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      “I bet mine’s some married farmer with six kids and two dogs, one of which has three legs and its own Instagram account.”

      My BFF Lindee chattered on, her feet propped up on the spindles of my chair.

      “That’s oddly specific,” I muttered, halfway listening as I glared at the steam rising from my coffee. Random people passed by our little bistro table, leaving continuous wakes of different designer perfumes, over-powering colognes, and high-octane beverages, while cars zoomed past on the nearby street.

      We’d been coming to this ridiculously overpriced haven to hipsters and elitists for the past week, despite my desire to stay curled up under a blanket until I died.

      Stupid Kevin and his stupid ‘it’s not me, it’s you’ text-breakup.

      This whole “number neighbor” thing was utterly insane if you asked me. The idea of interacting with random strangers on a daily basis made my skin crawl, let alone sending unsolicited messages to an unknown person whose number happened to be directly above or below yours and could very well be a serial killer. I’d never do it in a billion years. The chances of anything positive happening—let alone cosmically romantic—were astronomical at best.

      Still . . . A small, yet-unmurdered-by-cynicism, part of me held out hope for her.

      “Tri-pod. They’ve named it tri-pod and they’re happy and I’ll be single forever and your hair is on fire.”

      “You’re probably ri—wait, what?” I blinked and patted my head, refocusing on Lindee’s narrowed eyes. “No, it’s not!”

      “I knew you weren’t listening. It’s been two months, Delly Bear. Time to get back on the horse.” She bounced her brows. “Get it?” She escalated her volume despite my shushing motions. “Sex, Dell, I mean sex. You need to get laid, is what I’m saying.”

      “Jesus,” I groaned and let my forehead clunk to the tabletop, various chuckles sounding around me. “You’re as subtle as a fecking airhorn.”

      “Hey there, I’d be happy to—”

      “No thanks. She’s delusional. Not interested.” I didn’t even raise my head to glare at the random dude who took her lack of filter as an invitation for an in-person version of a dick-pic. Cheap sneakers retreated before turning and disappearing from my limited line of sight.

      “Tell me again why I hang out with you?” I muttered.

      “Because you have no choice. I claimed you. Now sit the hell up and drink.” The amusement in her tone matched my own smile as I lifted my head. She wasn’t wrong. Lindee had met me twelve years ago, promptly decided we were platonic soulmates, and been unshakeable since. Thankfully.

      Her gaze stayed locked on her phone as she drummed her nails against the back. “I’m gonna do it.”

      I snorted. “I thought you already had. Just send the stupid message. It doesn’t matter anyway.”

      “I’m doing it.” She dropped her feet to the ground and, with flourish, pressed her index finger to the screen. The next instant she dropped the phone to the table like it was on fire.

      We both leaned in and stared at the screen.

      Her trilling ringtone blared, shocking us both to the point I nearly spilled my coffee. She snatched it up and answered. “Mom! It’s twenty-twenty. Send it in a text. Yes, you can. The little words on the—don’t mock me, you know how to send a text. Did someone die?”

      Her face split into a menacing grin. “Well, you tell mister ‘can’t be bothered to call himself’ that I’m still not interested. He can man up or step off. Yeah. Uh-huh. Love you too.”

      She held the phone a foot above the table, arm out-stretched and opened her fingers, letting it clatter to the surface, like a mic-drop.

      “Brick, again?” I took a large sip, hiding my smile.

      “Yes,” she hissed.

      I shrugged. “Maybe he really is sorry. And to his defense—”

      “Nope. He gets no defense, especially from my bestie. That’s simply not done.”

      “You’re right.” I quirked a brow and smirked. “He’s a scuz-wad who doesn’t deserve to share your air. I can’t believe you ever gave him the time of day.”

      As I expected, she frowned. “He wasn’t that bad. I mean, yes his name is Brick, but that’s his parents’ fault.”

      “True, but it’s his fault he lives up to it.” I mimed punching my head and stood, glancing at my watch. “Gotta run, chickee. Important meeting today, and I can’t be late. Text me if your number crush turns out to be a broody, wealthy loner with an equally broody, wealthy, single cousin.”

      She chuckled. “Who’s being specific, now?”

      “I know, it’s more likely he’s a whacked-out stalker than Mr. Perfect.”

      We pointed at each other and quoted our favorite movie line, “So, you’re saying there’s a chance,” at the same time, followed by a laugh.

      After our over-the-top-pseudo-European air kisses, I headed back to my office, by way of the sidewalk.

      This stretch of downtown was littered with the most random things, like a taco cart right beside a vegan bakery, a magazine stand that doubled as a fortune teller parlor, and more street performers than was probably legal.

      Not to mention they shut Main Street down on Tuesdays for the “Dog of The Week” contest, followed up by the “Hop-Scotch-Drink-Off.” Both of which had an equal draw, oddly enough.

      “Afternoon, ma’am.”

      Some random guy nodded his head like it was the eighteen hundreds, and I grumbled into my coffee cup.

      Most of the residents of Rhapsody Hills were that level of friendly that made you slightly uncomfortable. You know, where the pat on the shoulder lingered a fraction of a second too long, or the looks bordered on judgy, or the smiles were a little too wide.

      Just enough to make your skin wobble, but not enough that you could say anything without being crowned “Bitch Who Shall Remain Single.”

      My phone’s text tone went off, and I grinned in anticipation. Maybe Lindee got lucky after all. I glanced down at the purse nestled under my arm and dove in with my free hand.

      The next second I careened into a hard body and received not only a face-full of my own hot coffee remnants, but a chest full of someone else’s ice-cold beverage.

      “Ah! Watch where—”

      “Ugh! You mind watching—”

      We spoke—and stopped—at the same time as we locked eyes. Eyes that narrowed at the same time, too.

      Matthew Easton. My former childhood best friend, and current workplace nemesis. Bad enough I had to see his face in my building. Outside was just extra torture from the universe.

      “You,” I barked.

      “It would be you, wouldn’t it?” He sneered, all needlessly regal and overly pompous, as usual.

      Again with the synchronization. I wiped coffee droplets from my forehead and ground my back teeth. “Stop talking at the same time as me, Matt.”

      He scoffed. “Like I can control that. Even you can’t. It’s so rare when your brain finally fires the appropriate neurons and coherent thoughts come bursting from your mouth.”

      “Cute. Real cute.” I gave him my best sarcastic smile as I tugged my soaked shirt away from my now sticky skin. “Don’t you have some souls to buy? I hear there’s a mean fiddle player in Georgia waiting on you.”

      His lips twitched into that smile I knew and hated, but he frowned it away, tossing his now empty to-go cup into the nearby bin. He held his suit coat flat against his stomach with his wide palm as he stretched his spine to an even more ridiculous height.

      “Do you know where Georgia is?” He adjusted his cuffs and straightened his lapels, quirking that damn strong brow. “If memory serves, geography was your worst subject.”

      “Yeah? Well—”

      He brushed past me, all cologne and broad shoulders and snooty raised chin, making obvious effort to avoid touching any part of me, lest he taint his precious Armani.

      “Sorry about your shirt,” he rumbled and muttered at the same time, like he had any right to have that skill.

      An utter waste, if you asked me.

      “It was my worst subject,” I called after his retreating form, raising my voice. “But I don’t need to know where all the states are to know how much of an ass you are!”

      I had to shout the last part and cleared my throat as I cast glances at the people around me.

      “He did this.” I gestured at my chest to a woman who shook her head and hurried past. “I know how to drink without—”

      I sighed to the cloudless sky and counted backward from ten. “Perfect. Just perfect.”

      No time to grab another shirt, I scanned the ridiculous stalls and shops until I spotted what had to be the single most garish scarf I’d ever seen. With yet another grumble, I snatched it off the display and slapped it down on the counter.

      The clerk gave me a once-over. “I have some tourist t-shirts in the back if you want one.”

      “It’s fine.” I heaved a massive sigh and swiped my card. “I’ve given up.”

      “Clearly,” she muttered.

      I snagged the receipt, curling my lip in a mocking sneer. “Thanks.”

      Wrapping the glittering eye-sore around my neck, I made a beeline back to the Easton, Tucker & MaFlour building.

      Also known as my own personal hell these past couple of months.
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      I smoothed a wrinkle from my suit and shook my head. Delilah Camaroon was a frustratingly gorgeous, doe-eyed, brunette hurricane. It was like she’d planned the whole debacle. Probably saw me coming and feigned the inattention.

      I really did feel bad about her shirt, but she should have been paying attention.

      Though, I suppose, I should have too. And because of it, I was down a drink. I’d have to replace her shirt, too.

      I sighed as I stepped into the elevator.

      There was just so much going on at work. And with Barbara retiring in a couple weeks, the Senior VP position would need to be filled. Talk around the office was the CEO, Gary, had me in his sights, but I wasn’t convinced.

      I didn’t like to take anything for granted, well...now, and I’d be damned if I let this opportunity slip through my fingers. A chance to finally prove to everyone—my father especially—I could stand on my own merit.

      He might have tossed me here like old garbage, and he might own the whole building and 55% of the company, but this wouldn’t have been something he gave me. No. I’d have earned that plaque on the door. And earning something other than publicity for my playboy ways had turned into quite an obsession. Now I wanted to show everyone I had value as a functioning member of society rather than gab-rag fodder. This position was mine and no one was going to stop me.

      When dad and his colleagues first founded ET&M, as a corporate construction firm, I had no interest in any kind of business, let alone one with my dad. With his money and ideas at the helm, Mr. Tucker manning all things legal, and Mr. MaFlour, SR. handling the accounting, making money was the sole focus. Then dad formed Easton Developments to increase all the property values and make himself even more money.

      Money I’d always been quite happy to spend. Freely. Until he cut me off.

      I scowled as the elevator dinged, exhaling when the doors slid open.

      “Mornin’, boss man!” Ashlyn The Intern chirped from behind the reception desk, her straight, black hair pulled up in a sleek bun.

      Tiff, the regular receptionist, waved, her short grey hair especially curly today. “Good morning, Mr. Easton.”

      It probably would have been nice to compliment them, but I could never figure when the right time for that was. So, I settled on, “Morning, ladies.”

      I pushed through the double doors that led to the opulent conference room, my best smile in place only to have the wind sucked out of me.

      “Matthew,” Delilah ground out through a clenched smile. “What are you doing in here?”

      My gaze dropped a few inches to the utterly hideous orange, purple, and lime green scarf tied around her neck. I pressed my first knuckle against my mouth to hide my amusement.

      “Zip it. This is your fault.” She fluffed the end and flattened it back down, grimacing. “What else was I supposed to do? I swear, it’s like you knew how important today was and made sure you were on that sidewalk.”

      “Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.” I sneered, positioning myself across the oblong table from her. “Why is today so imp—” My jaw dropped open, at the same time realization swept her too-familiar features and her lips parted.

      No...

      “Delilah, Matthew.”

      Gary’s voice entered the room before he shoved through both doors at once, and we stood to greet him.

      “Let’s cut to the chase. Sit.” He gestured, and we both lowered slowly, giving each other one final glare.

      Gary sighed, removing his ever-present unlit cigar from his lips, as he settled his hefty frame in the executive chair. “You’re both fantastic employees. Two of my best. And to be honest, I can’t decide which of you should have the position.”

      I cracked my knuckles under the table, and Del cleared her throat, drawing the side of her mouth in. We locked eyes and both froze, ceasing our mutual nervous habits. Only, she swatted a lock of her thick hair from her shoulder and refocused her smile on Gary.

      A nostalgic wave crashed into me, and I forced my lungs to slow. Moments like this always hit me out of nowhere. Seeing her as a young girl, those stupid pigtails bouncing as I ran after her in the field behind Tucker Elementary. Sun glinting off the lenses in her pale pink glasses as she glanced back at me and grinned.

      I resisted a sneer.

      We’d both been too young, too stupid to realize we were born to be enemies. Not friends like we thought. And certainly not anything more.

      Gary held his hands wide, drawing my attention. “So, I’ve decided there’ll be a fight to the death using only office supplies as weapons. Winner gets the position.”

      My heart stalled, but Del didn’t skip a beat.

      “Deal. Question, can the pencils be sharp or are you wanting it to hurt more? Unsharpened, right? Yeah, totally agree. Unsharpened. Follow up question, what’s your stance on staplers?”

      I worked my mouth for a moment, blinking at her. Would she really—

      Gary slapped his knee, letting his belly laugh loose on the room.

      “You always crack me up, Camaroon.” He stuck the cigar back in his mouth, and spoke around it, nodding at me. “Loosen up a little, there, Easton. I was just kidding, of course. You each have a presentation to do. Two weeks from today.”

      I smiled and nodded. “I knew you were, sir. I was just shocked Delilah had to ask at all. Everyone knows how you feel about staplers.”

      He laughed anew, and she threw her dagger glare at me. The next second she blinked it away, forehead furrowed as she glanced back at Gary. “Wait. Two weeks from today?”

      “That won’t be a problem will it, Camaroon?” Gary raised his giant, fuzzy brows, shifting the cigar in his mouth with his tongue.

      “Not at all, sir.” She smiled, but clutched her thumb under her other four fingers, one of her emotional tells.

      I frowned in confused frustration. What could be so important on some random Thursday two weeks from now? It wasn’t a holiday. It wasn’t her birthday. It wasn’t her father’s birthday, for that matter, or her brother’s. Wasn’t her mother’s death-iversary, either, or even her damn childhood cat’s death-iversary.

      I wish I didn’t remember so much about her.

      “Good.” Gary slapped the table and stood. “Best presentation wins. Tiff will email you the details by end of day today.”

      “Sounds good, sir.” I skirted the table and made it to the door before him, tugging it open and gesturing him through.

      “See you both at Barb’s retirement party this evening.” He gave me a parting shoulder clap and a knowing wink. “Dazzle me, boy.”

      I nodded, and he strolled on through.

      Oh, dazzle, I would. Presentations were my specialty, in fact. A skill I hadn’t known I had until I got here. Gary practically handed me the position on a gilded platter.

      Delilah let out an exaggerated, whimpering sigh, and I shot her a look. She rubbed her temples, elbows on the table, before she launched to her feet and gave me that ultra-annoying fake smile. “May the best woman win, Easton.”

      My hackles pricked, and I slowly closed the door, turning and resting my back against it with a smirk.

      “I’ve been called many things, but never a woman. I accept the goodwill gesture regardless.”

      She snorted and crossed her arms. “I know you have. Most by the women that work here.”

      Ouch.

      I schooled my features despite the sting and thrust my tongue against my cheek. It might have been true that I’d had more than a few rendezvous in the past, though none here. But it’s not like I chased after anyone. In fact, I hadn’t initiated a date in years, though my calendar had always been full. And I’d never taken advantage of my position. Always let the woman set the pace. What could the rumors possibly be? I’d have to prod Tiff for the apparent gossip.

      Whereas Delilah’s reputation was quite the opposite. “Ice Queen” was a well-earned nickname.

      However, the high road would be mine, as I had no interest in attacking her intimate relationships.

      I tilted my head. “What’s Thursday in two weeks?”

      She blanched, eyes darting to the closed door, fanning the flames of my curiosity even higher. Now I had to know.

      “Do you have a date? A knitters-anonymous meeting? Oh, don’t tell me.” I stepped away from the door and grinned, crossing my arms as I gazed down at her. “You’re finally starting your clog-dancing troop.”

      Her hazel eyes flashed, sorrow swapping to anger at astonishing speed.

      She gave me an unsettling version of her fake smile which drew a chill. “You know, it doesn’t surprise me in the slightest that you don’t know. And you can keep wondering, right up until I move my stuff into the VP’s office.”

      I smirked. “Don’t overthink the presentation, like you do everything else. We both know how you do with pressure.”

      She ground her back teeth, but flicked her hand in the air, shooing me away from the door. “Excuse me, some of us have actual work to do that doesn’t involve swimming in our money like Scrooge McDuck.”

      I pursed my lips and stepped to the side, glaring at the far wall in thought as she swept through the door, leaving a wake of her light floral scent.

      No one in the office knew the truth, how I couldn’t have the rest of my money until father deemed this ridiculous punishment a success. At first, everyone had assumed it was a secret camera show, hell even I had. But no, it was serious. Which meant this was serious. Getting promoted on my own merit had to be the end game, it had to.

      The door closed with a click, but the next sound was Del’s frustrated grunt. I darted my gaze to the door and barked a laugh. That atrocious scarf was stuck in the latch.

      Without another word, she opened the door, snatched the scarf free, cleared her throat, and strolled away.
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      I kept my chin high, meeting each pair of eyes that flicked my way. Ignored every snicker at my now halfway frayed scarf. My mind was too busy running through every possible terrible scenario about this ridiculous presentation business.

      I hated public speaking, that wasn’t a secret. The nerves and panic always ate me alive. And drafting a presentation was akin to being locked in an elevator with a skunk. My nose wrinkled.

      So, the question was, did Gary set this up with the expectation I’d fail? Ensuring Matt would get the job like everyone assumed? Or...

      I made it to my office and dropped into my chair, drumming my nails on the desk.

      Or...this was a genuine opportunity for me to prove I could overcome something that had held me back for so long, and thereby really earn this position.

      A smile tugged at my lips, and I nodded at no one.

      That had to be it. The other option was just too depressing.

      I tugged open my filing cabinet, grabbed the front-most files and slapped them on the desk, forming a plan.

      A deep, rumbling, throat clear drew my attention to my doorway and the imposing figure that filled it. Matthew was gorgeous in every sense of the word, one of those men that made women jealous because of his flawless skin and men jealous because of his physique. He was the walking embodiment of the word ‘decadent’, and there was a time I would have given my back teeth just to taste those lips and have those hands on me.

      That time, however, was long before he became The Easton Bachelor. I remembered exactly when the gangly boy that knew all my childhood secrets had grown into such a...man. Because he’d done it in front of the world. And it irritated me to no end. Now, I’d give all my teeth just to forget. Okay, not all of them. But at least a solid four.

      I sighed, going right back to grabbing all the necessary things. “What do you want, Matt?”

      When he didn’t answer immediately, I cut my eyes back to him. His gaze was locked on some point on the carpet squares in front of my desk as he tilted his head.

      “Dance lessons?”

      My lids shuttered as I opened my mouth to ask what the hell he was on, but he cut me off.  “Pottery class?” He snapped his fingers and finally locked his dark eyes on mine. “You’re buying a funeral plot.”

      I narrowed my gaze and pointed at my door. “Wrong on all counts, as usual. Out. And shut the door behind you.”

      “Just tell me, Del. You know I won’t let this go. Wait—what do you mean as usual?”

      “Out.”

      He pursed his lips again and huffed a breath, but he left, closing the door with an annoying amount of gentleness.

      I glared at the frosted glass, willing it to catch on fire, when my text tone went off.

      “Oh, crap!”

      Totally forgot to check it after the coffee/tea debacle earlier. Lord, Lindee would be having a duck fit by now.

      I fished in my purse and snagged the chirping gadget. Five new messages. Great. The first four were within minutes of each other, all during the run-in.

      
        
        Lind: It’s a guy!

        Lind: He’s married. :/ At your meeting yet?

        Lind: He has a friend!

        Lind: I may do something stupid...why the hell aren’t you answering me, cow? You’d better be dead.

      

      

      And then the one from just now.

      
        
        Lind: So...might need you to come get me. Bethzilla broke down again.

      

      

      A grin lit my features as I shook my head and dialed her number. Her car was practically held together by bubblegum and prayers, so this wasn’t surprising.

      One ring and Lindee’s frustrated voice came over the line.

      “I almost had to call my mom! I’m on Franklin, near 109.”

      “What in the hell are you doing that far out of town?” I dug around for my keys and slung my purse over my shoulder as I slapped my laptop closed.

      “So...the something stupid?”

      My steps halted halfway to my door. “Lindee Arthur! You didn’t!”

      “Yeah. I agreed to meet the guy.”

      I’d never been so grateful for a broken-down car in all my life.

      “Have you lost your damn mind?” My voice drew everyone’s attention as I stormed through my office door. Including Matt, who had been reviewing some paper at Ashlyn The Intern’s desk but spun a questioning glance my way.

      I pointedly ignored him as I turned a hard right and strolled to the elevator. “Do you have any idea what might have happened?” I gestured wildly and my purse slipped off my shoulder. “Damnit, Lindee. I’m so mad at you I dropped my—hang on. Don’t invite any serial killers into your car while I clean this up.”

      I crouched down and gathered my things. The metal doors slid open and a familiar, broad, very male hand braced on the left side, keeping them from closing, his block of a body crowding my space.

      “Everything alright, Del?”

      I glanced up and almost choked on my own air. Real concern. I knew from the lilt at the end, even before I saw the emotion swirling in his eyes. But it always took me by surprise when his human side showed through.

      I nodded, unable to talk, and muttered something like “s’all good,” as I stumbled through the doors. We stood like that, me clutching my things, phone held between my ear and shoulder, him bracing on the door, staring at me like he had a million things to say but couldn’t pick one.

      Weirdly, it set my pulse racing. Although, it was probably just irritation at Lindee. My own words finally formed and I smiled. “Yep. All good. Friend troubles. You wouldn’t understand.” I gestured to his hand and threw my brows up in wait.

      He furrowed his chin and gave me a hard nod. Tucking his hands in his pockets, he continued to stare at me until the doors finally closed.

      I blew out a harsh breath and crouched down again, desperate to get some semblance of organization back in my bag.

      “Who was that? My God, if you could bottle that voice, you’d be rich.”

      I scoffed. “That, my moronic best friend, was none other than The Matthew Easton.” I let the words drip with as much disdain as I could manage while still staying human, readjusting things in my purse. “And yeah, his voice might be sinful, but trust me. The man attached to those vocal cords is a—”

      My blood froze, and I flicked my gaze up to see the elevator doors had slid back open. Matt still stood at the threshold, muscles straining his suit sleeves as he crossed his arms. A flame of painful anger flickered in that dark gaze as he lifted his chin.

      “Oh, please continue, Camaroon.” His calm voice was a knife in my chest. “Is a what?”

      “You didn’t push the elevator button, did you?”

      “No, Lindee.” I shook my head, eyes unable to leave his as I slowly rose and took a large, awkward step over my bag, jamming my thumb against the ground floor button. “No, I did not.”

      “And he was still standing there, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes, Lindee,” I gulped, afraid to even blink. “Yes, he was.”

      “And you call me the moron,” she snorted.

      That time, he turned away in disgust before the doors slid closed with what felt like a clap of thunder. I crumpled back against the wall of the elevator, hand on my chest.

      He didn’t deserve for me to feel sorry about that. Not after what he did. Not after the way he ruined my future. Besides, he’d said far worse about me.

      Still, something was different about that exchange. Why was he still standing there? Why had he been concerned in the first place? Probably his attempt at psychological warfare. My eyes lit up. That was exactly it! Oh. I scoffed. Oh, he was good.

      But I was better.

      “Matthew Easton. Ex BFF. Son of Emily and Michael Easton. Real estate moguls, startup-gurus, land grabbers, and assholes extraordinaire.” Lindee voiced my innermost thoughts, as I finally made it to the main level of this massive building.

      “Totally. Wait until you see my shirt. We literally ran into each other on the sidewalk this morning, and he dumped his entire soda on me.”

      “Heh, that’s kinda cute. Or would be if it was anyone else. Probably did it on purpose.”

      “That’s what I said!”

      “Hang on, the tow truck finally showed up.”

      She swore under her breath and groaned, before clearing her throat. “Brick, what the hell are you doing here?”

      He said something I couldn’t make out, and she laughed. “Since when? No. Okay, fine. Delly Bear, Brick’s going to give me lift to Ricky’s. I’ll text you later.”

      With that the line went dead, and I stopped cold in my tracks, key almost in the car door.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I sighed. At least Brick wasn’t a threat. Stupidity wasn’t a crime. And Ricky’s was the only in-town mechanic that could be trusted.

      Which meant she didn’t need me, and I’d left work in that ridiculous scene for no reason at all.

      I threw my head back and let out a quiet scream of frustration. “What a day.” I twisted and shielded my eyes as I stared up at our floor. No way in hell I could show my face back in there today. Bad enough I’d have to see them all after hours tonight. When the company held any kind of event, everyone was required to come, so backing out wasn’t an option.

      Looked like I was heading home to work on this stupid presentation until time to leave.

      Surprisingly, the trip there was uneventful, and I was in my driveway inside of a half hour. I trudged through my front door and dropped things in a trail to my bedroom, including my heels—one at a time—then my clothes until I stood in front of my dresser staring at my pajama drawer.

      “Yeah, I’m not working.”

      I donned my stained lounge pants, a tank top, and draped my robe loose around my shoulders. After a lazy trudge back through the living room I plopped on my sofa with a groan.

      “What a fucking day.”

      My wine glass practically sang to me from the coffee table, and I stared at the bottle of merlot I’d left by the end table last Friday.

      It wasn’t my favorite wine, but it was cheap.

      I groaned and flicked on the TV instead. There’d be enough drinking tonight. Showing up already hammered wouldn’t be good. And since Matt would be there, too, I’d need to be on my A game.
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      Ridiculous. Rude. Insubordinate. Rude.

      Hot.

      I scowled and slammed my office door.

      Who did she think she was? How...how dare she say she liked my voice!

      I balled up a blank piece of paper and threw it in the trash can as hard as I could.

      I’d heard it many times before, obviously. But never from her.

      “Knock, knock.” Ashlyn announced herself while rapping on my door.

      “Yeah.”

      She eased it open, peeking through, before swinging it wide. “I just need to know if you want a pick up tonight, or if you have a DD?”

      I tilted my head and blinked at her.

      “For the party.” She lifted her brows. “Gary’s footing the bill, it’ll be open bar.”

      I clicked my tongue in disgust. “Great. An entire restaurant full of drunk co-workers. I’ll manage myself, Ashlyn. Thank you.”

      She didn’t need to know my stance on drinking. Nor that I was secretly curious how drunk Delilah acted.

      Another ball of paper felt my wrath and landed beside the trash can. Ashlyn stared at it. “That’s a zero pointer there, boss.”

      I exhaled my frustration and scrubbed my face. “Did you need anything else, Ashlyn?”

      “Oh, no sir. Sorry.”

      She spun and exited just as quietly as she entered, clicking the door closed gently.

      The rest of the day was honestly a blur, punctuated with frustration over the fact Delilah never returned. Why that bothered me I couldn’t tell you, but it did.

      Before I knew it, I was seated in a dark corner of Calamari’s sipping a water, brooding with all my might, while everyone else mingled.

      I scarcely paid any attention until a shift in energy snapped my gaze to the front door.

      Hm.

      She’d changed her shirt to a thin white one with capped sleeves. Cute, yet still buttoned up, classic work-mode Del. My water glass hovered in front of my mouth as I tracked her movements through the crowd.

      Del had always been more of a people person than I had growing up, and when she was on, in her element...man.

      I took a long draw of my water.

      Though, tonight, there was a bit more trepidation in her smile. Did that have to do with the fact of location? Company? Me? Maybe she hated parties as much as I did.

      She nearly fell onto a barstool with relief evident in the slump of her shoulders. The bartender gave her a winning smile and said something.

      She giggled.

      I scowled.

      Enough of that. Downing the rest of my water like it would somehow give me superpowers, I stood and rounded my table.

      Something about that whole exchange set my teeth on edge. I took a deep breath and strolled up to her.

      “Flirting won’t get you better drinks.”

      “Dear God!” She jumped, her hand flying to her chest as she twisted to face me, narrowing her eyes. “Oh. It’s you.”

      I eased into the seat next to her, hands wide. “All day, every day. And you’re welcome.”

      She snorted. “For what, exactly? A near heart attack?”

      “For preventing an evening of mediocre, unsatisfying sex.”

      “Is that what you think you did? Well, for your information, I had zero plans for tonight. But, I’m sure...whatever his name is...would be great in bed.”

      I arched a brow. “I wasn’t talking about his skills.”

      Her eyes widened, then she cracked her neck and laced her fingers atop the bar.

      “You know, they say the first one to bring up sex is the one who’s thought about it longest.”

      I couldn’t help my smile, much to my annoyance. “Do they say that?”

      She nodded, taking the glass of wine mister not-getting-lucky-tonight handed her.

      After she took a sip, she let out a satisfied sigh. “Of course, they also say you should always be yourself, but clearly they haven’t met you.”

      I fought my laugh with all my might, rubbing my cheek instead. “I see. Yes, you did make it quite clear earlier how you felt about—” I leaned closer, lowering my voice. “—my personality.”

      She took a large gulp of her wine, casting her eyes to the ceiling. “Mmhm.”

      Without warning, she set the empty wine glass down, slid off the bar stool and patted my shoulder. “It’s the main reason you’ll be going home alone tonight to your hand.”

      With that, she sauntered off to the large table in the center where all the co-workers had gathered around Barb.

      I watched as she schmoozed with more ease, laughing freely and nibbling at the random food we’d been provided, all while patently avoiding a single glance in my direction.

      Quite a feat, actually.

      “Hey...stranger.” Ashlyn awkwardly side stepped up to me and gave me a close-fisted shoulder bump.

      “Hello, Ashlyn.”

      She gestured to my water and smiled. “Not a drinker I take it?”

      I simply grunted in response, my attention now on Del as she bent over and grabbed something from the floor.

      “Yeah, me either. I stick to stuff like coconut water, or organic beet nut juice. You ever had that?”

      “Hmm?” I finally refocused on Ashlyn. “Oh, no. Neither.”

      “Oh. Well, I don’t have it often. Just, you know. Special occasions. Like when I remember to buy it at the store.”

      I chuckled and clinked my glass with hers. “To not drinking.”

      “Right on!” She took a sip and twisted her mouth to the side.

      “What?” I glanced down at my suit, checking for anything out of place.

      “Was just thinking about the VP spot. Del super wants it, you know?”

      My lip curled. “Well, so do I. Hence the presentation.”

      “I mean, I think you’d probably do a good job, right? She would too. Be cool if you guys could do it together. The job, I mean.”

      “That will never happen. I couldn’t imagine working that close with her for any length of time.” I scrunched my face in disgust.

      “So, let’s say you were trapped in a cave and—”

      “I’ll never be trapped in a cave, Ashlyn.” I glared and sipped my water.

      “Just go with it.” She set her drink down, freeing her hands, which she then held up, palms inward. “And there’s only this much space left because of a rock fall—”

      My sigh was as heavy as could be. “Where did the rocks come from, Ashlyn?”

      “I dunno, doesn’t matter. And you have to work together to dig your way out or you’ll die in there. Would you do it then?”

      I threw up my hands in defeat. “Of course, I would, I’m not dying in a cave with Delilah Camaroon of all people.”

      “Oh.” She took a small step back. “Well...good then! Okay, catch ya later.”

      She rejoined the group like we hadn’t just had that bizarre conversation.

      It would probably do to mingle at least a little. I grumbled to myself as I stood, adjusted my suit, and made my way over to the group.

      It wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. In fact, after the group got over their shock that I’d joined them, they were fairly welcoming. Well, save for one specific brunette, who still avoided me like the plague. Not that I was going out of my way, either.

      Eventually it was time to leave and I hated to admit I wished it wasn’t. It had been a long time since I’d had a get together like this. No agenda or cameras—that I could see, anyhow. No one holding out their hand, expecting something simply because I had it. Just cordial, amusing conversation, food, and company.

      It was...nice.

      Delilah grabbed her purse from the back of her chair and stood.

      I honestly couldn’t help myself when it came to her. Like something internal, itching to dig at her for one reason or another.

      She’d barely made it to the door after saying her goodnights, when I beat her there, holding it open for her instead.

      Still she avoided eye contact as she passed through without a word. I’d never seen her work so hard at anything.

      “Going home alone?” I broke the weird silence. “Make sure you stop by the store on the way, grab some fresh batteries.”

      She stumbled a step and whirled to face me with a scoff. “I don’t need fresh—yeah, well—pssh. Obviously, I’m alone.” She scrunched up her face and jerked her purse strap higher on her shoulder.

      “Tsk.” I smirked, brushed past her, and opened my car door. “And here I thought you were getting better at comebacks. Goodnight, Delilah.”

      Her frustrated grunt vanished as soon as the door shut. She fumed on the sidewalk for a second, glaring at me through the windshield, before taking a hard right, toward the side parking lot.

      I waited until her headlights broke through the dark to crank my own car. And I waited until she pulled away to do the same.

      She might needle at my sanity more than any other human being could, but I still worried about her safety. I always had, since the day I met the tiny, bubbly firecracker who pulled me out of my nerdy, shy shell so many lifetimes ago.

      I scowled at the memories that battered my mind and drove a meandering path home, in no real hurry to be alone in that massive condo full of nothing that mattered and no one important.
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      I stomped through my front door and grunted again for the tenth time, tossing my purse on the coffee table. The contents spilled out in an oddly calming messy pile.

      My buzz from earlier in the evening was long gone, and I needed to remedy that immediately.

      I snatched up the bottle and the glass and stormed to the kitchen.

      “Fresh batteries,” I sneered in my best mocking tone, pouring a large serving of merlot.

      If assault wasn’t illegal, I’d shove him down a flight of stairs.

      The wine coated my throat and I closed my eyes.

      Who was I kidding? I’d never hurt him or anyone. But a girl could certainly fantasize.

      Alcohol swirling in my blood, I glared at my phone. Alone. In my living room.

      Number neighbor. “Bah.”

      Like I’d even dare after what Lindee just almost went through.

      I kicked off my heels and settled back on the couch in my favorite spot and fired up the Cooking Channel.

      Normally nothing could draw me away from the flickering screen, but my eyes kept trailing over.

      My rose gold phone looked so innocent, sitting there, waiting for signals from some satellite.

      I supposed, statistically speaking, the odds of my number neighbors also being shifty dudes were pretty low. My luck, it’d be some high-school kid.

      My blood-alcohol level said what if it’s a hot guy and you totally miss an amazing opportunity?

      “Oh my God, fine.” I thumbed the off button, tossed the remote on the table and picked up the phone.

      “Lord, what am I even doing?”

      Up or down? Did I do both numbers and see which was better? Hmm.

      I chewed my inner cheek, pondering if I should message Lindee first, but I really didn’t want her to know I’d fallen so far. Dumb Matt and his annoying meddling.

      “This is so stupid. Up or freaking down? Why is this so hard?”

      Not only did I have to choose that, now I needed to come up with what to say. Something flirty? Innocuous? My stomach twisted with nerves.

      Matt’s words echoed through my mind next, and I frowned. Maybe I did tend to overthink things. Fine. Up it was.

      
        
        Howdy “Number Neighbor.” I’m bored and it’s been a day from hell, so. . . Carpe diem?

      

      

      I scrunched my nose. If I got a message like that, there’s no way in hell I’d answer it. I deleted the entire thing and groaned. Take two. It’s not like it mattered though, so might as well just let it loose.

      
        
        Me: I don’t believe in romance or that good things happen to good people.

      

      

      There we go. Now I could say I’d done something that was “on-trend” for once in my life, and when I didn’t get a reply I could—

      
        
        Unknown: And they say cynicism is overrated. ;)

      

      

      The corner of my mouth twitched but fell just as fast. This was such a bad idea. Didn’t Lindee just possibly avoid potential mutilation? Still...

      I readjusted, tucking my feet under me and typed my reply.
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      I stood in my living room, staring in bewilderment at my phone, briefcase leaning against my ankle where I’d dropped it.

      Delilah sent me a text.

      Me.

      And it was so...random. Especially after the way tonight ended. Frustration bubbled anew, but I was more annoyed that I’d never changed her stupid nickname in my phone. And most annoyed at the lurch in my stomach when it popped up on my screen for the first time in years.

      I could have ignored it. Probably should have. But my ceaseless curiosity got the best of me. Maybe she decided to be friendly as a tactic. It wouldn’t work. Leading with a romance line seemed way out of place, though.

      Then I tacked that ridiculous emoji on the end. Why? I palmed my face, until the tone went off again, and I scanned the message.

      
        
        Cricket: Bit soon for the winky face, isn’t it? You don’t know if I’m the gender you’re interested in, or single. Oh, tell me, are you one of those dreadful winkers? ;)

      

      

      What...

      My eyes bugged, and I slapped my hand over my mouth.

      She had no clue this was my number.

      God, I had gotten a new one when I swapped carriers earlier this year. Her number was only still in here because of the phone to phone transfers over the years. But what was she doing, then, if not—

      The drumline in my chest ceased.

      She was...flirting with a random stranger! The emotional soup that stirred in me was astonishing. Surely, she knew how ludicrously dangerous that could be. What if I had turned out to be a murderer? My breath ran away.

      The sensible thing would have been telling her it’s me before she said something she’d truly regret.

      Or simply stop responding. Though, if I did that, she might just message another number and wind up dead. My heart dropped.

      Above all my irritation and fear dangled a tiny thread of jealousy knowing she was flirting with anyone.

      Anyone but me.

      I’d never been on the receiving end of that from her. Ever. Frustration? Yes. Anger? Absolutely. Sheer unveiled distaste at my very existence for some reason? In spades.

      But flirting?

      A strange burst of nerves fluttered in my stomach.

      I had only thought the mystery about her reaction to Thursday was enticing. Finding out how the Ice Queen flirted was now at the tip-top of my to-do list. And since she’d likely never do that with Matthew...

      Guilt danced in my chest, and I frowned. No, I couldn’t do that to her. At least...

      I tilted my head. Not for any length of time. Just a little harmless flirting would be just that. Tomorrow I’d tell her, and we could go back to being—whatever we are.

      Still, I couldn’t help whisper chanting, “This is wrong, this is wrong...” as I typed.

      
        
        Me: Wouldn’t you like to know?

        Me: ;)

      

      

      I cringed all the way to my soul. My God, I officially hated myself. This wasn’t someone I wanted to date. I didn’t even flirty text with actual prospects. And this was Del, the girl who destroyed me all those years ago and helped me realize how wrong we were for each other. I needed to tone it back a bit.

      
        
        Me: Those are actually the first two emojis I’ve sent this year, and I hate the winky face most of all. Only sent it because ... not sure why. More curious about your stand on romance, though. Gender doesn’t matter for friendly conversation, does it?

      

      

      There.

      I finally realized the ache in my rigid body was my own doing and rolled my neck as I stepped out of my shoes, carrying them to the bedroom. I tossed the phone on the comforter, slid my tie from around my neck, and started on my buttons when the phone trilled.

      The bubble of excitement I felt quickly swapped to more guilt. I couldn’t get invested in something completely false. And she’d have a real, honest reason to hate me if she found out.

      I groaned and ignored the phone, stripping off the rest of my clothes and climbing into my shower.

      Honestly, I couldn’t remember if I bathed or not, my thoughts consumed by what might be on that phone. By the time I wrapped the towel around my waist, I was almost running back to the bed.

      
        
        Cricket: Thank God. Winking should be relegated to gross old men. Gender doesn’t matter, but I can tell you’re a man. Probably rich. Don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you. Would it bother you to find out I’m a wombat in a human suit?

