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            Prologue

          

          TATE

        

      

    

    
      Of course, my coffeemaker would choose today to kick the bucket. Taking a chance, I walk into the little coffee shop on the corner, Bon Java, and hope for the best. My eyes cross when blaring rock music hits me as I walk through the door. Who needs this first thing in the morning? The walls are covered with rock ‘n roll memorabilia infused with a little coffee shop humor. It’s unique to say the least. I look around and see the place is packed full of people dressed from business attire to pajamas. After telling myself coffee will improve my mood, I walk up to the long line and stand behind a harried looking woman who’s juggling a purse, computer bag, phone, and a toddler. Sheesh. My day really could be worse.

      I’m so distracted watching the show in front of me, I don’t realize that a voice is calling out to me until someone behind me rudely states, “Man, she wants to take your order, and the rest of us behind you don’t have all day.” Turning, I glare at the helpful asshole, then walk up to the counter and feel my world turn on its axis.

      She’s spectacular. So tiny yet perfectly curvy, I imagine throwing her over my shoulder and running straight back to my penthouse. Her slightly square chin has a tiny cleft that I imagine running my tongue over, and I bet the matching dimples in both cheeks are irresistible when she smiles widely. The black polo style top with “Bon Java” in red is stretched across her perfect breasts, and I want to throw my jacket over her shoulders so none of these other jackasses see her perfection. Jade green eyes widen as I stare wordlessly at her, and I shake my head to clear the fog. My mouth is disconnected from my brain as all the processes in my body are now centered in my cock, which seems to be the only functioning part of my body. The angel standing in front of me pushes a strand of light brown hair over her shoulder then smiles shyly.

      “Uh, can I get you something?” She bites her juicy bottom lip, and I barely control the groan fighting to slip past my lips.

      Clearing my throat, I smile and try to sound normal. “Yeah, I really need a large black coffee.”

      My angel winks and takes possession of the rest of my heart. “That will be two-seventy-five. What name can I put on it?” After I give her my name and insert my credit card, she smiles. “Tony will have your black gold ready down at the end of the counter in two shakes.”

      I’m about to get more information on the future mother of my children when the asshole of the century groans, “Look, can you move the hell on? Dude, it’s Monday morning.” When I look over my shoulder and see there are at least ten people in line, I decide to come back a little later to find out all about my girl.

      I’m still staring at my girl as I wait for my coffee when the tall, skinny guy behind the counter walks up. “It embarrasses her to have old dudes stare all day long.” The asshole smirks and points his head at my girl, and I want to reach over the counter and grab him.

      “Excuse me?” Deciding kicking her coworker’s ass on the day we meet might make a bad impression, I ignore his jab.

      “Look, man. She only seventeen years old, and I told her parents I wouldn’t let sleazy old men hit on their daughter.” His words drive a stake straight through my heart. I’m fucking obsessing over a minor.

      The beautiful fucking teenager walks up to the edge of the counter with a large cup in her hand and smiles. “I knew you needed this badly so I hurried it over.” I grab the cup from her hand, and in the process squeeze it a little too hard. As hot liquid gushes out all over my hand, words that would peel paint spew from my lips.

      The implement of my torture runs around the counter and grabs my hand to inspect the damage. As her soft hands are running over my skin, I can’t control my harsh words. “Look, I can take care of it myself.”

      Her worried eyes meet mine as she shakes her head. “Oh no. Let me get some ice for your hand.”

      Knowing I need to get the hell out of here before I embarrass myself over a seventeen-year-old girl, I’m harsher than I intend. The small burn on my hand is the least of my worries, so I suddenly pull my hand away from her grasp, causing her to jump back. “Do your job next time and let me worry about my hand. If you’d put the damn top on right, I wouldn’t have gotten a fist full of hot coffee.”

      Tears fill her huge green eyes, and a sharp pain pierces my heart. I spin around and rush out the door, faintly hearing her mutter, “Mr. CEO Jerk,” as the door is closing behind me. She has no idea.

      Dylan’s latest security system is set to release in two weeks, but the last-minute glitches may cause my head to explode. No one else seems to care. Dylan, my business partner, and his wife know I’ll worry enough for all of us, so they’re busy with family commitments while I slowly go insane. Dylan and Chloe met when she took a job with Harlington Technologies three years ago and married just a few weeks later.

