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            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      It might be a fake date, but what if he’s not faking it?

      

      Loner Cole North has always been the odd guy out. His IQ is sky-high, but he’s not so bright when it comes to people or relationships. Years ago, he spurned expectations, shunned his family’s business, and embraced a career in construction instead. Now he values his job above everything, in part because of his secret feelings for his boss, Sierra. While he could never be right for her personally, he endeavors to be exactly what she needs professionally.

      

      Remodeler Sierra Lowell might be creative, hardworking, and a color-outside-the-lines thinker in her job, but there’s one line she’s never crossed. It’s tough enough to be a woman in a man’s job without adding sex or emotions to the mix. Smart, sexy Cole is without question her right-hand man, but the lines get blurred when Sierra's life is complicated with a wedding date crisis and the television opportunity of a lifetime.

      

      Cole impulsively steps up to be her go-to guy for both. When their fake date is interrupted by a family emergency, having Sierra at his side makes him realize there’s a fine line between alone and lonely and that maybe he’s ready for less of both. Can he find a way to go from being a right-hand man to the right man for her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Getting dumped sucked, even when you weren’t that wild about the guy to start with.

      Getting dumped two days before your sister’s wedding, being left dateless… That was an altogether different level of suck.

      Sierra Lowell shut the back door of her business harder than she meant to and let out a quiet but heartfelt stream of swear words.

      “Everything okay?”

      She turned from the door to see Cole North, her foreman, sticking his head into the room.

      “Fine,” she said, brushing off the irritation from her personal life and slipping back into business mode. It probably revealed a lot about her relationship—former relationship—that she so easily got her mind back on the subject of her meeting with Cole. “Sorry about the interruption.”

      “You sure?” he asked as she approached him from across the kitchen of the century-old Cape Cod house that served as the headquarters of Dunn & Lowell Remodeling. They’d been about to start a two-person evening meeting when Kevin, her ex, had interrupted.

      “Yep,” she said, not having to fake the optimism in her tone. “What I want to discuss is important.”

      She led Cole back into her office, originally one of the two cozy bedrooms of the house, and retook her place at the round table in the center of the room.

      Before sitting again, he pulled his sweatshirt over his head, leaving him in a plain black tee, and tossed the sweatshirt on the chair between them. It was dusty after a day at the jobsite. Sierra wouldn’t call herself clean either, but that was status quo and a sign that they’d worked hard.

      “So what’s up?” he said as he sat across from her.

      She flipped back several pages in her notebook to some notes she’d jotted down late last night. “Chances are good you’re going to think I’m crazy.”

      “Sounds like a normal day.” Cole wasn’t one to smile a lot, but the tips of his lips tilted up slightly now as he pulled his legal pad and carpenter pencil closer.

      Sierra leaned back in her chair and pulled her cargo-pants-clad legs up to sit cross-legged, took in a deep breath as she chose her words carefully. “Are you familiar with William Eldridge?”

      “I’ve heard the name. Is he the guy who owns a bunch of TV networks?”

      “Networks, newspapers, magazines, websites, who knows what else,” she said, brushing back a long strand of hair that’d come out of her ponytail hours ago. “Originally from Tennessee.”

      “Richer than God if I remember right.”

      “You do. Also egotistical, from what I’ve heard, and loves being in the spotlight. Anyway, I saw something on his home remodeling network last night between shows. He recently bought a mansion here in Nashville. An old Italianate-style house built in the early 1900s. He got it for a steal because it’s a mess—”

      “And he needs a remodeler,” Cole said.

      “He needs a remodeler, but he’s not going about finding one in the usual way. He’s holding a competition and putting it on a TV series.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Cole sat back in his chair.

      Sierra’s heart sank the tiniest bit at his tone, but she reminded herself it was exactly the reaction she’d expected from him. “When you own one of the top networks devoted to remodeling, what else are you going to do?”

      “And you want to get into the competition, just like that? Because you saw an ad on TV?” Cole said, his eyes narrowed at her.

      “Of course I do. But I wanted to get your opinion on it.”

      He studied her with the look in his eyes that she’d expected—as if she hadn’t given it enough thought. Yes, it was sudden, but how could she not try? As soon as she’d gone to the website and read the details, she’d known she had to enter.

      “This is your company,” he said. “You make the calls.”

      “Yes and yes.” She kept her voice firm.

      She would do this, would go for it, because winning the competition would propel her company to new levels and give her a new platform. The thought had excitement pulsing through her again. But the project would be a lot smoother if Cole, her right-hand guy, was on board.

      Dunn & Lowell was doing well, always had a lineup of projects, the vast majority of which were remodels of historical buildings. They received most of their business through word of mouth because Sierra personally did everything possible to ensure her customers’ complete satisfaction, and she employed an excellent crew with remarkably little turnover.

      She was blessed in so many ways—to have inherited the business from her grandpa, Roger Dunn, to have learned the industry from him, one of the best in the field, and to genuinely love what she did for a living.