      

      

      I laughed and rubbed my stubbled cheek, glancing around my spacious, upscale, finely appointed condo. How could she possibly have guessed that? A thought soured my expression. Was it my wealth that bothered her so much? Hmm.

      
        
        Me: What’s wrong with money? And wombat, eh? Wouldn’t bother me, but it would make kissing a little problematic. Not impossible, mind you. (Not sending a winky face, even though it’s creepily appropriate.) Nice dodge on the romance question.

      

      

      What the holy hell was I doing? I flopped back on the bed, wet hair smushing against my pillow as I held the phone above my face.

      “This is wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong,” I muttered.

      So why couldn’t I stop?

      
        
        Cricket: Well, you know what they say, money is the root of every pompous ass. My wombat senses are tingling, though. You’re not like that, are you? And as for the romance . . .

      

      

      I waited, breathless and sad. I suppose I flaunted it a little, but what good was money if you didn’t use it? Sitting on it helped no one. Buying things made the economy go ‘round.

      
        
        Cricket: Repeated broken hearts tend to jade a girl. I mean, wombat. Okay enough with that, lol. But seriously, I’ve yet to meet or date a man who knew the meaning of the word, let alone how to act on it. I think romance movies blow everything out of proportion and that’s why they make money. It’s like a separate fantasy genre. Unicorns and dragons and shit. Not real. #CynicForLife

      

      

      My chest ached. I had no idea she’d been hurt so many times. I was no stranger to it, either. But romance was absolutely alive and well in the world. I loved doing big romantic gestures just for the sheer joy on the woman’s face. Though, I hadn’t been with anyone long enough to pull anything off in quite a while.

      
        
        Me: Seeing as how I’m part dragon on my mother’s side, I take offense at that. And on behalf of single male kind, I’d like to apologize for the clueless knobs you’ve dated.

        Cricket: LOL. How dare you be clever, interesting, and thoughtful. This was supposed to be a complete waste of time.

      

      

      I grinned. Clever, interesting, and thoughtful. Had anyone told me that and truly meant it? It was hard to know what was genuine and what was ass-kissing when you were an Easton. It was an even more exciting compliment because Delilah didn’t pull punches or lie. Never had. If she said it, that’s what she meant. I’d always secretly admired that about her.

      I settled further into my fluffy blanket, a chill settling on my bare skin as the water wicked away.

      
        
        Me: Terribly sorry. Should I try harder to be boring? Let’s see...Kale. Thoughts?

        Cricket: Kale is food for evil rabbits. And I’m utterly shocked you haven’t asked for proof I’m a woman.

      

      

      My pulse sped. The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind. A stranger would definitely want to know. But I was so very far from a stranger, and oh dear God...did I want some random picture of Delilah? No. NO!

      I tossed the phone down and covered my face.

      ...Yes. Obviously, I did. Only an idiot wouldn’t want a picture of someone as painfully attractive as her. Parts of me reacted that had no business reacting, and I launched myself from the bed.

      This was getting way out of hand.

      I shed the towel and angrily jerked on my underwear, a pair of loose pants, and fought with my t-shirt as I tugged it over my still-damp chest.

      A picture. Should I ask? She might be more suspicious if I didn’t.

      With a loud groan I snagged the phone again.

      
        
        Me: You haven’t asked for proof from me either. I assumed you were content to imagine my strapping masculinity. Besides, I know what wombat fur looks like. And who doesn’t know what dragon scales are? (Finding it increasingly difficult to not send the accursed winky face.)

        Cricket: ...Tell you what, Dragon-boy. I’ll send you one, if you promise you won’t send me anything anatomically inappropriate.

      

      

      My heart leapt into my throat. I felt all manner of horrible. This needed to stop right now. She’d never forgive me if she sent me some—

      The tone sounded, and I could hardly breathe as I flicked my gaze to the screen. My brow furrowed, and I looked closer, only to burst out laughing. I doubled over, resting my hands on the bed. “Too funny,” I finally managed.

      
        
        Me: That’s a lovely shoulder. Sadly, I’ve seen some pretty attractive male shoulders, so your gender is still up in the air. Incoming.

      

      

      With a weird burst of energy, I tugged up my shirt, and twisted my torso this way and that, snapping no less than twenty pictures before I settled on one I felt would garner the same reaction. Far more nervous about it than I should have been. My physique was nothing to sneeze at, but still.

      This was Del. And what she thought mattered, even though it really, truly shouldn’t.

      I held my breath as I sent it.

      
        
        Cricket: LOL. That’s quite a nice, single ab you’ve got there. And serious cropping skills. Can’t tell you how worried I was you’d send me a dick pic. You get ten bonus points for being decent.

        Me: Bonus points? Do I get to cash them in at a later date?

        Cricket: Maaaaybe. That all depends, I suppose.

        Me: Then I best earn as many as I can. Just in case. Question, how’d you get this number?

        Cricket: Heh. Funny story. Well, actually boring story. My best friend was going on about number neighbors today and booze + boredom = this.

        Me: Well, hooray for equations and sketchy decisions.

        Cricket: Lol

        Cricket: I’ve surprisingly enjoyed chatting with you, but I have a crazy busy day tomorrow and need sleep. Thanks for not being a major creeper and making this way weirder. Not always easy for me to connect with people.

      

      

      The mood shifted, my excited amusement gone in a second, that new ache back in place. So quick to lay her cards out, to drop truth bombs that most people wouldn’t do in a million years. This had been a completely different side of Delilah than I’d seen since we were kids.

      Playful, fun.

      I really didn’t want it to end. And one truth deserved another. I gulped.

      
        
        Me: I have trouble with that, too, though no one would believe it.

        Me: People assume things about me and act accordingly, never bothering to get to know the real me. Man behind the mask, if you will. I’d like to chat more tomorrow, if you’re up for it. Should mention, asking for something like that is completely out of character for me. Ten bonus points to you, as well. Goodnight, mystery girl.

        Cricket: I think I’d like that. Goodnight, mystery boy.

      

      

      The butterflies churning in my chest had no right to be there. None. This wasn’t real flirting, she didn’t know it was me, and it was terribly short lived. But they weren’t listening. And who was I kidding? It was totally real flirting.

      This Delilah was warm, and I was having serious trouble reconciling the two people. Most importantly, she liked me. Liked talking to me. To say I was conflicted and confused would be an understatement.

      Tomorrow though...

      I frowned, slapped the phone on the nightstand, and buried myself under the covers before the chill settled deep in my bones.

      Tomorrow I’d tell her. Maybe we could—no. She’d never. I’d never.

      Right?

      I flipped to my other side with a huff, “maybes” and “maybe-nots” lulling me to sleep.
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      I had a fair bit more pep in my step than I should have given the entirety of yesterday. This stupid smile had barely left my mouth, even through brushing my teeth.

      I flirted. Successfully! I think...

      At any rate, flirting was done, and the guy wanted to talk more. That kind of winning really did bolster the ol’ ego.

      Not even knowing this presentation was another day closer could dampen today.

      “Morning, Tiff. Ashlyn.”

      “Morning, Ms. Camaroon. You’re happy today.” Tiff raised an elderly eyebrow with a small smile.

      Ashlyn The Intern grinned and handed me a small stack of papers. “It’s because she almost put Mr. Moneybags in his place yesterday.”

      Tiff’s other brow launched up to join the first and she gaped at Ashlyn. “She did?”

      “Yeah, totally. You were at lunch. It was almost epic. You should have seen the way he stomped around the office after she left, like a sexy Hulk.” She giggled.

      “That’s why he was acting like that? I figured his daddy told him he couldn’t have another Ferrari.” They chuckled conspiratorially.

      My heart ached, even though I maintained my smile. Knowing that had hurt his feelings changed things drastically. Up to that point, I assumed he didn’t give a flying damn what I said.

      Unless he always had and was far better at hiding it than I gave him credit for.

      Ugh, how dare he make me feel guilty.

      “I didn’t really do anything. Did you email the presentation info?”

      Tiff nodded. “Yep. I hope you get the position, girl. Don’t think we could stand for Mr. Easton to have more of an ego.”

      Ashlyn leaned over the desk, casting a glance over her shoulder before refocusing on me. “Hey, is it true you guys knew each other before the buyout? Did you ever—” she bounced her brows, and my face twisted.

      “No! No, we—no way. We were friends when we were kids. That’s it.” I swallowed, memories beating at my brain. “We grew up, things...things were said, things were done, we didn’t see each other for many years. I landed this fantastic job and then his dad takes over the company and the next thing I know, in he comes, with that expression that looks like his suit is full of wasps.”

      The ladies giggled and nodded.

      “So, it wouldn’t bother you if...” Ashlyn trailed off, that look in her eye every single female with a pulse got around him.

      “Nope. None of my business if you want your heart broken.”

      She winked. “Only thing I want broken is this dry streak.”

      I nodded. “Then he’s your man. He’s never been interested in anything long term.” I tapped the stack of papers on the desk and backed away with a wave. “Trust me on that one.”

      Over the years, article after article about the frivolous Easton bachelor’s latest exploits had always mysteriously found their way under my mouse. Okay, no mystery. I was keeping tabs. And Channel 39 was always first to report, like the Eastons and their exploits were their favorite subject.

      Models, mostly. A couple celebrities. Even a legitimate princess once. I scoffed to myself as I strolled the rest of the way down the main hallway, thoughts of Matthew slowly replaced by mystery guy.

      Even though he seemed to be a normal, flirty, fun guy, that really didn’t prove anything. I grinned and bit my lip. Except he had one very toned set of abs. That was proven.

      Yummy looking tanned skin, too. I wondered what his thoughts on relationships were. He did say he was single.

      I shook my head. What was I thinking? It wasn’t like I was ever going to meet him, or that the chatting would ever lead to anything.

      Finally at my desk, I sat and flipped open my laptop, only to have my heart stop.

      On the screen sat a post-it note that read:

      

      
        
        We need to talk.

        ~M.E.

      

      

      

      I shot glances around my small office like I expected him to leap out sporting a cape and fangs. How had he gotten in here? Oh, I had rushed out and left the door open.

      Thanks a lot, Lindee.

      He probably wanted to tear into me about the elevator thing yesterday. We may have been equals on the floor, but his last name did put him in a position of power over me. I sneered.

      Well. He’d have to come to me. I had work to do.

      And yet...my eyes fell on my purse, wherein sat my phone. It was technically “tomorrow.” Nothing saying I had to wait until tonight to message him.

      I smiled and pulled it out, biting my lip as I typed.

      
        
        Me: Good morning, single-ab’d, dragon-blooded, mystery man. Hope you slept well, and that it’s not weird to message you first thing. Just for fun: long term relationships, what’s your stance?

      

      

      I set the phone down beside my keyboard and pulled up my email.

      
        
        Unknown: Half-dragon blooded, thank you. Good morning to you, too. Not weird, I was debating messaging you as well. Why just for fun? I don’t mind answering the tough questions. The truth...

      

      

      There was a longer break than I was expecting, and I pretended to read the same email about some documents five times until his next message came over.

      
        
        Unknown: I’m desperate for one. They seem to be for everyone else. Quite annoying, really. I don’t do well with short-term, though that’s apparently all I’m good for. What about you, single-shouldered, wombat? PS, I’m rather busy today, so my replies will be sporadic.

      

      

      My heart twisted, stomach fluttering. I appreciated that he was so forthcoming. No, more than appreciated. Adored. It was crazy refreshing. Honesty was evidently difficult for most of the male half of the species, especially the ones I’d dated.

      And double especially for childhood friends turned rivals.
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      I felt like the creepiest person on the face of the planet, side pressed against a pillar along the back wall, leaning around just to spy on Delilah at her desk.

      Her outfit today was a slinky, green dress that stopped at her knees, with a cropped jacket that had a single bow between the shoulder blades. Different, but not so avant-garde that it’d draw too much attention. It suited her, personality and body. Though, everything did.

      She dragged her teeth across her bottom lip, and my heart thudded.

      That grin.

      It did such wonderful things to her face. Why anyone wouldn’t make it their life’s work to keep it there was beyond me. Oh. I suppose I hadn’t been, either. Well, that would change immediately.

      My phone buzzed again, and I glanced down.

      
        
        Cricket: Busy too, it’s all good. My previous two relationships ended in flames. The last one cheated on me two months ago with his nurse.

      

      

      I almost gasped out loud. Not only did I have no clue she’d been in a recent serious relationship, but that he’d been injured or sick enough to need a nurse and then cheated on top of that. My God. No wonder she was so guarded!

      
        
        Me: What a loser. Clearly, you’re destined for a greater man.

        Cricket: Or perpetual single-dom.

      

      

      I glanced up, catching sight of her familiar frown. No, I didn’t like that at all.

      

      
        
        Me: I can promise you, that’s not the case. W—

      

      

      

      “Easton.”

      I jumped and fumbled my phone to the ground, clearing my throat. “Mr. MaFlour. Good morning, sir.” I crouched, snagged the phone, and jammed it in my pocket as I adjusted my jacket.

      “What in the blazes are you doing back there?” He tilted his head and took the cigar out of his mouth.

      “Um, the view. Just taking in the morning view.” I twisted and pointed to the window. “See how—oh it’s—well, it’s a bit foggy isn’t it?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Yes. Foggy. Join me in my office.”

      I held my breath until he was out of sight and quickly grabbed my phone.

      
        
        Me: I can promise you, that’s not the case. Sorry, work calls. Chat in a bit.

      

      

      I sent it behind my back as I made my slow way around the rows of desks, taking a detour by Delilah’s door. Nervous was never something I’d been around her before, but I could hardly talk at all.

      Finally, she glanced up, and I quickly smiled, muttered “Good morning,” and made a quick exit.

      “Wait!” She called after me, and I turned to find her leaning out her door, eyes wide. “Did you...did you just smile at me?”

      “Uh.” I swallowed and reaffixed my scowl. “No.”

      “Whatever you’re doing, it won’t work,” she lowered her voice to almost a whisper, and I internally shouted at my body to not react.

      “I don’t know—”

      “Delilah, there’s a winner-winner-chicken-dinner on line three who keeps giving Cassidy a hard time. Can you take it?” Ashlyn The Intern’s head popped around the corner. Her eyes trailed to me, a faint blush forming on her girlish cheeks.

      Del let out a groan. “What is it with men? Yes, of course I’ll deal with it. Give me just a minute.”

      Hmm. Why didn’t anyone ever ask me to do that? I’d be more than happy to give some bullying twat what was coming to him.

      “I could take it, Ashlyn.”

      Both women blinked at me, but Del spoke first. “Don’t worry your pretty little head over it. This is a constant thing.” She lifted a brow at me. “Always some shmuck who thinks he’s God’s gift and everyone should know it. Or, thinks he knows way more than a woman, even one who does this for an actual living. If you ever came out of your office for more than a looky-loo, you might know that.”

      I ignored the barb. It was well-deserved anyhow.

      “Really?” I glanced from Del to Ashlyn. “You get these calls all the time?”

      She snorted. “Uh, yeah. We take what we can, but Delilah always ends up the conquering hero. Cassidy’s usually one of the tougher ones, but she just lost her husband a few days ago, so she’s a little raw today.”

      My stomach fell to my feet, and I couldn’t help but clutch my heart. “A few—why is she here? She could have taken some time off!”

      Delilah tilted her head, giving me a strange look. “Most of us working folks can’t afford that. And the time-off policies here are a joke. Which is part of what I’m going to fix when I get this position.”

      She lifted her chin proudly, sharing a smile with Ashlyn, and I couldn’t even be upset about it. How clueless had I been?

      “I had no idea...” I trailed off, absentmindedly scratching my cheek.

      Del snorted. “You don’t say.” She focused on Ashlyn. “Ash, tell the guy I’ll be right with him, and tell Cassidy if she wants to go home early, I’ll cover her pay.”

      “You’re the best, Del-a-rino.” Ashlyn gave a two-fingered salute and disappeared around the corner, leaving me dumbfounded.

      I struggled to think of a single time I’d offered to take money from my own check to pay for someone else’s time. The answer was never.

      Delilah was really a rare gem.

      “You said we needed to talk?”

      “I did?” I snapped back to awareness and cleared my throat. “Oh, yes. Ah. It can wait.”  I winked. “Impromptu meeting with Gary.”

      She stared a moment before pointing at me. “You...Is there something in your eye?”

      “What? No.” I adjusted my tie.

      Her brow furrowed, and she blinked several times at me before returning to her desk in a daze.

      Why in the blue hell did I wink? I palmed my face as I walked across the office and through Gary’s door.

      “Matthew, shut that behind you.” His normally happy voice was tempered. Had I done something wrong?

      I glanced at Delilah’s door before I closed this one and sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk.

      He leaned back, locking his hands behind his head as he gazed out his massive floor to ceiling window.

      “Spoke with your father today.”

      My brows lifted. We hadn’t talked in a few months. The last conversation ended with me being relegated to this office.

      Time you learned how the working world works, boy.

      I resisted a sneer. As if I’d forgotten how things were before he made his first million. Enjoying money wasn’t a crime, damn it.

      True...things might have gotten a bit out of hand. A little too much drinking, perhaps. Too many women. But I was younger. And I’d been sober since day one here. Did anyone celebrate that? No.

      “He’s proud of you.”

      I didn’t mean to laugh, but it burst out. “Proud of the company, you mean. You don’t have to sugar coat things for me, sir.”

      He gave me that sad, knowing smile and nodded. “I told him the upward trend since the take-over was directly due to you being hands-on, though.”

      My smile fell. “I appreciate that, but...that’s not true.”

      If any one person was responsible for the company staying together through all this, it was a certain brunette bombshell.

      Gary shrugged. “Made him happy at least. Giving you this position will too, I bet. And a happy owner has trickle-down effects, if you know what I’m saying.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What about Delilah?”

      “What about her?” He gave me a genuine questioning look.

      My mouth worked, irritation building. “She deserves a serious shot at the job, sir. She’s a great employee. Better than me, for sure. What about the presentation?”

      He gave a dismissive wave. “Everyone knows she sucks at public speaking. I just enjoy watching the train-wreck in action.” He chuckled. “She always cracks me up. And yeah, she does good work, but VP? Nah. Besides, the job has to be yours. This is just a pretense. I thought you knew?”

      Nausea swept me, and I launched to my feet. “No.”

      I paced in front of my chair. I had hoped this position would prove I could do it on my own. But this wasn’t how—

      “No, that’s wrong. She has equal shot at this position, or I tell Father to fire you for discrimination.”

      “Woah, hey!” Gary’s eyes widened, and he stood, palms out. “Let’s not get hasty. I thought you wanted it? What changed? Where’s the ruthless, care-for-no-one Easton I’ve come to know?”

      Apparently, he died overnight.

      And I couldn’t even miss him.

      “Also, you don’t get to make the final call.” I chewed my cheek. How could I ensure it was fair? Finally, I smiled. “It’ll go to vote. The whole office will have a say.”

      Gary snorted. “Then the job’s yours anyway. A presentation in front of just the board was going to be bad enough. Fifty plus people?” He laughed and sat back down, shoving his cigar in his mouth. “Might as well pack your desk now.”

      My stomach sank, and all I wanted to do was crumple in his chair. He was right. But I simply nodded and left. I wasn’t sure what happened to break that fearless spirit she’d had as a young girl, but I may have just made this worse for her.

      Another glance at Delilah’s office brought her into view. She’d shed her jacket, her now bare shoulders on display, while she paced, talking to herself. My pulse rocketed, a smile lighting my features as I remembered the picture.

      Unfortunately, that was the same moment she looked up and locked eyes with me through her window. She maintained the stare as she walked toward the glass and slammed the blinds down.

      I laughed despite myself, and she snatched a section open, peering through at me, then flapped them closed again.

      The next second her door flew open, and she jabbed a hard finger at me, mouthing, “You. Here.”

      My brows lifted, and I glanced behind myself, before facing her again. I pointed to my chest and mouthed, “Me?”

      She smiled for half a second before she frowned it away, and to be quite honest, I’d never felt like I’d won anything until that moment. I made her do that. Me. The actual me.

      I might have a chance with her, yet.

      “Yes, you,” she hissed, drawing several glances, and disappeared back through her door.

      I swallowed, adjusted my suit and stretched my neck as I made my way there.
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      Smiling. Laughing. What was his problem?

      I fumed, cracking my knuckles as I waited for him to stroll across the floor like he had all day to do it.

      My phone buzzed, gifting me with a blessed burst of excitement, and I grabbed it as fast as I could.

      
        
        Unknown: Would it be weird if I told you I had a feeling you were spectacular at your job?

      

      

      I grinned, but Matt’s knock on my door forced me to drop the phone.

      “You needed me?” He quirked a brow, shoving something in his back pocket.

      I scoffed. “That’s a strong word.” I maneuvered around him and closed the door. “What’s going on with you?”

      He sighed and sat in my side chair. “Well, where to begin. This morning, on the way in I—”

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” I seethed, pacing a circle behind my desk. “You’re up to something. Trying to ingratiate yourself to the enemy,” I muttered, almost to myself. “Throw me off my game. Well, it won’t work. This position is mine. I deserve it. I’ve been here for years, Matthew. Years. I work hard. And you just—” I threw my hands up in frustration. “Bluster in on your dad’s coattails, all stupid face and irritating body and just think you can take whatever you want.”

      I finally glanced up at him, and swallowed at the shocked hurt he blinked away, slipping into his indifferent mask.

      “Tell me how you really feel, Camaroon.” He adjusted his jacket and crossed his arms. “Don’t hold back.”

      I deflated and fell into my office chair with a heaving sigh. “Sorry, I just—this means something to me, Matt. And we both know you don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

      “Right.”

      Just one word, but it managed to make me feel like a villain.

      He scrubbed his hand over his face and let out a humorless laugh. “Not that I think it’ll matter at this point, but you’re wrong. In fact, I just—”

      “Del!” Ashlyn ran through the door, panting. “Check your email. Super stat.”

      She shot a nasty glare to Matt and crossed her arms.

      In a flash, I pulled up my email and clicked the newest one, from Gary.

      “Are you—” my heart crushed, and I shot a glare at Matt. “How could you?”

      “What? How could I what?” He rose and trotted to my desk. I turned the monitor from him and read aloud, throat constricting.

      “As per Mr. Easton’s wonderful suggestion, there will be a company wide dinner as the backdrop for the presentation. And our policy of ‘the more the merrier’ applies to this as well. Please bring your friends and family to the event, where a final vote of who gave the best presentation will determine the new VP.”

      I shoved away from my desk like it was a snake, hands over my mouth.

      Matt’s face blanched, and he mirrored my gesture, speaking through his fingers. “That’s not—well, I did suggest the vote, but he—”

      “You just couldn’t stand the thought that I might actually win this on my own, could you? Did you stay up all night figuring out the perfect way to make this as hard as humanly possible? Impromptu meeting.” I scoffed. “I bet.”

      I didn’t want the tears to fall, but they came anyway. And how dare he look as hurt as he did at the sight of them.

      “Delilah.” He stepped closer, closer than he had any right to be, and put his stupid, warm man hand on my shoulder. “You have to believe me, it’s not like that.”

      I shrugged out of his grip and ground my teeth. “Don’t. Touch. Me. I don’t have to believe you, and you don’t get to comfort me. You’re not my friend, remember? You made sure of that.”

      So many emotions flickered across his face I almost got lost in a trance. The boy I remembered, the young man I grew apart from, and the man who I clearly didn’t know at all, stood here, staring at me like I meant a damn, when we both knew I didn’t.

      Ashlyn cleared her throat, and we jumped. Totally forgot she was still here!

      “It’s okay, Del. You know you’ll have my vote.” She mouthed ‘sorry’ to Matthew for some reason, and I swiped my hand across my cheek.

      His gaze fell to my cell phone, hastily tossed on top of a stack of papers, and he clenched his jaw. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Delilah. I thought I was helping.”

      “Helping who?” Tears fell again, and I threw a hard point at my door.

      He tapped my desk once and nodded, turning toward Ashlyn. They locked eyes for half a second before his shoulders slumped and he strolled through the door.

      I maintained exactly long enough for his shadow to clear my window before I dropped down into my chair with a quiet sob.

      “What an ass.”

      Ashlyn plopped in the chair Matthew had vacated. “I know. So tight. Could probably break a two by four over that thing. Oh. You meant—yeah, totally.”

      I scoffed, wishing she was wrong.

      “Why are you so scared of public speaking anyway?” She continued. “It’s no big deal. Just talking. You do that on the phone all the time.”

      Memories attacked me again.

      The middle-school talent contest. The one young Matthew convinced me to enter, even though I was scared. He’d helped me pick the song, listened to me practice, lied and said I was good, and promised he’d be there so I could sing to someone I knew.

      I swallowed.

      Only he wasn’t there. His family whisked him away to go spend some of their shiny new money or something. And I could hardly get any sound out. I was horrible. Laughed off the stage and picked on for months.

      My heart sped, and I clutched the arms of the chair.

      I could have forgiven him, if when he came back two weeks later, he wasn’t different. It was like he decided I wasn’t good enough to talk to anymore. Didn’t even apologize.

      And that was just the start of our troubles. Not even the worst part by far.

      I shook my head and forced a smile at Ashlyn. “Childhood trauma. But I—I can do this. I have to.”

      “Well, good luck Ms. Camaroon. Let me know if I can help, okay?” Ashlyn stood and smiled, sweeping through my door without another word.

      I plopped my chin in my hand and drummed my nails on my desk, letting my eyes fall to the phone. I had way too much to do to keep texting this random stranger, but the draw was intoxicating, and to be honest, I was enjoying way more than I should. I sent him another.

      
        
        Me: Not weird. Made me smile, but you’d be one of only a few who thought that. You ever have one of those days where you wish you could disappear with someone special and forget the rest of the world?

      

      

      The three dots bounced on my screen way longer than the reply I eventually got took to type.

      
        
        Unknown: Yes. Today, in fact.

      

      

      Butterflies tumbling, I frowned and shot a text to Lindee. It was time to come clean about the number neighbor, and in general I just needed to vent.

      
        
        Me: Meet me at the cafe, stat.

        Lind: Can’t. Bethzilla is still dead. Come get me?

        Me: Where are you?

      

      

      She’d better not be off with some—

      
        
        Lind: . . .Brick’s office.

      

      

      I groaned. Nope.

      
        
        Me: Never mind. I’ll just go eat some kale and waste away.

        Lind: You didn’t say it was a code kale! OTW to the cafe.

      

      

      That made me smile at least, and as I grabbed up my purse, my phone buzzed again.

      
        
        Unknown: Sorry to hear your day’s going poorly. Anything I can do to help?

        Me: That’s sweet, but I don’t think so. I’m headed to get a coffee with my friend. Thankfully, I’ve got at least one person I know for a fact doesn’t wish for my downfall at every turn. #Winning

        Unknown: Glad to hear it. I wouldn’t know what that’s like. #NotWinning #AmIdoingTheHashtagThingRight?

      

      

      I laughed, and dropped my phone in my purse, headed toward the elevator. I spied Matthew leaned against the wall of the break room, eyes locked on his phone, small smile on his mouth.

      Hmm. Probably talking to one of his brokers about how much more money he’d be making today. Or some other floozy to fill his night with.

      Whoever it was, totally not my problem. I stepped into the elevator and sighed. Thankfully, I remembered to press the damn button this time.
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      Staying mad at Delilah was infinitely impossible when she texted. I should have told her straight away. Last night. Or first thing this morning. Before...

      I groaned.

      The elevator dinged, and I knew it had to be her, exiting on the main floor. The whole building seemed emptier now.

      Her tears were beautifully sad. All I wanted to do was wrap my arms around her and—

      My heart raced, eyes wide.

      And what?

      Kiss her?

      My God. As if I’d ever get to do that. My phone buzzed as a couple of sales reps chatted loudly, bustling past the break room. I waved at them before hungrily reading the screen.

      
        
        Cricket: You’re totally a hashtag pro. So can I ask you a personal question?

        Me: Absolutely. But then I get two. (#NoWinkyEmoji)

        Cricket: Lol, how’s that fair?

      

      

      I grinned. Time to play my cards. For whatever good it would do.

      
        
        Me: It’s not. Stacking the deck in my favor. The more I know about you the better my chance of winning the grand prize.

        Cricket: Prize? What’s that?

        Me: A date.

      

      

      Nerves got the best of me, and I jammed the phone in my pocket, not sure I wanted to see her response. If she even sent one. I wanted to say “your heart” but that might have scared her away.

      Now that she was gone, I could go confront Gary. No way in hell was I going in that office while she was still here. Couldn’t imagine that would have helped anything. Though, I had no proof confronting him would either.

      Still. He took what I said and blew it way out of proportion.

      I stormed up to his door, knocked, and waited. After a few seconds, I knocked again.

      “Mister MaFlour, are you here?”

      No answer.

      I stroked my chin as I stepped over to the reception desk. “Tiff, do you know where—Ashlyn?”

      She spun around slowly in Tiff’s chair and gave me a strange smile. “Hey...there.”

      “Where’s Tiff?”

      Ashlyn smoothed down her hair and shrugged. “She said she wasn’t feeling well. I guess she went home early. Did you...” she leaned up over the desk, her elbow slipping on the top, eyeing me. “Need something?”

      I stepped back with a nervous laugh. The flirting was painfully obvious from the batting lashes. While she was pretty enough, she wasn’t Delilah. Besides, I didn’t think of her that way in the slightest. “Well, yes. But I don’t know if you’d be able to help. Thank you all the same.”

      I turned, but she grabbed my arm.

      “Wait, sorry. I know I’m being weird, but I don’t know how to...you know.”

      My eyes widened as she blushed and gestured to me.

      “To what?”

      “You know,” she groaned and leaned in, whispering, “ask for a one-night stand.”

      “What the hell?” I barked it louder than I meant to, earning myself more than a few glances, so I lowered my voice. “Why would you ask me of all people?!”

      Ashlyn covered her mouth and shook her head. “I’m sorry! I thought that’s—I mean, I’d heard you were...” she trailed off, clearly mortified.

      “Who told you that?”

      Our whispered conversation drew no less attention, but I couldn’t care. I had a sneaking suspicion she’d say—

      “Delilah. But, please don’t be mad at her. She didn’t tell me to ask you, just said you’d be a good one if that’s what I wanted. That you didn’t care about a real relationship. God, I’m sorry. Can we please forget this happened? I need this internship.”

      Tears floated in her eyes, and any building anger I had diffused. “Fine, yes. Please. Nothing happened. I’ll just thank you to keep my name out of your mouth from now on. Especially about my love life or lack thereof.”

      “Okay. Okay, thank you. I’m so sorry Mr. Easton.” She wiped at her cheeks and nodded, professionalism back in place. “I’ll let Mr. MaFlour know you stopped by. Did you want to leave him a message?”

      Feeling a bit frayed, raw, and mostly annoyed at the world, I stared her right in the eyes.

      “You know what? Yes. Tell him—write this down, Ashlyn.” I waited while she fumbled around for a pen. “I don’t appreciate that he took my suggestion and exaggerated it to beyond anything reasonable, just to ruin Delilah.”

      Ashlyn’s eyes widened, pen hovering above the sticky note. “Is that true? Why didn’t you tell her?”

      “I tried. You saw how the conversation went. Listening to me is the lowest thing on her list.”

      “You didn’t try hard enough.” She scoffed. “You should have made her listen.”

      “No. Making Delilah do something she doesn’t want to, is the one thing no one can do. And you should probably keep this between us. She wouldn’t believe you even if you told her, and then you’d be on her bad side, too.”

      Ashlyn frowned and nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      I gave her a sad smile. “Such is my lot in life. Destined to be forever her enemy, never her love—” I slapped my hand over my mouth, and Ashlyn’s eyes lit up.

      “Oh my God, you like her?!” She squealed, and I winced.

      “No! No, I—keep your voice down, please.”

      “You do, you totally do!” She slapped her hands to her cheeks and finally whispered “Gah, you’re blushing! I can’t take it.”

      “Ugh.” I covered my face, dragging my hands down as I glared at the ceiling.

      “No this is good, trust me. Well, good for me. Being rejected because your heart is already pining away on a long-lost love is much easier to take.”

      “You’re being over-dramatic.” But I couldn’t help the smile. “It’s sort of a...new...thing.”

      “Dude, though. You’re screwed.”

      I barked a surprised laugh and ran my hand through my hair. “I know.”

      “Woah, you really should do that way more. The laughing thing. Has Delilah heard that?”

      I frowned. “Probably not in a long time.”

      “Well, you should do it in front of her. Not like, in a weird way, but you know, find a way.”

      “Ashlyn, I think that’s probably lowest on the list of things I need to do to win Delilah.”

      “Oooh. Operation Win Delilah has a nice ring to it. What’s our first mission, boss?”

      She gave me a playful salute, but I shook my head. “I like your go-getter attitude, Ashlyn, but if anything’s going to happen there, I think I have to do it myself.”

      “You know what you should do, boss?” She rolled right along as if I hadn’t spoken at all, gaze locked on some empty space above my head. “A big, romantic gesture. Really sweep her off her feet.”

      “I don’t think she’d—”

      “You know she hates flowers, right? So, don’t do that.”

      My jaw fell open. I had given a fleeting thought to leaving her a bouquet. She used to like the ones I gave her when we were younger. Tiny, white things that grew on the ground near my house.

      “And she’s allergic to chocolate, so nix that idea.”

      Again, I gaped. The realization that I knew next to nothing about Delilah “the woman” was a tad overwhelming.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out. And I’ll keep you posted on her whereabouts at all times.”

      I blinked at her. “N-no. That’s—Ashlyn, you don’t have to do that.”

      “Aww, I know I don’t have to.” She patted my shoulder as she passed. “You’re welcome.”

      Down the hallway she went.

      I stood in bewildered silence for a moment more, rubbing my chin, casting glances around the room.

      Not exactly sure what just happened, to be honest.

      Though, she did give me an idea. A big, romantic gesture. I grinned. One good enough to convince a cynic that romance still existed. If anyone had the funds to pull that off, it was me.

      But...as me? Or from mystery guy? And what, exactly?

      My grin fell, and I tapped the desk.

      Ashlyn had to be wrong. No one hated flowers. And the more, the better. She probably hadn’t ever gotten a bouquet big enough.

      I grabbed my phone, ready to make some calls, when the new text notification flashed at me.

      My brows lifted. I hadn’t felt it buzz.

      

      
        
        Cricket: That was pretty smooth, dragon-boy. But a date with me is more like a consolation prize. And do we even live in the same town? I know your number is basically mine, but people do move all over. On to my personal question. What’s something about yourself that no one else knows? #NoJudgement

      

      

      

      My breath caught. Both because she doubted her worth, and because that was way more than a standard, flirty question. And I had to be careful not to say anything about my childhood, since she was there for almost all of it. Also, I couldn’t just come out and say I knew we lived in the same place. Ugh. This was getting complicated.

      

      
        
        Me: Fully disagree with your prize level. Let’s just say, I live in a place that puts equal emphasis on hopscotch drinking and canine beauty contests, does that clue you in? And that’s a tough one. I’ll go with...I may enjoy at least one Taylor Swift song, unlike many of my fellow men. This includes singing it in the car. Badly. (I can feel your judgement.) Your turn.

        Cricket: My best friend doesn’t think you’re real, fyi. Yes, that’s a BIG clue. Rhapsody Hills, population: way too many. TSwift is acceptable, as long as it’s her pop stuff.

        Me: Obviously! Paper Rings is off her new album. Not a country fan. And I’m VERY real.

        Cricket: My turn I guess...I secretly hate kids. They’re sticky, and loud, and rude, and messy, and handsy. And even worse, pictures of other people’s kids. My brother has two kids, and the first thing he does when he meets someone is shove his phone in their face. My last two boyfriends both wanted kids, and...I never told them.

        Me: Wow, interesting. Why not?

        Cricket: Your bonus secret answer: I was afraid they’d break up with me. Can’t stand being single, even though I don’t want to be defined by a relationship. Still think I’m a prize? (This ban on winky faces is problem, lol.)

        Me: Without a doubt. Better than a giant, stuffed animal from a fair. Haven’t scared me off, yet. You’ll have to try harder.

      

      

      

      I let out a louder sigh than I meant to, as I pulled up my browser and searched for a local florist. I had less than zero desire for children. And it had always seemed like the end game for every couple. To find out she felt the same as me...

      Even more butterflies tumbled around inside. Decision made. I’d send the flowers as myself. Just had to hope this didn’t blow up in my face, too.
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            Delilah

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindee leaned over the table looking at the last text with me.

      “Yeah, something’s up with him.” She leaned back. “Gotta be. He’s missing a leg, or all of his teeth.”

      I rolled my eyes. “The leg thing wouldn’t bother me, would just be a tiny bit more difficult to do some stuff. The teeth thing though...” I frowned. “Yeah. I should probably ask about those.” I flew off the text.

      

      
        
        Unknown: Yes. Proud owner of a full set of properly normal teeth.

      

      

      

      “See?” I brandished the phone like it was a medal, smiling.

      “I can’t believe you haven’t asked for a face pic. How could you possibly keep going not knowing what he looks like?” She sipped her coffee and shook her head. “And don’t pull that ‘looks don’t matter’ junk. Attraction is a huge part of a relationship.”

      “I just don’t want to know yet. I’d start looking for him everywhere. And what if this went sour, then we ran into each other? No, this is better. For now, at least. No pressure.”

      A white van sporting the logo for Angie’s Florist pulled up to the curb in front of our table, and a short red-head hopped out, making a bee line straight for us.

      “Hi, I’m Angie with—” she gestured to the van with a short smile. “Are you by any chance Delilah Camaroon?” She wiped her forehead, breathless.

      I blinked and nodded. “Yeah, what’s—”

      “Thank God! One second, please.”

      She pulled out her phone and quickly dialed a number. “Hey, Todd? I found her. Let everyone else know they can go back home. Yeah, thanks.”

      “What in the hell?” Lindee whispered to me, but I shrugged.

      “Ms. Camaroon, I have a delivery for you,” Angie said as a burly guy got out of the passenger side. She met him at the back of the van, and he climbed in, handing out a—

      “Dear...God.” My throat dried, the familiar allergic scratch forming.

      “Woah,” Lindee breathed. “Who did you blow last night, and can I have his number?”

      I slapped her arm and covered my mouth.

      Angie struggled with the gigantic bundle of daisies, staggering back a step until the helper guy dropped out of the van, slammed the doors, and took it from her.

      They made their way over to me, and I shriveled, wishing I could melt into the chair.

      Everyone was looking. And that wasn’t an exaggeration. Staff, sidewalk goers, other customers, even drivers on the road were slowing to gawk.

      My pulse skyrocketed, hyperventilation in full effect.

      “Here you go, ma’am,” the burly guy mumbled. “Eight dozen daisies from Mr. Matthew Easton.”

      People around me gasped, murmurs growing.

      “Did he say Easton?”

      “Why would he send flowers to someone like her?”

      A few people started clapping, whistles sounded from the street, and tears pricked my eyes.