      We have a long and complicated past. Dylan had secretly owned the company while working as Chief Design Engineer. I had been his best friend throughout college. When he designed a revolutionary security system his senior year of college and started the company, I became his CEO. Once he and Chloe married, he wanted to spend more time with his family, so he sold me a large share of the company and we became partners. Now, I’m still CEO, and Dylan and Chloe are still Co-Chief Design Engineers.

      I lay my head back in my office chair and shut my eyes for a second, wishing I could have a happy ending with the woman I love, too. Every night, my dreams are filled with smiling jade green eyes, so much so that I’ve gotten to the point that I dread sleeping. How can I lust after a teenager? I’m ready to seek help at this point.

      Between stress and sleeplessness, my patience is non-existent. I’ve scared away most of my staff; only the brave will approach me lately. A brave soul knocks on my door, and I crack one eye open when Dylan strolls in and drops into the chair across from me.

      “You’re a walking advertisement for over-stressed businessman.”

      Running my hand down my face, I pick up my head and glare at my best friend. “Do you have a reason for bugging me, or is this piss off Tate day at Harlington Technologies?”

      My back teeth snap together when the asshole looks around then leans closer to whisper, “Let me share a secret. Every day is piss off Tate day because you’ve turned into a great big jerk.” He’s right, but how do I explain to my best friend that I finally found the woman of my dreams but she’s jailbait. Fuck.

      “What do you need?” I decide to cut this conversation short so I can get back to wallowing in my self-pity.

      Dylan sighs and shakes his head. “Reid’s little sister is graduating from college next weekend. Reid and Tori are having the party at their house, and we aren’t taking no for an answer this time. You’re coming. You can’t skip another get together.” Watching him walk to the door, I think to myself, I’ll find an excuse before then to get out of this damn party. Just what I need, to spend the day watching all my friends acting lovesick over their wives. No, thanks.
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          TATE

        

      

    

    
      He didn’t fall for any of my fucking excuses. The asshole. The next weekend, I call myself ten kinds of fool as I drive up the winding hill that leads to Reid’s house. Dylan was well prepared for every excuse I gave until I finally admitted defeat. I decided it was easier to make a short appearance at the damn graduation party than to listen to any more of the asshole’s speeches.

      After pulling my new toy up to the front of the house, I reach across the front seat and grab the present. Since I’ve never met the girl, I erred on the safe side and bought a silver Tiffany bracelet. Surely, that will go over well. I can hopefully just toss my gift to the graduate and run.

      Lack of sleep and mornings spent jacking off until sore to visions of a girl who is way too young for me have me beyond irritable. Yet my mind won’t let me forget her gorgeous, curvy body or sparkling, smiling green eyes. I’m haunted twenty-four hours a day, and my frustration and disgust have reached a boiling point. I feel sorry for everyone who is subjected to my presence right now, and though I tried to warn my best friend, he’s a stubborn asshole.

      Tori, Reid’s wife, answers the door holding a camera. She’s laughing, and I can’t help but appreciate how lucky my friend is to have such a wonderful wife. “Hey, you’re here in time for all the fun. Reid and Ethan lost a bet and are outside paying up.”  Her dark blue eyes sparkle as she points over her shoulder and laughs. “Hurry up and get your phone out. I promise you’ll want pictures to remember this day.” Shaking my head, I follow her out the back door with my cellphone ready to snap pictures.

      Sure enough, the sight is just as funny as she led me to believe. Ethan and Reid are standing on the side of the pool in tight speedo bathing suits with signs hanging around their necks that read, “I couldn’t even make it through a wedding without attacking my wife.”

      I lift my phone to take the picture when I glance to the side and see my girl. The same girl who’s been torturing me all these long days and sleepless nights is standing next to the pool, embracing that fucker Derek Wescott. I hear him laugh as he hugs her tight. “Congratulations, Short Stuff. You deserve today.”

      Emotions hit me from all directions. If this is Meredith Maxwell, she’s way older than seventeen. That fucking little weasel at the coffee shop lied to me, and I’ve spent all this time suffering for nothing. As rage explodes through my fucking body, I lose what’s left of my mind. My only thought is to get her away from Derek.