      Beyond the basics of carpentry and construction, her grandpa had instilled in her a passion for uncovering and bringing out an old building’s soul. Quality and authenticity were valued above shortcuts and cheap solutions, and his tenets were what she continued to build the company’s reputation on. But lately she’d been thinking a lot about how to make the business even more.

      She was at a crossroads, where she could either decide this was the pinnacle of Dunn & Lowell or she could work on taking it even higher. Her vote was for pushing it higher. The timing of this opportunity couldn’t be more perfect.

      “What would this entail?” Cole asked, tapping his flat pencil on the table.

      She lowered her legs, sat up straighter, and referenced the bullet items in her notebook even though she knew them by heart. “There are three stages, and at each stage, the field of competitors narrows. Application, interview, and the final one is a full-blown, in-depth, multimedia proposal for the mansion.”

      “It’s a circus parade just to get to the proposal stage,” Cole said, tapping away.

      “That’s the spirit of TV, I guess.”

      Truth be told, Sierra would thrive on the chance to be in the spotlight. She wasn’t shy, and she knew her stuff. Being a woman in a man’s field had always been an uphill battle, and she continually had to prove herself and then prove herself again. Making it past any of the contest rounds and appearing on Eldridge’s network would increase her credibility as an expert and show that women could run a renovation company just as well as a man—and better.

      “So the prize is the job?”

      “That’s just the beginning.” She took a sip of her coffee—vanilla caramel in her mug that said GIRL BOSS—to slow her thoughts and her speech, which were both ramping up with her enthusiasm. “The remodel would be featured in detail on the network for a full season, and after that season, we’d get our own show for a year, where we basically go about our business as usual and they film our work, interview us, show what we’re doing and how we do it.”

      “So a typical home network show.”

      “Yes, with a focus on century-old-home renovations.”

      “Our bread and butter,” he said.

      “I know we could compete.”

      Cole sat up taller, a cocky look on his handsome face. “We could do more than compete. We could win it. But are you sure you want all the bullshit that would come with it? The show, the attention, the bureaucracy, being accountable to someone besides yourself and the client?”

      She nodded, loving that he felt comfortable enough to speak his mind. That’s what she wanted. Not some yes-man. “I thought about all of that, thought about it practically all night long, and it’s a lot. To me, the benefits outweigh the negatives, but it will affect everyone who works here to some extent.”

      “Sure as hell will.” He said it with conviction, and Sierra’s mind spun with how to bring him around, how to get Cole’s support.

      She didn’t want to hard-sell this. She wanted Cole to be in favor of it without her persuasion, because he’d become important to her business, almost like a partner in some aspects. He was highly intelligent, had above-average skills and knowledge, and worked as hard as she did. In the years he’d been in the industry, he’d gained immeasurable experience in solving whatever problems arose—and because they dealt with decades-old, sometimes centuries-old buildings, they’d had some real headaches.

      “When’s the deadline for the application?” he asked, doodling designs along the margin of his otherwise-blank yellow legal pad.

      “We’ve got a week and a half.”

      “What would my role be?”

      “I can do the app. I went through some of it last night, the short answers and financials. There’s a few essay-type questions, like why I want to win, what’s the most challenging historical renovation we’ve done, that kind of thing.”

      “What about the other stages?” Cole asked, interrupting his doodling to look her in the eye, and it hit her that that was where his hesitation lay. While she loved the idea of being on camera, being the center of attention, being hailed as an expert, Cole wouldn’t. He would detest it.

      “How about this? If we get past the application, you can stay behind the scenes. I’ll handle the interview and the proposal.”

      Cole’s body language changed, telling her she was on to the key. “What if they want a second person involved?”

      “Someone else can do it. Troy, maybe. Demetrius. They’re both extroverts who never shut up. Even Carlos. With a little coaching, he’d do great, and probably gain a few female fans in the process.”

      “That’s the last thing he needs,” Cole said. “It all sounds okay, but what if we win? There’s no way you can guarantee I can stay behind the scenes then.”

      “I’ll tell them you’re off-limits. Maybe I’ll tell them you have a speech impediment,” she said, grinning.

      “Next thing we know, they’d want to do a feature on the tongue-tied foreman. Hell no.”

      “There’d probably be times when you might be on screen, but I’ll do whatever I can to keep them from interviewing—if we get that far. It’s a long shot and you know it.”

      He set his pencil down, crossed his arms over his chest, and sat there pensively, silently. Sierra had more than a little practice with sales techniques, as she was the primary salesperson for the company, so she knew it was time to shut up, to not jump into the heavy pause as she had the urge to do, and to let him think through things.

      She sipped her coffee and flipped to the next page in her notebook to double-check the deadline schedule for all three stages, which she already knew, but she was fighting to seem nonchalant.

      “You really want to be a TV star?” he asked as he leaned his elbows on the table, his biceps flexing from under the ends of his T-shirt sleeves.

