need some chocolate.”

      The three of them gathered around the island, spoons in hand, eating chocolate ice cream and quietly processing everything that had happened that night.

      There was something healing about chocolate. Or maybe it was the companionship. Kayla wasn’t sure. All she knew was that by the time she climbed back into bed, her heart felt as full as her stomach, her worries about the future nothing but a distant blip on the horizon.

      And she knew, that no matter what happened, everything would be okay.
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      Kayla sat down in one of the pretty wooden chairs decorated with white flowers, taking in the gorgeous ceremony venue. Lauren sat down on her left, while Willa sat down on her right. Sebastian was the best man, while Theo and Max were both groomsmen, all standing up at the front with Lucian, who looked dashing in his black tux. Lauren was wearing a stunning yellow dress with white and green flowers on it, her fiery hair twisted into an updo. She was going to be performing a song at the reception, and Kayla wondered if she was nervous, or if this kind of thing was par for the course for her now that she was a semi-famous musician. Willa looked equally beautiful in her black and silver dress with purple beading, her hair curled 20s flapper-style. Kayla had decided on a deep blue dress with a high neckline and an open back, adorned with a silvery feather print and a ruffled skirt.

      But as gorgeous as her friends looked, her eyes were locked on the men at the front. One man, specifically. The man whose baby she was pretty sure she was carrying.

      She’d finally had the chance that morning to run to the drugstore, and she’d bought a test. She’d shoved it in the bottom of her suitcase, though. She wasn’t ready to take it. As sucky as it was to dwell in uncertainty, she had a feeling that everything would change once she took that test. And right now, she just wanted to enjoy the wedding and try not to obsess.

      So far, she was doing a terrible job of that.

      “Hi, hi, hi,” said Aerin Prescott-Flores as she wove her way down the row to the empty seat Willa had saved for her. “Jesus, I thought I wasn’t going to make it. We got stuck on the tarmac for over an hour and I ended up doing my makeup on the plane. I’m sure everyone thought I was a total asshole,” she said, dropping into her seat. Her light blond hair was styled in its usual sleek bob, and she was wearing an ice blue dress that hugged her curves and showed off her toned arms and legs.

      They all gave her side hugs, trying not to be disruptive, but that went out the window when she waved at Lucian, drawing attention to herself, and he waved back, nodding at her with a smile on his face.

      As the two oldest Prescott kids, they’d only had each other for years until Max had come along, and they’d formed an unbreakable bond, forged in the fires of basically raising their three younger siblings as best they could.

      The string quartet at the front began playing, and Kayla sighed, her stomach knotting in anticipation. The venue was absolutely stunning—a hidden rooftop garden laden with white and pink roses, looking out onto St. Patrick’s Cathedral. The only thing indicating this was far from a run of the mill wedding ceremony were the huge men guarding every single entrance, eyes trained on neighboring rooftops.

      One by one, the bridesmaids began making their way down the aisle, looking beautiful in their shimmering blush pink dresses, white roses dripping from their hair and bouquets. The last one, Olivia’s friend Whitney, pulled a rose covered wagon along behind her, where Cora sat, scrunching up rose petals and occasionally tossing a few on the carpet. When they reached the front, she carefully lifted Cora and handed her to the waiting nanny, then took her place with the others. Once all of the women were at the front, the music changed, and the string quartet started playing a soft, sweet version of “Can’t Help Falling in Love.”

      Everyone stood, and Olivia appeared at the end of the aisle, her arm looped through her father’s.

      “That dress is gorgeous,” whispered Lauren, and Kayla nodded. Olivia looked stunning in an off-white lace sheath dress that hugged her slender frame. The sweetheart neckline and off-the-shoulder sleeves showcased her delicate collarbones and long neck, making her look graceful and elegant, but still sexy. Her hair was down, flowing around her shoulders in loose waves.

      Kayla pulled her attention from Olivia to look over at Lucian, whose gaze was locked on his bride, his eyes bright with emotion.

      When Olivia and her father reached the front, her father placed her hand in Lucian’s and then hugged him tight, saying something in his ear. Lucian nodded solemnly and then bent and whispered something in Olivia’s ear. She grinned and reached up, wiping at his face.

      Tears. Big, scary vigilante Lucian Prescott was shedding tears of happiness. It was something to see, something Kayla knew she’d never forget.

      The ceremony began with the officiant welcoming everyone, and Kayla lost herself in her thoughts once again. Thoughts of Sebastian and the maybe-baby. Of their future and if she’d get to have her turn at a day like this. What she’d want her wedding to be like. They all swirled through her mind, a kaleidoscope of possibility and hope. Several minutes later, she was pulled from her thoughts when the vows started.

      “We now come to the words Lucian and Olivia want to hear most today. The words that transform them from being engaged to being married. Lucian Gabriel Prescott, do you come here freely and give yourself without reservation to Olivia in marriage?”