      After dropping the present on the ground, I wrap my arm around her waist and spin my woman around, then pull her close to my chest. Shocked green eyes stare up at me as I growl over her head, “Don’t you ever fucking touch her again.”

      Shock holds everyone still except Dylan, who rushes over. “Tate, what the fuck?”

      I ignore my best friend and throw Meredith over my shoulder. I’m heading for the door when Reid Maxwell grabs me. “What the fuck, man? That’s my sister.”

      When I turn around, I see the all the guests are standing next to Reid, shocked by my outburst and kidnapping attempt. Not ready to explain everything in front of her entire family, I decide to give the bare minimum. “Well, she’s my woman so back the fuck off.”

      Reid doesn’t listen to me and steps forward to look right in my eyes. “Not happening. Put my sister down and we can discuss this like normal humans.”

      My earlier opinion of Tori is confirmed when she reminds her husband, “Reid, I remember a certain husband of mine who wouldn’t let anyone stand in his way when we first met. Maybe you should let Tate and Meredith work this out on their own.”

      “TORI!” Meredith screeches from behind my back, and I almost smile.

      I need to get her out of here and take her somewhere we can have our long overdue conversation, so I cave and let the asshole know, “Look, I’m just taking her somewhere private so we can talk. If she wants to leave at any time, I will let her.”

      Dylan, who’s always had my back, steps forward and lays his hand on Reid’s arm. “You know Tate isn’t going to hurt your sister. Let them talk.” While Reid is considering Dylan’s plea, I turn and walk out the door. I take his silence as acceptance and keep going until I get to my new car.

      “Hey, I have my car here. I’ll follow you.” As Meredith tries to negotiate, I ignore her and place her in the soft leather seat, then reach in to buckle her seatbelt. The back of my hand brushes the side of her breast, and both of us gasp. My dick instantly hardens. This ride to my place will be the longest twenty minutes in my life.

      After I pull onto the road, Meredith pouts and huffs, “Are you going to give me the silent treatment the whole way to wherever you plan on taking me?”

      “I need to concentrate on driving, and I can’t do that if all my attention is on you. Don’t worry, I plan on getting everything out in the open when we get to my place.” I watch her out of the corner of my eye as she bites her bottom lip and swallows nervously. The ride seems to stretch out even further. This girl is tying me in so many knots, I’ll never get myself untangled. Not that I ever want to be free of her. Now that I know she’s old enough to pursue, I plan on making her mine and holding on forever.
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          MEREDITH

        

      

    

    
      The day after my graduation is finally here. I’m going to my brother’s house for my graduation party, then I promised a few coworkers I’d meet them at a club downtown for drinks. On my way to my brother’s house, I try to think of ways to get out of meeting them. I can’t believe I let Sara talk me into this stupid celebration tonight. I really like most of my coworkers, but a few of them make my skin crawl, especially the owner and his son, Toby. I only wish I had some way to get out of it. Oh well, after this weekend, I don’t have to work at Bon Java anymore.

      After the jerk from last week came in and destroyed my love for my job, I’m happy to see the end of Bon Java. I’d always been able to ignore the icky vibes Toby gives off because I loved my part-time job so much. That all changed when the gorgeous asshole walked in and stole my heart, then stepped on it and crushed it under his heel on his way out the door. The whole spilled coffee incident was his fault, but he made a huge scene and blamed me, then he had the nerve to treat me like a stupid airhead. I’m ready to forget men and worry about kindergarten kids.

      The front circular drive is already filled with cars when I arrive at my party. As I walk in the front door, Tori walks around the corner and hugs me. “Hey, everyone’s out back by the pool. Aunt Alice and Uncle Dan should be here any minute.” She heads up the stairs and giggles while calling over her shoulder, “I need to get my camera. Reid hid my phone, but I refuse to let the day pass without getting a picture of this sight.”

      “Huh?” My confusion must show on my face because she continues laughing and points at the back door.

      “Go on out. It’ll all be clear to you soon. My husband and his friends couldn’t refuse a bet, and now, he’s paying for it.”