      “Not a star,” she said, because that wasn’t the end goal. “But if this is the way to teach more people why old buildings are important, why we should bring them back to life instead of knock them down and throw up a brand-new cookie-cutter version, I’m all in.”

      She was itching to spread the knowledge and the passion she’d gotten from her beloved grandpa. And this, she believed, was the best way to do exactly that.

      Cole met her gaze, his hard-edged caramel eyes giving no hint as to his thoughts, and she raised her brows in a silent Well?

      “Yes, you’re crazy as a loon, and yes, I’ll stand behind you on this, do whatever you need, as long as it’s off camera.”

      She didn’t have a chance to celebrate before her phone dinged with a reminder. She picked it up and read the note to pick up her sister, Kennedy, for the bride’s and bridesmaids’ pedi/mani, and with that, she was plunged into the wedding to-do list that would only intensify tomorrow, which was why she was taking a rare day off.

      Now she needed to call her mom and tell her she didn’t have a plus-one after all—that or find one. She’d be much better off finding one, but at this late date…

      “Dammit,” she muttered to herself as she set the phone down hard on the table and started packing her things in her bag to take home.

      “Okay,” Cole said, already standing, his legal pad and pencil back in his work bag, ready to go. “What did what’s-his-name do to you?”

      “How do you know it’s what’s-his-name?” She stood and picked up her Dunn & Lowell fleece jacket from the back of her chair and put it on.

      “You were fine all day, even with the wedding stress. He shows up, you slam the door, I find you swearing a blue streak after him… Are you going to tell me it’s not?”

      Cole was the kind of guy who didn’t say too much but who paid attention, sometimes more than she wanted him to.

      “He screwed me over for a wedding date,” she said.

      “He canceled on you?”

      “Broke up with me. Which wouldn’t be a big deal if not for Kennedy’s wedding. We were never that serious but had agreed to at least get through the wedding.”

      “What changed?”

      She blew out a breath as she pulled her ponytail out from under her jacket. “He met someone he really likes. Wants to see her this weekend.”

      Cole watched her, assessing, and then he said, “That blows.”

      “I’d be okay with it if it didn’t leave me in the lurch for the wedding.”

      “Do you really need a date?” he asked skeptically.

      Such a guy.

      “I really do. My mom is militant about RSVPs and head counts for the hotel caterers. If I don’t show up with a plus-one, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      There was more—as the youngest Lowell sibling, Sierra always felt she had to prove herself, in every arena, justified or not, and both her siblings had found their person, were settled or settling, and she was so far from it, it wasn’t funny—but it wasn’t worth going into with Cole. She fully acknowledged it was at least partially in her head, but it wasn’t likely she could resolve twenty-some years of mental crap in the next forty-eight hours.

      “Plus there’s the bridal party dance…” She shook her head, realizing how woe-is-me she would sound to admit out loud she didn’t want to be the odd girl out.

      “What kind of dance?” Cole said, lowering his bag to the chair he’d been sitting on.

      “Just a slow song. Standard partner dance. Nothing special, but it’s a thing.”

      She looked away, pressed her lips together as she started sorting through options, because the other single attendant—the groom’s brother—was bringing a date, and they’d already decided their dates would join them for the bridal party dance. If Sierra didn’t find someone, she’d either look like a dumb ass out there by herself or be conspicuously absent for that song. She disliked both options.

      “It’s Saturday night?” he asked, looking pensive.

      “Five thirty. I have”—she picked up her phone and pushed the button to check the time—“forty-seven and a half hours to find someone. I’m not going alone.”

      She unlocked her phone, opened her contacts, and was about to tap on her brother’s name, hoping he’d know someone he could set her up with, as pathetic as that was, when Cole said, “I can stand in for your date.”

      With her thumb hovering over her brother’s name, she froze and met his gaze, surprised and more than a little afraid he was joking. When she saw only sincerity in his eyes, she said, “Really?”

      “If you need me to,” he said.

      “You’d be my fake date?”

      “No fancy dance steps I have to learn?”

      “No fancy dance steps.”

      He broke eye contact and picked up his bag. “Text me when and where and I’ll be there.”

      Sierra let out a breath of relief and resisted the urge to throw her arms around him. Because on some level, she hadn’t lost sight of the fact that he worked for her and there were lines they couldn’t cross. But he was offering her a solution, and she’d be stupid not to jump on it.

      “Thank you, Cole. I’ll make sure you don’t regret it.”
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      It took Cole approximately thirty seconds—long enough to walk out of his meeting with Sierra and get into his truck—to regret his offer.

      Fifteen minutes later, after belittling himself for the entire drive home, he hit the brakes harder than necessary as he whipped his truck up along the curb near his apartment. Leaving his tool belt and his work bag on the floor, he burst out of the vehicle into the cool October evening and slammed the door.