      Lucian nodded, his voice clear and deep, his tone serious. “I do.”

      “Olivia Grace Walsh, do you come here freely and give yourself without hesitation to Lucian in marriage?”

      Olivia’s smile was wide as she nodded. “I do.”

      “Lucian and Olivia, having heard your intention to be married to each other, I now ask you to declare your marriage vows. Please face each other and join hands.”

      They did and the officiant moved closer, dropping his voice to a whisper so that only the vows of the couple could be heard and not his prompts. Lucian’s voice was clear and strong as he spoke.

      “I, Lucian Gabriel Prescott, take you, Olivia Grace Walsh, to be my wife. I will share my life with yours, and build our dreams together. I will support you through times of trouble, and celebrate with you in times of happiness. I promise to give you respect, love, and my undying loyalty. I will protect you and cherish you all the days of my life. Until my last breath, everything I am and everything I have is yours.”

      Olivia reached into the front of her dress and pulled out a tissue, eliciting a soft round of laughter from the guests. She dabbed at her eyes and then slipped it back in, rejoining hands with Lucian.

      “I, Olivia Grace Walsh, take you, Lucian Gabriel Prescott, to be my husband. I will share my life with yours, and build our dreams together. I will support you through times of trouble, and celebrate with you in times of happiness. I promise to give you respect, love, and my undying loyalty. I will honor you and love you all the days of my life but not obey because I think we both know I’m in charge.” More laughter, including from Lucian. “Until my last breath, everything I am and everything I have is yours.” Her voice shook slightly on the last word, betraying the intense emotion she was doing her best to conceal.

      They exchanged rings, the hired photographers madly snapping pictures, and then suddenly, the ceremony was coming to a close.

      “And so now, by the power vested in me by the state of New York, it is my honor and delight to declare you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Lucian slid his arms around Olivia’s waist and slowly lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her softly and thoroughly in front of everyone, and a loud cheer went up from the guests. When they broke apart, the officiant spoke into the microphone one last time.

      “Let’s have a round of applause for the newlyweds, Lucian and Olivia Prescott!”

      Kayla dabbed at her eyes as Lucian and Olivia made their way back down the aisle, followed by the wedding party. They were glowing with happiness. Transcendent. Her heart was so full of hope and love for them that it felt as though it were overflowing, radiating out of her.

      This. This was what she wanted with Sebastian. Not necessarily the fancy wedding—although that might be fun—but the promise of forever. The ability to declare and share their love in front of everyone who mattered to them.

      She just hoped he wanted the same thing.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian strode down the hall at the reception venue, a fancy hall decorated to the nines, his phone in his hand. After the ceremony, everyone had decamped for photos and then met up here for a cocktail hour before the seated dinner reception. Between photos, he’d pulled out his phone multiple times to go over his best man’s speech, his nerves starting to ramp up.

      Just then, his phone dinged with a text. He frowned when he saw that it was from Olivia.

      I need to talk to you. Meet me in the back hallway.

      He hurried his pace, wondering what she’d want to talk to him about. He’d be happy to help her in any way she needed—he was just surprised she’d texted him at all.

      When he reached the back hallway, he found her pressed up against the wall, Lucian caging her in with his mouth against her throat. When she saw Sebastian, she giggled and pushed at Lucian’s shoulders. He lifted his head, his eyes slightly glazed.

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. “You said you wanted to talk to me?”

      Lucian and Olivia exchanged a look and she nodded, pushing off of the wall. “I heard that your proposal last night was thwarted.”

      Sebastian’s eyebrows crept up his forehead. “Oh, uh. Yeah.”

      “Do you have the ring with you?” she asked. He shook his head. “Then you need to go get it, because I have an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where did Sebastian go?” asked Theo as he plunked down at a table where Kayla was sitting with Lauren, Willa, and Aerin, enjoying a glass of sparkling water and the lively jazz music floating through the air. The reception venue was absolutely stunning, with dozens of yards of swagged fabric hanging from the ceiling, lit up with soft pink lights that matched the bridesmaids’ dresses. Globes made entirely of white roses dangled from the ceiling, mixed in with the twinkly pendant lights casting a soft glow below. Candles in glass hurricane vases sat on every single table, lending a flickering light to the space and making it feel intimate and romantic despite its size. Beyond the round tables was a gleaming white dancefloor, along with a stage where the band—and Lauren—would perform later.

      “He said he had a best man errand to do and that he’d be back shortly,” said Kayla, sipping her drink and taking in the scenery.

      Max and Willa exchanged a look, but before she could ask them what that was about, a new couple joined them.

      “Hey!” said Max, standing up and clapping his cousin Noah on the shoulder. “Good to see you!”

      Noah grinned, flashing his dimples, and Kayla had to admit that he looked like he was glowing. Normally, Noah was tense and quiet, all controlled composure and sad eyes. But this Noah was loose and happy, vibrant, almost.