      How could he? He had to know what a scene this would cause!

      My heart finally reached a volume that drowned everyone else out, and I launched to my feet, shaking from head to toe.

      “I d-don’t w-want those.” As soon as they landed on the table, which creaked from the weight, my nose began its customary burning.

      “That’s fine, ma’am.” Angie patted the burly guy’s arm and gestured to the van with her thumb. “I’m just glad we can stop searching. Mr. Easton was adamant we had to send flowers to every coffee shop in town as fast as we could, so we wouldn’t miss you.”

      My first sneeze was quickly followed by twenty more. Lindee shoved a stack of napkins in front of my face and backed me away from the table.

      “Wait. Did he buy out your entire supply?” Lindee’s voice hitched into an almost screech.

      Angie nodded. “Every daisy we had, loaded in as many vans as I could spare. Gonna be hell getting the other ones loaded back in, but—” She shrugged. “Hard to turn down that kind of money. Take care.”

      She joined burly guy in the van and off they sped.

      I continued to sneeze all over the napkins, though I took over holding them, as I ran into the cafe and straight into the bathroom.

      “N’oh mah Ghod.” My eyes watered, my now red nose completely stopped up. “I’b gonna kill hib”

      Lindee rushed in, cracking a third Benadryl out of its blister pack, and thrust them at me with a bottle of water. “Here. I thought you were on allergy meds.”

      “Ran out a couble ob days ago.” I snagged the pills, snorfling, and downed them as quick as I could.

      “So, serious question.” She quirked a brow at me in the mirror, as I splashed water on my face. “Why are you getting flowers from that smoking hot sack of money?”

      I shook my head, eyes closed, reaching into the abyss. “Because he’s an ass-CHOO.”

      “Bless you. Nope. Does not compute.” She handed me a wad of paper towels. “Unless they’re apology flowers.”

      Once I’d dried off, I turned and faced her. “We’re up bor de sabe job. Not only did he talk de boss into baking it a huge spectacle, ensuring I’d be a bess, he did that.” I gestured to the sidewalk. “Because he knew it would fluster be, and that I was allergic. God, I hate hib.”

      She tilted her head. “I’m not sure about that. Was there a card?”

      “How should I know?” I sniffled, fanning my eyes. “Can’t wait to gibe hib a piece ob by bind.”

      Lindee snickered. “Maybe you should wait until you can talk normally.”

      “I’ll be fine by de tibe we get there. Let’s go. The back door.”

      She nodded and led me by the arm.

      Matthew freaking Easton was going to get more than an ear full.
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      I flipped my phone end over end in satisfaction as I made my way into my office. Kicking my feet up on the top of my desk, I laced my hands behind my head.

      No possible way this could go wrong.

      I’d even, hopefully, gotten around the money issue by using a local place, rather than some big chain. How could she be upset about that?

      If buying small, buying local, was the way over her wealth aversion, I’d do it all the time.

      “Mr. Easton!”

      Ashlyn raced into my office. Breathless, she braced on the desk and held up a finger while she caught her breath.

      I crossed my arms and waited.

      Finally, she gulped and let out a loud “Whoo!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Ashlyn, what’s wrong?”

      “Just remembered,” she gulped air. “It was...allergic to flowers and doesn’t like chocolate. Not the other—got those swapped. Heh. Silly Ashlyn.” She poked her head and braced on her knees, gasping.

      Blood drained from my entire body, pooling in my stomach, as my eyes widened.

      Oh...my...dear...G—

      “Where is he?”

      Delilah’s shout echoed through the entire building, startling me. I scrambled to stand but fell out of my chair instead. When I made a grab for the desktop, my hand landed on my massive planner, and I pulled almost everything off the top of my desk.

      Ashlyn dashed over and grabbed my elbow, tugging me to my feet.

      As Delilah stomped closer, the sound threatening, I gave serious consideration to hiding behind my door until the storm was over.

      But I was an Easton. And I’d weathered worse. Maybe.

      “Wow. She sounds mad.” Ashlyn released me, and picked up my stapler, brandishing it in front of herself. “Don’t worry, boss. I’ve got this.”

      I plucked the stapler from her hands and set it back down. “Stop—why would—never mind. And she is mad, Ashlyn.” I cleared my throat, adjusting my tie. “It was nice knowing you.”

      “You too, boss.” She gave me a slow salute and stepped over near the window, far from the door.

      “How could you?” Delilah exploded through my doorway, whisper screaming, a pretty blonde woman steadying her.

      “I’m so sorry.” I held up my palms.

      “So many people,” she slurred, sniffled and grunted. “Why would you—” A yawn split her face, and she covered her mouth, staggering back a step.

      “Woah there, Stumbelina.” The blonde righted her.

      “He’s not...sorry,” Delilah slurred to her friend, one eye blinking closed before the other one. “This is what he does. Mind...games.”

      “I mean, he looks pretty sorry to me.” She gave me a one-shoulder shrug, and I nodded.

      “Delilah, you have to believe me. If I’d known you were allergic, I’d have never—”

      “What are you even doing, Matthew?” She whimpered, clinging to her friend as she staggered again.

      “Is she...okay?” I stepped closer. “Do we need to take her to the hospital?”

      Her friend let out a high-pitched laugh. “Nah. Just a fat dose of Benadryl. She’ll be fine once she sleeps it off.”

      “Who sends their enemy—” Delilah yawned again, and her head lolled. “Flowers. You don’t like me.”

      Ashlyn shot me a pouting look, but I shook my head. When I glanced back at Delilah, her friend quirked a brow at me, looked at Ashlyn, and lifted her chin with a smirk.

      “Del, honey—oof! Okay, let’s just get you—” she grunted and sat her in my side chair.

      Delilah slumped sideways with another yawn. “This isn’t...over.” Her eyes slid closed.

      The friend stuck out her hand. “Lindee Arthur.” She winked and whispered, “I’ve got ya.” Before turning back to face Delilah.

      “Delly Bear, my mom just texted. I’ve got to run. You’ve got a way home, right?”

      Delilah mumbled something about a traitor and tow truck, and Lindee snorted.

      “Out like a light.” She faced me and pointed. “You. You like her?”

      I swallowed and glanced to Ashlyn, before nodding.

      “Then stop fucking up.”

      “Ugh.” I threw my hands up. “I’m not doing it on purpose!”

      Delilah muttered “asshole” as she readjusted with a soft snore.

      “Even in her sleep,” I muttered, crossing my arms. “It’s hopeless.”

      “It’s not, but it’s going to take a damn village. And you’re competing with some random text dude, too.”

      Would it help matters to confess now? So far, in all things regarding “Delilah,” my decisions had ended in flames. I bit my tongue.

      “You.” She pointed at Ashlyn who blanched. “What’s your role in all this?”

      Ashlyn smoothed down her hair, cleared her throat and picked at her nails. “Hello, ma’am. Ashlyn The Intern. I told him to do the gesture.”

      Lindee groaned, letting her head fall back. “So, you don’t actually know her either. Okay. Matthew, take her home. You know where that is?”

      “Well, no. But I can look it up from the files.”

      “No need, boss! I’ve got this!” Ashlyn darted to the pile of items on the floor, found a pen and a piece of paper, scribbled the address down, and thrust it at me. “She needed a pick up the other day, and I had to arrange it. I’m good with numbers just, uh, not facts. Sorry.” She drew up her shoulders.

      “Thanks, Ashlyn. It’s okay.” I gave her a reassuring smile. At least, I hoped it was. Nerves were doing a number on me.

      I blew out a slow breath and approached Delilah.

      “Del, I’m going to carry you to the car, now.”

      Her only answer was a deep breath.

      With a silent prayer she wouldn’t strangle me, I lifted her and tucked her close. It only took a few seconds to adjust. I’d never carried anyone before. Wasn’t nearly as easy as the movies made it look. She wasn’t heavy, just finding a safe place to put my hand was difficult.

      Thank God she wasn’t awake for the stares that accompanied my slow exit holding her.

      Ashlyn strode in front of me, fielding the questions. Lindee behind, carrying Delilah’s purse and jacket. After explaining more than once that it was a simple medication reaction, we finally made it to the elevator, rode it down with no troubles, and to my car in a space right out front.

      “Man, what I wouldn’t give for this spot.” Ashlyn muttered, opening the passenger door. After I finagled Delilah on the seat, Ashlyn buckled her in, closed the door, and whirled on me with another salute.

      “Up to you now, boss. Hopefully you live through this. I could use a good recommendation.”

      I very nearly saluted back, but stuck out my hand instead, shaking hers in a short, quick motion.

      “Ashlyn, you...are a very interesting person.”

      “Aww, thanks. I try.” She waved and trotted back inside.

      A glitter coated business card appeared in front of me. “I put my cell on back,” Lindee said. “Text me when you get her home, so I know she’s safe. If you don’t, I’ll have your balls under glass by morning.” She clicked her cheek.

      “I don’t doubt it.” I smiled. “Thank you.”

      I started toward the driver side, but Lindee’s hand on my shoulder stopped me. “What happened with you guys? She mentioned you used to be super close when you were kids, but she’d never tell me what went wrong.”

      I gazed through the windshield at Del’s peaceful, sleeping face, my heart crushing anew at the memories. I knew exactly what happened for me. Precisely the moment she broke my heart into a million pieces. I’d lied to Ashlyn. This was not a new affection. Just rekindled after being forgotten for so long. But, lying came easy for an Easton, as my mother proved.

      I’d come back from “vacation,” which ended up being my parent’s nasty, completely unexpected divorce, wherein I found out my mother had been cheating for years. Then I find the love of my youth, my Del, hugging Cason with his stupid ruddy hair and glasses.

      I clenched my fists. But I’m not even sure that was the tipping point for Del. She was sad, confused. The hatred started sometime later. After that, we were out of school and off to our lives. No reason ever to reopen those old wounds.

      But I didn’t know Lindee. Even though Delilah obviously trusted her, trust wasn’t something I gave out easily. “It would probably come best from her. Not sure my version would give you any real answers.”

      “She gets that same look, you know.”

      I refocused on Lindee’s soft smile.

      “When she gets lost in the past. You guys should really talk it out.”

      I nodded with a hefty exhale. “Probably.” I thumped the business card and nodded. “Text you soon.”

      She stepped away from the car and waved as we drove off.

      I cast glances at Del the entire way, nearly missing my turn twice. I hadn’t been in her presence this long in years. I bit back a laugh more than once at her less-than-delicate snores, and after another minute we were in her picturesque driveway.

      “What a cute little house,” I muttered, leaning up over the steering wheel and glancing out the windshield.

      Domestic from the mailbox to the front porch, the single-story, red brick house sat back fifteen or so feet from the street, with a straight walkway that led right up to the door.

      “Let’s get you inside.” I trotted to her front door, and after only two unsuccessful attempts, found the right key and unlocked the door. I returned to the car and fought with her nearly dead weight, laughing more than once as she kept slipping down the side of my car. “Okay, up we go.”

      I lifted her again, a flutter in my chest as she tucked against me and carried her into her living room.

      Her home exuded a warmth that nearly choked me. Nothing at all like my high-rise condo, or even like my childhood home. Mismatched textiles, blankets, throw pillows and pictures everywhere. It reminded me of her family’s house. Not in looks exactly, just in feel.

      After using my foot to position a couple pillows, I laid her down on the couch, and shot a text to Lindee.

      

      
        
        Me: Sleeping Beauty is home.

        Lindee Arthur: Nice work. Thanks for letting me know! You’re way nicer than I expected. Remember what I said.

      

      

      

      I snorted and shook my head, pocketing the phone, as I glanced around again.

      Hmm. Used wine glass, empty bottle.

      I should clean up for her.

      Wait. My hand hovered above the glass. No. The chances of her getting offended were pretty high. And I needed to, as Lindee so eloquently put it, stop fucking up.

      My phone buzzed, and I fished it back out.

      

      
        
        Lindee Arthur: Did you know your number is almost the same as Del’s? That’s crazy! Anyway, night!

      

      

      

      Blood drained from my head so fast I stumbled. Stupid, stupid! I covered my mouth as I struggled to think of a response.

      

      
        
        Me: Could you not mention that to her? I’d rather she not have my number. At least, not yet.

        Lindee Arthur: 10-4. Trust me, I get not wanting someone to have your number.

      

      

      

      I blew out a harsh breath and braced on my knees. That settled it, I needed to come clean, immediately. I couldn’t have someone else tell her first, that would be a thousand times worse.

      I went back to my car, grabbed Delilah’s purse and jacket, and set those on the chair beside the door.

      In that short of a time, she’d flung her arm over the back of the couch, one leg dangling off the side. I bit at my smile, and readjusted her, covering her with a plaid blanket.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, pulling the blanket up to her chin as she rolled toward me.

      I crouched and brushed a lock of hair from her sleeping face, trailing my finger down her cheek. “You’re welcome, Cricket. I really am sorry. I don’t mean to botch everything. I just don’t know how to do...this.”

      She made sounds that might have been words to her, but nothing intelligible. I tucked her in tighter and stood.

      “Don’t go...Sparky,” she whimpered and reached out blindly.

      My breath hung in my lungs, emotions slamming into me like a tidal wave. I hadn’t heard that in...since...

      Tears stung my eyes, shocking me, and I did the only thing I could think of.

      I left.
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      My eyes peeled open, and I blinked. Where...

      I sat up, gasping. My house? How—everything hit me at once.

      The flowers. The Benadryl. The apology. Lindee and Ashlyn and...being carried. Matthew brought me home.

      I fisted the blanket now on my lap and frowned. Tucked me in and everything. I put my hand to my cheek and swallowed as I looked around.

      God, my house was a wreck. I groaned and flopped backward, arm over my eyes.

      What was he doing? I let my arm fall, dangling to the floor, as I stared at the ceiling.

      Maybe...maybe the flowers were a genuine attempt at not being an ass hat.

      Why now, though, and not months ago? What changed?

      I wracked my brain, but all I could come up with was the presentation, and the fact he wanted this job as badly as I did.

      The truth of the matter was, whichever of us got the position, we’d be over the other one. Maybe he just didn’t want there to be more animosity than necessary.

      “How perfectly mature.” I scowled.

      With another groan, I stretched and rolled over, landing with a graceless thunk on the floor.

      “Ouch. Right. Couch, not bed.”

      I braced on the seat and pushed to my feet, licking my teeth. “God, what time is it?”

      I stumbled over to my purse and dug out my phone. “Ugh. Nearly five. Yet another day practically gone.”

      Thirteen new messages, two missed calls, and one missed alarm. Man, I’d slept like the dead. Obviously, the messages took precedence, and I pulled up the ones from Lindee first as I ambled to the kitchen.

      

      
        
        Lind: Matt was a perfect gentleman, before you worry. Even let me know you were home. Brick and I brought your car. I kept the spare key, just get it later. I didn’t wanna bug you, so I didn’t come in, but you were passed out when I peeked in.

        Lind: Hope you feel better. Text me when you wake up.

        Lind: Also: Matt’s suuuuuper fucking hot in person. Like, seriously.

        Lind: How do you get anything done at work?

      

      

      I snorted, flying off a text that I was still alive, and bit my lip as I pulled up the other texts.

      
        
        Unknown: Sorry for the radio silence. Work got...hectic. The teeth question has me thinking. What are your dealbreakers?

        Unknown: Mine: Cheating. Chewing with your mouth open. Poor work ethic. Uh...I can’t think of anything else. It’s been a while.

        Unknown: Oh, not wanting to hold my hand. I enjoy a moderate amount of PDA. Like to show off that I’m with someone, when I’m with them, if that makes sense. Though, those with me tend to be a bit more in the public eye than others, which does attract less than honest prospects sometimes. :/

        Unknown: Have I mentioned this texting thing is actually pretty freeing?

        Unknown: I’m assuming you’re busy, so I’m just going to spam you endlessly until you reply.

        Unknown: Much

        Unknown: Like

        Unknown: This.

        Unknown: Would it be weird to say I quite miss your replies? Hope you’re feeling well.

      

      

      I set a pot of coffee up to brew, grinning at my phone. I had a lot of work to do, if I had any hope of competing with Matt.

      My smile faltered. He was probably already done and busy scheduling a celebratory laser light show.

      All I could do was my best and hope it was enough. I typed as I trudged to the bedroom to change out of my couch-rumpled dress.

      
        
        Me: So sorry! I had a crazy reaction and had to sleep it off. All is well now. Loved the spamming. And, no that’s not weird.

        Unknown: Hi! So glad you’re okay! I might have been a bit worried. #ShouldHavePlayedItCooler

        Me: Aww, that’s sweet. Thanks, sorry again. Promise I won’t leave you hanging like that unless there’s something like a drug-induced pass out.

        Unknown: Drugs are bad, wombat. Just say no.

        Me: Ha!

        Unknown: What are you up to?

        Me: Well. Changing clothes, actually.

        Unknown: ...You’re a terribly honest person.

        Me: Lol. It probably causes me more trouble than it’s worth, but when you’ve been lied to by someone you once trusted with your life, things change.

        Uknown: I see... A parent? Past boyfriend? The cheating one, right?

        Me: Actually none of the above. One sec, new shirt time.

        Unknown: Definitely not imagining you shirtless. Absolutely not.

      

      

      I tugged my shirt over my head and laughed, pulling on my jeggings and fuzzy boots, before heading back to the living room and my purse.

      
        
        Me: You don’t even know what I look like, lol. What are you imagining?

        Unknown: Oh right. Your...shoulder? I’ve built you in my mind like a forensic dino person does with bones.

        Me: “Dino person” hahaha.

        Unknown: Who started the ban on the winking emoji and why is it so appropriate all the time with you? I enjoy amusing you to a crazy degree.

        Unknown: So...shirt is on now? Can’t have you getting cold.

        Me: Totally clothed.

        Unknown: Darn. I mean, great! Random question: what do you have me saved as in your phone?

      

      

      I paused beside the chair with my jacket and bag. What would I save him as?

      
        
        Me: Um, don’t actually. You’re still ‘unknown’. How about DB for dragon boy?

        Unknown: You could save it as ME for Marvelously Entertaining. Or Magically Enigmatic.

        Unknown: Never mind. Forget all that. DB is better.

        Me: Okay, lol. DB it is.

      

      

      I officially added him to the phone, pocketed it and reached for my laptop.

      “Oh, no.”

      Still at work. “Ugh. So tired of having to go back there.”

      Welp. No help for it. At least most everyone would be gone by the time I got there.

      Snagging my keys, I made my way to my car, and to the office in a record fifteen minutes.

      The elevator doors slid open to a halfway dark entry. The reception desk sat empty, computer off. No phones ringing, either.

      “Night, Delilah.”

      Cassidy waved with her sad smile in place as she slipped in between the closing doors.

      “Night, Cass. Sleep well.”

      I took a few steps further in and glanced down the long sales hallway, which was completely dark.

      Little creepy actually. I shuddered and took a right, headed toward the main floor area.

      Once I reached my section, I sucked in a breath and pressed my side to one of the large pillars that dotted the entire office, peering around.

      Of course, he’d still be here.

      Matthew paced in front of his desk, hands moving as he murmured, like he was practicing a speech.

      My brows lifted. He’d shed his customary jacket and tie, top button of his shirt open.

      He stopped, let out a groan, and angrily rolled up his sleeves.

      Holy hell...

      When did he get tattoos? My stomach fluttered as I nearly melted on the spot. Stupid ink weakness. Never pegged him for the tat type in the slightest. Wonder if his parents knew.

      He ran his hand through his hair and stared at the ceiling muttering something.

      Wait. Did he...did he just say my name?

      Employing my best ninja skills, I slipped out from behind the pillar, and dashed to a nearby desk. I crouched behind it for a few seconds before crawling to the next, and the next. Eventually, I was on the last row, closest to his office, quite proud of myself.

      Until I rose above the top of that desk, bringing Matthew’s chiseled block of a body into view little by little, directly in front of me.

      “Delilah, what are you doing?”

      I blinked in shock. He was genuinely smiling at me, brows lifted, amusement plain as day in his eyes. He held out his hand, and for a reason I’ll probably never know, I took it.

      Fuck.

      I knew it’d be warm. And strong.

      He tugged me to my feet, and I snatched my hand back, smoothing down my shirt. “Did you say—I thought I heard—I, uh. Forgot my laptop.”

      “Under...” he leaned back, eyeing the name plate. “Meesha’s desk?”

      “Um,” I drew out the word, praying for inspiration. “No?”

      He chuckled, scrubbing a hand across his cheek, showing off his far too attractive forearms and tattoos.

      “You look...” He scanned me, setting my pulse racing. “Nice.”

      Yet another not asshole comment. I tugged down the hem of my far-too-tight t-shirt, and he cleared his throat, cutting his gaze to the ceiling as he swallowed.

      “Thank you,” I blurted. “For the ride home.”

      He cut his eyes to mine, hand still in place on his face before dragging it away and tucking it under his other arm.

      “You’re welcome. Are you feeling better?”

      I nodded, snapping my fingers at my sides. “Sorry for the trouble. And for, you know. Tearing you a new one.”

      His laugh rang out, and he thrust his tongue in his cheek. “Is that what you think you did?”

      Double fuck.

      That laugh was honestly a thing which shouldn’t exist. I might have leaned forward a little before blinking away my lusty haze.

      “I know I did. Planned it all out on the way over.” I couldn’t help returning his smile. Damn him.

      “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but you mostly snored.” His face grew serious in an instant. “I really, truly am so sorry. I promise, I won’t send you flowers ever again.”

      I nodded. “I, uh. I believe you. I forgive you. And look. I get what you’re doing.”

      He froze, eyes wide. “You do?”

      “Yeah. Taking the high road, so there’s no extra drama when I get the position.” I quirked a brow and smirked.

      Why did I smirk? I have no idea. Something about normal, approachable, tatted-up Matt seriously threw off my game.

      A slow smile overtook his far too attractive face, and he nodded. “May the best woman win, right?”

      He stuck out his hand again, but this time...this time the air was charged.

      His dark eyes held mine captive, that smile crooking one side of his mouth higher, those ornate swirls of ink on display, all making it hard to remember that we were opposing forces.

      I eased my hand onto his, unable to blink. His smile softened, and he took a small step closer. Suddenly, it was young Matthew standing there, tugging young, stupid me across a ditch over a log, even though I was terrified.

      “Come on, Cricket. Just a couple more steps. I promise.”

      It was never just a few more steps, or a few more times, or a few more paragraphs, or a few more cookies, or a few more minutes. He had always pushed me past my comfort zone.

      “I’m scared, Sparky!”

      “You can do it. I won’t let you fall.”

      I’d never given any thought to how that shaped me as a person, but damn him he was always right. And he was always so proud of me.

      My God, I lived for that praise. Dad was too busy taking care of mom to worry about coddling me, and I didn’t hate him for that, I really didn’t. They needed each other, way more than I needed them. And my younger brother needed any leftover attention, which I didn’t hate him for either.

      But, that’s why it hurt so bad when—

      I blinked back to awareness and snatched my hand away, stepping back with a small cough.

      “So. Just gonna go get my laptop now.”

      Matt’s expression melted into confusion, but he nodded and chewed his cheek. “Goodnight, Del.” He turned, heading back to his office.

      I dashed to my own office, grabbed my laptop, and left without another glance back.
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      I shot a text to Lindee and headed straight to her apartment. She lived in a lower-rent building on the ritzier side of town. One of the last few that hadn’t yet been bought up, torn down, and rebuilt by Easton Developments.

      Revitalization.

      I scoffed. Weeding out the poor, more specifically. Something that hit home with me. And Lindee. As a hairdresser, she wasn’t exactly rolling in the dough, but as long as buildings like hers stayed intact, she could afford to live where her clients did.

      Pulling into her pothole ridden parking lot, I cringed. Some work wouldn’t hurt, but they could do that without raising all the rents to crazy amounts.

      She met me at the main door and pulled me into a hug. “Hey, girl. How you feeling?”

      I shrugged. “Like I was hit with a pollen bomb and fell into a drug-fueled coma.”

      She laughed. “It’s almost like you were there!”

      “Crazy, right?” I grinned, following her up the stairs. “It’s that sixth sense I’ve got.”

      We made it to her floor, and she shouldered the door open, swinging it wide. “I’ll go grab the key.”

      “K. I’ll just help myself to your fridge.”

      She chuckled. “Figured you would.”

      I had no intention of poking through her perishables. My stomach was such a bundle of nerves and confusion, I might never eat again. Instead, I dropped on her recliner and sighed.

      “Why’s he being nice to me, Lind?”

      “Maybe he likes you,” she called out from the bedroom.

      “Pff. No, it’s not that.”

      “And next you’ll ask—”

      “Why’d they have to buyout the company I work for?”

      Lindee came sauntering out of her bedroom bouncing my spare car key in her hand. “Maybe it was destiny.” She dropped the key in my open palm. “The universe giving you both a second chance. Smooth things over, talk it out and all that jazz.”

      I grinned. “All that razzle-dazzle.”

      “Exactly.” She patted my knee as she sat across from me on the couch. “He seems like a nice guy at the core. I’m not sure what really went down, since you won’t tell me. But you didn’t really get a good look at his face, through all your snot.”

      “Ugh.” I covered my face and groaned. “I bet I looked like a gutter troll”

      “Basically. And he was still moon-eyed.”

      “He was not.” I peeked through my fingers. “Was he?”

      She grinned that Lindee grin with her eyes cast up to the side, and my stomach twisted into even more knots.

      Was it possible...that he did like me?

      “Just give him a chance. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I snorted. “And if that doesn’t work, I’ll just throw myself at text-guy’s feet. Promise him I’m really a nice person once he gets past the gruff exterior.”

      “Ding ding! Not everyone has my level of skill, Del. I saw through your bullshit the second we met. I knew you were an amazing human being, even though you tried to hide it.”

      She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I just want you to be happy. Move on from Kevin-the-jerk-face, find someone that deserves your off-key singing, and over-sized socks, and sloppy house.”

      “Hey!” I fished the little pillow out from behind my back and chucked it at her. She caught it with a cackle.

      “Maybe that someone is Matthew. You guys have history. It’s worth not throwing that away now that he’s back in your life.”

      I stared at her in thought. There’s no way I could deny the attraction I felt in the office.

      Smiling, laughing Matt was an entirely different animal from brooding, insulting Matt.

      Lindee’s phone buzzed, and she jumped, snatching it off the end table. “God. Well, that does it. Gonna have to change my number.”

      “Hmm? What, why?”

      “The guy I texted—don’t say it.”

      I clamped my mouth closed and dropped my arm.

      “I blocked the last two numbers he’s used, and here’s yet another. I don’t know how he’s doing it. Like, he’d have to be changing his number over and over or buying burner phones or something.” She shivered.

      “Lind, that’s scary. Do you know his name? Or anything else? You should go to the cops.”

      She shook her head and shrugged. “All I know is ‘Todd.’ Might not even be his real name. And I did, but they can’t really help me.”

      “Okay. Well, tomorrow go to the phone place then. Make sure you turn off the tracking thing.”

      “Yeah, the cops told me to do that. Brick showed me how, if you can believe that.”

      “Are you serious?” I sat up and looked behind me. “Is this the twilight zone?”

      She threw the pillow back at me with a laugh. “It’s true! I dunno how he figured it out, but he did.”

      “Wonders never cease. How’s work going?” I tucked the pillow back behind my back. “Any fabulously wealthy new clients that tip really well?”

      Her smile fell. “Nope. Still scraping. Cathy says I have real talent, but the word of a sixty-eight-year-old lady that does the hair of other sixty-eight-year-old ladies doesn’t hold much weight at the bigger salons.”

      “That’s stupid. You’re crazy good. You haven’t given away my appointment yet, have you?”

      She lit up again. “Nope. Thursday week after next is still yours. My favorite time of the month.”

      “Mine too. I promised I’d never miss it, and I don’t plan to.” I swallowed. Presentation or no, I’d break away to keep our time.

      Spa day was one of the last things my mom and I enjoyed together before she died, and Lindee jumped right in to fill that spot without a second thought. Since mom died on a Thursday, that’s the day we picked. It wouldn’t matter if the president wanted to book that day, Lindee would turn him away.

      “Not in a million years.” I stood, chucked the pillow back at her for good measure, and headed toward the door.

      “Thanks again. For, you know, being alive.”

      She put her hand to her chest. “Aww! You give the best compliments.”

      We shared a laugh, and I waved before tugging her door closed.

      I stood in her run-down hallway, staring at a peeling piece of wallpaper.

      Matthew Easton...likes me.

      A smile overtook my face, and I chewed my lip as I almost bounded down the stairs.

      Maybe, just maybe...I liked him back. A little.
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      This evening confirmed it. She absolutely had at least some feelings for me.

      And dear God that outfit. So casual and normal and domestic and sexy. Not the buttoned up, “business” Delilah. Now I was even more desperate to see her in the “off” hours.

      As long as I didn’t screw anything else up, I might have a serious shot.

      Unfortunate for my possible future, I was spectacular at doing just that when it came to her.

      No more grand gestures. No more meddling. Even though—technically—I was truly helping there. Mr. MaFlour was the one that messed all that up.

      To be perfectly honest, I’d just drop out of the running, but she’d never accept the position. If she didn’t earn it herself, didn’t win on her own, she’d never be happy.

      Could almost hear her. Don’t pity me, Easton. Don’t you dare.

      I groaned and rubbed my temples as I dropped on my own sofa.

      “Hmph. Not nearly as soft as Del’s.”

      Flipping open my laptop, I settled back against the cushions, propping my feet up on the coffee table, and sat the computer on my thighs.

      I’d no sooner gotten elbows deep in charts and PowerPoint slides, than my phone buzzed against my hip.

      Only this time it wasn’t Del, it was—

      
        
        ??: Boss, it’s me.

        ??: Ashlyn.

        ??: You know, from work.

        Me: Evening Ashlyn. I know who you are. Everything okay?

      

      

      I quickly programmed her number and waited.

      
        
        Ashlyn The Intern: Yes and no? I sent that note to Mr. MaFlour like you asked me to.

      

      

      My heart stopped. I’d completely forgotten about that. “No, no, no...”

      
        
        Me: ...good news or bad?

        Ashlyn The Intern: Um... :|

      

      

      I whimpered and covered my face. I was obviously doomed.

      
        
        Ashlyn The Intern: Good news is the presentation isn’t in two weeks...

        Me: I think I might throw up. Don’t tell me.

        Ashlyn The Intern: It’s Sunday.

        Me: Sigh.

        Ashlyn The Intern: Did I screw up? I screwed up, didn’t I? I’m sorry.

      

      

      I quickly called her. After one ring, she picked up.

      “Hi Boss. Called to fire me instead of texting it, huh? I can respect that.”

      “Ashlyn, I’m not firing you. You didn’t screw up, that’s all on me. Let me guess, he sent another email?”

      “Oh yeah. A doozie. Delilah might set your hair on fire tomorrow.”

      I whimpered again and bounced the back of my head against the couch.

      “This is ridiculous. I don’t even want the job anymore. I just want...” My eyes widened. “...her to be happy.”

      Those butterflies that belonged to Delilah alone fluttered around. I really did want that. I’d been looking out for myself for so long it was such a strange feeling.

      “At this rate, the only thing that’ll do that is your heart on a platter. So, she can eat it. Man, that got dark, sorry. Like that one episode of TVD, you know, The Vampire Diaries? You watch that?”

      “No, Ashlyn.” I sighed and pulled up my email. “I don’t.”

      “Oh cool. Cool cool. Yeah, me either. I was just making conversation.”

      I read the email, steadily getting both angrier and sadder until I slapped the laptop closed and tossed it on the other side of the couch, hanging my head.

      “This is bad, Ashlyn.”

      “I know. What can we do, Boss?”

      “Nothing, unless we could somehow stop Del from getting the email. But I know for a fact she has her laptop at home. And even if we managed that...even if she, by some miracle, hadn’t already read it, we’d still have to somehow keep the dinner from being pushed up. It’s hopeless. I just have to face the firing squad.”

      “I could hack Tiff’s email. Send cancellations to the vendors.”

      I’m ashamed to say I gave it serious consideration before exhaling.

      “No. Every time I try to make it better, it gets worse. My luck, doing that would bring a meteor down on her house. I’ll just try my best to explain and offer to help. Why is this so difficult?”

      “Loving a woman ain’t easy, Boss man.”

      “No.” I chuckled. “No, it’s not.” A door chime bonged in the background, and I sat up. “Are you in a car?”

      “Uh. So, this might be weird, but I’m kinda in your condo’s giant parking lot. I wasn’t sure how upset you were going to be. Figured it could go either way, but if you were gonna jump, I wanted to be here to stop you.”

      I scrambled over my coffee table, tugged open the sliding door, and leaned over the balcony railing. There she stood, beside her tiny blue car, parked directly across from mine. A different sensation set up in my chest.

      “Ashlyn, I—that’s incredibly kind.”

      “Aw, it’s nothing. That’s what friends are for, right? Never mind I didn’t really have enough gas to get over here. Kinda coasted on fumes the last mile. Made a trucker really mad.”

      I laughed and cleared away a sudden lump in my throat. I knew for a fact I hadn’t done anything to deserve such a selfless act.

      “Hang tight, I’ll be right down.”

      I ended the call, stepped back into my shoes, grabbed my coat, wallet and keys, and climbed into the elevator. Twenty-nine floors later I was on the ground, trotting toward Ashlyn.

      She gave me a large, over the head wave.

      “Hey, boss! Nice night, right?”

      I slowed a couple feet from her and grinned. “Yep. Nice night to put gas in a car, what do you say?”

      She giggled and nodded. “I’ll hit you back on pay-day.”

      “Pssh.” I popped the truck, verifying the gas can was still there, and slammed it back shut. “It’s fine. Want to ride with?”

      “In your fancy pants car? Heck yes, I do!” She tugged open the door and slid into the passenger seat. “Daaaaamn. Look at all these buttons!”

      I smiled and dropped in the driver’s seat, revving the engine to life.

      “Press any one you like, except the one labeled ‘eject’.”

      She snatched her hands back to her chest, eyes wide. “Dude, you do not have an eject button.”

      I laughed and shook my head as we pulled out onto the main road. “So, I have to ask—”

      I winced as she found the radio button and jammed it, sending music blaring through my speakers. She pushed three other buttons, struggling to turn it down, until I finally used the steering wheel control, plunging us into silence.

      “There. Okay, so, why didn’t you call another friend to come get you?”

      “There’s a very good reason for that, boss man. I don’t have any.” She continued to open various compartments like it was the first time she’d ever been in a car.

      I frowned as we pulled into the gas station and stared at her until she finally met my gaze.

      “That’s not true.” I smiled. “You have one.”

      She matched my smile and nodded. “Yeah.” The next second she rolled down the window and pulled herself out via the roof handle, with as little grace as a person could possess and still be able to walk. Pretty sure she broke the air vent, kicking her foot. Thank heaven above she’d chosen to wear pants today, because I’m not entirely certain she wouldn’t have done that anyway.

      I covered my face and laughed, until her voice sounded from outside.

      “Which grade gas? The premium one is supposed to clean your tank like an enema.” I dragged my hands down my face, and she leaned back in through the open window, serious as ever. “Dude. I do not recommend getting one of those. Not as fun as the box makes it look.”

      Laughter broke free again, and I climbed out, taking the gas can from her. “Why don’t you go inside and grab yourself some snacks or something.”

      “Oh, good idea. It has been a while since I ate.”

      She trotted to the building, and I chuckled to myself as I filled the can.

      “Matthew?”

      My head whipped around at the sound, heart stopping.

      “Delilah! Hi, what are—”

      The pump clicked, startling me, and I jerked the nozzle out a bit too soon, splattering gas droplets on my black Oxfords. “Ugh, perfect.”

      She giggled, setting my body on fire, and gestured to her car, then the gas pump she was beside. “Filling up, same as you. I was over here picking up my spare car key from Lindee. Haven’t even been home yet.”

      So, she hasn’t seen the email!

      I shook excess gas off, as I leaned on the roof of my car. “Great. Yeah. I mean—not great that you need gas.” I winced. “Listen, something important I need to tell you. I think I made things worse for you again, by confronting Gary about the dinner.”

      Her smile fell, and she crossed her arms. “O...kay. How much worse?”

      “Well. He, ugh, he moved the dinner up. To Sunday.”

      Those eyes I adored so much widened, color draining from her face at a break-neck pace.

      “And the email says—well, you’ll see, but it’s not true. I didn’t say anything of the sort. And I promise I don’t want you to fail, even though it really does seem that way. Things keep messing up.”

      She chewed her lip, eyeing me like she wasn’t sure I actually existed. Like some hologram of a two-headed albatross.

      I held my breath, waiting for her to explode. But she never did. In fact, she gave me a small smile. My elbow slipped off the roof of my car.

      “Thanks for telling me. Guess I need to work twice as hard to prove to Gary I deserve it, huh?”

      I nodded far more enthusiastically than I planned, and her cheek hitched higher.

      Right until her eyes flicked behind me.

      Oh, God. Ashlyn.

      “They had way too much stuff for me to decide.”

      Her voice was muffled, and I turned to see her arms loaded with so many snacks they covered her face.

      “I didn’t know what you wanted, so I got you some eggnog flavored pork rinds. You like those, right? I mean, who wouldn’t.” She snorted, and I pinched my nose. “Told the guy to put it on your tab. I figured you’ve got those things around here. Hope so, or the cops’ll be here soon.” She finally made it to the pump and stopped beside me. “Grab those two—yeah, and the—yep, you’ve got it. Oh.”

      We all exchanged glances, as I tossed the items in the floorboard. I couldn’t even speak.

      “Hi Delilah! Twizzlers?” She twisted, wiggling her elbow where a giant package of the item poked out.

      Delilah’s pump clicked, loud as a gunshot in the dead silence, but she didn’t move.

      “You’re—” she let out a humorless laugh and jerked the nozzle out. “Of course you are.” She jammed it back into the gas pump and rounded her car, shaking her head.

      “Vut?” Ashlyn spoke around a bite of some candy bar. “Oh, ifs naw wha if hooks vike.” She swallowed and patted my shoulder. “Just getting’ filled up by the boss man.”

      I choked on my air and stepped toward Delilah.

      “I’m not—she ran out of gas. Del. Delilah!”

      She ignored me, climbed into her car, and squealed out of the parking lot, leaving me staring after her, hands locked over my mouth.

      “Oh my God.” I whispered through my fingers, letting my head fall back. “That didn’t just happen. I’m having a nightmare.”

      “I know, right?”

      I rotated, hands still in place, until Ashlyn came into view. She shook her head, now gnawing on a stick of meat. “That’s so bad for your tires.”
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      I couldn’t even form words. Ashlyn chattered on about all the bells and whistles in my car, cracking jokes that I halfway heard as I drove.

      Delilah wasn’t mad. Smiled at me again. What would have happened if Ashlyn hadn’t been there?

      “...why I was Team Jacob. You ever see that movie?”

      I blinked back to awareness as the last drops of gas left the can into Ashlyn’s car.