      The drive hadn’t calmed him down. He was still just as pissed at himself as he’d been when he’d walked out of the office.

      After thirty-two years on this planet, he had one good thing in his life, one thing he valued—his job. So naturally he’d just gone and endangered the shit out of that.

      At the nondescript wooden door that led to the stairs to his second-story apartment, he stopped with his hand on the knob and eyed the next door over—the dark-tinted glass door of Sunshine’s, the hole-in-the-wall bar below his place. He chose the dingy, stale-smelling tavern over the comforts of home and headed inside.

      It would take his eyes a minute or two to adjust to the darkness, but that didn’t matter. He could find his way to the counter of this dive with his eyes closed.

      As he strode across the 1970s-era black-and-white-checked linoleum tiles to his usual spot at the far end of the bar, he took a quick inventory—five tables occupied, mostly men, two women at the bar, pool table in use, Winona behind the counter. He didn’t make eye contact with anyone, was nearly at his stool when some asshole plowed back-first into him from the side.

      “Son of a bitch!” the guy yelled as he turned and glared at Cole. “The fuck you doing?”

      He was about as tall as Cole, but Cole had twenty pounds of muscle on him and was in just the right mind-set to use that muscle. The bastard had beady hazel eyes and one of those dumb-ass overgrown beards that made him look like a lumberjack.

      Cole raised his chin as he scowled, his knuckles begging for contact with the guy’s ugly mug.

      “Evening, Cole,” a familiar female smoker’s voice called out. “Got your usual ready for you.” Winona’s way of saying, Get your ass over here and stay out of trouble.

      She was right. This guy wasn’t worth the trouble.

      After three more seconds of stare down, Cole turned away and resumed his path to his duct-taped black-vinyl stool, second from the far end.

      “Smart,” Winona said as he took his seat. “You look like you had a shit day.”

      “Not my favorite,” Cole said as he pulled the glass mug of beer toward him. “Johnnie kind of day, matter of fact.”

      Winona took the hint and pulled the Johnnie Walker Double Black bottle down from the shelf and filled a tumbler, skipping the ice.

      The somewhere-over-fifty black-haired bar owner, who was also his landlady, knew him better than most, which wasn’t a lot. Some people would say that was pathetic, but it was how Cole preferred it.

      “I’d ask you about it, but I know better,” Winona said. “You want food?”

      “Got sourdough today?”

      “You betcha. Roast beef and cheddar? Barbecue chips?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t ma’am me,” she muttered as she went to the compact kitchen. She only offered cold sandwiches and chips, but they were freshly made and served as Cole’s dinner multiple times a week.

      Left alone, Cole swigged down half the whiskey as his mind went back to the meeting with Sierra and his ace move.

      One weak moment. One bone-headed sentence out of his mouth.

      What the hell had he been thinking when he offered to stand in as Sierra’s fake date for her sister’s wedding?

      Offered, for fuck’s sake.

      He knew damn well what had made him do it though. He hated to see Sierra upset, especially for this wedding that he knew for a fact she’d been spending hours upon hours working on every evening, all to make it memorable and low-stress for her sister, Kennedy. After all her selfless hard work, she deserved to spend the evening not worrying about whatever the hell she would worry about by going alone. Though he didn’t get why it was so important, he did understand it was, indeed, important to her, so he’d opened his mouth.

      Sierra had firm boundaries in place between herself and her construction crew, and Cole had always respected that, had liked that about her and saw the wisdom in it. He wasn’t out to make friends himself. But in the three years plus that he’d worked for her, his brain had taken to thoughts about his boss that were inappropriate. Inappropriate and scorching hot. He shut them down as much as possible during his waking hours, but the truth came out in a guy’s dreams, and apparently his truth was that he wanted to do wicked, dirty things to his boss. Things he would never, in reality, allow to happen. Not with her.

      Spending an evening with her outside of the office, close by her side, dancing with her, was the worst idea ever. Touching her politely when he wanted to do so much more privately would be torture. And yet that’s what he’d signed his stupid self up for.

      The asshole who’d rammed into Cole earlier planted himself on a stool at the other end of the bar, next to the two blondes, but Cole barely noticed. The guy wasn’t worth the oxygen he breathed in.

      Winona emerged from the kitchen with a plain white plate with a double-decker sandwich and a heap of barbecue chips. She set it in front of him, then went to take an order halfway down the bar.

      Cole emptied the whiskey glass, then headed to the back hall, where the restrooms were, to wash off the remaining grime from work. He’d washed his hands at the office after coming in from the jobsite, but his clothes were still full of construction dust, and he wouldn’t feel clean until he rinsed it all down the drain in his shower.

      When he came out of the men’s room, he heard a feminine voice to the right, outside the ladies’ room, saying, “I told you I’m not interested.”

      “I saw you looking at me.”

      Two feet away, with his back to Cole, the bearded asshole was blocking the way of one of the blondes from the counter who’d apparently gone to the restroom and was trying to get back to her friend. Cole met her eyes and saw wariness in them, verging on fear.