      When I walk out the door, I can’t control the laughter that bursts from my lips. My brother and Ethan are standing by the pool in tight speedo bathing suits with signs hanging around their necks that read, “I couldn’t even make it through a wedding without attacking my wife.” Once I get control of myself, I make my way up to Reid and ask him, “Who’s idea was this?”

      “Who the fuck do you think? The fucker who’s prancing around taking pictures of this shit show is the asshole responsible for it,” Reid loudly announces.

      Dylan places his hand innocently over his heart and disagrees. “My friend, you’re responsible for this.” He grins widely while pointing at the sign hanging around Reid’s neck before continuing. “All you had to do was keep your dick in your pants, and I’d be paying your babysitting fees for a month.”

      Before Reid can blast Dylan, Tori returns with Aunt Alice, Uncle Dan, and Derek, Ethan’s brother, who takes one look at the two men and almost falls over laughing. After giving me a kiss on the cheek, Aunt Alice and Uncle Dan walk over to the patio to talk to Emma and Chloe. They’re used to the antics of this group of men and just ignore them.

      Derek is still laughing hysterically while taking pictures of his brother and friend. Once he gets himself under control and wipes the tears from his eyes, Derek turns and wraps his arms around me, hugging me tightly. “Congratulations, Short Stuff. You deserve today.” I open my mouth to thank him, but I’m suddenly ripped from his arms.

      My body collides with an iron-hard chest as powerful arms lock around me, and a familiar angry growl demands over my head, “Don’t you ever fucking touch her again.” I look up into angry brown eyes and cringe. Oh shit, it’s Mr. CEO Jerk from the coffee shop. Fuck me.

      I hear Dylan shout, “Tate, what the fuck?” And I think I’ve stepped into the twilight zone.

      Now, I’m sitting in his freaking spaceship-sports car headed to his apartment to “get everything out in the open.” Whatever that means. I asked the universe for a way to get out of meeting my coworkers tonight, and boy did the universe deliver.

      I’m staring out the window as buildings pass by until we finally pull into the basement parking garage of a huge modern building. Tate parks the car in a parking spot right next to the elevator and turns to me. “Sit there. I’ll come around and get you.”

      Damn, the asshole likes to order me around. He has Mr. CEO Jerk Syndrome. I really need to take lessons from Tori on how to housebreak an asshole. She whipped my brother into shape in no time.

      Tate opens the car door and leans in to unbuckle my seatbelt, then lifts me out like I’m a child. “Do you plan on carrying me everywhere, or can I walk around some today?” I tease.

      He takes a minute to think about my joke, and I start to worry that he really has lost his mind. “Look, I haven’t had more than two hours sleep a night in the last week or so, and I’m in need of a little time to get over this. After we talk, I’ll try to get over my issues.”

      I have no idea what his “issues” are, but I hope we can get over them soon. My heart isn’t the swiftest organ in the world, and it seems it already belongs to him. I only hope that doesn’t turn out to be a bad thing for me.

      After deciding to make the best of things, I lay my head back against his muscular shoulder and enjoy the ride. An elderly couple steps off the elevator, and the older man gives Tate a smirk that he ignores as we step into the empty elevator. Tate carefully juggles me around so he can reach forward to place his thumb on a keypad on the wall. Once his thumbprint registers, the elevator doors close, and we begin moving quickly.

      I try to peek around his massive shoulders to see the interior of the impressive elevator, but all I can see is a glimpse of dark wood and mirrored panels. After a few seconds, we glide to a stop. My mouth drops open when the doors open to reveal the most beautiful apartment. “The elevator opens directly to your apartment. Is that safe?” Tate walks straight to the off-white leather sofa and places me on the buttery soft cushion.

      He smiles down at me, and I hear the doors close behind us. “That’s why I used my thumbprint. All the apartments with direct access have thumbprint controls that are set up to only work with the pre-programed thumbprints. I’ll get your thumbprint added to mine tomorrow.”

      Blinking, I take several deep breaths to try to calm my racing heartbeat. Things are moving insanely fast, and I feel like I’ve missed something. “Wait, I’ve missed a whole lot of this story.”

      Tate looks up at the ceiling then runs
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