      “This is my girlfriend, Felicity Hawthorne,” he said, indicating the very pretty redhead on his arm.

      “This is the famous Felicity!” said Kayla, standing and giving her a hug. “I’m Kayla Bristowe, Sebastian’s girlfriend. This is Lucian’s brother Theo and his wife Lauren, and I think you already know Max and Willa. And this is Aerin Prescott-Flores.”

      “The lone Prescott sister,” said Max. “Almost as scary as Lucian.”

      “Ha ha,” said Aerin, giving his muscled arm a playful slap.

      “It’s really nice to meet you,” Felicity said sweetly, leaning slightly into Noah. His arm went around her waist protectively. It was lovely to see Noah so happy and with someone on his arm. Kayla had the feeling he’d been lonely for a long time, and everyone deserved someone to share their lives with.

      “Are you starting the party without me?” Levi Prescott, Sebastian’s cousin and Noah’s little brother, came over, his arm around the waist of an absolutely stunning brunette. Kayla didn’t think she’d ever get over how shockingly gorgeous Levi’s girlfriend Madison was.

      “Never,” said Felicity, shooting him a smile. “In fact, we were all just sitting around moping, hoping you’d come over here and grace us with your presence.”

      “Oh, I like her,” said Theo. “You’d better keep her around,” he said to Noah.

      Noah glanced down at Felicity, his eyes going soft. “Oh, I plan to.”

      She leaned into him and everyone let out a collective “awwwww,” which made Noah laugh and Felicity blush.

      “What are you guys, a live studio audience?” muttered Noah, but Kayla could see how pleased he was with their reaction.

      “Where’s Bastian?” he asked, glancing around.

      “Quick errand. He’ll be back any minute now.” Kayla peeked at her watch, hoping that was true. She missed him and wanted him nearby.

      “Is Hudson here?” asked Max, craning his neck.

      Levi pointed in the direction of the bar. “Over there. And check it out—he brought a date.”

      As though he could feel their eyes on him, Hudson turned, a drink in his good hand. His other arm was still in a cast following his recent motorcycle accident. He was wearing a white shirt, open at the collar, and light blue dress pants. Beside him was a pretty blonde with a thick head of curls wearing a multicolored dress that flowed around her legs. The pattern was like swirls of paint—blues and greens and reds and oranges mixed with pops of black and white. Hudson elbowed her and tipped his chin in their direction, and then they walked over to the table where everyone had gathered, drinks in hand.

      “Hey, everyone,” said Hudson in his usual affable way. Out of all the Prescotts, Kayla felt like she understood him the least, which was probably why she found him fascinating. It was as though he were a study in contrasts. He was a successful tattoo artist who owned his own shop and he rode a motorcycle. He was also a vegetarian who loved art and poetry, who often seemed like he’d rather be alone with his sketchbook, a glass of whisky, and a record on his vintage player than at a party. Unless he was at an animal rights protest or taking some tantric meditation course. “This is my good friend, Violet,” he said, introducing the woman at his side. Like Hudson, she was sporting several tattoos, all very pretty and colorful.

      Violet glanced up at Hudson when he spoke, and there was something in her eyes. Something in the softness of her expression combined with the tension radiating down her neck that reminded Kayla of something…

      Theo and Lauren. That was how Lauren had looked at Theo back in the day before they’d figured out that they’d been in love with each other for years.

      Very interesting. She wondered if Hudson had any idea that his “good friend” Violet was carrying a major torch for him.

      They chatted for a while longer, until Kayla needed to use the restroom. Thinking about going to pee, her mind flashed back to the pregnancy test she’d stuffed in the bottom of her suitcase. Nerves fluttered through her stomach. She knew she needed to take it. To tell Sebastian she was pretty sure she was pregnant.

      She knew now that she was definitely hoping for a positive result. She just hoped that if she got what she wanted—and if she didn’t, where the hell was her period?—he wouldn’t freak out. He’d come so far over the past couple of years that the last thing she wanted to do was derail all of the progress he’d made by throwing him for a massive loop.

      She stepped out of the ballroom and made her way down a hallway. There was a loud thump from behind a closed door, followed by a feminine giggle and a gruff male moan. Kayla slowed her steps, her eyebrows inching up her forehead. There was another thump and then a series of steady female moans, followed by a cry of “Oh God, yes baby. Just like that!” Kayla blushed slightly, feeling like a bit of a creep for eavesdropping. Willing her legs to move, she started down the hallway again just as the door burst open and Lucian and Olivia stumbled out. Lucian’s hair was disheveled, and Olivia’s lipstick was smeared on both of their faces. She adjusted her dress and then looked up, her eyes going wide when she saw Kayla.