      “She said no,” Cole said, taking a step closer.

      “Mind your own business,” the guy threw over his shoulder.

      “Leave her alone.” Cole got in his space, forcing the guy to face him.

      “Make me.”

      “Be easier for both of us if I didn’t have to,” Cole said in warning.

      They stood eyeing each other, every muscle in Cole’s body taut and ready to spring into action. At last, the bastard sagged back a step, his chin dropping in acquiescence, opening up enough space for the blonde to get through. She did so without a word as Cole relaxed a degree.

      Cole shot a glance after her as she reached the open area by the counter. As he turned back, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye and tried to dodge it. Pain exploded above his right eye and he swore.

      He shoved the asshole toward the back door that was a few feet away. He had a deal with Winona not to fight in her bar, but this douchebag wasn’t getting away with punching him.

      Cole pushed the back door open and the guy stumbled out into the alley, then threw another punch at Cole. Cole ducked it and hit him with an uppercut and a hook that had him staggering.

      The back door to Sunshine’s slammed open behind Cole, and he whipped around just as another scrawny dude, apparently the bearded bastard’s sidekick, lunged at him.

      Asshole Number Two’s punch missed its mark, but Cole’s didn’t. Cole whipped around in time to avoid Asshole Number One’s next attempt, then sent him sprawling with one more well-placed hit.

      Within a few seconds, Cole had both of them laid out, conscious but not moving much, crying for their moms.

      Cole tried the back door, but it was always locked from the outside and had latched. He left the two and walked down the block to the next opening between buildings to get to the front door of Sunshine’s.

      As he made his way back to his place at the counter, where his roast beef and cheddar was still waiting for him, he felt the eyes of the two blondes on him, but he kept his gaze pointed forward.

      Winona must have been back in the kitchen, which allowed him to sit down as if nothing had happened and shove a chip in his mouth. That’s when the adrenaline slowed down and he realized his knuckles were torn up and his head was bleeding right above his brow.

      He grabbed a stack of napkins from the counter and pressed them to the gash. When he pulled them away, the napkins were soaked with blood, but he didn’t worry much. Head wounds always bled a lot.

      Winona came out of the kitchen, walked in his direction, and tossed an ice pack on the counter in front of him without a word. She traced her steps back to the center of the counter, took a guy’s order for two draws, filled two mugs, served them, and collected the guy’s cash.

      “Did they take off?” she asked Cole, and it took him a couple of seconds to figure out who she was talking about.

      “They weren’t moving much,” he said, holding the ice to his head.

      “Do they need an ambulance?”

      Cole shrugged. “Not that I know of, but I could go check—”

      “No. You’re done,” she said. “I’m not saying they didn’t deserve what you gave ’em, but the fun’s over.”

      Holding the ice pack with one hand, he used the other to pick up the sandwich and take a bite.

      Winona shook her head at him, as if to say, How can you eat after that?, then came out from behind the counter and headed down the hall toward the back door. She returned shortly and resumed her place behind the counter.

      “They’re gone,” she said matter-of-factly. “Let me see your head.”

      Cole shoved another bite of sandwich in his mouth, every movement of his jaw throbbing through his whole head, then lowered the ice pack for Winona’s inspection. She leaned across the bar, peering over the top rims of her glasses.

      “He caught you just right,” she said. “I don’t think you need stitches but that’s quite a cut. Maybe a shiner on the way too.”

      Hell. His “date” with Sierra was only two days away. If he had a black eye, that would draw the wrong kind of attention to him and Sierra.

      He couldn’t go back on his offer. That would put him in a class even lower than what’s-his-name, her ex. He’d just have to buck the hell up, cross his fingers his eye turned out okay, and try not to fuck up her evening in any way.

      Long shot and he knew it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Cole walked into the historical church in downtown Nashville Saturday evening, there was a scattering of people in the outer room, none of whom he knew, as expected. He checked his watch—his trusted jobsite-worthy Timex that was completely out of place with his suit—and realized he had twenty-five minutes before the ceremony started.

      Dumb ass. You should’ve killed some time in the truck.

      He hovered along the outer wall near the door, uncomfortable for so many reasons, the least of which was not that he was wearing a suit and tie. It was random luck that he owned one. He’d bought it four years ago for his uncle’s funeral and hadn’t worn it since. He tugged at the collar as movement in the sanctuary caught his eye through the open doorway.

      Walking closer, he spotted the bride, Kennedy, at the altar, facing out, toward him, posing for a photo with Ivy Gibson, one of the bridesmaids, who Cole knew through the bakery on Hale Street. Dunn & Lowell had done a months-long full renovation of the historic Wentworth Hotel at the end of Hale, and he and the rest of the crew had become regulars at the bakery.

      Kennedy made a beautiful bride. Her copper-colored hair was swept up in a complicated style under a veil, and she wore a simple column of a white gown with cutouts at the neckline, a cinched waist, and a train.