      “What? What movie?”

      She lightly punched my shoulder. “Go talk to her, boss man. Should probably listen to her, though.”

      “I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m just—no, she wouldn’t want to see me right now.”

      “Up to you, but that’s what I’d do. You know, if I had a boyfriend. Or a guy that liked me at all. I mean, there’s this awesome sloth named Grizzly at the zoo, but he doesn’t count.”

      She rocked forward on her toes, grinning. “Go. Get out of here you crazy kid. Thanks again for the gas. See you tomorrow, boss.”

      I chuckled and waved as she drove off. It was a nice idea, but I couldn’t just show up at Del’s house.

      Could I?

      She might not have even gone straight there, anyway. I strolled back into the building, into the elevator, and through my front door, steadily wishing I was going the other way.

      By the time I’d gotten my shoes and socks off, my phone buzzed again.

      
        
        Cricket: Let’s do something crazy. Let’s meet. Maybe if I’m lucky, you’re a psychopathic killer.

      

      

      I frowned. Obviously, that couldn’t happen for many reasons. But I hated knowing she was upset.

      
        
        Me: Bit morbid, wombat. Hate to disappoint, but “impassioned murder” isn’t on my list of hobbies.

        Cricket: So, just the pre-meditated kind. Got it. Well, think long and hard about it, then let’s meet. #NotAGoodDay

        Me: I’m so sorry. Tell me about it?

        Cricket: Nah. It’s fine. Let’s talk about you! So, what *is* on your list of hobbies?

      

      

      Classic Delilah deflection. I frowned again. With a sigh, I finished getting undressed, typing between articles of clothing.

      
        
        Me: Actually, not much. I work. I cook. I watch home improvement shows when I get free time. For a while I dated, a lot. On dates, anything goes, so dinner, movie, shows, gambling, flying, whatever fits. But on my own, I’m kind of boring I guess, lol.

        Cricket: That sounds like my kind of boring, dragon-boy. Could totally use a couch cuddle buddy right now.

      

      

      My heart twisted, dancing with my stomach. Cuddling. When was the last time—God, I couldn’t even remember a date who was content to “stay home.” Every one of them wanted to be seen on the Easton Bachelor’s arm.

      I pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and flopped down on the bed.

      
        
        Me: That sounds amazing. Maybe we can do that someday.

        Cricket: Yeah. :)

        Me: What about your hobbies?

        Cricket: I’m about the same, only I tend to watch cooking shows, because I want to cook, but I burn air.

        Me: Ha! That’s some serious skill.

        Cricket: You have no idea. It’s bad.

        Me: Cooking’s all about timing, ratios, and patience. Can be taught to the willing. I’ve heard I’m a great teacher. Well, for that.

        Cricket: I bet you could teach me a lot of things.

        Cricket: OMG I didn’t mean it like that.

        Cricket: *dies*

        Cricket: Seriously didn’t mean that. Say something!

        Me: Sorry, I fell off the bed laughing. The *dies* did me in. Literal tears. How DID you mean it, naughty wombat?

        Cricket: I. Am. So. Mortified. I meant, ugh never mind!

        Me: Stop, my sides hurt.

      

      

      I wiped my eyes with another strained laugh and made the decision. I’d go talk to her. There had to be a way to get this interaction from her to the actual ME. Because, damnit, this was me!

      
        
        Me: Sorry to cut this short, but I have something I need to take care of. Talk again soon!

        Cricket: Okay, thanks for the chat! Ttyl

      

      

      I threw on my sneakers and made it to my car as fast as I could, given the elevator crawled. Cranking the car, I muttered, “This is a good idea. She won’t kill me. This is a bad idea. She will kill me.”

      Ultimately, I was on the road, and flying toward her house, in turmoil. I wasn’t expecting a middle ground reaction here, and as I pulled into her driveway, I was practically in full blown panic.

      “What am I doing?” I breathed.

      I almost put the car in reverse, but Delilah’s front porch light flicked on, and she pulled down a section of the blinds just like she had done in her office. The next second they flapped back closed.

      Well, no going back now.

      Taking a deep breath, I climbed out, and strode toward her door.

      “Delilah?” I gave it two polite raps, and it flung open before my hand even had time to drop.

      “Matthew, wha—” Her words died as she scanned me shoulders to arms to feet, swallowing. “I’ve never seen you not in suits.” She almost whispered it, swallowing again.

      I glanced down, oddly self-conscious. “Sorry, I made the decision to come talk to you kind of spur of the moment.”

      “Don’t apologize. You look goo—anyway. Why are you here?”

      She blinked several times and crossed her arms.

      “May I come in?”

      Her gaze shifted behind me, before casting off to the left in thought. “I guess, though I don’t see why you want to.”

      She stepped back, and I walked past her, a bundle of nerves. After she’d closed the door, I spun and faced her.

      “So, first, the thing with Ashlyn isn’t a thing.”

      She rolled her eyes, before glancing down at her bare foot, painted toes kicking at the carpet. “It’s none of my business what you do in your spare time. Or who,” she added bitterly.

      “There’s nothing going on.” I stepped closer. “She was worried about me and ran out of gas in my parking lot. That’s literally it.”

      Her vivid eyes flicked up to mine. “Worried? What’s wrong?”

      “N-nothing.” Heat rose up my neck. Telling her Ashlyn knew I liked her couldn’t possibly end well. “Just stress.”

      She chewed her cheek as she stared at me. Evidently, some part of my explanation suited her, as she took a deep breath, uncrossed her arms and gestured to her couch. “Want a drink? I think I have some red in the pantry.”

      “Thanks, but I’m good.” I offered her a smile, and sat on her sofa, patting the surface. “I will take you up on the couch, though.”

      She let out a soft chuckle, eyeing me sideways as she walked toward her kitchen. “You came all this way to tell me you’re not boinking the intern?”

      I choked on a laugh. “It’s not like you live in the arctic circle. And no, not just that. Though, that was terribly important.”

      “Is that so? Why?” Her voice was muffled, likely by a cabinet, maybe a fridge.

      “Uh.” I gulped, scrubbing my hands on my thighs. “Just didn’t want there to be any misunderstanding.”

      A bottle of water appeared in front of me, dangled by Delilah’s delicate hand. “Because that would be bad for appearance, right?”

      I snagged the bottle with a frown. “No.”

      Mustering up all the nerve I could, I looked her dead in the eye as she sat on the other end of the couch and cracked her open bottle of water.

      “Because I care—” It wasn’t enough nerve. I swallowed. “—what you think about me, Del. I know how the media painted me all those years, but I’m not like that. You know. Anymore.”

      She took a long swig of the water, eyes still locked on mine. Eventually she nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” I blinked, furrowing my brow. “What’s okay?”

      “Okay. I believe you.” She smiled, a genuine, beautiful smile, and I nearly died.

      “So, what else did you come over here for?” She set the water on her coffee table, her t-shirt molding against her body, and my mouth dried.

      To kiss you. To tell you I love you. To confess my sins at the altar of your body.

      I coughed and stretched my neck. “To talk,” I squeaked, clearing my throat.

      “Just...talk.” Her eyes narrowed, calculating. The next second her face lit up. “Matthew! Are you blushing?”

      “I’m not! It’s—you’ve got the heat on.” I launched from the couch and strode toward her thermostat. Blasted thing was set on seventy. How perfectly temperate. “See? Only a monster sets it at seventy.”

      “You so are!” She jumped up and joined me at the wall, grinning as she poked my shoulder. “Why’re you blushing, Matt? Huh? Why?”

      I whirled on her with my own grin. “Because you’re hot.”

      She froze, brows launching skyward, hand dropping to her side. “Really?”

      Wait...what did I say? Oh no.

      “No, I meant because it’s hot. In here. The—not to say you’re not. Because you—whew! Where’s that water?”

      I brushed past her and grabbed the bottle, downing it in five gulps. When I dared to turn back around, she had her thumbnail locked between her teeth, gaze trailing up my body.

      “You’re hot, too.” She bit it out like it hurt to admit.

      “Well, don’t sound so happy about it.” I frowned.

      “No, it’s not that. It’s just...” she sighed and dragged her hands through her hair as she dropped back down on the couch. “I don’t know what this is. What to do with our past. I wish I could forget it all.”

      I sat as well and rubbed the back of my neck. “I don’t know what past you’re remembering, but I have a billion happy memories about you.”

      Her sad eyes found mine. “Name one.”

      “Wow, okay. How about the time we got lost in the woods behind the walking track, and you convinced me we needed to send up a smoke signal?”

      A smile hit her mouth, gaze distant. “Oh, my God. I remember that. Neither of us knew how to start a fire.”

      “Nope,” I chuckled. “I can’t think of a nine-year-old that does. Didn’t stop you from gathering a pile of wood.”

      “Or you from trying to do that stick thing! Didn’t you get a blister?”

      “I did! It busted. Was awful. Got in so much trouble.”

      She grinned wider. “Name another.”

      “Easy. How you always waited for me on the third step in the mornings in middle school. How you waved at me like it’d been two weeks since we’d seen each other, even though it’d been not even eight hours.”

      She stretched her legs out on the couch, her feet right beside me. “Do you remember Bethany?”

      I wrenched my gaze from her perfect toes and found her staring at me.

      “Anderson? Wow. Haven’t thought about her in years.”

      “I visit her grave sometimes.” Delilah shifted lower, pushing her heels into my thigh. “Still so sad.”

      “That was the car accident, right?”

      She nodded.

      “I never knew where she was buried.” I swallowed down nerves. “You’ll have to show me some day.”

      She nodded again, fiddling with the hem of her shirt. “Matt.”

      I blinked. “Yeah?”

      “Those two weeks you were gone...”

      A grumble worked its way up my throat the same way it did every time I thought about that trip, but I waited. She was clearly working up the nerve to ask something important, I could feel it.

      “You know, I—that talent show was—”

      My jaw dropped open and I put my hand to my cheek. “Oh, man. I completely forgot that happened while I was gone.”

      Intense hurt lit in her eyes and she frowned. “How could you forget about all the work we’d done up to that? I got made fun of so much.”

      “Del, do you know what happened while I was gone?”

      “No, because you didn’t talk to me when you came back! Like, at all. I just assumed you found some new best friend while you were gone and didn’t need me anymore.”

      I stared at her like it was the first time. “I’ve never had another best friend since you. Certainly didn’t find another one on that trip.”

      Her lips parted, but her brow furrowed. “Then what happened?”

      “My parents fabricated the whole thing just to tell me they were divorcing because my mother had been cheating for years. That whole two weeks was full of lawyer visits and moving trucks.”

      Del’s gasp was sharp, bordering on a shriek. “No. Mrs. Emily cheated? Wow, that part of the story never got out. I’m so sorry, Matt. This whole time I just thought you’d gone off to spend money and moved on.”

      I shook my head, crossing my arms as the angry storm battered at my mind again. “Then I come back and find you hanging on Cason. I mean really, Delilah. Replacing me with him?”

      She clacked her jaw shut and tilted her head, eventually letting out a short laugh. “Is that what you thought? Oh, my word, Matt. He was the only one in third period who didn’t make fun of me. And I know exactly the day you’re talking about. I’d been shoved down by the blonde bimbo brigade. He helped me up. If you’d spoken to me, I’d have told you.”

      “Well how was I supposed to know? I was a little raw. Didn’t even have my best friend to help me through it.”

      We locked eyes as the mutual gravity of these truths settled in the air. “So...not a new boyfriend.”

      She shook her head. “So...didn’t decide you were too good for me or replace me.”

      I shook my head.

      “That changes things a bit, doesn’t it?” She almost whispered it, tilting her chin and flicking her eyes up to me.

      “I should say so.” I shifted on the couch as nerves settled back in place of irritation.

      We studied each other a moment longer, then shared a smile, and she nodded, quirking a brow. “Okay. Happier thoughts then. Let’s go back in time a bit. What about Mrs. Zimper?”

      I let out a laugh and leaned back against the couch. “Zippy Zimper. Holy cow. She hated me.”

      Delilah laughed, the sound wrapping around my heart. “She did. So much. You were so sassy.”

      “She was always wrong!” I hooked my hands behind my head, cheeks almost aching from my smile. “I mean, even I knew more than she did, and that’s saying something”

      “Stop, you’ve always been insanely smart.” She playfully nudged me with her foot. “I don’t even know how she got her teaching license, honestly.” Delilah scooted even further down, finally setting her crossed feet on my lap, as she stared at the ceiling.

      The familiarity and comfort of the moment nearly strangled me, but I managed to speak. “The worst was when she yelled at you that day for something you didn’t do. Do you remember that?”

      She finally refocused on me and nodded. “You got so mad.”

      “I still get mad when I think about it. Stupid woman. She had no right to make you cry. I got in so much trouble for that phone call too. ‘Mrs. Easton, your son said some highly inappropriate things to his teacher’.” I chuckled and let my head fall to the back of the couch, absentmindedly grabbing one of her feet, working the arch. “It was worth it though. Someone had to stand up for you.”

      “It had always been you, though. Not someone. You.”

      “Well, that—” I realized what I was doing, and froze, hands wrapped around her foot as I picked up my head and locked eyes with her. A charge hung in the air between us, something unspoken but plain as day. Something way different than I’d felt with any of the random women looking for their fifteen minutes of publicity.

      Something real.

      “You were my Cricket,” I finally murmured, giving her foot another gentle squeeze.

      Delilah’s smile was slow, wistful. “And you were my Sparky.”

      I nodded, nearly overwhelmed by this moment. “I was. I mean...could be...again.”

      Her face fell in an instant, and she snatched her feet off my lap. “This—” she cleared her throat and scrubbed her wrist across her cheek. “This was fun. Thanks. Need sleep, though. Lots of work to do on this presentation tomorrow.” She stood and strolled to the door, tugging it open.

      What the—

      I let out a quiet scoff, stared at my open palms for a moment, then pushed to my feet.

      “Did...did I say something wrong?”

      “Nope. Goodnight, Matt.” She stood with her arm braced on the wood like it was a lifeline.

      Confusion swirled in my mind as I stared at her. Finally, I nodded. “Okay. Goodnight, Del.”

      With that, I left.
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      I closed the door tight behind him and spun, pressing my back against it.

      Stupid, stupid.

      Another tear slipped free, and I swatted it away. Damn him and damn memories.

      Why did he have to be so disarming and attractive? And comfortable? And an Easton?

      No. I sniffled. Not just an Easton. The Easton.

      The one that chose the company dad worked for as his first solo conquest. The one that laid off the entire production team, dad included, right when mom’s chemo treatments were getting most expensive.

      ‘Mogul’s Son Cleans House.’

      And no job meant no insurance. My God, they could barely afford it with insurance. Then the stress of him trying to find another job, with her health declining, two kids asking so many questions, it was just...too much for her.

      A sob eked out, and I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth.

      No. The Easton who practically killed my mom was not going to weasel his way into my heart.

      I stormed across the living room and snatched up my laptop as I fell onto the couch with another sniffle.

      The best use of this energy would be throwing myself into this presentation. Not that I wanted to.

      What I really wanted was to curl up in Matt’s arms and pretend the past never happened.

      But this was reality, and it had, and I had a job to do.

      Instead of my bland desktop, I’d left my email open, and it glared at me.

      
        
        Evening everyone,

      

        

      
        Due to an adamant request from Mr. Easton, I’ve pushed the timeline for the presentation/dinner up to Sunday. I know it’ll be tougher on everyone, but as with all our functions, attendance is mandatory. If you need help with accommodations, email Tiff.

      

        

      
        Respectfully,

      

        

      
        Gary MaFlour, Jr.

        CEO

        Easton, Tucker, MaFlour, LLC.

      

      

      I drummed my nails on the trackpad, making the cursor jump. If Matt hadn’t requested it, why was Gary doing this? Was my depressing version right, and he wanted me to fail?

      If that was the case, he could have just given the damn job to Matt and left me out of the whole thing!

      Who was I kidding? I’d have fought that tooth and nail.

      I groaned and flopped backward on the couch. Sometimes, my desire to prove myself to the world was really annoying. Like, even though I knew this wasn’t the case, it felt as though all women-kind depended on me to rise to the top, showing at least one misogynistic prat he’s wrong and we’re strong, smart, and deserve equal pay and treatment.

      And I was so close. To be honest, I wasn’t all-in on being VP at a company now owned by the Eastons, but that whole adage of blooming where you’re planted kept popping in my mind.

      Blooms. Ugh. Stupid Matt and trying to be nice.

      Distraction time.

      I grabbed my phone and stared at the text chain with DB, a smile hitting my face again. I didn’t know if this would go anywhere, but at least this guy wasn’t Matthew freaking Easton with his sexy voice, and hard body, and magic hands, and glorious tats, and dark eyes.

      My body warmed, but I scowled.

      
        
        Me: I know you’re probably busy or asleep, so you can answer later. Can I tell you a secret?

        DB: Why not. I could use a distraction.

        Me: Wow, that was fast! Were you holding the phone?

        DB: Actually...yes.

        Me: Oh, am I interrupting?

        DB: No.

        DB: Sorry, just in a mood. Please tell me your secret.

        Me: Aww, someone upset you?

        DB: Yes.

        Me: Need me to take them out at the knees? *chomp chomp*

        DB: Lol. You that short?

        DB: And just that fast my mood is slightly better.

        Me: What can I say? I’ve got skills. So, my secret is about my job.

        DB: Stop

        Me: Huh?

        DB: Don’t tell me.

        Me: Ok......

        DB: I just mean, I don’t think it’s a good idea to share work secrets with a stranger.

        Me: Hmm. Probably right.

        DB: And work is so boring. We could talk about much more interesting things.

        DB: Like your other shoulder, for example.

        Me: ...or the rest of your abs. Assuming you have any.

        DB: Well, yes. Assuming I have any.

        DB: Actually, I’m sorry. I’m really not in the right headspace. I like you and giving you less than 100% isn’t fair.

        Me: Aw, I like your honesty. And I should get to sleep anyway. Goodnight!

        DB: Night.

      

      

      I clutched my phone to my chest, loneliness, boredom, frustration, sadness, and confusion rolling through me.

      Fine. No chatting or flirting to be had meant I really could focus on my work.

      Or not.

      
        
        Me: You gonna be my plus one to the dinner?

        Lind: Obviously. Planning to shop next weekend for a dress.

        Me: Presentation is Sunday now. Surprise!

        Lind: WTH? 3 days?! Are you going to be ready?

        Me: Probably not.

        Lind: U have a dress?

        Me: Only my blue sleeveless one.

        Lind: ...it’s like I don’t even know you.

        Lind: Shopping. Saturday morning. Be ready.

      

      

      I laughed and pulled up my browser. Dress ideas would have to wait though, as a local headline popped across the top.

      

      
        
        EASTON DEV BUYS 4 EMPTY LOTS

      

      

      

      Irritation bubbled up. God, why did they need more land? If they didn’t stop, soon they’d own the entire town, schools included! Did Matt know about this? He had to, the company had his name on it for goodness sake.

      “Ugh, someone needs to put these jerk wads in their place!”

      I froze.

      “Oh...”

      The presentation dinner. Not only would the entire company and the board be there, but their families as well. And I bet Channel 39 would be happy to do a local story that wasn’t about the dog contest.

      I let out a triumphant squeal. Finally, a presentation I wouldn’t mind giving.

      “Slide...one...Easton Developments: Demons in Investors Clothing.”

      Oh, yes. This was gonna be fun.

      The content came easy. I had my own life experience to draw on, sure, but there were a wealth of facts floating around as well. And the more I crunched the numbers and pulled the records, the angrier and sadder I got.

      Historically, when Easton Dev blew through a city buying and sprucing, there was an initial boom in the local economy, which was great. They got accolades and awards. But that was always followed by a deep localized recession and a spike in crime. The homeless population went up as well, which totally made sense with the increased rental rates and taxes.

      And this said nothing on their company trades. Mostly because those fared well enough on paper—after the initial layoffs.

      A lump formed in my throat, but I forced it down.

      It only took a few more hours, but by the time I shut down the laptop I had a nearly complete presentation. One that would shine a light in all the dark places and hopefully, topple an empire before it ruined the town I loved to hate.
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      A summons from my father was never a good way to start any day, let alone one that followed one of my most restless nights.

      “I’d rather be at an investor’s meeting in the middle of the desert,” I grouched into my coffee cup as I pulled away from the drive-thru.

      I’d be late, but lack of sleep plus heart-aching confusion over Delilah made for a slow Matthew.

      A frown settled back into place. Being shut out like that was worse than never being let in to begin with. My own fault for going.

      I hadn’t even felt up to texting, even though I shouldn’t be doing it anyway. When I told her the truth, that would be it. I’d let this go on too long already, and she’d never forgive me.

      I just wish I knew why she fought us so hard. You know, other than the fact we’d been at each other’s throats since I walked in that office door.

      The phone rang through my car, and I tapped the steering wheel control.

      “Easton.”

      “Hey, boss man. It’s Ashlyn. From work.”

      I smiled and shook my head, merging into traffic. “I know who you are, Ashlyn. You’re the only Ashlyn I know.”

      “Oh cool. Cool, cool. So, Mr. MaFlour wanted me to see when you were coming in. He’d like to have a word with you.”

      “I’d like that too,” I grumbled. “But I’m headed to an unexpected meeting with my father. I’ll be back in a couple days, depending.”

      Static came through the speakers, her voice muffled as she relayed the message.

      “He says ‘Safe travels, he’ll take care of everything.’ One sec...Okay, he’s back in his office. Dude, he went white as a sheet. And a couple days? Dang, that’s a long time. Did you tell Delilah? Want me to give her a message? She’s here.”

      I wembled, tilting my head side to side. My wounded, pouting inner child wanted to bark something about never talking to her again. But I was better than that, and she deserved better.

      “Actually, can you transfer me to her? I’ll call you back after.”

      “Sure thing, boss man. One minuto.”

      The line clicked several times, followed by our bland hold music, then finally a single click and silence.

      “Delilah?”

      “...Hi, Matt.”

      Irrational butterflies burst to life. I really did love her voice, though this cold and distant version wasn’t my favorite. I matched her tone.

      “I won’t keep you. Just wanted you to know I won’t be back for a couple days. Flying out to meet my father.”

      “Oh. Okay. Thanks for telling me.”

      We sat in silence for another moment, until I cleared my throat and spilled my thoughts.

      “Are you sure I didn’t upset you last night? I thought—well, it felt like we were—”

      “Nope. On all counts.”

      Ouch.

      “Wow. Well, sorry to bother you about it, I guess. Take care.”

      “Wait, Matt—”

      I jammed the disconnect button with more force than necessary.

      “Call the office.” I barked at my car, like Delilah’s shifting attitude was its fault.

      “Thank you for calling Easton, Tuck—”

      “It’s me.”

      “I’m sorry, who?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Matthew Easton.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Easton won’t be back for a couple of days. Can I take a message?”

      “No, Ashlyn,” I sighed with a single chuckle. “It’s me, Matthew. I’m Matthew. Doesn’t the caller ID come up?”

      She rustled some papers. “Had it covered with a sticky note. Oh, hey look at that! It says Matthew Easton! Hey again, boss man. What’s up? Need something?”

      “No I...Well, yes. I guess I just needed to hear a friendly voice.”

      I had hoped that would be Del, but no such luck.

      “That’s me, boss. Ashlyn, The Friendly Neighborhood Intern.”

      I chuckled. “I actually wanted to talk to you about that. How would you like to be Ashlyn The Assistant, instead?”

      “Woah. Like, for real? With a paycheck and everything?”

      “Yes, with a—wait, you’re unpaid?”

      She laughed. “Oh yeah. Super unpaid. In fact, I have to pay for parking. So, it actually costs me to work for you guys.”

      “What the hell? Why don’t you park in the employee lot?”

      “Not an employee. Mr. MaFlour won’t validate for interns.”

      My blood boiled. A company was only as good as it treated its employees. And if this place allowed that kind of behavior...well, it wouldn’t any longer.

      “Okay, just give it some thought. I’m at the airport. This could be the last time we speak, since I might drop out of the sky in a massive flaming heap of metal.” I tried to laugh, but it came out mostly strangled.

      “Ooo, not a fan of flying, huh? Me, either. Planes are crazy scary. Did you see that one movie with all the snakes?”

      “Not helping, Ashlyn.”

      “Oh sorry. It’ll be fine. You know, if there’s not too much turbulence or anything. Good pilot and all that.”

      “Goodbye, Ashlyn,” I chuckled.

      “See ya, boss! If you live. I mean, you’ll live. It’s fine. Anyway, bye!”

      The line disconnected, and I braced against the steering wheel.

      People flew all the time. And most even lived to tell about it.

      With a massive breath, I climbed out and headed toward the hangar.

      This was a heck of a lot easier before I stopped drinking. In fact, most of my flights prior to this were an alcohol hazed blur.

      But this was just something else I needed to do on my own. Wouldn’t be so bad if I had someone with me, though.

      Taking my father’s private jet meant no baggage delay, or security issues, and I was in the air way sooner than I wanted to be.

      Once we hit cruising altitude, I grabbed my phone. Normally, the new message indicator would be exciting, but now it just made me sad.

      
        
        Cricket: Hope all is well. Feeling pretty stupid at the moment.

        Cricket: You ever say the right thing at the wrong time when you thought it was the wrong thing, but it turns out it wasn’t all along?

        Cricket: Yeah, me either...

        Cricket: So, I had a crazy thought. What else is new, right? Why don’t you and I talk?

        Cricket: I mean, unless you’re mute or something? Ugh, I hope that wasn’t insensitive. It’s totally okay if you are mute, just for the record.

        Cricket: This must be how you felt when I was in my medication stupor.

      

      

      I let my head fall back against the chair, the quirk in my cheek as helpless as the ache in my heart when I remembered the elevator confession of my voice being “sin.”

      For hilariously obvious reasons, we could never talk on the phone. Unless I had some vocal stand-in, parroting or reading from cue cards.

      I quirked a brow but let out a defeated sigh. No, undoubtedly some cosmic catastrophe would happen.

      “Ugh.”

      “Your usual, Mr. Easton?”

      The flight attendant appeared out of nowhere and held out a tumbler of brandy. I inhaled long and slow, that biting scent like a cold hand on a fevered forehead.

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted to rage, laugh, guzzle it down, or kick it across the plane.

      Instead, I shook my head, swallowing in my suddenly dry mouth. “Don’t touch the stuff anymore, Freddie.”

      “Hey, good for you, sir. Water then?” He thrust out a lovely blue bottle which I hungrily snagged, cracked the seal, and chugged.

      “Let me know if you need anything else.” He took the empty bottle from me with a kind smile and turned.

      “Wait. Freddie, can I ask you a personal question?”

      His brows lifted. “Sure, go ahead.”

      I chewed my words, before ultimately deciding on, “What would you do if you lo—liked someone, but—”

      “Lemme stop you right there, sir.” He held up a palm. “I’m not the guy to go to for hook-up advice. Only been with one woman since high school, happily married for over seven years.”

      I grunted and gave him a half-smiling nod, muttering, “Congrats.”

      “Ah, don’t worry sir. I’m sure you’ll settle down some day. I mean, you’ll be old at some point...” He trailed off. “Anything else?”

      As if I wanted any more of this judgy advice.

      “No. God, no. Thank you.”

      He patted my shoulder and left.

      “What an...I should...” I grumbled to myself as I typed to Del.

      
        
        Me: Sorry, traveling at the moment. Not sure I’m ready for talking. Dragons have notoriously difficult times doing so, what with those forked tongues and all.

        Cricket: ...

        Cricket: Nope. Not gonna make a joke. Not doing it. Even though you set it up perfectly.

      

      

      A laugh broke free that turned into a groan as I scrubbed my face. “What am I even doing?”

      Setting myself up for miserable heartbreak, that’s what. There’s simply no way this could ever turn out in my favor.

      But Delilah was like a drug. No matter what I did, I couldn’t quit her.

      
        
        Me: I’m sure I have no idea what you’re getting at.

        Me: #InnocentOnAllCharges

        Cricket: Lol. I have a feeling you’re far from innocent.

        Me: Maybe you’ll find out someday.

        Cricket: :O

        Me: Haha

        Cricket: Maybe I will.

        Me: What’re your plans for the day? Working?

        Cricket: Yep! Doing an extra special project. Very hush hush, top-secret stuff. #ImKindOfABigDeal

        Me: I’d agree with that. :)

      

      

      The airplane shook, followed by the dinging “fasten seatbelts” light. My pulse sped, and I blew out a slow breath through pursed lips, fighting the urge to panic.

      
        
        Me: Quick. Tell me something. Anything.

        Cricket: I’d rather walk naked down Setter Ave. than eat a frog leg ever again.

      

      

      Woah...

      I blinked and blinked again, chuckling in disbelief. That was probably the single most successful distraction ever, because I was all in on this conversation now.

      
        
        Me: That begs the question, do you really hate frog legs? Or are you a closet exhibitionist and would rather walk naked down Setter Ave. than do anything?

        Cricket: Well...not ANYthing.

        Me: :O

        Me: Wombat! What are you insinuating?

        Cricket: lmao. You’re too cute, dragon boy. Did that qualify as ‘anything’?

        Me: Yes, it was perfect. Thanks. I tend to get nervous on these long trips.

        Cricket: Aww, well happy to help. If I was with you, I’d force you to play a round of slaps or something.

        Me: Slaps? The kids game?

        Cricket: Not the way I play it. ;)

      

      

      “Holy hell,” I breathed and cleared my throat. Now I had to try even harder to make her fall for the real me. How could I live the rest of my life without knowing what that meant? Some other alarm sounded, but thankfully, it was the one indicating we were approaching the air strip.

      
        
        Me: A winky face! Wombat, how could you? Tsk tsk. More importantly, we are absolutely going to talk at length about what that entails later. Gotta run for now. Good luck with your project.

        Cricket: Gasp! #WinkyGate. Lol, sounds like a deal. Thank you! Ttyl

      

      

      As the captain came over the loudspeaker, my mind was only on Delilah. Even through landing, unloading, getting the rental car, and the long drive to my parent’s house, she was all I could think about.

      But once I was buzzed through the gate at the bottom of this ridiculous driveway and spotted the gaudy “Welcome Home” banner pinned to the front balcony, I stopped thinking at all.
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      “Ashlyn, can you come here please?”

      “Um...sure thing, Delilah. One sec.”

      I released the intercom button and leaned back in my chair, tapping my cell against my chin.

      Ashlyn’s face popped around the door frame. “Hello. There. I’m here for a totally normal conversation.”

      I snorted. “What?”

      She chewed her cheek and took a long sidestep into the doorway, swinging her arms and hitting her clenched fist against her other palm. “Sorry. What did you need?”

      “Lindee and I are going shopping tomorrow for the presentation dinner. Wanna come with?”

      Her face lit up, and she punched the air. “Heck yes, I do! Shopping! Well, for me it’ll be looking with deep longing, but I’d love to come along. Where’re we headed?”

      “Probably out of town, if I know her, and I do. She’s got an entire fashion fund she funnels into for just such occasions.”

      “Smart.” Ashlyn tapped her temple. “I just have the one checking account where I keep my flies. You know, like the ones that buzz around a corpse...man. That got dark again. Sorry.”

      “Its fine,” I laughed. “I get what you’re saying.”

      “You’re in a good mood today. You and Matt patch things up?”

      I tilted my head. “Patch things up?”

      “Yeah, after the flowers thing.”

      “Oh.” My heart ached, and I rubbed my neck. “We had, kind of. I guess at least. But it doesn’t matter.”

      “He’s a pretty stand-up dude, you know. Even offered me a real position as his assistant. That means money, chica. Like, my flies are gonna get evicted, yo! Uh, sorry. Got carried away.” She frowned and jammed her hands between her knees.

      Hmm. I chewed my lip. That was a pretty nice thing to do, but it sounded like he was certain he’d be getting the job. I huffed a breath.

      “He’s not, you know.” I quirked a brow. “At least, Easton Developments isn’t.”

      “Say huh?”

      “Nothing. Well, you’ll see at the presentation.” I leaned over my desk, lowering my voice. “I even called Channel 39 this morning. Chad Karmichael himself’s gonna come do the story.”

      “Shut the fridge, you serious? Why?”

      “I...might have leaked that the Easton Bachelor would be there.”

      “Ooo, dang.” She paled and crossed her arms, bouncing her knee. “That’s serious, Del. You sure about that? I thought you got nervous even talking to the mirror. Why’d you do that?”

      I gave her a smug little shrug. “Let’s just say, my slideshow’s gonna be the talk of the town. And, I dunno. I guess having an actual cause gave me some fire.”

      “Just hope it doesn’t turn into a dumpster fire,” she muttered scrubbing her hand over her mouth. “Hmm? Did you hear something?”

      “Har de har.” I grinned. “It’ll be great. How’s Cassidy, you heard from her?”

      Ashlyn shook her head. “Not today. Worried about her, you know? I couldn’t even imagine. If I finally found someone to put up with all my whacky mess and then marry them, thinking it would be forever, but then he died like way early? Dude.”

      “I know. Maybe we should ask her to come too?”

      “Aww, that’s a great idea, Del! Want me to call her? No, what am I saying? Look at me taking things over again, sorry. You handle that, I’ll go back to my desk and shuffle papers until the phone rings.” She batted her lashes at me, and I chuckled.

      “You can call her, it’s fine. I need to make a few more phone calls and zip down to City Hall to look at a couple hardcopy records I couldn’t find online.”

      She grinned, saluted me, and bolted to her feet. “Aye aye, Del! You can count on Ashlyn The Intern!”

      With that, she high stepped through my door like a soldier, drawing more laughter from me.

      I flipped open my laptop, grinning at my glorious presentation. Just a few more touches and it’d be flawless.

      A knock on my door drew my attention.

      “Mr. MaFlour, hi.” I closed the laptop lid slowly. “What can I do for you?”

      He leaned against the door frame, feet crossed at the ankles, unlit cigar shifting in his mouth. Finally, he pulled it out and smiled.

      “How’s the presentation going?”

      “Good. Good, yeah. Almost done.”

      “You sure you want this job?”

      I blinked. The question came out of nowhere, knocking me for a loop.

      “Uh...yes?”

      He stuck the cigar back in his mouth, shoving it to the side. “That don’t sound real sure to me. You know it’s working directly with me, right? Some pretty big projects get dropped on us. Tight deadlines. Long hours.”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “I...do know that, yes sir. I can handle it.”

      “Hmm.” He narrowed his eyes, before shrugging. “Just putting it out there that we do offer a real nice severance package.”

      My heart stopped and I swallowed. “I don’t—are you saying—”

      “Calm down, Camaroon. Simply reminding you so if Matthew gets the position, you won’t be as worried.”

      I furrowed my brow, a flicker of disgust settling in my chest. “You think he’d fire me?”

      Gary nodded. “Pretty damn sure. Course, I’d fight it best I could, but, well, you know where my family’s name falls on the list.”

      I flicked my gaze to my little window, staring at Matt’s closed office door. The thought of Matt maliciously firing me didn’t sit right. Didn’t match up with how he’d been acting lately.

      Gary pushed away from the frame, giving it a pat and a once-over. “I’m betting if you just withdrew, he’d let you keep this job, though.”

      My eyes flicked back to him and narrowed. What a greasy snake. So, it was my depressing version. He did want me to fail, or in this case, drop out of the running. When had he turned so...gross? True, my interactions before going for this position had been pretty minimal, but still.

      I didn’t really believe Matt would do that to me, and knowing Gary really was pushing those emails out on his own colored things a bit.

      Colored things in favor of Matthew.

      I gave him my best smile. “No sir, I don’t think I’ll be doing that. I’ll give this presentation, and we’ll see how the vote swings. Anything else?”

      He frowned around his cigar and shook his head, leaving without another word.
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      “Matthew, my boy, so good to see you.” Dad’s voice echoed through the massive foyer as he strolled toward me, arms wide.

      I furrowed my brow and didn’t move. “Is it?” I glanced around, looking for the cameras. “Are you on another reality show?”

      He laughed, too loud, too forced. “Not at all. Can’t a father be happy to see his prodigal son, returned from his conquering mission?”

      What in the...

      I blinked and blinked again. “Sure, if it wasn’t you.”

      His alcohol aura engulfed me as he wrapped one of his arms around my shoulders and gave it a pat, followed by a rough squeeze that tugged me to his chest.

      Dad was a big man, bigger than me. There was a reason we were often referred to as giants in the industry, and it wasn’t just financial.

      “Vanessa said I had to play nice or she’d cut me off for a month,” he spoke sideways under his breath, the smell of bourbon wafting off of him. “So, don’t mess this up for me.”

      “Ugh. Are you brushing your teeth with booze now, too?” I turned my head and shoved out of his grip.

      “Matthew, I’m so glad you’re here.” My stepmother Vanessa glided out of the drawing room with a practiced grace, drenched in the wealth my father poured all over her. Some exotic dress clung to her lithe frame, diamonds dripping from her wrists, fingers, and ears. She swept up to me and lightly gripped my shoulders, air kissing each cheek. “You must be tired, why don’t you head upstairs? I made sure the staff had your room ready.”

      “Hmm. Thank you, but I’d planned on staying at The Henrietta. I already made a reservation.”

      Her eyes instantly glassed, and she frowned. The expression showed off an unexpected shallowness to her cheeks. “Oh. I just hoped...” In an instant the sadness vanished, her smile back in place. “Well. I’ll leave you two to it. Dinner is at six, sharp. Will you at least be here for that?”

      I only felt marginally bad. Vanessa had always been far more interested in my father’s money than being a mother, which was fine by me. We’d gotten along well enough, no real drama. And she’d always had eyes for my dad, not there’d ever been any interest on either of our parts, even though she was only a few years older than me.

      Not sure what brought about this sudden change, but it didn’t sit well with me. Still, I did need to eat, and there wasn’t any real reason not to do it here.

      “Sure, yes. See you then.”

      She gave a single clap and grinned. “Fabulous!” Next, she curled into my dad’s arms and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Remember what I said, love.”

      “How could I forget when you won’t stop reminding me?” He winked and kissed her forehead.

      She patted his cheek and wrinkled her nose, giving me a sad smile as she waltzed through the front door.

      “Where’s she going?”

      The valet held open a door for her and she climbed in the back seat of the well-cared-for Aston Martin.

      “Lunch with a bunch of her friends. Goes every week.” Dad clapped my shoulder hard and spun me around. “Join me in the office, won’t you?”

      I adjusted my collar under my sweater and sighed with a nod. Dad drained the rest of his tumbler and sat the empty glass on a table as we passed.

      It hadn’t ever occurred to me how much he drank until I decided to stop. Used to be something we shared, our love of exotic, old bottles and the delicious escape they offered.

      I breathed deep and shook my head, following him through the mahogany French doors. “Heard you’ve done well on your assignment.”

      My laugh was unexpected. “Assignment. That’s interesting. I’m pretty sure your actual words were ‘I’m cutting you off until you get your shit together and learn how the world works, boy. Do a good job in this office and you get your money.’ Am I wrong?”