      Kayla just laughed and winked at her as she continued on her way to the restroom. She heard Lucian let out a low chuckle, and a fresh wave of happiness for them crested over her. Let them go at it like teenagers. It was their long-anticipated wedding day, after all.

      She turned the corner, following the signs for the ladies’ room, and almost collided with someone. Her eyes went wide when she saw that it was the massive man she’d spotted at the rehearsal dinner yesterday. The one with the dark curls and the haunted eyes.

      “Sorry, miss,” he said in a rough voice, reaching out a hand to steady her. “Wasn’t watching where I was going.” He had an unmistakable Irish accent, which only intrigued her more.

      “It’s okay, no harm done,” she said, taking a step back. “You…you were there yesterday. When everything went wrong at the rehearsal dinner. You work with Lucian, don’t you?” Ever since she’d learned the truth about Lucian, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it. It was both terrifying and completely fascinating.

      He hesitated, then lifted one shoulder. “I do.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “For whatever you had to do yesterday to keep everyone safe.”

      His eyebrows knit together and he opened his mouth to say something when the door to the ladies’ room swung open and Whitney, the maid of honor, stepped out. The huge Irishman froze, staring at her. Although devouring was probably a better word for the way he was looking at Whitney, the hunger in his expression obvious even to Kayla, who didn’t really know either of them.

      “Hi Killian,” she said in a singsong voice, dragging the tips of her fingers across the back of his massive shoulders as she passed. “Dance with me later?”

      “No.” The word was gruff and tense, and Kayla could see that he was clenching his hand into a fist, his knuckles white.

      Whitney gave him a playful pout. “Find me if you decide to take the stick out of your ass and have some fun.” She tugged on one of his curls and then disappeared around the corner. Killian’s eyes were closed and his features contorted almost as though he were in pain.

      “Anyway, thanks again for yesterday,” said Kayla, not waiting for a response before slipping into the ladies’ room behind them. Whatever was happening—or not happening—between Killian and Whitney was none of her business.

      But still, she had the feeling it’d make for a good story.
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      With his speech behind him and the reception in full swing, Sebastian pulled Kayla into his arms, turning her slowly on the dance floor as the band played a cover of Adele’s “All I Ask.” His speech had gone well, despite his nerves, garnering a few laughs at Lucian’s expense, some heartfelt awws, and a few tears at the end. Lauren had serenaded the couple for their first dance as husband and wife, taking to the stage to perform a cover of the Christina Perri song, “A Thousand Years,” which had had everyone in tears. Hell, even his own eyes had been stinging, partly out of sheer happiness for Lucian and Olivia, and partly due to the weight of what he was about to do.

      He still couldn’t quite believe what Olivia had suggested, but he hadn’t been able to say no. Not only because he knew well and good that no one said no to the bride on her wedding day, but because it was a fantastic idea. He’d gone back to Max’s to grab the ring, and it sat against his thigh, a reassuring, promising weight. He felt guilty that he’d gone this long without asking her; that he’d given her any reason whatsoever to question that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. But he knew he had. She’d been a little quiet for the past few days, and he had a feeling it was because being at yet another wedding without a ring on her finger was making her wonder if he was ever going to propose.

      She wouldn’t have to wonder anymore after tonight, thanks to Olivia’s kindness.

      Kayla ran her fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck and kissed him on the cheek. “Where did you go just now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You completely zoned out. You had the same look you used to get when we were stuck in a meeting with Mr. Stammler and he didn’t know when to wrap things up.”

      He chuckled, pulling her closer as they moved in time to the music. He’d never get enough of the way her curves yielded to him, as though she were made just for him. As though she couldn’t possibly fit with anyone else. And soon, she’d know just how true that was.

      “God, that feels like a lifetime ago, doesn’t it?” he asked, shaking his head.

      She nodded. “A lot’s changed in just a few years.” She blew out a breath, and he could tell she was holding something back. Editing herself in a way she almost never did around him. As on edge as he was with the proposal looming, he could tell she was on edge, too.

      “Are you still thinking about the other night?” he asked, lifting a hand and skating his knuckles across her cheekbone. Her eyes met his and she shook her head.

      “No. I’m okay. Although I don’t think I’ll feel fully at ease until we get back to Lake Tahoe where there aren’t any vigilantes or mobsters or whatever.”

      “No. Just pine trees and mountains. Nothing that could possibly hurt us.”

      “Well, there are bears. We can’t forget about the bears.” She wrinkled her nose playfully. “But I’ll take bears over scary guys with guns any day of the week.”

      “Me, too, baby. It’s been nice to be back in town, but you’re right. Lake Tahoe is home now.”

      “It is.”

      “A place where we can start our future and raise a family.”

      At his words she stiffened in his arms, just for a moment. And then she smiled, big and bright. “I agree.”

      Sebastian spun them on the dance floor and made eye contact with Olivia, who winked at him and mouthed one single word as she danced with her father.