      Cole didn’t see Hunter or any of the men in the bridal party, but he would bet his pickup truck the groom would forget his own name as soon as he saw his bride.

      A dozen or so people sat in the front two rows watching the photo shoot. Cole skimmed his gaze over the backs of their heads, looking for one in particular. He spotted Sierra at the end of the first bench, identifying her by the rich russet color of her hair, which was also pinned off her shoulders. He couldn’t see much more from here, but he had time and nothing better to do than watch the bride’s half of the wedding party finish up photos.

      After Ivy’s turn, Violet Morello, the brunette bakery owner, posed next to Kennedy, then Asia, who was engaged to Kennedy and Sierra’s brother, Jackson, took her place next to the bride. Then it was Sierra’s turn to pose with her sister.

      Cole’s gaze stayed glued to her as she stood and made her way up the three steps, saying something he couldn’t hear, throwing her head back and laughing. When she turned around, Cole forgot how to breathe.

      Her attention was on the photographer, and she hadn’t spotted Cole, which allowed him to drink her in at his leisure.

      She wore a long navy-blue gown that went over one shoulder and left the other bare. As she stood next to Kennedy, she angled slightly to the side, treating him to a view of her slender, toned leg, revealed by a high slit in the side of the dress. Her sparkling sky-high heels wrapped around her ankles, and just looking at them, at her legs in them, could short-circuit a guy’s brain.

      His eyes trailed upward, over the curves of her hips, her sexy bare shoulder, to her stunning smile, highlighted by pink lipstick. Her eyes, he could tell from this distance, were accented with makeup, which she normally skipped for work. And her hair… It was a complex mix of braids and knots and wisps framing her face, all held together, he would bet, by a hundred pins.

      He could take those pins out for her, one by one, run his fingers through her hair as it cascaded over her bare shoulders.

      Jesus. Get a damn grip.

      She was his boss. And he was in public. Another ten seconds of that line of thought and everyone around him would be able to see proof of what she did to him below the belt.

      He leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, his hands in his pockets, trying to rein in his thoughts but unable to tear his gaze away.

      This was why he’d volunteered, he admitted. He’d remember how stunning she looked for as long as he lived.

      The next group up for pictures turned out to be the Lowell family—Sierra, Kennedy, Jackson, and their parents, he guessed. It was evident, as they posed and reposed and smiled and the photographer shot a couple dozen pictures, that their family was close-knit and loving. They stood near one another without being told to, joked among themselves, smiled real smiles. They were a Christmas card photo in everyday life, he could tell from here.

      Unlike his family. At least when he was around. Maybe his brothers and mom were as carefree and affectionate as the Lowells, but he knew full well he brought a tension with him anytime he was in the same place as the rest of the North clan.

      He shrugged. It was what it was, and he was who he was. He didn’t do close relationships, family or otherwise.

      The photo shoot ended momentarily, and as Sierra descended the altar steps, her gaze met Cole’s and she flashed him a smile of acknowledgment and, he suspected, relief that he’d shown up. She gestured toward her sister and the side door, where they were heading, and he made out the word sorry on her lips.

      He shook his head to let her know he didn’t expect to talk to her until after the ceremony, and she smiled again as her mom sidled up next to her and started talking, gesturing with her hands, obviously conveying some crucial details about something, and then the whole group disappeared through the side door.

      Cole backed away from the main doorway and glanced around, realizing he’d been riveted to the front of the church for the past ten minutes and oblivious to anything else around him. More guests had arrived, including an elderly couple emerging from the coat room and a family with four kids bursting noisily through the outer door.

      When he glanced at the sanctuary again, two guys in tuxes emerged, the ushers, he assumed. One of them he recognized, Hudson Bennett, a lawyer who Sierra had used for some business contracts. Bennett nodded at him as the other usher handed the lawyer a stack of programs. Several of the guests started forward at the sight of the programs, and the ushers began seating them.

      Cole fell into the short line, his mind skipping forward to the reception, when he would dance with Sierra, touch Sierra. Dancing wasn’t his thing, but it did have its benefits, and he was damn sure it would be the highlight of the night, torture or not.

      In his peripheral vision, he noticed someone heading his way, and he turned to find the man he assumed was Sierra’s father. The guy, in his early sixties, he’d guess, was just about as tall as Cole and had a full head of brown hair. He wore a black tux and had a commanding presence, as if he owned the place—or was paying for this party.

      “Cole?” The man held his hand out as soon as Cole nodded in acknowledgment. “Wayne Lowell, Sierra’s dad. I understand you’re accompanying her to the reception.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As he gave the guy a firm handshake, he wanted to tell himself this wasn’t important, that he wasn’t really “with” Sierra, and therefore there was no pressure in meeting her parents, but he couldn’t quite convince himself of that. Even though they weren’t a couple, he worked for her, and he didn’t want to make Sierra look bad in any way.