      Dad’s brow lowered, and he crossed his arms. “Might have said something along those lines. You’ve got to admit, you were getting a little out of hand there. Your mother and I gave you your space, you know.”

      “Step-mother,” I grunted. My biological mother had moved as far away as possible after their divorce, with her hefty cut of the assets.

      Dad crossed the room to his wet bar and grabbed another tumbler, filling it with Frapin Extra Cognac Grande. He gestured to me with the bottle, but I shook my head.

      “Haven’t touched a drop in months. Not that you asked, or even checked up on me.”

      “Ah, I knew you had it under control. You’re an Easton! We’re built to rule, my boy. Which—” he took a long drink, ending with a satisfied sigh, “—is why I called you here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The numbers are good, time is right. Plus, Vanessa wants to take a trip to Italy, and I agree, some time away would be good. But travel takes liquid assets, as you know. I’ve sold off almost everything at this point. Which means...” He sat in his executive chair across the desk from me and took another drink. “I’m selling my interest in Easton, Tucker and MaFlour to Charleston Investments.”

      An icy stone dropped in my stomach, and I froze.

      “You can’t do that.” The response was automatic. “He...you know how they—what about the employees?”

      He snorted. “Going soft on me, son? Since when do you care?”

      “I care, okay?”

      I jumped to my feet and paced. All I could see were those faces I’d come to know and look forward to seeing each day. And I’d only just gotten to know a few even better. Offered Ashlyn a job, and if it sold, that wouldn’t happen. I groaned.

      “Charleston does clean-sweeps, and those employees are why the numbers are good to begin with.” I rubbed my temples. “This doesn’t make any sense. If you’re making money, there’s no reason you’d want to sell. Something else is going on. Vanessa was being extra nice to me today...even you’re—” I dropped my hands, my mouth falling open. “You’re sick.”

      Dad sighed and shook his head with a frown. “You always were a smart one. Not me. Nessa.” He took a hard, final swallow, draining the glass, and stared at the tumbler as he tilted it on its end. “Liver disease. Stage Three. There’s this holistic place in Italy she heard about, so...”

      “Wow,” I breathed. The unfortunate irony. To my knowledge, she barely drank. And here my father did nothing but and was healthy as could be.

      “We’re gonna do all we can, Matt. Don’t you worry about it. Listen, you’ve put in your time there, and it’s all over. I want you to head to Nebraska, settle up a few straggling accounts.”

      “Sell the company to me.”

      His brows launched up. “What’s that?”

      I cracked my neck. It would take nearly everything I had, and was probably a terrible decision, but I just couldn’t let Charleston fire all my...friends. It wasn’t right. Sometimes the people were more important than the bottom line. Something I’d never quite understood before, and I’m not sure my dad ever would.

      “I’m serious. Call the lawyers. Release the hold on my funds, and I’ll buy it right now.”

      Dad eyed me and turned the corners of his mouth down as he nodded. “Alright. If you’re sure?”

      I nodded. “Yep. It’ll give you guys the cash you need, keep you out of long-winded meetings and all that other garbage, and no layoffs. Send someone else to Nebraska.”

      He smiled and set the tumbler down, pushing to his feet. “You’ve got yourself a deal, son.” He thrust out his hand, and I shook it, smiling back, even though a ball of nerves like I’d never experienced settled in my stomach. He made a couple quick calls and in a matter of minutes, papers were being drawn up.

      “My first company. Kind of exciting, actually.” Not drinking in celebration felt weird.

      “Nessa’s gonna be thrilled. Oh, you should know. I mean, it’s no big deal, really, but this isn’t your first company. Not legally, anyhow.”

      I blinked at him. “What? Yes, it is.”

      He pursed his lips and jammed his hands in his pockets.

      “Dad. What the fuck did you do?”

      “Language, boy,” he growled. “This is my house.”

      “Maybe.” I let out an unamused laugh. “Answer me.”

      “It was during one of your benders with the model of the month. Wouldn’t matter if I remembered her name, you probably wouldn’t.”

      I frowned, and shifted on my feet, crossing my arms. I hated that my legacy was a stream of bad decisions I blamed on my mother’s indiscretion. Never mind that I was past all that now, the media wasn’t overly concerned with emotional growth.

      “Go on.”

      “Monahan, LLC, that manufacturing place”

      I stared at him until my eyes burned, wheels turning as I desperately tried to recall anything about it.

      He gave me a shrug. “I’d hoped it would help your image, make you come across as responsible and get you out of the damn gossip magazines.”

      “Monahan...”

      Why did that name sit so heavy in my stomach? Someone...someone I knew worked there? I bounced my thumb against my chin in thought.

      Dad waved his hand dismissively. “Yeah, that place your little friend’s dad worked. Well. Once. How is she, by the way?”

      I couldn’t take a breath, a whoosh of panic filling my head so loud it sounded like I was underwater.

      My hands shook as I covered my mouth with them. Memories filtered in, still hazy but—

      “Those papers you had me sign on my birthday...” Nausea swept me. “You said it would set me up for life, oh my God.”

      Dad strolled to the wet bar again, pouring himself another hearty helping. “Did, too. Where’d you think your fat nest egg came from? It was a shit storm for a while there, after the layoffs, the protests, but when it sold?” He whistled. “Hefty payday.”

      “The trip to Scotland...” I launched to my feet, bracing on the desk. “To keep me out of the way while you destroyed people’s lives?”

      “That’s a bit dramatic, son. Besides, you didn’t know anything about running a business. Was for your own good.”

      “Your own good, you mean. I might actually throw up.” I gripped the back of my neck. “No wonder she hates me.”

      “Who? Besides half the country.” He smirked. “Friends don’t pay the bills, son. You should have learned that by now. And any friend of an Easton is anything but. They all want one thing, son. Money.”

      “That’s what you always said, and I believed you for so long.” I winced. “And the sad thing is you have no idea how wrong you are.”

      Rage filtered past my defenses, and I ground my teeth. “Listen very carefully, if I find out you’ve bought anything else using my name, I’ll hand deliver every secret skeleton from the Easton vault direct to the media first, then the lawyers, after which I’ll take everything you have.”

      The tumbler clanked to the counter, as Dad stared at his bottles, clearly avoiding my gaze.

      “Easton Developments,” he muttered finally, glancing my way. “Far as the paperwork is concerned, you’re running the show.”

      “Holy shit. You’re a serious piece of work, you know that? Wait...I know I haven’t signed any documents in at least the last two years. Did you make a copy of my signature or something?”

      He faced me, crossing his arms, with a sigh. “You signed a power of attorney. Nessa didn’t think my name should be on such a risky venture.”

      My head spun. I scoffed, pinning him with a glare. “But mine could be? Because I’m so expendable?”

      “Look, it’s not a big deal, son. Easton—”

      “It is a big deal, dad! You’ve broken so many laws. Are you aware of how much jail time you’d get if this leaked out?”

      “Easton Dev’s doing good work,” he continued. “Revitalizing Rhapsody Hills this time and making it a better place to live. Picked it specifically since you seemed so happy there. It’s done great work in other cities too, I wanted you to have a good reputation.”

      “I can’t. I literally can’t believe it.” I paced, hand on my head. “You know what?” I faced him, pointing. “If my names on it as the owner, I’m taking it. Right now. Call your damn lawyers back, have them undo this power of attorney thing while they’re at it. And after this is over,” I seethed taking a step closer. “We’re done. You and your wife can go live your lives, and I swear on all that’s holy, if you so much as text me, I’ll expose everything. If you have anything important to tell me, it comes from a lawyer or not at all.”

      I turned and stormed through the door, headed for the front. He followed me with hurried steps.

      “I’m sorry, son.”

      “You’re only sorry you got caught.” I called back over my shoulder, on the way to the rental car. “Send the papers to the hotel. I’m done.”

      “What’re you—”

      “I don’t know. I just—I can’t look at you right now.”
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      I drove angry. Blind. And before I knew it, the bright neon sign of Zadu’s Bar stared back at me through the windshield. I used to spend far, far too much time and money in places just like this, once upon a time.

      My lungs burned as I huffed breaths, pushing against the steering wheel like I wanted it to go through the front of the car.

      It’d be so easy to slip in those doors and pretend none of this was happening, at least for a little while.

      I slapped the wheel and tore my hands through my hair. But I didn’t want to be that person anymore. And I sure as hell didn’t want to turn into my father.

      The text tone went off on my phone, and I nearly crawled out of my skin.

      
        
        Cricket: Hope your trip is going well!

      

      

      I groaned. I just wanted to call Delilah and tell her everything and beg her to forgive me, but I knew she never would.

      You know what?

      Screw it.

      I swapped over to my contacts and almost pushed the button to call her cell.

      Damnit. If I did that, she’d know all about the texting way before I was ready for that to be over.

      I scrolled a bit through the list and tapped the office line.

      “Thank you for calling Easton—oh, hey boss man! You lived!”

      “Ashlyn.” My voice was gruff, foreign even to my ears. “I need to talk to Delilah. Now.”

      “O-okay. One second.”

      Hold music, one click, and a sigh.

      “Hello, Matthew.”

      Cold as ice. I should have hung up, but I took a deep breath and plowed on through.

      “Delilah, I’m about to make a really stupid decision and I need you to talk me down.”

      Papers rustled, and I heard her door close before her chair squeaked again. “Matt, what’s wrong? Are you okay? Is your dad okay?”

      I almost lost it at the new tone in her voice. No coldness, just genuine, warm concern. I swallowed a lump and scrubbed a hand down my face.

      “I’ve been sober for four months, Del.”

      “That’s...impressive, actually. Good job, but I don’t under—”

      “And I’m sitting outside a bar right now, really...really wondering why.”

      “Matty, you’re scaring me. What happened? Did someone die?”

      Matty.

      My heart twisted, and the decrepit lump had the audacity to beat faster. That one was even rarer than “Sparky.” She really was scared.

      “No.” I sighed. “No one died. I just found out some...never mind. Sorry I scared you. I’ll be fine.”

      “Don’t hang up.” Keys jangled and a drawer closed. “Where are you?”

      “Cedar Stills.” I chuckled, darkly. “Long trip by car, Cricket.”

      I winced when she sucked in a breath. “Sorry,” I muttered. “Just slipped out.”

      “It’s fine. And yeah, it’d take me what, eight, ten hours? I can get snacks on the way.”

      My brows drew together, that lump choking off my air, and I rasped, “Why would you do that?”

      “I—uh...because you need my help, or you wouldn’t have called me. And I help people that, you know. Need my help. Friends. Or whatever.”

      I did need her. I needed her in my arms in her messy living room, watching something stupid on TV.

      “Are we friends now, Del?” I rubbed my forehead. “By my count that would make exactly two in my life.”

      “...well...sure. Wait, who’s the other one?”

      I snorted. “Jealous?”

      Her laugh did things to me. Things I wanted to want and hated to need. “No...maybe a little.”

      “It’s actually Ashlyn, believe it or not. She’s done more for me in the past few days than any fair-weather latch-on has in years, or ever really.” I lowered my pitch, edging on improper. “And trust me, you have nothing to be jealous over. Having only you in my corner would be more than enough.”

      “Oh.”

      One word, one tiny word shouldn’t have had the effect it did. But it was the way she said it; breathy, shocked, a preview of what things might sound like if this didn’t go up in flames.

      The long-overdue confession danced on the edge of my tongue. I could just tell her. Everything.

      But...then what?

      My heart ached again, and her keys jangled over the line.

      It hit me then, what a horrible idea it would be for her to drive here. She’d want to talk to me, or text me, or something along the way, and since I was apparently a huge fan of digging holes for myself, that couldn’t happen.

      I cleared my throat. “Look, you’re not coming here. That’s a really touching gesture, but I’ll be flying out in the morning anyway. It’d be a waste of your gas. I appreciate the thought.”

      “Okay.” She huffed a breath. “But I’m not getting off the phone with you until I know you’re not in front of a bar. Talk to me, Matt.”

      My head hit the seat, and I blew out all my anxiety, glaring at the neon sign. “Turns out, my father was—”

      The text tone went off in my ear, and I pulled the phone away, eyes widening as I read.

      
        
        Ashlyn The Intern: Meant to tell you earlier, Del’s planning on taking you down at the presentation. She’s got Channel 39 coming and everything. Don’t shoot the messenger.

      

      

      I only thought I was sick over what my father had done. From him, it could be expected. But from Delilah?

      “He was what?”

      What could I have possibly done to deserve that from her? Was it really only over this stupid VP position? I’d done so well to stay out of any lime-light or scandal whatsoever, and here one came to find me. Maybe it had something to do with Monahan.

      Or—my stomach bottomed out—even worse, she was planning on blackmailing me for money. Give her what she wants, and she won’t spill whatever she thinks she found. Even though that seemed out of character, I wouldn’t have thought she’d ever call the press on me either.

      Turned out I didn’t know her in the slightest.

      “Matthew, if you don’t answer, I’m getting in my car.”

      “Oh, don’t bother, Camaroon.” I ground my teeth. “Wouldn’t want you to do anything without the cameras present. We’ll save the showdown for prime time. Hope your presentation is ready. Can’t miss a second of your fifteen minutes. Crisis averted, I’m headed to the hotel, and don’t call me back, I won’t answer. We have nothing else to talk about. See you at work.”

      “M—”

      I hung up and flew a text back to Ashlyn.

      
        
        Me: Don’t give her this number if she dares to ask for it. That’s a direct order. In fact, delete it from the employee records.

        Ashlyn The Intern: ...are you okay, boss?

        Me: Nope. But thank you for letting me know. Saved me a lot of trouble. Delete the number.

        Ashlyn The Intern: Already done. I made things super worse, didn’t I...

        Me: Unless you gave her the idea to turn into every other money grabbing woman in my life, you had nothing to do with it.

        Ashlyn The Intern: I don’t think it’s about money. She said she had a cause. Something about Easton Dev. I’m really sorry, boss man.

      

      

      I frowned.

      What had my father done? Honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know at this point. But—

      A growl ripped from my throat. Whatever he had done was completely in my lap now. That deep nausea took root again, and I threw the car into gear.

      Yet another text tone drew my attention. This one from...Lindee?

      
        
        Lindee Arthur: Sorry to msg you, hope it’s okay that I saved your number. Keep this on the DL: do you know any ways to stop a stalker? I figure you’ve had your share, the cops can’t help me unless he makes an actual threat, but I’m really worried. I don’t know where else to turn and do NOT tell Del, she’d freak out.

      

      

      I didn’t like the sound of that in the slightest. And even though I wasn’t in the Delilah fan club at the moment, I knew how much it would kill her to not know something was happening to Lindee.

      
        
        Me: I won’t tell her, but I think you should. She’s your best friend. Aside from that, I’ll set you up with a security detail. Give me a sec.

      

      

      Two swipes in my contacts brought up the number.

      “King Security, Sebastian speaking.”

      “Sebastian. Matthew Easton.”

      “Mr. Easton! Long time no talk to. Where’ve you been hiding?” His voice quieted as he pulled the phone away. “Hey guys, Matt’s calling.”

      “No time for pleasantries, I’m afraid. Possibly an emergency.”

      That sucked all the joy out of his voice. “Where are you?”

      “Not me. A Lindee Arthur in Rhapsody Hills. I’ll text you her number. Call her and set it up, asap. Whatever she needs. Send me the bill.”

      “Yes, sir. On it.”

      He disconnected the call, and I sent the text off, breathing a sigh of relief.

      Sebastian and his partners were the best in the business, hands down. She’d be as safe as could be.

      
        
        Me: All settled. Sebastian King will call you soon.

        Lindee Arthur: You’re the best, Matt. Thank you so so much.

        Me: You’re welcome. Glad you told me. Keep me updated?

        Lindee Arthur: Will do, pal!

      

      

      I smiled. Maybe I had exactly three friends in my life. The smile fell. Well, two. I frowned. One for certain.

      Ugh.

      With one last glance at the neon sign, I pulled away and headed to The Henrietta.
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      I sat with my hands over my mouth, staring at the office phone as guilt and heartache ate me alive.

      How did he find out?

      I’d never heard him sound so hurt in my entire life. And it was my fault.

      The Channel 39 receptionist said she’d let Chad know that my information had been wrong, and Matthew wouldn’t be there, but who even knew if he’d get it.

      “Stupid presentation.” I rubbed my temples. Now I was genuinely worried about what Matt might do.

      Felt like a total ass for offering him wine, too, but I didn’t know!

      I exhaled and drummed my nails on the desk. All that aside... Easton Developments was definitely not good for this town—any town.

      To top it off, my digging had proven Matthew was the owner, no doubt. His signature was on all the contracts, so, there’s no way he didn’t know what was going on.

      But...

      Matt just truly didn’t seem like the type to do bad things, even though he’d been vilified so much.

      My fingers halted, mid-drum. He said his father was doing something...and it had him rattled enough he was thinking of giving up on four months of sobriety.

      “No,” I breathed, eyes widening.

      I shoved back from my desk, the second wheel squeaking, and dove into my trash can. “Come on, come on...”

      Bits and pieces of random balled up things flew everywhere until I finally found what I was looking for.

      “Yes!”

      I un-crumpled the post it note Matt had written on, smoothing it on the desk edge.

      Next, I fished out the latest contract from Easton Dev and flipped through, on the hunt for initials.

      “Holy hand grenade. They don’t match in the slightest.”

      Where the writing on the post-it note was precise, slanted slightly to the left, all the same size and pressure, the contract initials were thick and slanted to the right, heavy handed. Oddly familiar, though I had no idea why.

      “I wonder...”

      On a whim, I did a quick archive search, but couldn’t find anything from Monahan, LLC with a signature on it.

      But I bet I knew someone who could.

      I grabbed the edge of my desk and vaulted myself to the door, rounded the corner, and finally skidded to a stop at Ashlyn/Tiff’s desk.

      “Jeebers, Del!” She slapped her hand over her heart and huffed, setting a book on the desk. “If zombies aren’t about to come busting through the elevator doors, I swear.”

      “Quick.” I flapped my hand. “Gimme something with Matt’s signature on it.”

      Ashlyn’s brows knitted as she opened the file drawer to her right. “Uh, why?”

      “Because I think someone’s been signing his name on stuff, and I need to make sure.”

      “Woah. Like, some kind of crazy conspiracy or something?”

      “Well, I guess, kinda yeah. Hurry!”

      “Okay, okay, jeez. One...sec....okay here’s a good one.”

      She held out a birthday card.

      I groaned. “I need something with his legal signature.”

      “Oh. Good call. This is probably his special birthday card signature.”

      She dropped the card and snagged a file. Flipping to the end, she handed it over.

      I snatched it and gasped. “I was right.” I shoved it in her face. “See? His actual signature is swooping and slanted.”

      “Mmm, yep. That’s some sexy writing he’s got there. Tell me something that man can’t do.”

      “No, I mean. Well, yes, it—that’s not the point!”

      “Oh, sorry. Shouldn’t be talking about my bud like that, either.” She pursed her lips and furrowed her brow in concentration. “Okay. All good now. So, then what is the point?”

      I clutched the file to my chest. “Tell you in a sec. One more thing. I dug around online as best as I could, but I couldn’t find what I needed. Think you can help me find something?”

      She grinned and linked her fingers, cracking her knuckles as she pushed her palms outward. “You came to the right hobby-hacker. What we looking for?”

      “I need a document with a signature from the Monahan, LLC takeover. Eleven years ago.”

      “Mmk.” She clacked the keys and clicked the mouse with lightning speed. “Give me just a...there we go. Can’t hide from AcidBurn, no sirree.”

      I quirked a brow at her and she shrugged. “That’s my hacker name.”

      She spun her monitor around and pointed to a PDF of a scanned letter. Signed Matthew Easton, but this signature wasn’t his either. Instead, it was a different signature, less heavy handed than the Easton Dev documents, but still not Matt’s by a long shot.

      I covered my mouth, tears pricking the backs of my eyes. This whole time...

      “Whoa, you okay? Is this the wrong thing?” She spun the monitor back around. “I’ll keep searching.”

      “No no, that’s—” I swallowed, wiping my cheeks. “That’s perfect.”

      “Okay, if you say so. Most people aren’t sad about perfect things. I’m just saying.”

      “You don’t understand. It changes things. Everything! It means Matt’s not the bad guy. Never was.”

      Ashlyn snorted. “Well, duh. I could have told you that.”

      “This is important.” I tapped the file on the desk, nerves dancing around in my chest. “I need to call him. Quick, give me his cell number.”

      She went white as a sheet. “Oh. Gee, would you look at the ti—What’s that? Did you hear someone call my—let me just—” She stood and leaned over her desk, looking past me.

      “Yeah,” she hollered. “Oh, sure thing I’ll be right there!”

      I glanced from her to the utterly quiet sales hall and back again. “No one called you. Come on, Ash, I need to apologize to him.”

      She slowly sat back down, hands flat on the desktop. “No can do, Del-a-rino.”

      “What? Why not? Look, just get it out of the company fi—you know what, move I’ll just get it myself.”

      I rounded the tall desk and approached her side.

      “You shall not pass!” She jumped to her feet and held up her palm, smushing it in my face. I swiped her hand away, but she pushed the other one in its place. I repeated my action until it looked like we were playing some sort of bizarre hand game/fighting.

      Finally, I stepped back with a huff. “Oh, my word, Ashlyn. What’s gotten into you?”

      She panted, swiping hair back from her forehead. “I promised him I wouldn’t give you his number. And a Schmitvechdousen never goes back on a promise.”

      I blinked. “A what?”

      “Schmitvechdousen.”

      “Is that...some kind of movie creature or catch phrase? Or nickname? Like ‘an elephant never forgets’ type thing?”

      She crossed her arms and thrust up her chin. “No. That’s my last name.”

      “Your...”

      “Schmitvechdousen.”

      I snorted down a chuckle and sniffed. “Okay. Anyway. Why would he make you promise that?”

      “I dunno, Del,” she sighed and flapped her hands at her sides. “Probably because you keep breaking his heart and being mean to him when all he’s trying to do is make things better for you and tell you that he’s in love with you and crap on a cracker, I wasn’t supposed to tell you that.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and winced. “Literally the worst secret keeper in the galaxy.”

      “Uh...” I blinked, taken aback, and eventually clamped my jaw shut as butterflies burst to life in my stomach. “Really?”

      “Yeah, big time. He even called you before he got on the plane because he was so nervous, but did you talk to him? Nooo.”

      “That’s why he...ugh.” I frowned, remembering the way I kicked him out. “I suck.”

      “This Channel 39 thing may have pushed it too far, though. I’ve never heard him sound like that before.”

      “See? That’s another reason I need to call him. I left Chad a message, calling it off. Come on, Ash. Give me his number. I think he’ll forgive you since it’ll be good news.”

      She quirked a brow at me and crossed her arms. “Nu-uh. I told you, a Schmit—”

      “Stop. Just stop saying it. Fine.” I exhaled a heavy breath and glanced down the sales hall. An idea hit me, and I smirked.

      “Oh, I meant to tell you. Jonesy brought those vegan donuts you like to make fun of.”

      Her face lit up and she grabbed her phone. “Yes! #WhyIsThisAThing needed a new post for today! Thanks, Del. Oh.”

      She teetered in place at the wall, passing glances between the hallway and her chair. I swished my hand. “Go on, I’ll man the phones until you get back.”

      “You’re the best, Delilah! Be just a quick snap.”

      I leaned backward watching until she was out of sight, then dropped in her chair and opened the employee contacts database.

      Under Matt’s file, his cell field was empty. “What the...hmm.”

      I drummed my nails for a second, before casting my glance at the desk phone. “Bingo.”

      And this way, Ashlyn wouldn’t even get on Matt’s bad side, since she’d kept her promise. I grinned.

      With just a few button pushes on the display screen, I scrolled until his name popped up, his number underneath.

      My stomach flipped, my pulse skyrocketing. After two more blinks, I let out a disbelieving laugh. “That’s gotta be wrong.” I swallowed and scrolled through more entries until his name popped up again.

      Same number. One digit up from mine.

      “No. No way.”

      Before I knew what I was doing, I pushed the call-back button, bouncing my leg as it rang several times.

      When the voicemail picked up and that sexy rumble came through the line, I sucked in a breath and hung up, slapping my hands over my mouth.

      Matt was my number neighbor.

      I gasped breath after breath through my fingers.

      Matthew freaking Easton was Dragon Boy?!

      A hysterical laugh burst out, followed by another wide-eyed gasp.

      “Already got ten likes, Del-a-rino. Vegan donuts.” Ashlyn snorted. “So ridiculous.” Her voice from the hall snapped me to attention. I bolted out of the chair, shot across the floor, zipped into my office and shut the door tight.

      I put my hands back over my mouth and stared at my desk, back pressed to the door.

      With slow steps, I approached my purse tucked away under the edge like it was a rabid dog, about to jump out and attack me.

      It came into view, inch by inch, my phone sitting in its little pouch, so innocent.

      I gingerly grabbed it with my thumb and index finger and dropped it on the desk, falling hard in my chair.

      “I’ve been flirting with Matt,” I breathed. “Matt’s been flirting with...me!”

      Another laugh bubbled up, and I quickly pulled up our text chain. I couldn’t re-read it fast enough, biting my lip and grinning like an idiot. When I got to the picture, I nearly died. “That’s Matt’s ab,” I whispered-shrieked, channeling my inner thirteen-year-old girl, immediately followed by far too many non-thirteen-year-old girl thoughts.

      I gnawed on my thumbnail as I continued. Matt was desperate for a long-term relationship. Matt was funny, clever. Hot as asphalt in a southern summer.

      The public spotlight comment, the PDA, people not seeing the real him, asking what’s wrong with money, my god he’d even given his initials. ME for Magically Enigmatic.

      “Aww.” I put my hand over my heart. “The trip nerves. Oh, my word I could eat him up!”

      What were the chances we’d be number neighbors? How crazy. Wait until I told him, he’d probably die of embarrassment.

      I leaned back in my chair, twirling a lock of hair around my finger, grinning even wider.

      Right up until a thought hit me like a sack of rocks.

      Unless...he knew it was me this whole time...

      I blinked, smile falling, and scrolled back the section about work. He’d specifically stopped me from talking about it. Which...was pretty stand-up. He could have let me chatter on and used it against me.

      My lip found its way under my teeth as I chewed in thought. I had assumed his personality shift was about the position, but what if...what if it was this?

      I flicked my eyes to the wrinkled post it note and gulped.
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      After the front desk clerk handed me the key card, I trudged my way to the elevator, riding it in brooding silence to the top floor.

      Hmm. Should probably get used to getting ground floor rooms, now that all my money was tied up.

      Once I’d made it to my room, I tossed my suitcase on the far side of the bed and exhaled.

      Not even the spectacular view could make this stupid ache go away. I’d thought Delilah was different. That I could trust her—

      I shot out a laugh.

      “Nice play, universe. Nice play.”

      Not like I’d been very truthful with her.

      Scrubbing my face with a groan, I fell to the bed on my back.

      Still. What I’d done was private. I didn’t call the flipping media on her.

      “Mr. Easton?” Two knocks on the door. “The envelope you were waiting for is here.”

      I grunted, righting myself and hurried to the door.

      “Thanks.”

      It was heavier than I expected, but what did I really know about how much paperwork it took to buy a company? For that matter, what did I know about running a company at all? I’d learn all I could, obviously, but in the interim it’d be tough.

      I tipped the nice gentleman and latched the door back, thumbing through the sheaf of paper on the way to the desk.

      “What?” I stopped in my tracks. “That can’t—this is a joke.”

      Easton, Tucker, and MaFlour was valued at well over $4.9 billion dollars, including the international holdings, but the sales price for dad’s 55% and the building was precisely $100. No extra zeroes.

      I flipped further through, dropping down to the bed. I finally found the interest earned statement of what dad had been keeping from me and nearly choked.

      I had enough to buy the entire company, every share, the building—all of it, at value.

      Twice.

      I let out a heavy sigh as I grabbed my phone.

      After four rings, he picked up.

      “Son. Didn’t think I’d hear from you again.”

      “Listen, dad. I don’t—what you did was wrong. And I’m not even sure what kind of mess I’ll be walking into with Easton Dev. But, I just...thank you for investing the money.”

      He cleared his throat, the tell-tale sound of clinking glass giving away his location. “I may not have been the best father, Matt. Best husband to Emily, neither. I spent most of my life staring at numbers and working out ways to make those numbers bigger. But Nessa’s diagnosis was a slap in the face. You can’t bribe that kind of thing away. Can’t buy it. Can’t sell it. Money can’t do a darn thing to get rid of it. And if it can’t save the love of my life, what good is it?”

      His words were strained with emotion. “I wanted to make sure you were taken care of long after I was gone. Any kids you had, too. Heck, maybe their kids. I don’t need billions to enjoy our time left. Just need enough for things to be comfortable. Guess you saw the sales price, too, huh?”

      “I did. I can’t believe it, but I did.”

      “You…you’ve got lots of life yet to live. Lots of good to do, son. You’re better than me, I know it, you know it. Just...don’t let it go to waste, yeah?”

      I swallowed a lump and managed a, “Yeah, dad. When are you guys leaving?”

      “Soon as you head back to Rhapsody. We’ve got an offer coming in on the house, nice little family.”

      Man. They really were serious.

      “I wanted to say all this to you over dinner. Nessa wanted to give you a gift, too. Going away present.”

      “I think the money is more than enough of a gift. And I...”

      “I hear ya. That’s why she’s on her way there with it. I figured you didn’t want to see me again, but you wouldn’t turn her away.”

      As if on cue, a gentle knock sounded on my door.

      “I think that’s her. I...love you, dad.”

      “Love you too, son.”

      “And are you certain that’s the sales price you wanna go with?”

      He laughed. “Rule #1 in business, don’t give away your money.”

      “Alright, fine.” I grinned. “Bye”

      “See ya around.”

      The knocks sounded again, followed by a whispered, “Matthew? It’s Vanessa.”

      I tripped the latch and tugged open the door.

      There she stood, only now I could see it. Probably because I knew. Even so, she still looked beautiful.

      “Come on in.”

      She glanced around nervously, then rolled her shoulders back into that regal posture she wore so well.

      “I won’t keep you long, I—”

      Her words strangled as I pulled her into a tight hug. The longer we stood there, the tighter she held, too, her shoulders eventually shaking until a sob eked out. She immediately cleared her throat and leaned away with a sad smile, wiping her face. “Suppose you know, then.”

      I gave her a sad smile and a nod, stepping back. “Yep.”

      She thrust out a small ornate gift box, catching a tear before it hit her chin. “I want you to have this. It was my great-grandmother’s. Passed down to me through the generations. And as I might not—just in case—I thought it was best to—”

      “I get it.” I gently squeezed her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      I popped the lid off and pulled out a white velvet ring box. Inside sat a gorgeous, delicately ornate white-gold ring set sporting a sparkling center diamond. Probably no more than a half carat total weight and complete with matching scrolled groom’s band.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “This is amazing.”

      Way too many emotions were rolling through me at the moment, and I blinked back a tear.

      “Maybe one day I’ll even get to use it.” I chuckled.

      “You should know, it’s blessed. Every couple that’s worn those has been blissfully in love right up until the end. Your father and I used them, until we got new ones this year.”

      I pulled her into another hug, rubbing her upper back. “I hope Italy works out.”

      She nodded against my chest. “That makes two of us. Goodbye, Matthew.”

      “Goodbye...mom.”

      We hugged another second, then both leaned back at the same time, noses wrinkled.

      “Yeah, that feels all kinds of wrong.”

      “No.” She grinned. “Didn’t like that a bit.”

      We shared a laugh before she pulled away for good and waved.

      Closing the door behind her, all I could think about was a certain brunette bombshell I had no chance under the sun of being with.

      I bounced my forehead on the pressed wood and let out a laugh. “If she hates money, she’s going to be seriously ticked now.”

      The laugh died away as I swallowed. I needed to deal with this media issue, first and foremost. And one thing I’d learned early was pushing them away only made them come harder, meaner. Since I’d now taken control of both companies, perhaps it was time for me to make a very public appearance.

      
        
        Me: Would you please send an official memo to Channel 39 filling them in with the details of the event?

        Ashlyn The Intern: Um. Yes. I can, but Delilah already called them back and canceled after you talked. They’re probably gonna assume we’re messing with them.

      

      

      I chewed my cheek in thought. If I knew Chad Karmichael—and I unfortunately did—he wouldn’t take the second call seriously, assuming the ‘tipper’ had been given hush money. To be fair, any reporter worth their salt and hungry to go national would follow up regardless, so I couldn’t fault him. But I could hate him. My family had always been his favorite topic, truth or otherwise.

      
        
        Me: I bet he’ll show up anyway, but let’s send him a formal invitation. Grab one of my personal letterhead from my side cabinet and

        Me: hang on.

      

      

      I quickly swapped to the phone and she picked up before the first ring had even finished.

      “Hey boss man. Gonna be hard to go to your office tied to the desk phone.”

      “Oh. Suppose you’re right. Okay, well I figured talking it out would be better than texting.”

      “Sure thing, lemme grab a pen. Right-a-roni, what do you want it to say?”

      I opened my mouth but heard a quiet voice in the background. Ashlyn shifted the phone. “Yeah, it’s him. You wanna ta—uh. K? See ya.” Her sigh came across loud and clear. “Del’s acting so weird right now, it’s like she’s been body snatched. You know, like that movie? You seen it? It’s got that actor dude in it, the one with the hair.”

      I chuckled. “No, I haven’t. What do you mean?”

      “She came racing up to the desk asking about your signature, saying someone was signing stuff in your name and said you weren’t the bad guy, which I said, duh, I could have told her that, and she kept asking for your number, but I was strong, boss man. She didn’t get it out of me, no-siree.”

      I swore under my breath. “That must be why she called the news. She was planning on exposing my father.”

      “Nah, she’d called the news before that went down. Oh, woah, it was your dad?”

      “Ashlyn,” I hissed. “Keep your voice down. It’s all handled now. He’s not involved with either company anymore.”

      “What’s that mean? Like, he sold it? Oh no. Does that mean everyone’s going to get fired?”

      “Ashlyn, stop panicking. It’s okay.” I hadn’t wanted to spill the news while the ink was still wet, but if she started spreading false news it would be way worse. “He sold it to me.”

      “Whew. Boss! You’re the big boss now? That’s awesome!”

      “Well, thank you. I just hope everyone else feels that way.”

      “Who wouldn’t be hap—ohhhhh.”

      “Exactly. Now, let’s get this invitation out.”
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      The warmth of my sunbaked car seat soaked into my bones as I drove, battling with my emotions the whole way.

      Part of me wanted to be upset that he’d sort of lied. And I wanted to be mad, enraged he’d used me in some way. But Ashlyn let slip that he was in l—liked me. Which meant what he’d been saying had been from a real place.

      And the part of me that got ridiculously giddy over that fact was a far bigger part.

      I pulled into the cafe’s side lot and waved to Lindee, already perched at our favorite table.

      She stood as I trotted toward her, looking over her shoulder. “Hey, everything okay? That text didn’t make any sense.”

      I nodded, shook my head, and shrugged as I shoved my phone in her face. “Matt’s Dragon Boy.”

      Her eyes slowly widened, a grin overtaking her face. “Knew his number seemed familiar.” She laughed and took the cell from me, scrolling through the texts. “Look at you, Ms. Flirty Pants. Wow.” She handed it back. “Have you told him yet? Stars alive I can’t wait to see how excited he is when he finds that out.”

      I bit at my smile, shaking my head. “I don’t have any proof, but I think he already knows. Plus, he told Ashlyn he’s in love with me, can you believe that?”

      Lindee did her ‘I-know-more-than-I’m-letting-on’ smile and shrugged.

      “You donkey! You knew, too? When did you find out? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I did, kinda. In my apartment. And I sussed it out when you were snotting all over his office.” She glanced over her other shoulder, scanning the road.

      My brow lowered. “Why do you keep doing that?”

      Her head whipped back around, eyes wide. “Huh? Doing what? You ready to go shopping tomorrow? I’m so ready.” She rubbed her palms together.

      “Hmm.” I narrowed my eyes, eventually exhaling. “Yes, I’m ready. Ashlyn’s coming too.”

      “Nice, she seems fun. So, back to hotty-totty. If he knew it was you the whole time, what’re you going to do about it?”

      I tilted my head. “Do?”

      “Yeah.” Mischief sparkled in her eyes. “We should totally mess with him.”

      “Oh, I don’t—hey!”

      She snatched my phone, and fended off my grabs, flying off a text before finally handing it over with a smug grin.

      
        
        Me: Tell you a secret: I’m falling for a guy at work.

      

      

      “Lindee! NO!” I threw a packet of sugar at her as she cackled.

      “What? Don’t even try to pretend you aren’t. You guys are in L-O-V-E,” she teased.

      I groaned into my hands, sneaking a glance at the open text chain.

      Those three dots popped up, and nervous energy exploded through me.

      “Is he replying?” She leaned up over the table and giggled. “Can’t wait to see what he says.”

      
        
        DB: Ah, well that’s bad news for me then, isn’t it?

      

      

      “Ha, he’s good. Bait him.” Lindee bit the end of her tongue, and I narrowed my eyes over a smile, now fully on board with this plan.

      
        
        Me: He doesn’t like me though.

        DB: Hmm. You sure?

        Me: Positive. He’s way too into his suits and rising to the top no matter who he steps on along the way.

        DB: ...and you like him? Sounds terrible. And nothing like me. (Not winking.)

        DB: Tell you a secret: I like someone at my office too. But she’s way too into plotting my downfall and doesn’t see me for the man I am.

      

      

      “Ugh.” I frowned. “Heart punch.”

      “What’s that mean? Delilah Eve Camaroon, what did you do?”

      “I might have called...Channel 39.” I winced, bracing.

      Four sugar packets pelted me in the face, one after the other. “What were you smoking this morning? You know what a bulldog Chad is! Poor Matt.”

      “Uh, excuse me. Poor me. I spent way too long doing this presen—oh no.”

      All the blood drained from my head, headed straight for my toes.

      Matthew and I... What about this position? And this presentation would hurt him. Though, the public needed to know what’s been going on.

      Man. This high horse was getting wobbly. I put my hand over my stomach and pouted.

      “So, this presentation I’ve been dreading? I’m doing it on Easton Dev instead of growth projections.”

      Her brows jumped. “Wow, ballsy. Did you know they just put up a bid for my building?”

      “No! What the heck?”

      She nodded solemnly. “Yeah, we got a notice from the building manager today that they were probably going to sell. May have to come sleep on your couch.”

      I fumed, tightly crossing my arms. “I tell you what, I’m going to talk to Matt about it. There’s no way he knows what all is going on.”

      “Okay. But get back to texting him. This is better than my stories.”

      I snorted. “I still can’t believe you watch soap operas like an old lady.”

      “Shush, I have to have something to talk to the actual old ladies at the salon about.”

      She flailed both hands at my phone, and I rolled my eyes.