      Soon.

      Sebastian nodded subtly, imprinting all of this on his memory. The last moments before he asked Kayla to become his wife. They danced, they snacked on mini quesadillas and sliders from the buffet, laughed and talked with family, and watched Lucian and Olivia cut their wedding cake. Then Lucian and Olivia appeared in the middle of the dance floor, Olivia sitting on a chair while Lucian’s upper body disappeared beneath her dress. He emerged a moment later with her lacy garter between his teeth, Olivia’s cheeks a little pink, her eyes bright.

      All of the single men—including Sebastian—gathered around, but Sebastian hung back, knowing that his big moment was just around the corner. He slipped his hand into his pocket and curled his fingers around the ring box. He rubbed his other hand over the back of his neck, blowing out a shaky breath as he tried to rein in the adrenaline surging through him.

      On the count of three, Lucian flung the garter into the group of men, the scrap of lace flying through the air. It arced high and then came almost straight down, falling right into Noah’s outstretched hand. Everyone cheered, and he shot Felicity a sheepish grin as he tucked the garter into his pocket. Levi slapped Noah on the back and said something that made him both laugh and shake his head. Before the rest of the men had cleared away, Noah had already banded his arms around Felicity’s waist, lifting her off the ground and kissing her thoroughly, eliciting another round of cheers from everyone.

      “And now it’s time for the bouquet toss,” said one of the band members, who was also serving as an MC of sorts. “All single ladies, report to the dance floor.”

      Sebastian’s stomach bottomed out, and he nodded at Olivia. She winked at him one last time, and he moved into position.
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        * * *

      

      Kayla sighed as she pushed to her feet, keenly aware that she was the only single woman dating one of the Prescott brothers. Thankfully, Felicity and Madison came up with her, along with Hudson’s friend Violet. All of Olivia’s bridesmaids were also in the group of women, and relief trickled through her. At least she wouldn’t be singled out—no pun intended.

      “Move up front,” said Whitney. She grabbed Kayla’s elbow and maneuvered her toward the front of the group. “Because, um, you’re so short.” The other bridesmaids all made eye contact with each other, some kind of unspoken communication passing between them.

      “Sure, whatever,” said Kayla, knowing that they probably just didn’t want anyone obstructed for the photographs. Olivia stood in the center of the dance floor, a cheeky grin on her face as she held a smaller version of her bouquet high over her head.

      “Ready?” she asked, waggling it around in the air. “1…2…3…”

      She moved to throw it, but instead of letting go, she turned around, walked right up to Kayla and handed her the bouquet.

      “Wha—?” Kayla started when Olivia grinned at her and said, “Turn around.”

      All of the other women gathered had been ushered aside by the bridesmaids and there was Sebastian, on one knee, a breathtakingly gorgeous ring between his thumb and forefinger.

      “Oh my God,” she gasped, the bouquet slipping from her hands and hitting the floor with a soft thud. The entire room had gone silent, all eyes on them.

      “Kayla,” he said shakily, taking her hand. “I know without a doubt that I wouldn’t be here today without you. Without your love, without your support, without your friendship. You’re not just my girlfriend. You’re my best friend. You’re my future. You’re my everything, and the past two years have been the best of my life. I love you now, and I’m going to spend the rest of my life loving you. Until you, I was lost, and now because of you, I’ve found a home I could’ve only dreamed about. Will you marry me?”

      Tears stung her eyes as joy burst through her like fireworks. “Yes,” she said quietly, nodding her head vehemently to make up for the softness of her reply. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      He slipped the ring onto her finger and rose to his feet, where he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Everyone cheered and celebrated, and fresh bottles of champagne started circulating. She pulled back and stared down at the ring on her finger, a stunning pear-shaped diamond with clusters of smaller diamonds around it, making it look almost like a snowflake.

      “Do you like it?” he asked, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      “I love it,” she answered honestly. “It’s incredibly beautiful.”

      “I chose it because it looks like a snowflake. And snowflakes will always make me think of being snowed in with you in that cabin. I didn’t know it then, but I’d already started to fall in love with you that weekend.”

      She smiled softly and pressed her head against his chest, the emotion of the moment almost overwhelming her. She just wanted to live in this moment forever, the moment when all of her doubts about Sebastian and their future were totally obliterated.

      “I’m sorry it took me so long,” he murmured against her hair, his hand skating up and down her back. “I just needed to be sure I was good. That I wasn’t going to fuck everything up or drag you down with me.”

      She looked up at him, stroking her hand over his stubbled cheek. “You are good, and even if you fuck up, I’m not going anywhere. We’re in this together, no matter what.”

      “Let’s see the ring!” said Lauren, who came bustling over with Willa, Felicity, and Madison.

      “Sorry, I held her back as long as I could,” said Theo, shooting them a sheepish smile. “Congrats, guys.”