      Cole’s shoulders tensed as he endeavored not to say anything stupid. He wasn’t good at small talk or meeting a girl’s parents, avoided both as much as possible.

      “She asked me to come check on you and apologize for her not coming out to say hello. Those girls…” Mr. Lowell shook his head. “They look breathtaking to me, every last one of them, but they’re in there adjusting their makeup, checking out their hair for the tenth time, fussing over every last thing. As women do.”

      “As women do,” Cole said, not that he’d know personally. His mom had always been practical about her appearance, taking care of it but never fussy. He had no sisters, only one female cousin, and when it came to the women he spent time with, he never let it get that intimate that he’d know how they lived.

      “I understand you agreed to come last minute,” Mr. Lowell said. “Appreciate you helping her out.” Cole listened for some kind of judgment or disapproval in the man’s voice but didn’t detect any.

      “No problem,” Cole said, then reached deep for his rusty conversation skills. “How long are you in town for?”

      “We fly back to Arizona on Monday. We’ve been here for a week and I’m going to need a month’s vacation to recover from all the wedding prep.”

      “Seems like a lot of work,” Cole said, thinking how stressed out Sierra had been all week. She’d taken the day off yesterday, as well, which she didn’t do often, if ever. It seemed to him, if you wanted to get married, elopement was the way to go.

      They discussed the October weather and the elaborate historical features of the sanctuary, Cole wondering to himself what the chances were of it bursting into spontaneous flames when he walked in to be seated.

      Sierra’s dad seemed like a decent enough guy who’d made Cole relax a degree or two in the five-minute conversation—that was, until he shook hands again, preparing to find his older daughter to walk her down the aisle, and threw out there, “I trust you’ll keep it business with Sierra tonight. Nice meeting you.”

      Mr. Lowell walked off, summoned by his wife, before Cole could reply. There wasn’t much to say to that anyway. Of course he’d keep it as business as he could. He wasn’t stupid. But the message was clear and hard to ignore anyway—Wayne Lowell had determined, accurately, within minutes, what Cole already knew.

      Cole would never be right for Sierra, even if he wanted to be.
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      “That’s a wrap, folks,” the photographer said to the rowdy, happy wedding party after finishing the last of the formal post-wedding shots. “See you at the reception.”

      “Head directly to the Wentworth,” Sierra said to the group, conveying what the wedding coordinator had asked her to before heading off to the hotel ballroom to make sure everything was as it should be. “The party’s already started, so don’t waste any time.”

      “Need help with anything, hon?” Sierra’s mom asked, her dad hovering next to her, all smiles.

      “Just get to the party and make sure everything’s good.”

      Her mom nodded as she retrieved her bag from the front pew. “I’m sure Burke’s people have it under control—”

      “They better,” her dad said good-naturedly of the owner of the Wentworth Hotel—and one of Hunter’s groomsmen—with a hint of for what we’re paying them in his voice.

      “We’re on it,” her mom said, her cocoa-colored eyes radiating happiness as she linked her arm with her husband’s. “We’ll leave right away.”

      Behind Sierra, Kennedy swore softly, and Sierra whirled around to see her fiddling with the clasp of her necklace at her nape.

      “Language,” Ivy sang out from halfway down the aisle at her fiancé Burke’s side, on their way out. “You’re in a church.”

      “Oops,” Kennedy said. She dropped her arms to her sides and appealed to Sierra. “My damn necklace is caught in my hair.”

      “I’ve got this,” Sierra said to Asia and Violet, the other two bridesmaids, who’d swooped in to help. “You guys go ahead.” To Kennedy, she said, “Turn around.”

      “Good luck,” her sister said as she turned as ordered. “There’s so much spray my hair is concrete. Do you still have those scissors somewhere?”

      “I’m not cutting your hair,” Sierra said calmly. She stretched up to get a good look and had the hair loose within seconds. “There.” She guided Kennedy back around to face her, met her sister’s hazel eyes, her makeup still perfect and more pronounced than usual. “You’re gorgeous. Still. The limo is outside waiting for you and Hunter. Your bag is in the limo. Everything is taken care of.”

      “You, sister-in-law,” Hunter said as he sidled up behind his wife, both his hands winding around Kennedy’s waist, “are a godsend for keeping my beautiful wife mostly calm. Thanks for all you’ve done.”

      “This is calm? I don’t feel calm,” Kennedy said, her pitch rising.

      “Did you see Violet two months ago at her wedding?” Hunter asked. “This is calm.”

      “I heard that,” Violet called as she and her new husband, Nick, headed out.

      Sierra nodded, having been a guest at Violet’s wedding. “He has a point. Between sister duty and maid-of-honor duty, I’ve got you covered.”

      “Thank you.” Kennedy pulled Sierra into a hug. As they held on, Hunter pressed a kiss to the top of Sierra’s head and moved away. “Someday I’ll return the favor,” Kennedy said.