      
        
        Me: Sounds pretty terrible...you should find someone better.

        DB: That’s the funny thing about love. You can’t really tell it what to do.

      

      

      “Ack, my heart.” I showed the phone to Lindee, who aww’ed with the best of them.

      
        
        DB: Besides, not sure better exists.

      

      

      “Del, you need to fix this. Matt’s seriously a great guy, and you’re going to screw it up.” She glanced over her shoulder again and paused.

      I followed her line of sight to a black-haired bruiser, sporting sunglasses and a light brown blazer-style jacket, reclined on a bench about fifteen feet down the sidewalk. He shook his head and stood, approaching us with no small amount of determined swagger.

      “Who’s that?”

      She didn’t even hear me, eyes locked on whoever it was.

      Once he reached our table, he gave me a short nod with a tight smile, but faced Lindee, crossing his arms.

      “I told you not to give away my position.”

      She crossed her arms too and huffed. “Well, how am I supposed to know where you are if I don’t look for you?”

      “You’re supposed to trust that I’m there, watching, like I said I’d be.”

      “Yeah, well.” She swatted her hair off her shoulders and smirked. “Maybe I just wanted to watch you stalk up to me with that frown.”

      He let out a surprised chuckle. “Ma’am, I don’t fraternize with clients.

      “Blech, don’t call me ‘Ma’am.’ We’re probably the same age.”

      He tugged his sunglasses down his nose, eyeing her. “Probably.” He pushed them back up and exhaled. “Look, just go about your normal activities, like I instructed you to do. Forget I’m here. Think you can do that?”

      “Uh, Lindee, what the frick is going on? Why do you have a—what are you a bodyguard?”

      He let out a grumble and scrubbed a hand down his face before turning and giving me a nod. “Ms. Arthur’s been set up with a security detail, from the best in the biz. Round the clock, until the threat is...neutralized.”

      I sucked in a breath and grabbed her arm. “Is this from the dude you texted?”

      She drew in her cheek and nodded, but then laughed dismissively. “It’s probably nothing. You know how I overreact.”

      “No, Mr. Easton was right to call us. All the signs are there for classic stalker escalation. Luckily, we’re equipped to handle things. Your friend is safe with us.” The bruiser turned and stuck his hand out to me. “Sebastian King. King Security.”

      It dwarfed mine, and I gave it a solid shake, catching Lindee’s slight smile as she side-eyed him. She’d always been into that tank-with-clothes build.  Though, this one seemed like a major upgrade in the brains department from her usual targets.

      She caught my eye and nodded at his waist, bouncing her brows.

      Clearing my throat, I gestured to the empty chair. “You own the company?”

      “My brother Sean and I. And no thanks, ma’am. I need to get back to surveillance.” He scowled at Lindee. “From another location. Good day, ladies.”

      She shrugged an apology and gave him a finger wave as he strolled on down the sidewalk in the opposite direction, shaking his head, under both our watchful stares.

      Once he slipped into a side alley, I whipped back around, crossed my arms, and pinned her with a glare.

      Her toothy grin appeared as she smoothed her palms on her thighs. “How about that...sports...game, eh?”

      I ignored her, throwing my hands out to the side. “First, you told Matt, not me? I didn’t know you guys were friends. Second, you didn’t tell me you were worried for your freaking life, Lindee?”

      “Don’t be so dramatic, it’s just me being extra safe. Isn’t that what you always told me to do? Be more careful? Well, this is that. And I texted Matt because I knew you’d freak the flip out, plus I figured he’d know how to handle this sort of thing.” She swallowed, digging her chin into her shoulder, and scanned the sidewalk.

      “Lind.” I took a slow breath. “You’re seriously scared.”

      “I’m not. It’s fine. It’s totally fine. Sebastian’s been checking all my locks and complaining about busted parking lot lamps and grumbling about my lack of window bars and prowling behind me like a sexy wolf for most of the day now. Also, they wouldn’t even talk to me about pricing or anything. Matthew’s footing the bill. Speaking of, let’s get back to—”

      I gripped her hand in both of mine, and she chewed on her lip, refusing to meet my gaze.

      Honestly, words wouldn’t even come. I’d never seen her like this. Lindee was one of the bravest, most confident, trusting women I’d ever met.

      There wasn’t anything I could do to help, either. I didn’t have the kind of money Matt did, nor his connections. But he’d already set her up with the best of the best, so worrying until I was a wreck wouldn’t do any good.

      I blew out a slow breath and squeezed her hand again. All I could do was comfort her. And maybe take her mind off it.

      “Checking your locks, huh?” I leaned back and went about reorganizing the victimized sugar packets. “Is that what kids are calling it these days?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Nope, that man’s an unscalable mountain. All business. It’d be easier for me to break into Fort Knox than get into his pants.”

      We pointed at each other and simultaneously said, “So, you’re saying there’s a chance!”

      Grinning, she nodded and nudged my phone toward me.

      “Speaking of pants worth getting into.”
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      She was falling for me.

      Me.

      But the crack about my not caring was just plain wrong. I couldn’t keep hiding this from her, especially with the announcement I planned to make during the presentation.

      All I had to do was call her and tell the truth. Just say—

      “Delilah, we’ve been texting each other, I’m sorry I didn’t let you know sooner. But I lo—ugh. I can’t even say it when she’s not here.”

      I raked my hands through my hair, sitting on the end of this hotel bed.

      Love wasn’t something I’d done. Liked, yes. Serious lust, absolutely. But the feelings Delilah kicked to life in me were so different.

      We hadn’t even kissed yet!

      I scratched my stubble and groaned. The nerves and guilt were going to eat me alive. I couldn’t just sit here. I’d already signed all the papers and dropped them with the front desk. Already seen my dad and had no plans to go back again.

      How utterly ridiculous would it be to drive nine hours back? Show up at her door and sweep her into my arms?

      Butterflies the size of giraffes stomped around in my chest, and I shook my head.

      I couldn’t do that, because she told “DB”, not me. Though, maybe if I did go see her, she’d admit it to my face.

      Hopefully it wasn’t too late for a flight.

      I buzzed down to the front desk.

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Easton?”

      “Call the airstrip for me, please. See if they can get a flight up asap. Back to Rhapsody Hills.”

      “Yes, sir, right away.”

      My phone went off, and I tripped over the edge of the blanket, nearly falling flat on my face as I grabbed it off the bed.

      
        
        Cricket: Wow, you used the “L” word. That sounds serious.

        Me: I’d like to think it would be, if I could figure out how to convince her to give me a chance.

        Me: Any tips?

      

      

      I quickly jammed all my things back in my bag.

      
        
        Cricket: My advice? Just be yourself. The real you. The one that you wish she’d see. Show off your tats, I bet she’d love those.

      

      

      My heart stopped, my bag toppling off the edge of the bed. I glanced around the room. Were there cameras in here?

      
        
        Me: I never told you I had tattoos. In fact, very few people know about them.

        Cricket: Oh

        Cricket: You sure?

        Cricket: Heh. Look at that. Scrolled all the way back through and you totally didn’t.

        Cricket: I meant if you had them. Don’t all guys?

      

      

      I covered my mouth and let out a shocked laugh. Could it really—did she—

      
        
        Me: ...

        Cricket: ...

        Me: You know who I am.

        Cricket: ...

      

      

      “That’s it.”

      With shaking hands, I tapped her name, and slowly raised the phone to my ear, swallowing a boulder.

      When the ringing stopped, I nearly died. She didn’t say anything, but I could hear sounds from our town in the background.

      “...Delilah,” I finally murmured.

      She cleared her throat. “Matthew.”

      I threw the phone on the bed and stepped back, hands locked behind my head. “Holy hell,” I whispered and paced in a wide circle, before dashing back to snag the phone.

      “Sorry, I—how long—”

      “Listen, I’m sorry for—”

      We spoke at the same time, and I laughed. “Stop talking at the same time as me, Camaroon.”

      The smile in her voice made my heart do flips in my chest. “Like I can control that. Even you can’t.” She giggled and muttered, “Hi, Sparky.”

      I pressed the phone to my chest and punched the air in victory several times before putting it back to my ear. “Hey, Cricket.”

      She let out a sigh that had me grabbing my bag faster than I’d ever moved before. I was through the door, and in the elevator before it even swung closed.

      “I’m taking a flight back. Hopefully. We have a lot to talk about. And...I need to see you.”

      A female voice squealed in the background, muffled, and Del whispered, “Shh!”

      “Am I on speaker?”

      “No, Lindee’s just a master of eavesdropping.”

      “Hi Matthew, Delilah’s grinning like a fool over here—”

      Lindee’s words muffled again, followed by her laugh.

      “Sorry, I’m leaving her here.”

      A chair scraped.

      “Okay. Delilah, I—”

      “Wait, let’s do it in person. But before we hang up...I was only baiting you with the suits comment. And the other one. I know that’s not you.”

      “I’m glad. Listen, I know you want to wait, but you need to know, I meant every single thing I texted you.”

      She was quiet, her breathing and footsteps steadily becoming the only sound, until she opened a car door, and shut it, blocking out all other noise.

      “I’m really glad. Hey, Matt?”

      I’d made it to the ground floor and trotted to the desk. “Yes, Del?”

      “Hurry home.”

      Breathy, sultry.

      My heart and stomach took a one-two punch, and I white-knuckled the counter. “I can’t get there fast enough.”

      She giggled again, and I grinned like an idiot. “See you soon.”

      “Bye, Cricket.”

      When she ended the call, I stared at the phone so lost in thought I didn’t hear the clerk walk up.

      I thrust my room key at her and swiped my card. If she’d said anything, I couldn’t recall, so high on adrenaline and dopamine. It was an hour later, when I settled into my plane seat, that my thoughts finally cleared enough to be aware of what was going on.

      Panic only just started when I remembered Delilah’s mention of her mysterious adult version of ‘slaps’ and I was immediately lost in thought again.

      Very good thoughts.

      I picked up and put down my phone no less than twenty times over the course of the flight. Why did the idea of sending her a text now seem so nerve-wracking?

      “Man up, Easton,” I muttered to myself, finally opening the text chain.

      It would either be weird or the same, or maybe better. But I’d never know if I didn’t just freaking do it.

      
        
        Me: You’d think being part dragon would mean I’d love flying.

        Cricket: Did you know wombat dens are fire-proof?

      

      

      I laughed, sending all those giraffe sized butterflies tumbling again. It wasn’t weird at all. Thank God.

      
        
        Me: Lol. No, and it both does and doesn’t surprise me that you know that.

        Cricket: Literally looked up a random wombat fact, just for you.

        Me: Tell me another.

        Cricket: Nope, your turn. Dragon facts, ftw!

        Me: what does that mean?

        Cricket: “For the win” you old goat.

        Me: Ha! I’ll show you old.

        Cricket:  Maaaaaaaybe.

        Me: Did you know Dragons mate for life?

        Cricket: ...

        Cricket: Wombats do, too.

        Me: Is that true??

        Cricket: I have no idea, lol. But *this* wombat does. Or plans to. Someday.

        Me: I need to know where you are, so I don’t have to drive all over Rhapsody ‘desperately seeking Delilah.’

        Cricket: Are you? Desperate I mean?

        Me: Excruciatingly.

        Cricket: I actually haven’t stopped grinning yet. You’re gonna have to pay for my wrinkle treatments, since they’ll be your fault.

        Me: Same. And I’ll pay for anything you want, any time you want it. But you won’t need that. I’m pretty sure beauty like yours is eternal.

        Cricket: Wowzers, you’re good. Thanks. And...I’m at home.

      

      

      I blew out a slow breath and adjusted in my seat. The closer I got to Rhapsody Hills, the tighter I wound. Seeing her this time would be an entirely different animal.

      
        
        Me: Landing in a few, then I don’t care how many cops I tick off on the way.

        Cricket: Just be careful, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll see you soon, dragon boy.

      

      

      I tapped my phone on my chin and chuckled, my mind whirling around the ways this could go. The only thing I knew for certain was we’d air it all out tonight.
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      I let out yet another anxious squeal as I flitted around my living room, picking random junk up and rearranging things. I knew he probably didn’t care a lick about my stupid knick-knacks, but if I didn’t do something, I’d go insane.

      His words and texts were burned in my memory, and I replayed them over and over as I trotted back to my bedroom to stare at my closet again.

      Should I change?

      I snorted. “Into something more comfortable?”

      No, the goal for right now was serious, in-depth conversation. I swallowed. Probably involving our mouths. ‘Cause, you know, that’s where you talk from.

      “This is ridiculous.” I wiggled out of my skirt, tugged my shirt off, and grabbed my jeans and a pale blue t-shirt.

      I checked my watch and ran my tongue over my teeth. Hmm. The airstrip was about twenty-five minutes from my house. And he hadn’t landed yet.

      Enough time for a full-on date-worthy clean-up session. I dashed to my bathroom, showered, brushed my teeth, and had just turned the hairdryer off when I heard a heavy knock on the door.

      “Oh, my word, he’s here.” I shook the nerves off my hands and quickly dressed, tugging down the hem of my shirt as I opened the door.

      “Good evening. Are you Delilah Camaroon?”

      A heart-stabbingly familiar face stared back at me, and all my happy feelings died on the sharp breath I let out.

      Styled short blond hair, perfect smile, sparkling blue eyes, and calm confidence oozing from every invisible pore on his flawless skin. I nodded dumbly and shook his outstretched manicured hand.

      “Chad Karmichael. I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you wouldn’t mind.” He stepped over the threshold, backing me up as he went, sharp eyes scanning the room. “Quite a lovely home you have. Did Matthew Easton pay for it?”

      I blinked at him as he strolled past me. “W-what? No.”

      “Interesting.” He took a hand-held voice recorder out of the breast pocket of his jacket and spoke into it. “Claims she didn’t use the money on her house.”

      “Money? What money?” I pinned him with a glare.

      He held the recorder in my direction. “Is it true Matthew sent you a massive bouquet of flowers earlier this week?”

      My face contorted in confusion. “Yes, but I literally can’t fathom why that matters.”

      “Mmm, and is it true he’s been ‘working’ at Easton, Tucker, & MaFlour to distract from the embezzlement of funds from Easton Developments?”

      Chad took another step toward me as my mouth worked. “I—embezzlement? No. Matthew wouldn’t be involved in anything like that.”

      “So, he’s not working at Easton, Tucker & MaFlour?”

      “I mean...yes he’s been working there, but he wouldn’t steal money!”

      Chad smirked. “So, you’re saying he’d make sure someone else took it for him. Clever.”

      “That’s not what I said at all!” I balled my fists at my sides.

      “I looked into you, too. Basic college degree, a couple of failed relationships.” He glanced around again. “No pets. Pretty unremarkable as far as life events. Except...”

      He took another step, looming in personality, if not height. “Your father lost his job during a takeover, your mother died shortly thereafter. That must have given you quite the grudge against the Eastons. How does it feel knowing Matthew will probably go to jail? Would you say you’re happy to hear the guilty party will face justice?”

      My blood ran cold, and I gripped my throat. Tears pricked my eyes, but I clamped my lips closed. There wasn’t anything I could say without making things worse. I’d always heard about predatory journalism, but to be on the receiving end was sickening.

      “She’ll not be making any more comments.”

      Matthew’s chesty rumble boomed from my doorway, and I turned with a gasp.

      “Matt!” I careened into him and he wrapped his arms around me, turning so he was between Chad and me.

      “Oh, now that’s interesting.” Chad turned the recorder to himself. “Evidence confirmed of a relationship between the two of them. Evening, Mr. Easton. My sources say you’ve just come back from visiting your father’s estate. Did this have anything to do with the missing money from the Easton Developments community fund?” The recorder flicked out toward us again.

      I craned my neck, focusing on Matt’s clenching jaw.

      “Leave.”

      His growl was equal parts intimidating and super-sexy.

      Chad smirked, tucked the device back in his pocket and stopped just in front of us. “Got your invitation. See you both soon.”

      With that, he rounded me and strolled to his car, smug and satisfied expression in place.

      Once Chad pulled out of the driveway, I finally released the back of Matt’s shirt, and his protective grip relaxed a little.

      “Not quite the reunion I’d hoped for.” His voice was tight, angry, but he exhaled and rubbed my arm, pushing me back a bit. “You’ll learn you can’t say anything to the press. They twist it all. And it’s best to avoid the cameras. Any expression, happy or sad, they use it however they want.”

      I sucked in a stuttered breath and faced him, crossing my arms tight. “He just showed up, walked right in. When you see him on TV, he gives off such a nice vibe, but that was intense. Icky.” I shuddered. “Wish I hadn’t called him to begin with. I’m sorry.”

      Matt nodded and chewed his lip, mirroring my posture as he stared out the open door. “Me, too. I’d hoped the invite would have been enough to keep him busy for a bit longer. I’m just sorry you had a crash course in being with me so soon.” He gave me a small, heartbreaking smile. “I’d suggest you avoid the news tomorrow. And the paper.”

      My heart rate finally slowed enough that I no longer felt like I’d been running from a chainsaw wielding psycho, and the information trickled into place.

      “How did he already know you’d been to see your dad? That’s seriously creepy. And the embezzlement thing! That can’t be real, right?”

      “Clearly he’s got some standing order to alert him of my comings and goings. I thought he’d moved on from hounding my family, but I guess he was just biding his time. As for the other, I sincerely hope not. If so, I’ve got far more to deal with than I thought.” His hand landed lightly on my shoulder. “Thank you for defending me.”

      We shared a normal smile. “We may have been asses to each other for a while, but I know you’re no thief.”

      His cheek hitched higher, and he gave my shoulder a final squeeze before letting his hand fall away. “We have been a little ridiculous.”

      “Well, one of us, and I’m not naming names—” I coughed, said, “Matt,” and coughed again before continuing. “Was being a lot ridiculous.”

      He shrugged, smile still in place. “What can I say? I always give 110%, even at being a raging tool.”

      I laughed, and he inhaled, shaking his head. “That’s a fantastic sound, in case you didn’t know.”

      Another thought hit me, and my expression hardened.

      “You invited him to the presentation, after I called and told him not to come? Why?”

      Matt’s gaze sharpened, his entire demeanor shifting. “Damage control. It helps to know when and where your enemy will be, rather than guessing. Let them in the front door and they won’t be tempted to kick down the back one.” He rubbed his forehead and put a hand on his hip.

      I could almost see the anxiety rolling off him. Honestly, there wouldn’t be any amount of money that would make me tolerate this kind of junk, if I were him. I’d have gone to some foreign country and forgotten all about Rhapsody Hills long before now.

      “I was so excited about you, I guess I blocked him and this whole thing from my mind.” His dark eyes scanned my face, a slight frown settling on his own. “But...I’ve gotta ask, what were you planning on giving him when you sent him the tip in the first place?”

      I swallowed and blew out a slow breath before nodding. “That was one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. Eventually. Ugh, can we just pretend he didn’t show up? I feel like I showered for no reason.”

      I’d muttered the last part, mostly to myself, but the palpable shift in the air around us let me know he heard it loud and clear.

      He scanned me head to painted toes like it was the first time he’d seen me.

      “You don’t shower daily anyway?”

      I snorted. “Yes. Well, everyone has a lazy day once in a while, but there’s normal shower and then there’s, uh, you know. Shower-shower.”

      His brows drew together, head tilting as his gaze slid down my body again. When it re-collided with mine, it was super charged, awareness burning in his eyes like the sun.

      “Oh.” He cleared his throat, a flush climbing up his neck. “Well. Wouldn’t want to be wasteful.”

      I couldn’t help the smirk that spread on my lips. “So, does that mean we can push pause on all the heavy talk and discuss things like...” I put my hand on his chest. “ … you were excited about me?”

      That flush hit his cheeks and a small, adorably shy smile formed, as he rubbed the back of his neck. A bubble of affection burst in my chest, and I narrowly avoided squealing. Embarrassed Matt may have been the cutest thing I’d ever seen.

      “Caught that, did you?”

      I nodded, biting my lip.

      He let out a chuckle. “Yeah. I might have a small crush on you, Camaroon.”

      “Might?” I laughed and gave him a little shove. “And only a small one?”

      His panty-ripping, full-on grin, which had starred in quite a few fantasies, finally made an appearance, and he shrugged with one shoulder. “Maybe a big one.”

      I almost melted right there.

      “You’re insanely hot, in case you didn’t know.”

      “Funny,” he murmured, covering my hand with his. “I was thinking the same thing about you. Those jeans are seriously something else.”

      I glanced down, willing the blush out of my cheeks. “What, these old things? Not even kidding, I warred for a solid twenty minutes on what to wear.”

      He let out a short hum. “I admire that most about you, you know.”

      I whipped my head back up, meeting his engulfing gaze. He smoothed the back of his middle finger down my cheek, sending sparks through my body.

      Young Matt flashed in my mind, a flickering old movie, swapping with sexy adult Matt, but instead of running from the memories, or being sad about them, I accepted our history. Warmth filled my chest, and I leaned into his touch, smirking. “My hopeless overthinking?”

      “No.” He cupped my face and stepped against me, tracing my cheeks with his thumbs. “Your hopeless honesty.”

      I dropped my gaze to those full lips with their pronounced cupid’s bow which set my heart racing again. All I could think about was how they’d taste, feel. I let my hands wander his muscled chest, lost in my own mind. His lips moved, and my lids shuttered.

      “W-what?”

      “I said...” He leaned in, whispering the words millimeters away from my mouth. “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      I’d only managed one nod before he brushed his lips on mine, timid at first, testing. Despite the gentle contact, my system jolted like I’d been hooked up to a car battery. I dug my fingertips into his muscles, and he tilted back just enough to gaze into my half-lidded eyes, my desire mirrored in his own.

      Then he groaned: low, primal, vibrating straight through me. I must have gasped, because my mouth was open when he crashed back into me like a scalding wave I’d gladly drown in. Our tongues teased, tasted as he held my face tighter, mouths crushed together. And oh my word it was so worth the wait. His lips were warm, soft, moving with mine in perfect sync and his cool, sweet scent had my stomach doing somersaults.

      I shivered, and his mouth curled into a smile against mine for only a second, before the intensity shifted. Our kisses turned desperate, panting breaths interrupted by throaty growls and whimpering moans as we pawed at each other’s clothes. His wide hands slipped under the hem of my t-shirt, sapping the air from my lungs as they smoothed up my sides, pulling the shirt along with them. I leaned away, and Matt’s eyes instantly flicked down, a hungry moan escaping his throat as I took over, tugging the shirt off as fast as I could.

      He wasted no time yanking his own shirt off, and I might have made a few rather unladylike sounds as I scanned him.

      Before he could do anything else, I grabbed him by the front waistband and walked backward through my living room, tugging him along.

      We grinned like idiots the whole way to my bedroom, not speaking. The backs of my thighs hit my mattress, and Matt’s demeanor shifted again, his motions turning reverent as he slowly undid my bra and slid the straps down. I knew right then I was in for a heart-changing, world-shattering experience.

      And I’d never been more ready.
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      Sunlight peeked through the all-business blinds on Delilah’s windows as I blinked to awareness.

      Heat swept through me in an instant and spectacular memories roared to life.

      Holy hell.

      Del was a force to be reckoned with. I grinned and gently picked up my head, scanning the length of her. She’d slept in my arms all night, spooning with my arm over her waist.

      We’d passed out after the second round, more satisfied than I’d ever been in my entire life. Making love—because that wasn’t just sex—to Delilah was nothing like I could have imagined. I’d always been expected to be the aggressor in past relationships, with my partners going along for the ride, but Del...Del took charge at every step and, to be perfectly honest, I’d never enjoyed it more.

      She stirred, flipping over to face me.

      “Good morning, beautiful.” I kissed the tip of her nose.

      “Mmm.” She grinned, eyes still closed. “Mernin’.”

      We curled into each other, threading our legs. I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her even closer.

      “Last night was...” I let out a disbelieving laugh.

      “Totally agree.” She grinned up at me before nuzzling my throat. “Better than every fantasy put together, times two.”

      “Stop,” I chuckled. “That can’t be true.”

      “Hopelessly honest, remember?”

      “Oh, I remember.” I grinned and grunted, shifting. “Think I pulled something.”

      “I know I did.” She waggled her brows, and I snorted.

      “Yeah, you did. Couple times.” My cheeks aching from smiling, I eyed her another moment, then pressed a kiss onto the crown of her head, humming. “Pretty sure I could die happy now.”

      “Nope. Dying is categorically not allowed. If you died, we couldn’t do that again, and I legitimately plan on doing it so much we walk like old people.”

      I laughed until my stomach ached. She joined in, tilting her head back. Her beauty—from the twinkle in her eyes to the sparkle in her soul—hit me hard, right in the heart. My laughter slowly died, and I couldn’t help but kiss her. I rolled us until I was on top again, and broke the kiss, propping up on my hands above her.

      “Delilah Camaroon, I’m genuinely addicted to you.”

      Her breath caught. With a small smile, she brushed a few strands of hair from her forehead. “Like a drug?”

      I did an exaggerated nod.

      Her smile twisted into a smirk, and she stroked my cheek. “Drugs are bad, Dragon Boy. Just say no.”

      Affection of a level I’d never experienced exploded through me, my pulse stuttering and racing.

      My God. I really do love her.

      “Guess we need to talk now, huh?” She sighed, lacing her hands behind my head, toying with my hair.

      I frowned a pout. “Not yet. We haven’t had breakfast. And this is too nice.”

      “It is. Especially the view from down here.” She winked and trailed her hands down my shoulders, down my arms and over my tattoos. “These are so pretty. Do they mean anything?”

      I tilted my head and, with a heavy exhale, dropped down to the bed beside her. “Not really. Though, now I plan on getting a cricket.” I tapped the skin over my heart. “Right here.”

      “Oh, Matthew.” She bit her lip and glanced toward the wall. I smiled until she cut now wet eyes back at me.

      I cupped her cheek. “What’s wrong?”

      “That’s so sweet I can’t take it.” She blinked rapidly, fanning her eyes with her free hand, and laughed. “Might be a little emotionally screwy at the moment, sorry.”

      “Aww, come here.” I rolled onto my back and pulled her against my side, tucking her tight. She sniffled and nestled perfectly in my arms as I stroked her hair. “No need to be sorry. You should totally own that you’re a morning-after-sex crier.”

      She barked a loud surprised laugh and lightly whacked my chest. “I am not! That’s just the most thoughtful thing anyone’s almost done for me. And I’ve been through a lot here recently!”

      “Mmhmm. I bet there’s a hashtag for it.” I snagged her hand and kissed her palm before pressing it back against my chest. “Weekly meetings.”

      Her stunning giggle filled the room. “Yep, you guessed it. I’ll save you a seat.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Deal. I’ll be your support. As long as everyone knows I’m not the crier.”

      “I thought we were owning our status?”

      “Nope, just you.” I smirked and pointed at my eyes. “Bone dry, darling.”

      She snorted and leaned in for another kiss. I could have stayed like that forever, but far too soon she pulled away and patted my cheek, sitting up.

      “Okay, let’s just dive right in, because it’s not going to get easier.”

      That sobered me a bit. My smile fell, and I nodded, sitting up as well.

      We now faced each other, legs tucked under ourselves, me still shirtless, and her tugging the sheet up and tucking it under her arms like a make-shift dress.

      Del curled her finger around mine and pulled until our hands were centered between us.

      “So, this presentation.”

      I lit up. This was the perfect time to confess my new ownership position. “Yes! I wanted to tell you, I—”

      “Wait.” She pointed at me. “This is super important, please.”

      I nodded.

      After sucking in a deep breath, she winced and exhaled all her words.

      “I decided to do my presentation on how bad Easton Developments is for every community they touch, and I called Creepy Karmichael to have Channel 39 broadcast the whole thing before Easton Dev could buy up even more land and evict Lindee, but when I noticed the signatures weren’t the same, I went back to the Monahan takeover and they weren’t the same then, either! And I’d been blaming you for my mom’s death for years, and I’m so sorry.”

      Near the end her voice pitched, but she cleared her throat and leveled her head.

      The gears in my mind cranked and whined as I processed.

      Bad for the community. Possible embezzlement. This couldn’t have been my father’s work. No, he’d never hand me something he knew was illegal.

      And I wouldn’t have much time to figure it out either, with this stupid dinner barking at our heels, and a news anchor who fancied himself an investigative reporter sniffing around uncovering things.

      But most importantly—

      “It’s okay, I’m not upset with you.” I leaned over, cupping her cheek. “Really glad you figured out the truth. Would you show me the presentation?”

      She blinked at me and nodded. “Uh, sure. Keep in mind, I was a little ticked and confused at the time.”

      I grinned. “It’s fine. I’ve been taking the best Delilah Camaroon can dish out for the better part of six months. I think I can handle PowerPoint slides.”

      “Eh...I hope so.”
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      I sat beside Matthew on the couch, my hands over my face, emitting a near continuous mortified groan. The laptop sat innocently on the coffee table in front of us, proudly displaying my hard work.

      We’d gotten dressed lazily, caressing and teasing the entire time. All those yummy feelings were long gone now, though.

      Matt had one arm braced on his thigh as he leaned over, hitting the arrow key when needed with his other hand. His eyes didn’t leave the screen a single time during the presentation, scanning each slide with the intensity of a heart surgeon, that jaw muscle jumping occasionally.

      He reached the last slide, and I cringed so hard I almost cramped. He hit the arrow key several times before letting out a loud, long exhale.

      Still staring at the screen, he threaded his fingers and leaned back, resting his hands on his stomach.

      “Is it all true? I mean, aside from the bit at the end where I have kraken arms.”

      “God, I’m so sorry. I told you, I was—doesn’t matter. Obviously, that’s getting deleted. But...” I finally released my face and crossed my arms with a nod. “Based on all the numbers and records I could find...yeah. I mean, I felt confident enough in it to send it out into the world.”

      He thrust his tongue in his cheek and tucked his chin to his chest in a short nod. “It’s...uh...good work, Del.”

      “Matt, look at me.”

      He didn’t.

      I crawled across the couch and picked up his hands as I straddled him. He readjusted, resting one on each of my hips, but even with me front and center, his gaze stayed distant, cocked off to the side.

      Ugh, this was killing me. I toyed with his hair, but still nothing.

      “Sparky,” I whimpered, tugging at a lock. “I’m really sorry.”

      Finally, he cut his eyes to me and blinked several times. “I’m not upset with you.” His face relaxed, and he exhaled through his nose as he tugged me forward. I crumpled against him, and he wrapped me in a tight hug as I rested my head on his shoulder, soaking up his amazing scent.

      “I’m worried.”

      I nodded and pressed a kiss to his neck as he continued.

      “There’s so much to fix. If I have time before Chad gets me hauled off to jail.”

      “I’ll fight every cop in the state before I let that happen.” I picked my head up and gazed into his eyes with fierce determination.

      He let loose a small smile. “The entire police force, eh?”

      “Oh yeah.” I stole a kiss before nestling back in his arms. “Chomp chomp.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Ankle biter.”

      I grinned against his neck again and shrugged. “Look, I just work with what the good Lord gave me. Boobs and a lack of height.”

      His chesty laugh rang out that time, and I did a little victory wiggle.

      “There’s no way dad knew what was going on...Did you look at the timelines? I mean, the first project that went south. I wonder if it coincides with Vanessa getting sick.”

      “Is that your step-mom?”

      He grunted to the affirmative, readjusting his arms around me.

      “Matt, I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s fine. They’re skipping the country to live their best holistic life. The point is whoever he appointed to run things probably decided that was the perfect time to start skimming off the top. If Karmichael is right. Which, honestly, he might be.”

      I swallowed and leaned up, catching his gaze. “Leaving the country after handing it off to you, then an embezzlement issue comes up? You know how that looks, right?”

      “I do.” His eyes held a hint of something deeper, but he blinked it away. “But that’s really not the case.”

      “I believe you, this just smacks of some B-movie-worthy conspiracy to bring down the Easton empire.” I let out a highly un-ladylike snort.

      Only, Matt didn’t laugh with me.

      Instead, he gripped my shoulders and pushed me back, his gaze widening by the breath.

      “Del. You might be onto something.”

      My brows launched up. “You think so? Who?”

      His sexy mouth twisted to the left as he stared at me, then the right before he jutted out his bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

      We sat like that another few moments, each lost in thought, his hands still on my shoulders, mine resting on his chest.

      Finally, I said, “Well, you don’t think it would be Chad...right?”

      Matt shook his head. “He’s a snake in the woodshed, but he’d never get involved in anything that might taint his precious career.”

      “Hmm. Probably right.”

      Another minute in thought, then I tilted my head. “But how did he find out about the embezzlement?”

      Matt’s gaze met mine. “An informant, likely.”

      “Right.” I nodded. “So, if we find out who that is, maybe that’ll lead us to the culprit!” I got a little too excited and almost lost my balance, teetering on his lap.

      His hands quickly fell to my waist, righting me with a smile. “Careful there, Sherlock.” The smile fell. “That would mean contacting him again, you know.”

      “Ugh.” My lip curled, but I exhaled and stroked his cheek. “I’d talk to a thousand gross reporters if it meant keeping you from taking the fall for something you didn’t do.”

      A sweet grin formed as he gripped my face and tugged me into a kiss. That delicious, Matthew-unique ball of affection bloomed in my chest again, and I hummed, leaning into the kiss.

      Right when his hands slipped down to my hips and ground me against him, two heavy bangs sounded on the door.

      I yelped and tumbled off the side. “Oh no, what time is it?”

      Matt scrubbed his face, wiping at his glazed look, and cleared his throat. “I have no idea. Ten-ish?”

      “Open up, Delly-bean, I know you’re in there.”

      “Lindee?” Matt croaked and launched to his feet.

      “Creamed crap, the shopping trip.” I slapped my forehead.

      “I’ll uh..” He turned side to side, looking for something.

      I laughed. “Just stay there, no need to freak out. Coming, Lind!”

      I crossed the room, but Matt grabbed me around the waist and dipped me in an emotionally charged kiss that curled my toes.

      When he righted me, I panted and staggered a step, swallowing. “Wow, what—”

      “Just needed another hit of my drug before you left.” He winked and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “I’m going to miss you today.”

      “I literally can’t take how amazing you are. Who knew all this was hiding under that scowl?”

      He shrugged. “I did. No one bothered to find out before. Not really. The flash in the pan lovers over the years were on when the cameras were, off when they weren’t. Even my longest relationship, if you can call it that, with...whatever her name—”

      “Amalaysia Kertunick.” I nearly spat the name, but smiled instead.

      Matt blinked at me. “How on Earth did you remember that?”

      “I...might...have kept tabs on you over the years.”

      He stared at me as a small smile tugged at his mouth. “I like that.” The smile quickly turned into a grimace. “But sorry you had to see it all. I was so stupid for so long. Anyway.” He took a deep breath through his nose. “My point was, being with you like this, like the real me, is surprisingly easy.”

      My heart hiccupped. “I agree. This is good, us I mean.”

      We shared a charged smile, and I toyed with not opening the door at all, but Lindee banged a rhythm that time. I groaned and took the final few steps, swinging the door wide.

      “Finally, what took sooooooh my God.”

      Lind’s eyes bugged as Matt stepped up beside me, curling his fingers around mine.

      “Hey, Boss Man!” Ashlyn called from the driveway, hanging out the passenger window of Lind’s car. “Hey, there, Delilah! Like the song, get it?”

      Lind’s eyes flitted from me to Matt and back again. “Did you—are you—did she—eeek!” A massive grin split her face and she jumped in place with a clap. “Finally! Did you bone her good? I tell you, she needed it.”

      Matt laughed and shrugged, but I growled and pushed her backward through the doorway on my way out. “You’re horrible.”

      I kept hold of Matt’s hand, pulling him through as well. “Wait, I need my shoes, Del. So do you.”

      “Fricking frick.”

      Lindee squeal laughed, and I sighed as I ducked back inside to grab my sneakers.

      “What’s so funny?” Ashlyn’s voice rang out again.

      Lindee turned toward her. “Matt and Del finally banged it out.”

      “Oh my God, why am I your friend?” I whisper-screeched.

      “They what?”

      Lindee cupped her hands over her mouth and shouted, “They had sex!”

      I wanted to melt into the floor. My luck, the entire neighborhood was out walking their ten million dogs.

      “Oh! Hey, good job guys!”

      Matt belly laughed on the couch, one shoe on, hands gripping his stomach.

      That sight and sound alone wiped all my irritation away. It was so domestic and comfortable and perfect it flipped my stomach on end. Maybe if I was lucky, I’d get to see it every day...

      Nerves wiggled in my chest. I furrowed my brow and tugged on my shoes, tabling that line of thought until later.

      “Ready, hot stuff?” I snagged my purse, which I’d also forgotten, and faced him.

      His eyes roamed my body, a soft smirk in place that set my pulse racing again.

      He cleared his throat and stood with a nod. “Ready, beautiful.”

      I grinned and bit my lip, holding out my hand. We threaded our fingers, and he picked up our hands, giving each of my fingers a kiss as we cleared the door.

      Yeah. Every day would be amazing.

      “Where’s your car?” I scanned the driveway and the road in front of my house.

      Matt pointed to the driveway next door, wherein sat his luxury car. “Didn’t want to block in whoever was parked here last night. And I don’t leave it on the road. I gave them a hundred dollars and a note.” He shrugged.

      I barked out a laugh. “Okay then, Mr. Moneybags. Must be nice.”

      He leaned into me, pressing his lips to the tender space below my ear and whispered, “If I gave you a card today and told you to have fun, no limit, would you?”

      “U-um,” I stammered and leaned away a bit. “Probably not?”

      He chuckled, straightening with a smirk. “What if I insisted? I owe you a replacement shirt, you know.”

      A black credit card flicked up in front of my face, only to be plucked away by Lindee. “I’ll take that. We’ll make absolutely sure she has the best time ever.”

      “Thank you, Lindee.” He grinned at me in triumph before facing her. “You guys, too. Whatever you want today. Trust me, it’s fine. How’s Sebastian working out?”

      Her cheeks tinted and she tucked her hair behind her ear. “He’s fine. Good. Very nice. I tried to force him to stay home but he wasn’t having it. That’s his completely boring Corolla down there.”

      She pointed, and two short honks sounded as an arm gestured out the driver’s window in exasperation.

      She rolled her eyes. “He told me to stop pointing, but how else are you supposed to know where he’s at?”

      She frowned like that irritated her, but I knew Lind, and this guy’s hard-to-get act was her crack. She’d break him or die trying.

      “Staying out of sight is kinda the point, Lindee.” Matt chuckled. “But good. As long as you feel safe. I’ve trusted King with my life on several occasions.”

      Matt tugged me toward the car and opened the back door for me.

      “Good morning, Ashlyn.”

      “Morning, boss!” Did her chirpiness know no bounds?

      He shut the car door and leaned in through my open window, giving me a final kiss, whispering, “Feel free to text me. Pictures are always welcome.”

      Lindee had just shut the driver side door, when Ashlyn said, “Pictures of what? Like, the store? Oh, the outfits, right? You guys should coordinate.”