      Everyone offered them their congratulations, and Kayla was swept up in a flurry of hugs and kisses and exclamations over her ring. Several minutes had passed when she was finally able to excuse herself to go find Olivia, who was chatting with Lucian and Whitney.

      “I think I owe you a huge thank you,” she said. “This is your wedding, and you didn’t have to do that.”

      Olivia waved her comment away. “He was going to propose to you the other night, on the roof at the rehearsal dinner. When I heard that that didn’t happen because…things went a little sideways, I felt bad. I don’t mind sharing the spotlight. I don’t need attention when I’ve got everything I need right here. Well, and sleeping at home. Cora was crashing, so the nanny left with her.” Olivia pulled her in for a squeezy hug. “I’m happy it all worked out.”

      Kayla blinked slowly, digesting the news that Sebastian had been planning to propose on the roof. How long had he been planning to propose to her while they were here in New York? She decided it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered now was the future.

      She felt as though she were glowing, walking on air as she returned to Sebastian. They spent the rest of the night dancing and eating and talking about what kind of wedding they’d like to have, wrapped up in their own little world. She couldn’t stop looking at the gorgeous ring on her finger. Couldn’t stop imagining what it would be like to be Kayla Prescott.

      “What if…” he asked as they danced once again, this time to a Leon Bridges song—the band had packed up a little while ago as the reception wound down. “What if we just snuck off somewhere, like Tahiti, and got married on the beach?” he asked.

      Kayla grinned, snuggling into him. “I really like that idea. Just a few close friends and family, small and intimate. Super romantic.”

      “And then we can spend two weeks having sex in one of those little tiki huts.”

      She laughed. “I like the way you think.”

      Just then, Lucian and Olivia reappeared, wearing their leaving outfits. They were headed to the Amalfi Coast in Italy for a week, and it was time for everyone to see them off. The magical night was coming to an end, and Kayla knew it was time to do what she’d been putting off.

      It was time to take that pregnancy test.
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      Sebastian lay on his back in bed, naked, with Kayla sprawled on top of him. She was naked, too, save for the ring on her finger, and fuck did he like seeing his ring on her. He wanted the entire world to know she was his.

      After the reception, they’d come back to Max and Willa’s where after a little celebratory toast with Max, Willa, Theo, and Lauren, they’d fallen into bed where they’d made slow, sleepy love, just needing to connect with each other. It was late, probably close to two in the morning now, but even though he was tired, Sebastian’s brain was too wired for sleep. Too buzzing with the entire future stretching out before him.

      He wished he hadn’t waited so long to propose. He wished he’d done it a year ago, like he should’ve. He stroked a hand through Kayla’s hair and down her back, savoring the feel of her curves pressed against him. Savoring the knowledge that he’d get to feel this every damn day for the rest of his life.

      “I…I need to tell you something,” she said, and he tensed slightly at the note of wariness in her voice. She pushed up onto her elbow, her blond hair falling in a curtain over her shoulder.

      “Okay,” he said, his heart picking up speed. Fresh nerves shot through him as she nibbled her lip and looked away.

      “I think…um. I’m late? And I think I might be pregnant.” She said the words all in a rush, her cheeks going pink.

      Everything inside Sebastian went still as his tired brain struggled to process what she’d just said. “What?”

      “My period is almost two weeks late and I think I might be pregnant. I…I bought a test earlier today, but I haven’t taken it yet.”

      Sebastian sat up, emotions swirling through him. Shock, for sure, but also a surprised kind of hope. Kayla might be pregnant? He didn’t think this day could get any better.

      He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Take the test, baby. Negative or positive, we’re in this together, just like you said. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” he asked gently, and she looked away, guilt flashing across her face.

      “I was feeling unsettled because we weren’t engaged and I didn’t know if I was, and I didn’t want to pull attention from Olivia and Lucian’s wedding…” She shrugged. “To be honest, I’m a little freaked out.”

      He swallowed and nodded. “I get that. Having a baby is a huge deal. But…if you are, then that’s the best news in the entire world. And if you’re not, we can talk about when you’d like to be.”

      She smiled, her relief evident. “How did I get so lucky?” she asked softly.

      He pressed his forehead to hers. “I wonder the same thing on a daily basis, baby. Go. Take the test. Let’s find out.”

      She nodded and scurried out of bed, rustling around in her suitcase and pulling out a small box. She disappeared into the bathroom and the seconds ticked by like molasses. Sebastian sat in bed, his arms resting on his raised knees, possibilities swirling through his mind.

      He hoped it was positive. Which was amazing and shocking and proof of how much things—and people—could change in just a few years. Because the Sebastian of three years ago would’ve been freaking the fuck out at the possibility of being a father. But now…he wanted it. God, a baby with Kayla. Just the thought of it had goosebumps spreading over his arms.