      “It’ll be a while,” Sierra said dryly. “Like, decades.”

      “Whenever.” Kennedy backed away and discreetly swiped at her eye. “These damn tears…”

      “You’re still in a church,” Sierra said, laughing. “Let’s get out of here before your mouth gets you struck down. I need to find Cole.”

      “I’ll meet you in the narthex,” Hunter told his wife as he hurried out the side door. “Two minutes.”

      Sierra grabbed her bag and her purse from the pew, which the wedding coordinator had brought out after the ceremony, and as she and Kennedy made their way back down the aisle, they could see—and hear—the rest of the wedding party gathered near the outside doors, getting ready to leave.

      “Everyone looks amazing,” Kennedy said, gazing at her group of friends from afar. “I’m lucky to have these people in my life.”

      “They’re good ones. What’d you think of the ceremony?”

      “I barely remember it,” Kennedy said.

      “They got video, right?”

      “Hope so. It’s the only chance I have of experiencing the details.” Kennedy wove her arm through Sierra’s.

      “The vows were awesome. You definitely need to hold Hunter to the no-dirty-socks-on-the-floor thing.”

      “I’d try to get it in writing, but saying it in a church has even more power, right?”

      As they hit the doorway from the sanctuary to the outer room, Sierra darted a glance around, searching for Cole. When she spotted him to the right, leaning against the wall, reading something on his phone, oblivious to their entry, her step faltered and her eyes popped wide open.

      Kennedy, still holding on to her, paused as well and followed Sierra’s line of sight. In a voice that only Sierra could hear, she said, “He cleans up well.”

      That was an understatement.

      “Who knew?” Sierra muttered. Yes, she’d spotted him briefly right before the ceremony, but she’d been sidetracked and certainly hadn’t had a chance to linger over him and appreciate the pretty picture he made.

      “You should. Don’t you work with him every day?” her sister said.

      “He wears a T-shirt and old jeans.”

      And as a rule, she didn’t allow herself to think about his appearance beyond that. He was her employee, and she didn’t consider the men she worked with to be dating prospects, period. While she and her BFF, Hayden, did plenty of looking and sizing up and even sampling when they went out, Sierra’s agenda at work was altogether different, her mindset that of the day’s goals, to-do lists, and challenges.

      Now she took a moment to really look at him. Cole wore a black suit with a white shirt and a gray and black tie, one shoulder supporting his weight on the wall, his gaze zeroed in on his phone. He was good-looking in a rough, hard-living way, with dark hair he kept cut military short, caramel-colored eyes that had an edge to them most days, and a seriousness it was sometimes hard to break through. From here, she thought she spotted a cut above his eye, not fresh, but he hadn’t had it Thursday at work.

      His body was chiseled and solid, the kind earned from a physically demanding job instead of a gym. The suit smoothed out some of the rough edges, but even though Sierra had registered his appeal on some superficial level in the past, this was the first time she’d seen him in this context—as the guy who’d be at her side all night, the guy whose arms she’d be in for dancing.

      He looked up and met her gaze, his normally scruffy jaw clean-shaven, and when his lips slid into a slight grin, she felt it in her chest.

      He straightened, slid his phone into his pocket, and Sierra stood there, not moving, not taking her gaze off him, momentarily stunned stupid, like a bird that flew into a window and found itself on the ground, trying to figure out what had happened.

      “Are you ready to go, Mrs. Clayborne?” Hunter’s question to Kennedy as he approached them pulled Sierra out of her stupor, and she held her sister’s arm out to him as if hand-delivering his bride.

      “Kennedy Clayborne,” Sierra said, thinking it sounded just right, as Hunter swept in and took Kennedy’s hand. “I’ll see you two lovebirds at the Wentworth.”

      When she turned toward Cole again, he was only steps away.

      “Hey,” he said, walking toward her, and again, that half grin flirted with his lips—lips that she’d never really noticed but that now she couldn’t help wondering how they’d feel…

      Sierra shook the thought away. “Hi, Cole.” She tried extra-hard to put some business-as-usual into her tone.

      “You look stunning,” he said, and business-as-usual took a hard falter.

      “Thank you. You look good yourself. Are you ready to go?”

      “You’re the boss.” He paused, blew out a short, amused breath. “In more ways than one.”

      That was something she definitely needed to keep in mind, but then, as they turned toward the door, he pressed his hand to her lower back, trailed it lightly to the outside of her waist, and she was hyperconscious of the feel of him through the thin material of her dress.

      Her body reacted deep within, her hormones clicking into the yes, please position, and then, as they walked, he was so close that she caught his scent—clean, masculine, with a hint of spice to it.

      Cole was turning her inside out without even trying, and that was a big, fat problem.

      “You made it through the ceremony,” she said, and she was pretty sure it was the lamest thing she could’ve come up with.

      “Nothing to it. Pretty short and sweet.”

      He opened the heavy outer door and held it
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