      “He means dirty pictures, Ashlyn.” Lindee’s sing-song voice floated through the car.

      “Oh.” She turned back toward the front, then gasped. “Ohhhhhhhh.”

      Matt chuckled again and leaned back out as I grinned up at him.

      “What’re you going to today, besides share your hottness with the world?”

      He frowned and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Meet with Chad.”

      “Let me know what you find out?” He nodded and Lindee cranked the car and flung it into reverse.

      Matt stepped back with a wave. “Have fun, ladies.”

      I blew him a kiss, and he pantomimed catching it and sticking it in his pocket.

      “You guys are too adorable. I’m already regretting hooking y’all up,” Lindee grumbled, giving me fake side eye as she twisted to look through the rear window.

      I completely ignored her and kept him in my line of sight as long as I could, fighting the grin that wouldn’t leave.

      Yeah. Every day would be quite okay by me.
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      Lindee’s car drove off with my heart in the backseat. I inhaled deeply, smiling. Yeah, I’d fallen hard for her.

      I waved at Sebastian as he rolled past, and he nodded.

      Then they were gone, leaving me standing in Del’s driveway.

      “Right,” I sighed. “Better get to it.”

      Trotting to my car, I pulled my phone out and dialed Channel 39.

      “Yes, Chad Karmichael, please.” I dropped into my seat and cranked the car, tugging the door closed as the receptionist told me he wasn’t taking calls. “It’s Matthew Easton. Trust me, he wants to talk.”

      That did the trick. After a few clicks, a highly satisfied sigh came through the line.

      “Mr. Easton, hello. See the news this morning?”

      I could hear the smug grin and wanted nothing more than to hang up and forget the whole thing. But my pride didn’t matter now.

      “I make it a habit to never watch it. It’s full of lies and propaganda.”

      He made a dissatisfied noise, and I smiled. “I have a proposition for you. Meet me for lunch, to discuss it?”

      “I make it a habit to never meet with criminals.”

      “Well, good thing I’m not a criminal. And I can prove it.”

      “Yawn. They all say that.”

      “Karmichael, just meet me. I promise, at the end of this rainbow sits a big fat story.”

      No way he’d be able to resist that. The line was quiet for a few moments. “Fine. Where?”

      “Astrid’s, I’m headed there now.”

      “You’re buying.”

      I grinned. “You don’t really think I’m guilty. You’d never let me buy you food with dirty money, would you, Chad?”

      He swore and hung up.

      In a little less than thirty minutes I was seated at a small two-top near the front, bouncing my knee. Not from nerves over facing Chad-The-Cad. I could crack his spine with one move. No, I was nervous he’d cause a scene, or show up with cameras. Should have been more specific to make this an off-the-record meeting.

      I hated waiting. With a hefty sigh, I tugged my phone out and shot a text to Delilah.

      
        
        Me: Miss you. Bought anything yet?

        Cricket: Miss you, too. We just got here. Lindee insisted on coming up to the Noble Park Shoppes.

        Me: Good. Nice stores there. Please use my card, Del. If I can’t be there to dote on you, at least allow me that.

        Cricket: You sure know how to turn a girl on.

      

      

      Heat rose up my neck and into my face, pulling my lips into a grin. I shifted in my seat.

      
        
        Me: Losing blood. Replies will be shorter.

        Cricket: LOL!

        Cricket: Lind just said my face was going to crack if I smiled any harder.

        Me: Not sorry.

        Cricket: No worries on the card, she refuses to give it back. I promise to keep her away from any car lots.

        Me: Ha, well at least nothing over a C-class Mercedes. (Can I use a winky emoji now?)

        Cricket: I deleted that message before she could see it. You can thank me later. (Only if I can, too)

        Cricket: Ashlyn says, “Hey boss man.”

        Me: Hello Ashlyn.

        Cricket: Met with the snake yet?

        Me: He’ll be here soon.

        Cricket: Burn his ass, my sexy dragon. We’re headed inside. Talk to you in a bit. <3

      

      

      I stared at the emoji heart, as my own heart thudded. Was it even remotely possible she felt as strongly about me as I did her?

      Chad strolled in through the glass door, making a production out of hanging his sunglasses on his front jacket pocket.

      After a couple quick ‘how are you’s’ to various staff members with his prime-time smile, he eased into the chair across from me, eyeing me like I was about to try and sell him a used car.

      Neither of us offered a handshake. He did, however, pull a folded newspaper out of his back pocket and drop it on top of my napkin with a smirk.

      “Thought you might like to see.”

      I smiled, grabbed it with my index finger and thumb like it was a bloody rag, and dropped it down between the wall and the table without taking so much as a glance. “You thought wrong.”

      He scowled at the space it occupied. I have no doubt he wanted some reaction, most likely negative, but he’d get none from me.

      “Let’s cut to it then,” he grumbled. “What’s the scoop?”

      I leaned over the table, closer to him, glancing around. He immediately mimicked my movements, scooting his chair in further.

      “I need to know who your source was on the embezzlement accusation.”

      He let out a sharp laugh. “Hell no. Why, so you can have them silenced?”

      “No.” I exhaled. “Listen, what I’m about to tell you is strictly confidential. Off the record, do you understand?”

      His eyes widened, hunger lighting in them like a candle. I knew he’d never keep this a secret, I wasn’t stupid. But it would absolutely get his attention.

      After a moment he reached into his inner jacket pocket and pulled out his recorder. He flicked the switch to the off position and set it on the table.

      My brow fell. “Really?”

      He shrugged. “I’m always ready. Go ahead.”

      “Okay. I think you might be onto something. I haven’t run Easton Dev a single second since it formed, but I have total control of it now, and after looking at some fairly upsetting stats, it’s clear that something is definitely going wrong.”

      “Yeah, no kidding. How could you not have run it, when it’s literally your name on everything? Every purchase order, every budget meeting, every contract.”

      I grimaced and waved my hand. “That’s really not the point.”

      “No, I think it is.” His fingers drummed a rhythm on the tabletop. “So...if it hasn’t been you, you’re saying someone else has been signing your name on everything?”

      I nodded. “D—uh, a friend discovered on her own that the signatures aren’t remotely close to mine. Easily provable. And anyone else can look that up, too. It’s all public record.”

      “Motherfucker.” Chad tossed his napkin against the wall and crossed his arms. “I thought I had you this time. I didn’t even think to match the handwriting.”

      “So sorry to disappoint.” I couldn’t help but smirk.

      “Why don’t you just ask the employees who’s been running the show?”

      “I plan to, but if your source is talking to you, they’re probably talking to others, too. And I need to stop the bleeding before the whole leg falls off. Running a company by proxy isn’t the illegal part, even though I wasn’t doing that either. But I care about this city, I’ve made friends here, and I want to have the chance to fix Easton Dev from the inside, then use it for the good it was intended. I just need you to not run any stories, or write the article, or talk to anyone else about it until I get the facts.”

      We stared at each other, my fingers linked, resting on the tabletop, his arms crossed over his chest, leaned back in his chair.

      After what felt like eternity, he let out a long breath. “I could help.”

      My lids shuttered. “What? How?”

      “I won’t give you my source’s name, but I can give you the records I have. Shows the money moving in back channels.”

      “That...might help a great deal, actually.” I furrowed my brow. “Why would you do that?”

      “Don’t get too excited, I’m not about to hand you an olive branch and start making fucking friendship bracelets. But I care about Rhapsody Hills, too. These people made me, and I repay that by giving them the truth. It pisses me off that I ran that teaser story and now it might not be you.”

      “Not might. Isn’t.”

      He waved his hand and scratched the side of his face.

      “And truth?” I stretched my spine, glare on full strength. “Is what you did in Delilah’s house how you get that truth?”

      He shrugged. “You may not be a fan of it, but that technique works. Mostly. If you catch people off guard, ask them questions in a way they couldn’t plan ahead for, especially guilty people, they slip up. I only went to her after the tip, then the retract, then the invitation. It was all too crazy to ignore when added to the stuff about Easton Dev.”

      Exactly as I’d feared. I slowly nodded several times, lips pursed, until I leaned over the table, eye-to-eye. “Don’t approach her again. This is not a question, or a suggestion, or a statement open to interpretation. Am I clear?”

      “Calm down, Romeo. I’ve got no reason to, she’s clean. Do you want the file or not?”

      A sneer twisted my lip. Honestly, I wasn’t sure. It seemed innocuous enough, but something felt wrong. Then it occurred to me. I was an Easton, and we didn’t get favors for free. Someone always wanted something in return.

      “What’s the catch?”

      That Karmichael grin spread on his face. “Atta boy. Here’s what I want. Access to your private financial records. If you’ve got nothing to hide, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “I have nothing to hide, but I think I’ll pass. My friends can find the money trail themselves, I’m sure.”

      I pushed away from the table and stood, tossing a twenty down to cover my drink.

      “Wait, okay. That was just a test anyway. Let me and my girlfriend use the bay house tomorrow night.”

      “Deal.”

      Chad snagged a thumb drive from his pocket and held it out, his other palm open in wait.

      “You have a girlfriend?” I smirked as I unhooked the key from my keychain. “Didn’t take you for a long-term kind of guy.”

      He snatched the key from me with a frown and slapped the drive in my hand. “You either. Ms. Camaroon must be quite a piece of —”

      I grabbed double handfuls of his jacket and jerked him toward me, speaking low. “Unless you want to give a special six o’clock broadcast from the hospital, I’d be very careful what words you use next.”

      “Everything okay, gentlemen?” A timid voice sounded beside us from the petite waitress unlucky enough to have this section.

      It was an intense—albeit short—stare-down before Chad slapped my hands away and nodded. “Peachy.”

      He waved the key at me. “I’ll drop it by when we get back in town.” With that, he turned on his heel and strolled out, ignoring the onlookers we’d attracted.

      I finally exhaled and gave the waitress an apologetic smile.  It was then I noticed the very large baby bump she cradled. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen. I tugged my wallet back out and thumbed through the bills.

      Awareness lighted her eyes as she grinned and pointed. “Hey, you’re that guy. The one...” She snapped her fingers. “Easton, right?”

      “That’s me, unfortunately.” I folded the bills, wrapped them in a ten, and held them out. “For the trouble.”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble. I’m not a fan of that guy, he comes in here sometimes and gets way too drunk. Hits on the other servers. Anyway, I’m Merida. I had a couple of ideas about things you could do for the parking lot. Aside from the obvious.” She snorted a laugh and cleared her throat. “Like, I mean, you can see this.” She rubbed her belly and smiled at it. “We need some more lights. Gotta make it a little safer, right?”

      I tilted my head, brows scrunched. “I’m afraid I don’t understand. Which parking lot?”

      “Ah, gosh I’m sorry! I just thought you—the building down— VineWood Apartments. We got a letter saying Easton Developments was buying it.”

      I wanted to groan. My very next action would be pulling the wheels out from under Easton Dev for the short term. But I smiled instead. “VineWood, right. Sorry. More lights? Done. Anything else?”

      Her mega-watt smile could have powered the entire restaurant. “Really? Ah! Well, yes, I did have more thoughts. It would be really cool if we could have a working elevator. Ours has been boarded up for years. And maybe a living roof? There aren’t any of those here, but they have them in other bigger cities. I think it would be a really neat little showstopper for that side of town. I know it’s an older building, but with some love, it could have that retro/chic vibe that a lot of you business types like. Oh! You could even get Angie to work her flowery magic on it.” She let out a squeal. “This is so exciting!”

      I couldn’t help but be touched by her joy. “Merida, those are fantastic ideas. Are you in school? Have you worked any other jobs?”

      Her smile fell a little. “No. The school wouldn’t let me finish when I started to show. But it’s fine, I’ll be getting my GED in a couple weeks! Been studying super hard. And this is my first job. But if I’m able to get into college, I want to go for business admin, though I always wanted to work with the community too.”

      “Hmm. First things first, take this.” I handed her the bundled cash, and quickly grabbed a business card from my back pocket. “And this. Call me on Monday. A few positions will be open very soon, I’m sure. If you have any more fresh ideas like that, you’ll go far.”

      She gazed at the cash, turned the card over, and flicked her eyes back up at me. They were wide and brimming with tears. “This is seven hundred dollars,” she whispered.

      “Is it?” I pulled my wallet back out and grabbed three hundred more, adding it to her trembling palm, with a wink. “Much prefer even numbers. Call me, Merida, don’t leave me hanging.”

      “I will, thank you, thank you, thank you!”

      I patted her shoulder and headed back to my car, feeling just a little better about myself. With young blood like that at the helm, a pulse closer to the ground, Easton Dev might just have a chance.

      If I could save it before it crashed and burned.
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      There couldn’t have been a more posh line of stores than the ones at Noble Park Shoppes. The entire place dripped with a level of class I could never hope to achieve, from the pristinely paved parking lot to the gilded entrances.

      We’d parked in front of some boutique with dresses in the window that probably cost more than my house and car put together.

      Lindee sipped her extra-caffeinated, extra-flavored, extra-everything frappe and Ashlyn munched a few chocolate-covered espresso beans while I nursed my plain coffee. It was a while before anyone spoke.

      “How much you think that one costs?” Ashlyn pointed to the shiniest one, a gold number with fringe hanging down like an updated flapper gown.

      “Girl, I have no idea, but I’m trying it on first.” Lindee’s hungry eyes scanned, a smile forming around her straw as she finally reached the bottom of her cup with a slurp.

      “If you don’t take Sebastian that coffee, it’s gonna get cold.” I gestured with my head, cocking a brow.

      “I know, I’m going. Hold my beer.”

      I snorted and took her empty cup. “I wonder if anyone actually says that, not as a joke.”

      She climbed out, leaned back in with a smirk and grabbed his cup. “Probably not. Wish me luck!”

      “Good luck!” Ashlyn and I said in unison.

      We both turned in our seats and watched as she sauntered across the parking lot. Sebastian sat up in the seat, adjusted his sunglasses, rolled down his window and—

      “Aww!” Again, Ashlyn and I were in sync.

      “He’s got a killer smile,” she said.

      “Yep. And a smile is just step one. I think that’s the first real one he’s given her.” I twisted back to the front and grinned at Ashlyn. “He doesn’t know it yet, but they’re gonna get married and have like twelve kids. Once Lindee sets her mind on someone, there’s no hope for it. It was like that with her and her ex at first, but he turned out to be a total idiot. Well, he was an idiot from the start, she just finally saw it.”

      “Speaking of men totally worth marrying...” Ashlyn bounced her brows and popped in another espresso bean.

      I laughed and shrugged, my cheeks burning. “I dunno. I don’t think Matt’s looking for anything that long-term.”

      “Did he say that?”

      “Well...no.”

      She unbuckled and opened her door. “Maybe he is then.”

      Lindee drummed a rhythm on the roof, and walked backward a few steps toward the door, beckoning us. “Let’s go, bitches. We’ve got someone else’s money to spend!”

      “All money is someone else’s money if you’re me.” Ashlyn chuckled as we climbed out. “I’m usually staring at the clearance rack, considering trading my body for a shirt. I think there’s a movie like that. If not, there should be. I probably wouldn’t watch it, though. Totally kidding, I would.”

      Lindee draped her arm around Ashlyn’s neck and tugged her closer. “Not today, girl. Today you put your pretend-whoring aside and buy things!”

      I snorted and trotted ahead, holding the door open for them, bowing exaggeratedly. “After you, ladies.”

      Ashlyn did a queen worthy wave and Lindee patted my head as they passed.

      I followed behind, taking a deep breath.

      “Holy crow, it even smells rich in here.”

      “Yeah, it does. Dibs!” Lindee made a beeline for the rack with that gold dress.

      Ashlyn swayed left and right for a moment, before peeling off in the opposite direction toward a rack with bright, multi-colored dresses.

      I simply breathed it all in. High ceilings, painted ducting, industrial lighting with Edison bulbs, exposed brick, fabrics draped everywhere—it really was gorgeous.

      There was no way to deny having money led to some serious perks.

      “Oof!”

      An armful of dresses hit me in the stomach, pitched by Lind. “Take these, come on. We’ve got to try them on.”

      “These are all for you?” I hefted them higher and followed dutifully.

      “No, mine’s here. Those are for you. Coming Ash?”

      “One sec, looking for—got it! Yep, after you, fearless leader.”

      She hoisted three or four dresses on her shoulder and joined me in the Lindee wake.

      We each took a dressing room, and in no time flat had our faves picked out. The gold dress looked absolutely stunning on Lindee, like everything else on the planet. Ashlyn picked a halter style, flamingo-printed throwback dress with big pockets on the front.

      I fell in love with a pale-blue, slinky backless one with a high boat-neck and sleeves.

      We almost raced to the register, excitedly chattering with each other when the front doorbell sounded.

      “Lindee.”

      She froze, then lowered her brow and turned. “Brick? Hey, what are you doing here?”

      He was imposing as ever, shaved head, thick shouldered and wide as a tank, wearing jeans and a plaid shirt. He took a few more steps into the store. “Who’s the guy in the car?”

      His voice was gruff, an edge to it I’d never heard before.

      “Guy? Car? What are—”

      “Don’t play dumb. I saw you taking him coffee.”

      She blinked and let out a scoff. “Saw me? What, were you just sitting in the parking lot? Are you missing some brains in that dome of yours? I told you we’re done, Brick. And it seems you can’t even handle being friends at this point.”

      The front doorbell sounded again, Sebastian this time. “Lindee, this guy bothering you?”

      Brick strolled across the room, stopping just in front of Ashlyn who stomped up to him eyes narrowed. “What we’ve got here...is a failure to communicate.”

      “Sir, if you’re not a customer, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” The tall, red-haired clerk droned from behind the counter.

      She lifted her chin in challenge as she stared Brick down. “Why yes, Bashy. Yes, he is.”

      Sebastian’s cheek twitched until he took up position in front of Ashlyn, arms crossed, then a truly menacing scowl took over his face. “You can walk out, or I can throw you out. Your call.”

      Brick immediately back peddled but spoke around him. “Lind, I said I was sorry.”

      Sebastian pointed, and with a final grumble Brick turned on his heel and stalked through.

      After a moment, Ashlyn turned to face us with a grin. “Cool Hand Luke. You guys seen that movie? I know it’s old, but it’s so good.”

      Sebastian turned next, a highly amused smile forming on his face. “Bashy?” He said it slow, the smile widening. “I’ve honestly never been called that. Fits though.” He threw a couple fake punches, and Lindee giggled.

      Ashlyn and I smiled and rolled our eyes at each other.

      “Thanks for coming to my rescue.”

      “Sure.” He shrugged, clearing his throat and firming his expression. “That’s what I get paid for. Back to the shadows I go.”

      He gave us a two fingered salute and headed to his car.

      We all stared after him a moment, and Lindee turned to face me with a sudden, serious expression. “Lingerie.”

      “What?” I tilted my head.

      “Ohh, good idea.” Ashlyn made her way to the back of the store. “Del, what size are you?”

      “Oh, my Lord,” I grumbled, quickly closing the distance and joining her at a rack loaded with barely-there items.

      “Further back we have an even more risqué selection,” the clerk called out.

      “Then that’s where we’re headed!” Lindee grabbed my arm as she passed, tugging me with her.

      “Guys, I seriously don’t need lingerie.”

      “The lie detector test determined that was a lie.” Ashlyn chuckled.

      Lindee grinned and nodded. “I’ve seen your underwear drawer, Del. You do.”

      “Maury Povich. You got it right?” Ashlyn trotted to catch up.

      “We got it.”

      I flicked through the choices, shaking my head. “None of this looks remotely comfortable.”

      “I don’t think that’s the point, Del.” Ash held out what honestly looked like a bunch of thin, red rope looped together with a price tag slapped on.

      We all stared at it, tilting our heads in the same direction.

      “She’s right. Didn’t you ever wear anything special for whats-his-face?”

      I shrugged. “No.”

      She put her hand on her chest, aghast. “That changes immediately.” She snagged the rope-thing from Ashlyn and turned to the clerk. “She’ll take this and two other random things you pick.”

      “Excellent choice.” The clerk swept up to us and in seconds flat had that tape measure around me.

      “I’m not wearing that.”

      “We’ll see,” Lind sing-sang and hooked her arm through mine.

      As the clerk flitted around, making selections, Ashlyn stepped up to my other side. “We’re going to be the hottest people at the dinner.”

      Lind nodded. “I think we are. You got that presentation ready, Del?”

      “No,” I groaned. “Not yet. And I just know Matt’s is going to be spectacular.”

      “Oh, he can’t do one. I mean, I guess he could still do it, but there’s no point.” Ashlyn pulled her hair back in a ponytail and snorted a laugh. “Be kinda silly now that he’s the mega boss.”

      My heart stalled.

      “What?”
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      I parked in front of the Easton Developments office, a single-story building with a flat roof and windows sweeping from one side to the other.

      It wasn’t bad looking, nothing too over the top. That opinion changed once I stepped inside.

      Far, far too much money had been spent on furnishings, if you asked me. And that’s saying something, based on the way my own condo looked.

      “Marble floors, really?” I muttered to myself as I slowly made my way to the reception desk.

      “Hello, can I help you sir?” A cherub faced woman with short red hair and cat-eye glasses greeted me with a smile.

      “Hi, yes. Can you—”

      “Easton?”

      I twisted toward the sound and blinked.

      “Gary? What are you doing here?”

      He removed his cigar and gave me that winning smile of his, gesturing to the receptionist. “Visiting my pal, Sandra. What brings you here?”

      When I glanced back at her, she swapped from a rather confused expression to a smile.

      Pal? Hmm.

      “That is my name up there. So...this is where you disappear to so much? I always assumed it was to pick up new clients.”

      “Oh, he meets with clients here a lot.” Sandra piped up, as Gary quickly stepped up to her.

      “Heh, she’s confused. Anyway, take care. See you at the dinner tomorrow night.”

      With that, he strolled through the front door.

      “Sandra?” I spoke over my shoulder, watching as he lowered into his car.

      “Yes, Mr. Easton?”

      “What kind of clients?” I finally turned to her.

      “Oh, his bookie is here a lot. And some scary looking guys in suits quite often.”

      My brows met my hairline. That certainly didn’t bode well. The last thing I wanted associated with this company was seedy visitors.

      “I see. Do you have a computer I could use right quick?”

      “Sure do. You can use Gary’s office.” She grabbed a small keychain from her center drawer and rounded the desk.

      “He...has an office here?” I followed her down the narrow hall Gary had come from.

      “I should think so,” she chuckled. “Just around this corner.”

      We arrived at a nondescript light wood door, which I honestly would have mistaken for a supply closet.

      She unlocked it, shoved it open, flicked on the light and scurried around picking up random pieces of trash. “Told him to throw this stuff out,” she muttered. “There we go. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      She patted my arm as she left.

      “This just gets weirder and weirder. Alright, let’s see what we have.”

      Settling into the chair, I turned the computer on and waited. Stacks of files, scribbled out notes, and balled up paper littered Gary’s desk. Nothing stood out, until my gaze landed on a file labeled ‘VineWood.’

      “I’ll certainly need that.” I slid it out of the stack and over in front of me as the screen finally flickered to life. I plugged in the flash drive and double clicked on the only file there.

      The very first document forced all my blood to my stomach, then the next one sent it straight to my feet.

      “My God.”

      No wonder Karmichael was foaming to get this story out. The amount of money changing accounts was staggering. How could anyone assume they’d get away with this?

      I buzzed Sandra’s desk. “Sandra, can you tell me who handles all the financials here?”

      “That’d be Gary, sir. He said that’s what he was told to do.”

      “Really...Okay, thank you.”

      I whipped out my phone and called the only contact I had who’d be able to help with something like this.

      He picked up before one ring had even finished.

      “Afternoon, Mr. Easton!”

      “Sebastian, I need your expertise. Embezzlement falls under federal jurisdiction, right?”

      “Depends, but usually yeah. I ran a couple cases when I was still on the force. What you got?”

      After a quick rundown, Sebastian let out a low whistle. “Okay. I’ve got a buddy, Agent Walton, who needs a high-profile arrest. Bring me the flash-drive, I’ll handle the rest. Don’t say anything to Gary that might spook him into running. Business as usual, got it?”

      “Understood. Thanks, Sebastian. Keeping an eye on the ladies still?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. I’ll head your way in a few minutes. If you leave, give me a call so I’m not driving all over.”

      “You got it,” he chuckled. “See you when you get here.”

      I disconnected and opened the text chain to Delilah.

      
        
        Me: You’re never going to believe what I found out.

        Cricket: Why didn’t you tell me you owned the freaking company, Matt?

      

      

      My eyes bugged. “Damn, damn, damn.”

      I quickly dialed her number and thankfully she picked up.

      “I tried to, but things...you know. We were distracted. And considering Ashlyn is the only other person that knows, I can guess how you found out.”

      “I should have found out from you.” She sniffled. “Why’d you tell her first? When were you going to tell me? After the presentation wherein I made myself look like a fool for literally no reason at all?”

      “She was panicking about losing her job. I own both companies now, actually. I had planned to tell you first and I’ll spend forever making it up to you but listen. It’s Gary. And we can’t let him know we know, not yet.”

      She sniffled again. “What?”

      “The...” I glanced out the door, suddenly worried about prying ears. “The Karmichael thing.”

      Her gasp was sharp, and I overheard both Lindee and Ashlyn asking, “what thing?”

      “Am I on speaker again?”

      “You weren’t the first time, they both just have their faces mushed together, listening.”

      “Hi boss man. I’m sorry I screwed up again. Foot meet mouth, right?”

      “Matthew, don’t think we didn’t hear you tell her ‘forever.’ Better put a ring on it.”

      “What? No, he didn’t.” Del was breathless. “When?”

      “I told you he might be!” Ashlyn squealed.

      I scrubbed a hand down my face, tugging at my grin. “Okay, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m coming there.”

      “Okay. I’ll fill the girls in.”

      “See you soon, Cricket.”

      “Bye!”

      I barely had time to close the phone app and swap to the text when hers came over.

      
        
        Cricket: I should be more upset but I’m just excited to see you again. And that’s upsetting.

        Me: Lol. You’re upset that you aren’t upset?

        Cricket: Yes. Stupid man-pheromones jacking with my brain.

        Me: I feel like I should apologize for that. I really wanted to tell you first. Sorry.

        Cricket: I get it. Was just a shock.

        Cricket: So...does this make you my boss? #askingformyself

      

      

      Three dots had never seemed sexier in their history of existing.

      I blew out a slow breath and stood, adjusting my jacket as I shut down the computer, grabbed the flash drive, took the VineWood file, and strolled through the front.

      “Have a good rest of your day, Sandra.”

      “You, too, Mr. Easton.”

      Once in my car I could fully indulge the texting.

      
        
        Me: I suppose it does.

        Cricket: ...

        Me: If you don’t tell me what you’re thinking I might die in this car.

        Cricket: Haha, so dramatic. It’s nothing bad.

        Me: I didn’t figure that.

        Cricket: was just thinking...I’d never gotten that whole “boss fantasy” thing. Until now.

      

      

      I clenched every muscle in my jaw so hard it should have cracked, my heart thundering. I might have had a couple daydreams involving her and a desk.

      
        
        Me: Hmm. I see. What happens in those fantasies, Cricket?

        Cricket: Stop being sexy, I’m in public.

        Me: Apparently I can’t do that. Tell me.

        Cricket: Noooo. Later. Lindee keeps peering over the screen asking why I’m blushing. Just hurry up. I might have bought something to show you later.

        Me: You should stop, too. Hard to drive when I have no blood in my head. The one on my neck, anyway.

        Cricket: Lol!

      

      

      I tossed the phone in the cup-holder, took a few deep breaths, and threw the car into gear.
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      After my cheeks were done being on fire, the girls and I grabbed our bags and struggled through the door.

      “Here, let me help.” Sebastian appeared and took all Lindee’s bags first, so Ash and I redistributed our load between the three of us.

      “I still feel sick. That was way too much money.” I’d nearly blacked out when the clerk told us the total. Too many zeroes.

      “Yeah, all this couldn’t have been cheap.” He grunted as he gently placed everything in Lindee’s trunk, taking each of our bags, too.

      “Thank you, Bashy.” Lind batted her lashes, and he shook his head, fighting his smile.

      “It’s Sebastian, ma’am.”

      “Oh, we’re back to that now?” Lind laughed and flipped her hair. “Okay. We’ll see how that works out for ya.” She patted his chest, pausing on the second hit.

      “My...Lord...are you a cyborg under there?”

      He snorted and stepped back, heading to his car without another word.

      “I will have that man. Mark my words.”

      “Told you.” I glanced at Ashlyn.

      Lind spun on her heel and rubbed her hands together. “Okay, while we’re waiting on your filthy rich lover, what’s this Karmichael thing?”

      “Yeah, I’m legit curious.” Ashlyn jammed a piece of gum in her mouth and chewed with big motions.

      “So, Chad showed up at my house, was being all pushy, Matt shows up, being all manly and protective and growly and things ... you know. From there.”

      “Assault with a friendly weapon.” Ashlyn’s brows wiggled as she thrust her hips. “Opening the gates of Mordor. Playing hide the cannoli. Someone stop me because I have a hundred of these.”

      I stilled her hips and chuckled. “Yes, all that. But Chad mentioned embezzlement at Easton Dev, so Matt went there to find—”

      “Hold up.” Lind flicked up a finger. “The same Easton Dev that’s buying my apartment complex?”

      I frowned. “Yeah, I guess so. He’ll do the right thing, though, Lindee. I trust him. Anyway, so, apparently it’s Gary who’s been doing the stealing!”

      “Ooooh dang. That’s serious stuff right there...”

      “Shhh. Stop talking.” Lind pressed her index fingers to her temples and stared into the distance. “I’m forming a plan.”

      I clacked my jaw shut, silencing Ashlyn’s obvious question with a head shake.

      After another moment, Lind pointed at me. “Gary, your boss. The one that set up this presentation, to make you two duke it out for a promotion.”

      I nodded.

      “But Matt is now owner, so he doesn’t need the promotion.”

      I shook my head.

      “Which means this whole dinner is pointless.”

      I shrugged, glancing at the trunk. “Yeah.”

      “And Gary’s stealing from Easton Dev. Which means this whole thing was probably some bizarre distraction.”

      I nodded again and Ashlyn clucked her tongue. “Dude’s going away for a long time.”

      “Right, but he doesn’t know anyone knows, yet. So, Matt and I have to play along, I guess until—”

      “You need to revamp your presentation.” Lindee’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “We can make it this whole thing where it details out the accusations and the proof at the end or something.”

      “Hmm. I mean, it is already pretty scathing to Easton Dev. A few tweaks and I could make it more focused on the ‘owner’.”

      “Ooh, and he’ll think you’re not pointing the finger at him, so he’ll be all smug with his gross cigar!” Ashlyn almost vibrated with excitement.

      Matthew’s sexy-as-hell self pulled up beside Sebastian and got out.

      I almost melted into a puddle right there. Everything about that man was delicious, most especially the little trick he did with his—

      “Earth to Del! I said, ‘Let’s go tell Matt the plan.’ Stop eye-fucking him and walk.”

      Lindee gave me a gentle push, and I forced my mind to clear. “Sorry.”

      “Gosh. I can’t wait to find a dude like you guys have.” Ashlyn mumbled behind us, but I heard her loud and clear.

      “It’ll happen, don’t worry.” I gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “You’re awesome, and someone will come along who totally gets and appreciates you.”

      “Hope so. Kinda tired of cooking meals for two, then eating meals for two.”

      “How are you not super over-weight?”

      “Right? She’s the size of a single piece of angel hair pasta. Pre-cooked.” Lindee shook her head, then finger waved at Sebastian when he looked our way.

      Ash grinned. “I’m not, but thanks. Though, I’m insanely addicted to Beat Saber for the PS4 VR. I play for like an hour a night. Best workout evah! Check out these guns.”

      She pulled up her sleeve and flexed her bicep.

      “Oh, okay that works then,” I laughed.

      Once we got closer, I overhead the tail-end of their conversation.

      Sebastian tapped a thumb drive against the steering wheel. “It’ll only take a few minutes, thirty tops, but I don’t wanna leave her unprotected.”

      Matt flicked his gaze to me, raking me head to toe, and held out his hand.

      “You could always take her with you,” he said, as I slid my palm into his.

      “Sold!” Lindee chirped and snatched open his passenger door, dropping to the seat before Sebastian even had time to take a breath. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      He let out a long-suffering groan, his head falling back against the headrest. After glancing at Matt, who shrugged, he rolled his head in Lindee’s direction. “What about Ashlyn? You drove—”

      “We’ll take her.”

      Sebastian whipped his head to face Matt with a heavy scowl. “Thanks.”

      That drew a hearty laugh from Matt who reached through the open window and patted his shoulder. “Anytime. Shall we, ladies?”

      He held his other elbow out to Ashlyn, who giggled and took it. “We shall indeed, goodly sir Matthew.”

      I snorted and squeezed his hand. “Stop, you’ll inflate his ego.”

      He scoffed with a grin. “Not possible.”

      Lind climbed out of the car, leaning back in. “I swear on all that’s sacred in this world, if you drive off without me, I’ll leave all my doors unlocked, open my windows, and stand in the road, mooning cars all night.”

      Sebastian’s face was nothing but a mask of shock and frustration. I kinda felt bad for the guy. The sooner he gave in, the better. Because that girl loved nothing more than a challenge.

      She hummed a happy tune as she trotted past us, her flats slapping on the pavement. “Come get your bags,” her voice carried across the lot.

      “I’ll bring the car.” Matt gave me a lingering cheek kiss, and Ash and I followed behind her.

      “Sorry you have to tag along with us for a bit.” I smiled at Ashlyn, and she returned it.

      “Oh, I’m used to being the third wheel. Totes NBD. I’m really glad you guys are together. Matthew’s a stellar dude. And thanks for letting me into your friend circle for today. I really appreciate it.”

      We stopped beside Lindee’s car and took the bags she held out.

      “Ash, you have a permanent spot in the circle, if you want it.”

      She turned her wide eyes to me, narrowly missing her grab at the bag Lindee thrust at her.

      “Uh, yeah. If you thought you were getting rid of us that easily you were saaaadly mistaken. I have spoken. The duo is now a trio.”

      I gave Ashlyn a shoulder hug. “And when Lindee decides a thing...

      “The thing is decided.” Lindee finished with a wink.

      “Aww you guys!” Ashlyn threw her arms around both of us and squeezed. “We can be like the three musketeers! We can have sleepovers and go to comic conventions and everything!”

      “Little old for sleepovers, Ash.” I coughed and tugged her arm away from my throat.

      “Yeah, I’m not wearing a costume,” Lindee grunted out, gasping for air.

      Ashlyn patted Lindees back. “Performance anxiety is totally normal. We’ll start small.” She turned and backed against us, fanning her palms out in an arc. “Think...Sailor Moon meets Final Fantasy.”

      “Who?” I glanced at Lindee who shrugged back at me.

      Ashlyn whirled on us and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I can see I have my work cut out for me.”

      Matt’s car pulled up in front of us, and he popped the trunk, then climbed out. “Want some help?”

      “Nah, we’re good, thank you though.”

      We settled the bags in beside his overnight bag, and the reverie dissipated a little.

      A lot had come to light in the last couple days. And to be honest, I really was kind of drained.

      “Cricket?”

      I blinked and focused on Matt’s concerned face, inches from mine. Ashlyn was already in the back seat, and Lindee was standing beside her closed trunk, staring at me expectantly.

      “Sorry! Kinda spaced there, I guess.”

      “I’d say, I told you ‘bye’ like three times.” She waved. “Text me tomorrow, let me know what time we’re meeting up to tackle your hair before we head to the dinner.”

      I nodded and waved back, staring after her as she ran to Sebastian’s car, hopped in, and drummed on his dashboard.

      Matthew’s broad, warm hand rubbed my upper back. “Let’s drop Ashlyn off and I’ll take you home. I think some couch time is in order.”

      A burst of giddy energy rushed through me, and I grinned. “Yeah. I’d seriously love that. But just a little. We have lots of work to do before tomorrow to make sure my presentation is perfect.”

      Matt’s succulent mouth curled at the corners. “Yes, we do.”
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      I stared at those slides as long as I could stand. Papers covered Delilah’s well-worn coffee table, empty to-go cups on either end, and we each sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the couch.

      She’d changed into a pair of loose cotton pants and an off the shoulder flouncy cotton shirt. I’d grabbed my own lounge pants from my bag, shedding my dress shirt, which left me in a plain t-shirt.

      It hit me more than a few times how easy this was, being with Delilah in such a comfortable way.

      I’d never had such an enjoyable time working with anyone in my life. Honestly, I could do this every night for the rest of said life and be a happy, happy man.

      Del eventually sighed and stood, cracking her back.

      “We should eat. I don’t think we can pack any more facts in there. Wanna help me in the kitchen?”

      She held out her hand, but when I reached for it, she snatched it back and ran it through her hair instead. “Psych! Oooh, burn.”

      I laughed and nodded. “I see how it’s gonna be.”

      Keeping my eyes glued to her, I slowly rose, one hand braced on the couch, the other on the coffee table. “Is that any way to treat your boss?”

      Her smile fell, her throat rippling as she eyed my arms. “That’s...that’s not fair, you know.”

      I smirked. “What?”

      “Being that sexy. Because I really am hungry, but now I’m hungry.”

      “How do you think I feel? I’ve been forced to look at your delectable shoulders for hours.”

      She broke into a laugh and fanned her face. “That ab picture didn’t do you justice, you know. Totally sold that whole area short.”

      “Yeah?” I glanced down and tugged up the hem of my shirt. “That area?”

      A noise somewhere between a whimper and a moan came from her.

      “Should I keep going?” I pulled the shirt a bit higher, cutting my eyes up.

      “Yes!” She cleared her throat, and crossed her arms, her cheeks bright pink. “You know. If you want.”

      “Oh. Well if it’s just for my benefit, we can eat instead.” I let the hem fall back down and shrugged.

      “Spoilsport.” She grinned and stepped up to me, running her palms under the shirt, skimming my stomach. “Take it off.”

      I gripped her waist and jerked her the short remaining distance, until our hips met. “Why, Ms. Camaroon. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were coming on to me.”

      “That’s your job, isn’t it? On me...” She slid her palm lower. “In me.”

      My eyes bugged. “Good God, that escalated quickly.”

      Her beautiful surprised laugh rang out, and she nipped at my collar bone. “What can I say? I’ve been thinking about you all day. Especially when the girls forced me to buy—”

      She cut herself off, but the way my skin tingled, I knew it was something I needed to know about.

      “Buy what? And I seriously hope the answer isn’t bread.”

      “I think you both hope it’s not bread.” She cut her eyes south, and I shrugged with a nod.

      “Can confirm. He’s praying it’s something that rhymes with shmongerie.”

      She giggled and pressed her forehead to my chest, but still didn’t say.

      “Tell me, Cricket.” I held my hand out to the side and made a claw with my fingers. “Don’t make me tickle it out of you.”