      His heart jolted against his ribs as Kayla emerged from the bathroom, the test in her hand. She hurried back to the bed and got in beside him.

      “It takes a couple of minutes,” she said, and he could hear the nerves in her voice. He looped an arm around her and kissed the top of her head.

      “Either way, everything is perfect,” he whispered in her ear, and she leaned into him. For so long, she’d been his rock. His comfort and his hope, his source of everything good. If he could give just an ounce of that back to her in this moment, he would. He’d do anything for her, and she deserved it, because she’d shown him that he could do anything.

      Slowly but surely, first one line appeared, followed by a second line. It was fainter than the other, but it was there all the same. The test was unmistakably positive. A wide smile stretched across Sebastian’s face and he felt as though he’d swallowed the sun. His heart raced happily and all of his thoughts scattered. He was too excited to hold on to any of them.

      “I’m pregnant,” she whispered, staring down at the test. “Oh my God.”

      “You’re pregnant,” he said, the word feeling lush and full of promise on his tongue. “I was hoping the test would be positive.”

      She turned to him with her own smile, and let out a little laugh. “You were?”

      He nodded. “Absolutely. Having a baby with you is more than I ever could’ve hoped for.”

      “So was I,” she confessed, laughing again. “Hoping it was positive, I mean.”

      He looked at the test and then laid his hand on her stomach. “You are going to be the most amazing mother, Kayla. This kid is already so freaking lucky.”

      She laid her hand on top of his. “And you’re going to be a wonderful father, Bastian.”

      An edge of fear sliced through his elation, and he swallowed, a lump forming in his throat. Raising a child would be the most amazing, incredible challenge of his life. But it was one he was ready and willing to embrace.

      “We’re going to have a baby,” she said, collapsing down onto the bed in a fit of joyous giggles.

      He joined her and pulled her into his arms. “How did this happen?” He knew she was on the pill and had been the entire time they’d been together.

      “Well, Sebastian, when a man and a woman care about each other very much, they—”

      He tickled her, her laughter ringing out around the room. “I mean, I thought you were on birth control.”

      “I am. Or I was. Accidents happen.”

      He shook his head and kissed her, staring down at the woman who’d given him everything. A fresh start, a life worth living, a future. Hope. Love. And now, a family of his own. “Not an accident. A happy surprise.”

      She smiled at him, her eyes shining with emotion. “A happy surprise. I feel like that sums everything up. You, the proposal, the baby. It’s all been one happy surprise with you.”

      He swallowed back his tears and kissed his future wife. The mother of his child.

      His everything.

      
        
        THE END
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        I hope you enjoyed getting caught up with Kayla and Sebastian! Be sure to sign up for my newsletter to get access to all of the Prescotts bonus epilogues. And keep reading for a sneak peek at Skin Deep, Hudson and Violet’s story.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Turn the page for a sneak peek at Skin Deep.
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        Seven years ago

      

      

      Violet MacAllister slid her empty tray across the bar, mentally reciting the order she’d just taken in her head. One Corona, one gin and tonic, and two rum and Cokes. She repeated the words to herself as she waited, knowing how easily she’d forget them. She knew she really should make more of an effort to write things down, but that was even more work.

      No, chanting the order to herself like a crazy person was definitely better. Easier. And far less embarrassing.

      One Corona, one gin and tonic, and two rum and—

      Her thoughts skittered to a halt as a sexy as fuck man stepped out from the back room, a tray of clean glasses in his large hands. Large hands that looked like they were capable of all sorts of things. She licked her lips, taking in the mop of blond curls on top of his head, the broad shoulders and the way his plain black T-shirt seemed to hug his body. A half-finished sleeve tattoo poked out from the black T-shirt, and she found herself tilting her head to get a better look at it. And God, he was tall. At least 6’1, maybe taller, with long legs clad in denim. He was definitely older than her, but not to the point where it was creepy. She pegged him somewhere in his mid-twenties, so just a handful of years older than her.

      He glanced over at her, his piercing blue eyes nailing her to the spot. The corner of his mouth tilted up, flashing a dimple.

      Oh, fuck me. Not dimples.

      “Hey,” he said, setting the tray down and wiping his hands on his jeans. “I’m Hudson, the new bartender.” His voice was unbelievably pleasant, low and masculine but melodious and smooth. The kind of voice that could read just about anything and make it entrancing.

      She blinked rapidly and then smiled, holding out her hand. “Violet. I’m one of the servers here.” She glanced down at his hand. No ring. Well.

      He tipped his chin at her and braced his hands on the bar, the pose only emphasizing how strong and broad he was. “Did you have an order for me?”

      “I…yeah. Shit. Hang on.” Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she turned away from the bar, squinting at the table whose order she’d already forgotten. “Uh, one Corona, two rum and Cokes, and, um…Crap. I better go check.”

      She scurried back to the table to double check the order, earning an annoyed glance that she knew meant a shit tip was coming her way. Great. With every screwed up order, she could feel her dream of graduating art school without a bajillion dollars of student loan debt slipping further and further away.

      “And a gin and tonic,” she said as she came back to the bar, watching the muscles in Hudson’s forearms bunch and flex as he poured the rum and Cokes. He nodded in acknowledgment, the tip of his tongue poking out as he focused on making his drinks.

      “Have you bartended much?” she asked, leaning against the bar. A curly blond tendril fell across her eyes and she blew it away with an impatient breath. She’d yet to meet a headband that could contain her thick blond ringlets.

      He shrugged. “A bit. It’s good money.”

      “And what are you saving up for?” she asked, shooting him a conspiratorial grin when he looked up. When he didn’t answer, she cocked her head. “We’re all saving up for something here. None of us are here because we love carting drinks and slinging burgers.”

      He chuckled. “I work part-time as a tattoo artist, but the dream is to have my own shop. Someday. So, I guess that’s what I’m saving up for. What about you?”

      “Art school. And don’t tell me that after art school I’ll probably end up right back here because who the hell makes a living as an artist anyway. I know. I don’t care.” She’d already heard it time and again from her parents, her grandparents, her siblings. But art was who she was. It was a part of her identity, and she couldn’t just switch it off, or shove it in a box. A passion—a true passion—didn’t work that way.

      His blue eyes glimmered at her. “I’d never tell you that. Tattooing is artistry, too. I get it. You have to do what feeds your soul. Otherwise, you’re just wasting the gift of humanity.”

      She stared at him, her mouth slightly ajar. “Uh, yeah. Exactly.”

      “How long have you worked here?” he asked, loading the drinks onto her tray.

      “About three months. Feels longer though,” she added with a small laugh.

      He laughed, too, shaking his head. “Uh oh. That doesn’t sound good.”

      She took the tray and shot him a teasing look. “You clearly haven’t met Bruce yet.”

      “Bruce?”

      “The house manager.”

      “What’s so bad about Bruce?” he asked, leaning forward again. She set the tray back down and leaned against the bar. The scent of fresh laundry and warm skin hit her, making her stomach twist itself inside out.

      “Nothing, if you like misogynistic blowhards who think we’re his slaves.”

      Hudson arched an eyebrow. “Noted.” His eyes dropped down to where her arms were braced against the bar. “Nice fairy,” he said, gesturing at the small tattoo on her inner left arm. She turned it over all the way so he could have a better look, something inside her heating at having his gaze on her skin. A thoughtful look flickered across his face. “You ever thought about learning to tattoo? You know, since you’re into art and you’re looking for a career…”

      She blinked at him. “Honestly? No. It’s never crossed my mind. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      He grinned at her and cocked his head. “Well, if you’re interested, let me know. I could teach you.”

      She picked up the tray again and winked at him, her heart fluttering in her chest. “I just might take you up on that.” Honestly, he could’ve offered to teach her how to eat spiders and she would’ve said yes.

      “Violet! Table nine’s been waiting on those drinks, girl.” Bruce stalked by, barking and growling as usual. His button down shirt was hanging on for dear life, the buttons straining against his beer belly. One of these days, one was going to pop right off and injure a customer.

      “Right, coming!” she said cheerily while exchanging a secret look with her new friend, Hudson the bartender/tattoo artist. She hurried away with her drinks, depositing them at her table.

      And for the rest of her shift, Violet had a little extra spring in her step. It had been a while since she’d met anyone she was even remotely interested in. Truth be told, she hadn’t dated much since she’d finished high school two years ago. Her entire focus had been on working and saving money to make her dream happen.

      Towards the end of the night, as the last of the customers paid their tabs and filtered out, she rehearsed what she was going to say to Hudson once they were officially closed.

      Hey, I’m super interested in the tattoo artist thing. Maybe we could go grab a drink and you could tell me more about it?

      The bell over the door rang, and she turned, ready to tell the customer that they were about to close when Hudson waved her over to the bar. From across the restaurant, Violet watched as the woman—who was tall and slender, with short brown hair that fell around her face in perfectly tousled waves—smiled at him and perched on one of the barstools. She exuded a kind of effortless cool, with her loose gray tank top, ripped jeans and sneakers. Violet could see she had tattoos on her arms, and as Hudson leaned over the bar and gave her a quick kiss on the lips, she wondered if Hudson had done them. If he’d tattooed the woman who was clearly his girlfriend.

      He returned to his closing duties and the woman retrieved a monstrously thick paperback from her bag, crossing her legs delicately as she started to read. Violet’s stomach churned uncomfortably, and she turned away, grateful she hadn’t actually come on to him. How embarrassing. Of course a guy like him wasn’t single. Naturally.

      With a sigh, she resigned herself to the fact that hot bartender Hudson would reside solely and squarely in the friend category.
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