      She leaned back with a gasp and a grin. “You wouldn’t.”

      I wiggled my fingers and smirked. “You willing to bet on it?”

      Her gaze flitted between my hand and my face, until she finally leapt backward with a triumphant laugh. “You’ll have to catch me first.”

      I could have caught her that very second. But that wouldn’t have been fun in the slightest. Instead, I let her run around the living room wall, and she slipped into the kitchen where she couldn’t see.

      When she came up the hall and opened the kitchen door, I pounced, pushing her back through the doorway and against the wall.

      “Got you,” I murmured, claiming her mouth.

      She snaked her arms around my head and shifted higher. Her grip tightened, and she clung to me in a way that set fire to my soul. My heart. Made me want to club things over their heads and bring them back to our cave to feed my mate. Made my brain turn to monosyllabic grunts.

      Made my feelings storm to the surface and dance on the tip of my tongue, like a skipping track.

      I love you. I love you.

      Del broke the kiss, twisted her torso and pulled her shirt off. I did the same, and we crashed back together, my hands threaded in the hair at the base of her neck.

      I love you, Del.

      “Mmwhat?” She pulled back, eyes wide, panting.

      “Huh?” I blinked several times, willing air into my lungs. “I didn’t—”

      Did I say that out loud? My throat closed and I shook my head.

      Her brows knitted, her mouth open and reddened from the kiss. “Say it again,” she breathed, cupping my cheek.

      Well, that wasn’t the reaction I expected in the slightest. My heart tumbling with my stomach, I pressed her hand flat with mine, and copied her position with my other one. “Delilah.”

      “Y-yes?” It was barely a word, more a whisper.

      I stroked her cheek with my thumb and brought our foreheads together. “I love you.”

      “Holy shit, you did say that!” She whisper-squealed and gripped my face, eyes boring into mine. “I love you, too!”

      I grinned. “Yeah?” I pointed to my chest. “Me?”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Yes. You.”

      “Mmm. That’s outstanding.”  I gave her a light kiss, then moved to her neck. “Don’t think this means you don’t have to tell me what you bought.”

      “How about I show you instead?”

      Lightning shot through my body, white-hot and instant. I leaned back, took her hand, and tugged her to the bedroom without another word.
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      Matt and I had agreed arriving separately tonight would be the best way to keep up pre-boinking appearances. But it was hard. He wanted to come with me, and I didn’t want to spend any time apart from him.

      Breakfast together had been amazing. Sneaking kisses while we nibbled each other’s food, then cuddling up beside each other as we did the final touches on the presentation.

      I honestly didn’t want to imagine waking up alone tomorrow. My hope was I wouldn’t have to ever again.

      “I’m waiting.”

      Lindee tugged on another section of hair, twisting it and clamping it on top of my head. She cocked her brow and eyed me in the mirror as she ran a comb through that section.

      Phase 9 Salon was packed with elderly ladies, loudly talking about grandchildren, the new recipe they found, movies and other random things.

      I fluffed the end of the pink glitter cape and smiled innocently. “Waiting for what?”

      She pulled the section, not breaking eye contact, and I sucked in a hiss through my teeth. “Ow.”

      “You know, donkey! How was he? Did you wear anything we bought?”

      My cheeks burned, and I couldn’t help the massive grin.

      “Oh, my gawd, you dirty bird. This is so good. Tell me everything.”

      “What’s good? Who’s dirty?” An elderly lady in the chair beside us leaned closer.

      Lindee didn’t miss a beat. “Ms. Doris, my friend here finally snagged herself a man worth having. A wealthy one, to boot.”

      I groaned and closed my eyes, but Lind kept right on.

      “So, I was just saying, as her best friend in the whole world, I feel I’m owed all the little sexy details. A single girl has to live vicariously.”

      “Amen to that. Spill, I say.” Doris chuckled.

      “Lindee, you’re still single? That’s a shame. My Martin and I have been married over fifty years.”

      An ancient woman called from the other side, presently getting her hair tipped in pink by another stylist.

      “The secret is keeping things fresh. Spice it up every now and then.” She pointed to her hair and winked.

      “Exactly, Mrs. Bethany.” Lindee finally finished curling that poor abused section, and unclipped another, twisting and twirling it like the pro she was. “Which is why me and our other friend forced her to buy lingerie for the first time.”

      “Good job. Lingerie is important.” Heads nodded all around the room.

      “This is part of why I come on Thursday nights, after you’re closed.” I whispered to her and she patted my shoulder.

      “Alright, fine. I’ll just stand here, moping, while you keep all the juicy bits to yourself. I mean, it’s not like I do your hair for free all the time and have been there for you through all sorts of stuff.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “My word, you’re so annoying. Fine. He was amazing. Better than anyone else ever. We confessed our love. And yes, I ... eventually did show him the, uh, things. He was highly impressed.”

      “Hold. The. Freaking. Phone.”

      Lindee dropped my hair and braced on my shoulders, ducking to line her face up with mine as she stared at me in the mirror.

      “Imma need you to say that again. Slower.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Which part?”

      “The part where you told him you loved him! Del. That’s a huge deal!” She shook my shoulders, jostling my whole body. “You’ve never told any guy that. I’m so excited, and proud of you! My little Delly’s all grown up. Whew, I might pass out.”

      “Breathe, Lind.” I patted her cheek and grinned. “You’re more worked up about it than I was.”

      She fanned her face and gulped air, blowing it out slowly. “Okay. I’m fine. All good. Let’s finish you up, I need to get in Cathy’s chair before her arthritis sets in. I could do my own hair, but it won’t look quite the same.”

      “Oh please, it would be amazing, you just wanna be lazy.” Cathy barked from two chairs down.

      We all shared a chuckle, but when Lindee thought I wasn’t looking, she wiped her eye on her upper arm.

      I caught her gaze in the mirror, my brows bunched. She shrugged and spun my chair away from the mirror, busying herself with the final touches on my hair.

      Lindee had always been my stark opposite in that respect. She was all in from the start, if she picked up even the slightest hint the guy was on the same page, which they almost always were. I hadn’t seen any single guys interact with her and not be smitten in a few minutes. And while she loved that attention, I think deep down it got a little old.

      I think that’s why the hard-to-get thing was so intoxicating to her. Sebastian was basically doing everything right and he had no idea.

      “Okay, girly. Ready?”

      “Totally.”

      She spun my chair back around, and I couldn’t help but gasp at the gorgeous up-do.

      “Oh, wow. This is fan-fricking-tastic, Lindee!”

      I wanted to touch it all but was too scared to mess up a single strand. It legitimately looked like something out of an elite fashion magazine, curls and swoops in an asymmetrical slant.

      “I knew with that simple elegant gown we could go a bit more avant-garde.”

      “It’s beyond perfect. Thank you so much!”

      I jumped up from the chair and hugged her, cape still in place.

      “You’re welcome, obvi. My turn, now.” She eyed Cathy, who was at the shampoo sink, washing her hands.

      “I can feel you looking at me, youngin’.” She dried her hands and turned with a smile, patting her chair. “Let’s go.”

      I undid the snaps on the cape, and draped it around Lindee, patting her shoulder. She swayed over like a runway model, with her hand cocked out to the side.

      The salon erupted into giggles, myself included as I made my way to the front, on the hunt for a magazine.

      The latest gossip rag caught my attention, and I snagged it, casting a glance through the massive front windows.

      I froze, a grin forming.

      Sebastian was leaned against a concrete pylon, chewing a toothpick, expression serious as a heart attack, arms crossed, gaze burning a hole in the glass. I didn’t need to follow his line of sight to figure out his target.

      I toyed with telling her, but she was engrossed in a conversation about the latest spike in foil prices or something along those lines.

      Instead I gave him a wave. He flicked his gaze to me, blinked several times, straightened up and rubbed the back of his neck, eventually casting a two finger wave my way, before repositioning so he faced the parking lot instead.

      And she thought Matt and I were cute. I couldn’t wait for these two to get it together.

      I settled on one of the front couches and flipped through the magazine, answering periodically when Lindee shouted something to me.

      My mind kept wandering back to Matt, until I eventually gave up on reading and gave in to the daydreams.

      By the time Lindee’s hair was done, I’d formulated a plan that involved me asking him to move in with me. Or me with him. Either way, I was one hundred percent on the ‘Matt and Delilah Forever’ train.
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      It took me approximately four minutes to pick which tux I’d wear to the presentation.

      Which left me with far, far too much free time before seeing Delilah again.

      I jammed my hands in my pockets and leaned against the door frame, frowning at my Del-less, cold living room.

      “Right. Not standing here for six hours.”

      Shoving away from the frame, I pulled out my phone and shot a text to Ashlyn.

      
        
        Me: Hello, Ashlyn. Are you busy?

        Ashlyn The Intern: Sec

        Ashlyn The Intern: Okay, sorry. Nope! Not anymore. Whatcha need, boss man?

        Me: If I was interrupting, it’s okay to tell me you can’t talk.

        Ashlyn The Intern: Nah, just watching a movie.

        Me: Ah. Well, I’d like to talk to you about your job. Do you think we could meet up?

      

      

      My ringtone blared in my ear, and I grunted as I answered.

      “Hello, Ashlyn.”

      “...are you firing me? I’m sorry I took the last pad of sticky notes. I really needed to finish my Cumberbatch mural and—”

      “Stop,” I laughed. “Not about sticky notes. And I’m not firing you.”

      “Whew! Then sure thing! I’ll be there in like ten minutes.”

      “We can meet at a—”

      The line went dead.

      “—restaurant.” I sighed, finishing the sentence for no one.

      I stared at my phone, a smile tugging at my lips.

      
        
        Me: Psst.

        Cricket: Yessssss?

        Me: Guess what I’m thinking.

        Cricket: If I get it right, do I get a prize?

        Me: Anything you want.

        Cricket: What if I just want you?

        Me: You already have me, Cricket.

        Cricket: Oh. True. Then what about a million dollars and a yacht?

        Me: Done. Now guess.

        Cricket: ...you better be kidding. That’s not even funny.

        Me:  …

        Cricket:  -_-

        Me: Lol. I love you.

        Cricket: Those are the 3 best words on the planet. I love you, too. Now. On to my guess.

        Me: Mmhmm.

        Cricket: Sex.

        Me: Nope. Well, I wasn’t at the time. I certainly am now. Two more guesses.

        Cricket: What? Who set this arbitrary number? I demand a recount!

        Me: That’s a universally accepted thing. Three guesses. Three strikes. Three wishes.

        Cricket: Hmph.

        Cricket: Fineeee. You were thinking about...

        Me: By the way, Ashlyn is on her way here. We have work things to discuss, and I don’t want you to find out in some bizarre way, and then worry something was up.

        Cricket: Whaaaaaat? Pssh. That doesn’t sound anything like me!

        Cricket: All seriousness, thanks for letting me know.

        Me: You’re welcome. Now guess.

        Cricket: omg. Uh...me?

        Me: Bingo! What color yacht do you want?

        Cricket: I refuse to answer that question, on the grounds that it’s utterly ridiculous.

        Me: Okay, I guess I’ll pick then. Hope you like puke green.

        Cricket: Matthew Elias Easton, you better not buy a yacht.

        Cricket: Matt.

        Cricket: ... Matthew!

      

      

      I laughed my way to the balcony and propped open the french doors as she typed. She was just too easy to mess with.

      
        
        Me: Okay, no yacht yet. Totally unrelated question, if you had to name a boat, let’s call it a “yacht”, what would you name it?

        Cricket: Ooo you’re gonna get it later.

        Me: Hmm. Bit long, but I bet I can make it work.

        Cricket: That’s what she said.

        Me: Ha! Okay, Ashlyn just pulled up. I can’t wait to see you tonight.

        Cricket: Same! Love you

        Me: Love you, too.

      

      

      I pocketed the phone and waved when Ashlyn climbed out of her old Nissan. I pointed to my phone above my head, and she nodded.

      
        
        Me: Number 1, top floor. Code is 4917.

        Ashlyn The Intern: I should have guessed. Numero uno. El primo. Okay, I’m done.

        Ashlyn The Intern: Hey, this elevator is swanky! Is this real wood on the handles?

        Ashlyn The Intern: Ever been down to the basement? I bet even it’s nice.

      

      

      Shaking my head, I waited at the door. The next second, it slid open and a wide-eyed Ashlyn stared at me.

      “The elevator comes right to your—that’s just like a movie!” She scurried off and over directly in front of me. “That’s why the code, right? So random people don’t just pop up here? You must change it all the time, right? Such a baller move. Got anything to drink?”

      I grinned and nodded, gesturing to the kitchen. “Yes, to all of the above. Help yourself.”

      “Don’t mind if I do!” She jammed her phone in the back pocket of her jeans and eased her way through the condo, taking it all in. “Has Delilah been here yet?”

      My smile dropped. “Actually...no. But, I’m not sure it’ll matter at this point. I plan to sell it.”

      Ashlyn whirled to face me. “Really? Why? It’s gorgeous. Oh, I bet you want something bigger right? Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “No, surprisingly enough, I don’t. I have my sights set on—hopefully—something smaller, much cozier, and rather suburban.”

      She eyed me a moment before smiling. “I get it. You guys are sickeningly adorbs.” Without another word she traipsed to the kitchen, tugged open the fridge and snagged a bottle of soda.

      “Well, thank you...I think. So, about your new position.”

      The bottle froze at her mouth. “What new position?”

      I gestured to my six-seat table and smiled. She slid into the chair with a nervous swallow. I joined her, scooting the chair nearest her a little closer.

      “As you know, I’m now the owner.”

      She nodded. “Big boss.”

      “Right,” I chuckled. “And Gary’s position will promptly be empty.” I tilted my head toward her, brows lifting.

      For some reason she copied my expression. “Because he’s going to jail.”

      I sighed. “Yes. What I’m saying is, I’d like to offer you his job. How would you like to be CEO of Easton, Tucker, and... oh, well I suppose it’ll just be Easton & Tucker. I’ll need to check with my lawyers. At any rate...”

      I trailed off once I registered her expression. Brows furrowed, frown in place. I’d assumed she’d be happy about it.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Why me? I’m just the intern. True, I’ve been here over a year, but there are people who’ve been there much longer. I don’t think I’m qualified for this at all. And the last thing I wanna do is disappoint you or anyone else.”

      I blinked at her. She wasn’t wrong, but I did have a good reason.

      “Ashlyn, I respect that honesty. Here’s the thing, though. I don’t know who’s trustworthy and who’s not on that staff. Outside of obviously you and Del. I can’t put anyone else in that spot until I’ve vetted everyone. If you really don’t want it once I’ve done that, we can talk again. But—”

      “What about Del then? I think she’d be much better than me.”

      I gave her a smile. “I have a different position in mind for her.”

      “Kudos on the sex life, but I’m talking about work here.” Ashlyn rolled her eyes.

      “What? Oh! No, no. I mean, I’m going to ask her to run Easton Dev with me.”

      “Ohhhhh. Neat. That makes sense, I guess. She’ll like that I bet.”

      “I hope so. Now, can I count on your help with Easton & Tucker?”

      After considering me for another moment, she launched to her feet and stuck out her hand. I followed suit and she gave it an exaggerated shake.

      “Alright, boss man. I’ll be your short-term CEO until you find someone better, with four conditions.”

      I quirked a brow. “Interesting. What are they?”

      She dropped my hand and held up her fingers in succession.

      “One, your kick-ass parking spot. Two, interns are paid. Three, like nine-ply toilet paper for the bathrooms. That stuff in there now—whew. And four, we do some serious changes to the leave policy.”

      My laugh prompted a matching grin from her. “Deal. See? You’re already a force for positive change. You might be more qualified than you think. And, even better, you’ll oversee scouting your replacement intern.”

      “Eye-candy, coming up. So, where do I sign?”
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            Delilah

          

        

      

    

    
      Nervous was an understatement. The ball of anxiety and dread bouncing around in my stomach deserved an entirely new word. Like “nervead” or “kill me now.”

      I’d arrived early, for probably the first time in my life, and met with far more random family and friends than I’d ever remember. My laptop was in the place of honor, on a little round table beside the projector and mic stand.

      The decorations were cheap, even by my standards. Each table had a white bud vase with a single artificial daisy in it. No tablecloths, or place settings, either. And the chairs were simple, brown, fold out numbers set in rows facing a raised platform stage.

      My guess was we’d have to drag a chair to a table when we wanted to eat.

      I shook my head. Not the way I’d handle something like this, but it wasn’t my gig.

      I couldn’t help but look for Matthew everywhere, especially every time the door swung open. It was honestly ridiculous how attached to him I’d become. But I wasn’t going to question it. Sometimes, when things are right, they’re right. I’d loved him since I was a little girl, and even though we had a weird spell for a few years, being with him now was the most natural feeling in the world.

      After fussing over the same chair three times, I finally went out front and leaned against the railing.

      Lindee showed up right on time, in Sebastian’s car no less.

      Sebastian climbed out and adjusted his suit coat. He rounded the car, opened the door for Lind, and held her hand as she swung her spindly heels out.

      She rose up like Venus out of the water, and I gasped.

      “Lindee. Oh, my word. You look amazing!”

      She gave me a wink, snatched her hand free from Sebastian’s, patted his shoulder, and sauntered over to me.

      “Don’t turn around,” I whispered. “But he’s checking you out so hard if I poked him, he’d fall over.”

      She giggled and smoothed back her hair. “He almost wrecked three times on the way over. Once when I was putting on my lipstick, again when I was checking my hose for a run, and last when I did a boob adjust.”

      I laughed so loud I snorted. “You’re going to legitimately kill him. You’re not even wearing hose.”

      “I know. I was totally just showing off my thigh.”

      “They are nice.” I hooked my arm through hers and gave Sebastian a wave over my shoulder. He crossed his arms and nodded back, leaning against the car.

      “Nice? Woman, I could crack walnuts with these things. Let’s go claim some seats.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “You, by the way, look like a runway model in that dress. Who did your hair?” She winked and sproinged one of my curls.

      “Just this fantastic stylist I have in my pocket. Once she makes it big time, she’ll forget all about me.”

      “As if.” She snorted.

      Before we’d made it inside, two short honks drew our attention back to the lot. Ashlyn’s clunker groaned and sputtered into a parking spot, and out she hopped, giving us a big wave.

      “Hey buddies!”

      She’d paired her couture gown with a pair of hot pink canvas sneakers and pulled her hair back in a flouncy ponytail.

      “Hey, Ash. You look so cute!”

      She twirled and curtsied. “Thank ye, thank ye. Wanna help me check the AV? I need to test the sound system and all that good stuff.”

      Lind and I shared a glance and a shrug. “Sure,” she said.

      We followed Ashlyn to the makeshift stage, and Lindee quickly grabbed the mic from the stand. She flicked it on, gave it two loud thumps and grinned at me like a woman possessed.

      I flapped my hand at Ashlyn. “Turn up the volume. Are there speakers near the door?”

      “Uh, I think so. Maybe part of the PA system. Okay all set.”

      All it took was a single nod from me and Lindee was off.

      “Testing, testing. This one goes out to the brooding hottie in the boring Corolla.”

      Chuckles sounded light around the auditorium as everyone turned toward the door, searching.

      “Brooding hottie, your presence is requested inside.”

      Sure enough, it swung open with a thud and Sebastian crossed his arms, a heavy scowl in place as he shook his head.

      “What’s she doing?” Ashlyn stepped beside me and I shrugged.

      “I stopped asking that a long time ago.”

      She cleared her throat, swatted imaginary hairs off her shoulders, cracked her neck, and positioned the mic in front of her mouth.

      “You can’t fight this feeling any longer. And yet, you’re still afraid to let it floooow.” She pointed dead at him, and his eyes widened.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered behind my hand, struggling to maintain composure. “Poor Sebastian.”

      “I think she’s getting the words wrong.” Ashlyn whipped out her phone and tapped furiously as Lindee continued.

      “Though, it started as a job, your love grew stronger, I only wish you had the strength to let it shoooow.”

      His jaw ticked, lips pressed tightly together, and I swear on my life if smoke could have come from his ears, it would have.

      “I tell myself he can’t hold out forever. That there is no reason for my feeeear.”

      Apparently, that was his hard limit. He let out a huff, and spun on his heel, jerking the door shut behind himself.

      “Don’t go, you’re gonna miss—” She cleared her throat again. “Cause I feel so secure when we’re togetherrrrr! Bashy wait!”

      She tossed the mic to Ashlyn and dashed after him as quick as her heels would let her.

      Everyone watched until she was through the door, then they all focused on us. Ashlyn simply turned off the mic and set it gingerly down on the stage. Then she spun to face me.

      “Sound system works.”

      “Yep, yeah. Totally. So, should we check the video?”

      “Please, yes.”

      Ash hooked up my laptop and tapped the track pad, while I pretended to fiddle with nobs and buttons. “Is everyone still looking?” I muttered, refusing to look up.

      “Not everyone. Most have found the bar.”

      I chanced a glance at the front door and sucked in a happy breath.

      Matthew—my Matthew—was just coming through, scanning the room, sexy as hell in a tux that fit him like it was sewn around him.

      My heart lub-dubbed so hard I slapped my hand over my chest to make sure it was still in there.

      His eyes landed on me finally, and his jaw fell open. I wanted to run and jump into his arms. But we couldn’t.

      And so, we stood, staring at each other across a crowded auditorium, forced to pretend we didn’t want to sneak into a back room and fuck like possessed bunnies for a few hours.

      You know...again.

      I’m quite sure we’d have kept right on ogling each other, if Chad-the-cad and his cameraman hadn’t pushed through the other door and caught Matt’s attention.

      Chad pulled Matthew a few feet further in, near a large potted ficus, and they carried on some hushed conversation. Then the cameraman turned the camera on Matt and Chad, clearly recording the interview.

      Ugh, I wish we’d bought a couple silly spy watches so we could communicate.

      “Camaroon.”

      “Dear God!” I jerked my hands away from the sound board, spinning a dial that forced blaring feedback through the speakers. Ashlyn quickly fixed the issue, jamming her finger in her ear. “Sorry. Sorry, everyone.”

      I spun to face the owner of the booming, scratchy voice.

      “Mr. MaFlour, you startled me. Good evening.”

      He’d managed to squeeze his round frame into a gray, ill-fitting suit, sans tie. He eyed me a moment before snatching his cigar out of his mouth. “Got the presentation done?”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Ashlyn let out a quiet cough.

      He grunted and faced her. “Did you get my email about the order of events tonight?”

      “Yep-a-doodle. Everything’s all set. You can do the opening remarks whenever you’re ready.”

      “Good. We’ll get started in a few minutes. Need to make the rounds.”

      “I bet you do,” she muttered under her breath as he crossed the stage, headed for Matt and Chad.

      I kicked her foot with mine, eyes wide, and she shrugged with a smirk.

      Lindee stormed through the door next, gave Matt a curt nod, and stomped into the room, Sebastian hot on her heels.

      She plopped down on a chair in the front row, dead center, and crossed her arms, refusing to glance at Sebastian.

      Ashlyn and I froze, watching the whole thing.

      He stopped beside her, chest heaving, eyes wild. I expected he’d either pick up a chair and throw it or grab her and kiss her with as much energy as they were giving off.

      But he did neither.

      Instead, he took a long, deep breath and walked right past her, around the entire chair section and sat on the very last row, right in line with her.

      He was joined the next minute by an equally burly guy in a suit. Based on their body language and the casual glances he tossed around the room, I gathered he was the other agent. Good.

      Sebastian gestured to Gary and the agent discreetly glanced over.

      It was about to get real up in here.

      The familiar anxiety tingle started in my hands, so I shook them out and tucked them against my neck.

      “Breathe, just breathe.”

      “Yes, no passing out.” Ashlyn smiled. “You’ve got this.”

      “Hey, girls. You both look so pretty.”

      We glanced up and smiled. “Tiff! Where the heck have you been?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been killin’ it on the phones, but I missed you.”

      Ash tugged her into a gentle hug. Tiff patted her back and wrinkled her nose over a smile. “Missed everyone, too. I’ve been busy, nothing to worry about. You ready, Delilah?”

      I shrugged but nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Looks like it’s almost go time.” She pointed to the left of the stage, where Gary was making his way over. “Break a leg, kiddo. Talk to you after the vote, future VP.” She winked and patted my shoulder, then claimed a chair a few rows back.

      I shook my head, nodded, and blew out a slow breath which came out with more of a whimper.

      “May the best woman win, Camaroon.”

      Chills erupted on my neck as Matt’s velvet voice caressed my ear, his hot hand gently gripping my waist, firm, promising all sorts of things.

      “Holy eff,” I gasped, whispering as my whole body warmed, “I thought we agreed—”

      “That was before you showed up dressed like sin,” he murmured.

      I launched forward out of his embrace and spun, forcing my lungs to slow. I canted my head toward Gary who, thankfully, hadn’t caught any of that, focused on the index card in his hand.

      Matt scrubbed a hand down his face and let out the loudest sigh I’d ever heard, nodding.

      Ashlyn threw a wave over her shoulder as she adjusted some other dial. “Hey, boss man!”

      “Hello, Ashlyn.” His voice was almost normal, but I could still hear the slight desperation. I couldn’t help but smile.

      I stuck out my hand and spoke loud enough Gary’d be sure to hear. “Good luck tonight, Easton. I’ll make sure not to invite you to my new office warming party.”

      His cheek hitched slowly, that spark I loved so much lighting in his eyes.

      “Unless you plan on quitting after I win, you won’t have a new office.”

      “Oh, I’m not quitting. Because I’ll be winning.” I winced. That one sounded way better in my head.

      Matt tucked his lips under his teeth, minimizing his smile. After a moment he exhaled through his nose. “Still no good at the comebacks, I see. Shame.”

      He slid his hands into his pockets and strolled past me, head high.

      “Yeah?” I turned, keeping him in sight, my pulse racing. “Well ... I can get better. But you’ll always—”

      “Hmm? What was that?”

      He didn’t even turn around, adjusting his cufflinks as he stepped off the stage.

      I huffed an irritated breath. I knew we were just kidding, but damn it. Did he always have to be better than me at that?

      After he found a chair dead center of the second row, he situated himself, crossed his arms, and gave me the single sexiest wink on the planet.

      Okay, irritation gone.

      Gary stepped up beside me and grabbed the mic from Ashlyn’s outstretched hand.

      I blew out a slow breath through pursed lips, laying eyes on every player in this game.

      Go time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            37

          

          

      

    

    







            Matthew

          

        

      

    

    
      She was the pinnacle of grace and beauty. That dress...

      I groaned but covered it with a cough.

      Peeling that off slowly tonight would be a testament to the limit of my patience.

      I just couldn’t keep my hands off her. But, as usual, her forward thinking kept me from blowing it.

      “Evening, everyone. Thanks for coming. Not like you had much of a choice.” Gary wheezed a laugh, and a few matching ones sprinkled around the audience.

      “Anyway, you guys know the drill. It’s on the card you picked up out of your seat. Vote for the best presentation. Up first is Delilah Camaroon.”

      He thrust the mic out at Del, who fumbled it, but quickly got it under control and put it back in the stand.

      She cleared her throat and nodded at Ashlyn, who clicked her tongue and shot finger guns at her before pressing a button.

      The screen above Delilah’s head lit up, and a burst of nervous energy zipped through my body. I whipped around and caught Sebastian’s gaze. He tapped Agent Walton’s shoulder and the man was in the chair behind Gary in a few seconds, silent as could be.

      I glanced at Chad, but he was already rolling his hand at his camera man.

      I rubbed my palms on my thighs, my gaze colliding with Del’s eventually.

      It was only then I realized she hadn’t spoken yet. She opened her mouth but closed it back.

      Ashlyn looked up, checked a dial again, stepped up to the mic and thumped it, creating a small feedback whine. “Good to go, Del-a-rino.”

      Del nodded and gripped the mic stand, opened her mouth, her eyes trained on some distant point, but she clamped it closed again, swallowing.

      Gary chuckled.

      “Come on, Cricket.” I muttered to myself, cracking my knuckles. “You can do it, darling.”

      She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and...

      “H-hi everyone.”

      I nearly leapt up from my chair and shouted for joy. Even so, I pumped my fists in a small victory cheer, grinning ear to ear.

      “Thanks...in advance for your patience as I get through these slides. I know you came here expecting standard growth projections and a super slick sales pitch, but I promise, you won’t want to miss anything.”

      She nodded to Ashlyn, who tapped a key on the laptop.

      Low confused murmurs filtered through the crowd. She cut her gaze to me and I nodded, urging her on with a smile. A small one hit her mouth and she quickly slipped into the all-business Delilah that made my mouth water.

      “Easton Developments has been destroying communities for years, much like they plan to do here. Next slide, please.”

      The graphs popped up, and I glanced around the room. Everyone’s attention was riveted to the front, as Delilah covered slide after slide, growing more and more confident as she went. Gary had been enjoying it, throwing smug glances my way every so often, right up until the next to last slide.

      “As you can imagine, where they invest their funds is the biggest issue. Or in this case, where they hide their funds.” She pointed to the screen. “In fact, evidence has been found of a rather significant embezzlement ring, stretching to include possible members of organized crime.”

      The gasps that bounced around the room that time made both Del and myself smile. Gary’s ruddy face turned blotchy as color drained away.

      “And,” she continued, leaning into the mic. “It’s spear-headed by someone in this very room.”

      That was my cue.

      I stood and adjusted my coat, giving the camera time to pan over. Once the shot was lined up, I slowly made my way to the stage, eyes locked on the love of my life. She matched my steps in reverse, giving me center stage.

      “Fantastic presentation, Ms. Camaroon.” I winked at her, and she bit her lip.

      I took my time, raising the mic stand to a comfortable height before leveling my smile on the crowd.

      “Many of you would like nothing more than to learn I was behind this.”

      Gary launched to his feet. “It’s your company. O-of course you’re behind it.”

      A few people yelled in agreement, but I held up my palm. Agent Walton gripped Gary’s shoulder and forced him back to his seat.

      “My last name is on it, yes. But until mere days ago, I had nothing to do with it. Now that it’s solely under my care, I’ve got plans to fix this moving forward. However, forward progress won’t be possible until the guilty party is brought to task. Next slide, if you please, Ashlyn.”

      “You’ve got it, boss man.”

      I glanced up at the screen right as Gary’s face appeared beside a bank statement showing hefty cash deposits.

      His jaw dropped open until he sputtered, “That doesn’t prove anything!”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, those deposits match several of the missing amounts. The rest of the proof is already with the authorities. Gary, have you met Agent Walton?”

      Gary’s face blanched the rest of the way as Agent Walton twisted his arm back and clicked a handcuff in place.

      “Gary MaFlour, Junior, you’re under arrest.”

      “You can’t arrest me! Easton, you smug shit, wait until your father hears about this.”

      “Considering he not only signed over control of Easton Dev, but also sold the company and the building to me, I doubt he’d give a damn.”

      “No! That was supposed to be—so sick of playing third wheel to your family. My father was next in line for the Monahan sale, but yours cut his own throat for that sale. No one could compete.”

      “I would apologize, but—you know what, actually, I will apologize.” I adjusted the mic. “To them, not you. You can go. Congrats on your arrest, Agent Walton.”

      He grinned up at me and maneuvered Gary through the audience. “If I’m going down, she is too. Tiff knew about it all. She helped!”

      My brows launched skyward, and everyone else gasped. Tiff froze, hand on her purse, already halfway out of her seat. Sebastian snaked through the crowd and had her hands behind her back before anyone else could react. “Let’s go. Legally, I can’t tell you that you have the right to remain silent. But I can sure tell you it’d be the smart thing to.”

      “People of Rhapsody Hills.” I tapped the mic again, drawing everyone’s attention. “The business practices you’ve come to expect from Easton related ventures change immediately. No more company-wide layoffs, no more sketchy lot buy-ups, everything transparent and above board. Starting with the leadership.” I cut my gaze to Delilah, whose sparkling smile set my heart stampeding, and held out my hand.

      Her eyes widened, and after shooting several glances at the audience, she gingerly made her way to my side. I tucked my arm around her and faced the crowd again.

      “I’ll be offering the position of COO of Easton Developments to Delilah Camaroon.”

      She sucked in a breath, catching my gaze. “What? Really?”

      “Del, I can’t think of anyone better to run a company that has the potential to change the heart of this community, than the woman who changed my heart.”

      “Oh, Sparky!” She cupped my cheeks and tugged me into a kiss I’d rather have kept off camera. But at least we’d be able to watch it again in prime time.
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        One month later

        Delilah

      

      

      

      If anyone had told me I’d be spending my evenings curled up on the couch next to my former childhood best friend turned billionaire turned enemy turned boyfriend, I’d have called them an ambulance because, clearly, they’d gone insane.

      But here we were, feet and legs intertwined on top of my coffee table, snuggled up under a blanket, watching re-runs of Good Eats while we fed each other popcorn.

      After the presentation, he’d put his condo on the market and moved in with me that next weekend.

      It was pretty dang awesome.

      Matt’s text tone went off, and I paused the show while he dug around in the cushions for his phone.

      After a second, he smiled and sent off a reply. “Vanessa’s doing better. Her latest bloodwork showed marked improvement.”

      “Oh, that’s great, babe!”

      “Yep.” He tossed the phone on the seat beside himself and wrapped his arms around my shoulders, placing a kiss on my forehead. “They’ve invited us to come visit.”

      I leaned back and blinked in disbelief. “In Italy?”

      Matt nodded with a smirk, tucking me against him as we settled back on the couch.

      “When?”

      “Soon, but whenever we want,” he rumbled, smoothing down my hair. “Merida can handle the day-to-day for a while, you’ve taught her well.”

      He wasn’t wrong. That incredibly pregnant teenager was just as hungry for the job as she was for every scrap of knowledge I could give her. It helped that her spunkiness knew no bounds.

      After Easton Dev broke ground on the new boundary-smashing community center, a big New York firm contacted me directly, asking if they could borrow her for a brainstorming session.

      I politely declined.

      Matt and I had sort of taken her under our wing, since her parents disowned her, and her baby-daddy wasn’t in the picture.

      “Plus, you know she’s not due for twenty-nine more days. We’ll be back in time.”

      “True.” I drew out the word, idly running my hand under the hem of Matt’s t-shirt along the hard planes of his stomach. “And I guess Ashlyn can hold down the fort as long as you’re within texting range.”

      He chuckled. “She’ll be fine. She’s more than holding it down, she’s doing a great job.”

      “Yeah, the parking spot lottery was a smart idea.” I sat up and twisted to face him. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      He quirked a brow. “Again? You sure you’re up to it? You were pretty exhausted when we finally fell asleep last night.”

      “Not what I meant, and you know it,” I laughed. “But I seem to recall you fell asleep first.”

      His glorious grin formed. “There goes that memory of yours. Tsk tsk.”

      “Har de har.” I poked his chest, and he laughed, snagging my hand and kissing the back of it.

      “Alright. I need to grab something first though, be back in a sec.”

      “Okey dokey. Hurry, I need to know what Alton does with the banana.”

      “I could show you what I’d do with it.” He winked at me, but I tossed a piece of popcorn in my mouth, unfazed as I stared him down.

      “Yeah? And what would that be?”

      His smile dropped. “Well, you know. The—”

      “Hmm?” I threw a handful at him. “What was that?”

      “Alright, you,” he growled playfully and snatched the bowl out of my hands with a grin. “Sassy little crickets get no more popcorn.”

      He stood and took the bowl with him to the bedroom, but I was laughing too hard at that point to fight back.

      When he reappeared, his expression had shifted. I cleared my throat, calming my laugh, and straightened. “What’s up?”

      He shifted his weight from one foot to the next, then ate up the space between us with long strides. I braced to be consumed by another of his amazing kisses, when he abruptly stopped, and dropped to one knee in front of me.

      “Del, I know it’s fast, at least to the outside world.”

      My eyes bugged, and I slapped my hands over my mouth as he pulled his hand out from behind his back, holding a white ring box.

      “But I can’t imagine the rest of my life without you. I want all your messy hair mornings, and work-in-progress dinners, and most of all I want to cherish and protect your heart until my dying breath. I can’t promise I’ll be perfect, but I promise to try every second of every day to be the man you deserve.”

      Tears streamed down my face as he opened the ring box.

      “Delilah, my darling, my cricket, my one true love, will you marry me?”

      “Yes!” I sob-laughed and threw my arms around his neck. “Sparky that was so beautiful! How long did you practice that?”

      He laughed, hugging me tighter. “I don’t know if I should be offended you think I couldn’t do that off the cuff, or proud you could tell I put in the work.”

      I leaned back and planted a big kiss on his lips, finally resting my forehead on his. “Well, you have the rest of forever to figure that out.”

      “That I do, Mrs. Easton. That I do.”

      With a smirk, I tapped the end of his nose. “Who said I was taking your last name?”
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      T.K. Barber is a mom to two boys and two cats, wife to a silver fox, and a multi sub-genre romance author who thrives on making life miserable for her characters before they get their happy endings. She survives Georgia’s nearly year-long summers by consuming popsicles in mass quantities and eating more Chinese food than is probably healthy.

      Website: www.tkbarber.com

      Facebook: www.facebook.com/TKBarberOfficial

      Twitter: www.twitter.com/TKBarberAuthor

      Instagram: www.instagram.com/tkbarber_author

      BookBub: www.bookbub.com/authors/t-k-barber

      Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/TKBarber

      Newsletter: www.subscribepage.com/TKBarberNews

      Amazon: www.amazon.com/author/tkbarber

      

      
        
        Again, thank you so much for reading. My fans are the biggest reason I do this, so if you enjoyed this, please, let me know! Tell your friends, shoot me a message, leave a review, send a carrier pigeon—whatever!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Books by T.K. Barber

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dates are subject to change, unless the pre-order is up! Join my newsletter or Facebook group to stay informed.

        SERIES

      

      

      Deities & Desires

      Death On Line One — Available Now

      Hell On Hold —2020-2021

      

      The Twin Bay Saga

      Held — Available Now

      Hidden — Available Now

      Twin Bay Christmas: Finally Family – Available Now

      Embraced (Nat & Gavin) — 4/3/2020

      Consumed (Katelyn & Anthony) — 5/5/2020

      Promised (Preq. novella) —?

      Caught (Killer) —2020

      Fenced (Vincent) —2020

      Caged (Jack) —?

      Twin Bay Christmas Collection, Vol. 2 — 12/8/2020

      Marked (Nate) — TBD

      Trapped — TBD

      

      Rhapsody Hills

      Texting the Enemy

      Texting the Bodyguard — Coming soon!

      Texting the Intern – Coming soon!

      

      The Heart Guardians

      Arrhythmia — Coming soon!

      Pulse — Coming soon!

      
        
        STANDALONES

      

      

      Left at The Alter, Right at The Athame — 5/3/2022

      Splintered Echoes — 8/2/2022

      The Demon Next Door — 10/18/2022

      The Grief Protocol — TBD

      

      
        
        And so, so many more to come!
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