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The slot machine was fucking with him. Lucas Hart was convinced of it. There was no other explanation for the way the machine kept flashing pictures of gold bars and diamonds at him before rewarding him with a single goddamn dollar. It was personal. Somewhere inside that plastic box, a tiny digital bastard had developed a grudge. “Come on, you cheap piece of shit.” He pressed the button. The reels spun. A cherry. A cherry. A lemon. Lucas stared at the screen. “Beautiful. Really. I’m moved.” He lifted his glass and swallowed the last of his whiskey. The ice clinked against his teeth. He'd been nursing the drink for twenty minutes, partly because he was trying to make it last and partly because the casino charged enough for a glass of whiskey to qualify as a fucking robbery. Not that he'd learned his lesson from being robbed. 

He glanced at his phone. $52.17. Well. Fifty-two dollars and seventeen cents, technically. He wasn't sure the seventeen cents deserved to be included in the calculation, considering he couldn't even buy a decent cup of coffee with it. His car needed gas. His fridge contained half a carton of milk, a questionable container of Chinese takeout and a bottle of ketchup. His rent was due in three days, and his landlord had recently started texting him with the enthusiasm of a debt collector. But he had fifty-two dollars. And the machine had just flashed a jackpot sign. Lucas looked up at it. “Don't look at me like that. You know what you're doing.” He'd come here intending to spend twenty dollars. Twenty dollars was reasonable. Twenty dollars was entertainment. People paid that much to see movies, and at least a movie didn't have the audacity to take your money while playing cheerful little jingles. Then he'd won thirty dollars. Thirty whole dollars. He'd stared at the winnings for a solid minute, feeling a rush of satisfaction so intense he'd almost laughed. He could fill his gas tank. Buy groceries. Maybe even have enough left over for a cheap bottle of vodka. Then he'd put it all back into the machine. Because thirty dollars wasn't enough. Not when he could turn it into a hundred. And a hundred could become three hundred, and three hundred could solve a few of his problems. He'd lost it all within fifteen minutes.

Now he was down to the money he'd promised himself he wouldn't touch. Lucas rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. His brown hair had fallen over his forehead, and he pushed it back irritably. The overhead lights reflected off his fair skin, making him look even paler than usual. His brown eyes were a little glassy, his mouth set in a permanent scowl that suggested the world had personally offended him. Which, to be fair, it had. Repeatedly. He looked at the machine again. One more spin. No. He should leave. He had twelve dollars left to play with, and the remaining forty sat in his bank account, waiting to be spent on things that actually mattered. Gas. Food. The boring, depressing shit that came with being an adult. Lucas could walk away now, go home and congratulate himself for showing a microscopic amount of self-control. He even stood up. He got as far as picking up his phone and setting down his empty glass before the machine beside him chimed.

Someone had taken the seat directly to his right. Lucas glanced over. Oh, for fuck's sake. She was gorgeous. Long hair, full lips, a little black dress and a figure that made it abundantly clear the dress had been designed with a very specific purpose in mind. Her breasts filled the neckline, and her bare legs crossed beneath the machine's ledge. She had a pretty face, an easy smile and the sort of confidence that suggested she was accustomed to getting attention. She caught him looking. Instead of pretending she hadn't noticed, she smiled wider. Lucas looked away. He lasted approximately two seconds. “Something funny?” she asked. “Yeah. I was just thinking the universe has a sick sense of humor.” Her eyebrows rose. “How's that?” “I was about to leave, and now you're sitting here looking like that. Seems targeted.” She laughed. Lucas liked that. He liked that she didn't immediately look offended or pretend he'd said something charming enough to deserve a faint. She just laughed, settling comfortably into her seat. “Looking like what?” “Like you know exactly what you're doing.” “Maybe I do.” “Terrifying.” She laughed again, and he gave her a crooked smile before looking back at his machine.

He really should leave. He'd been telling himself that for the last hour, and every time he'd gotten close, something had happened to keep him there. A near win. A drink. Another twenty dollars he could supposedly afford to lose. Now a beautiful woman. At this rate, he'd be sleeping on the casino floor by sunrise. He picked up his phone, opened his banking app and looked at the balance again. $52.17. His car was running on fumes. He had no food worth eating at home. He'd already had enough whiskey to know better than to drive anywhere. And yet his thumb drifted toward the slot machine. “Bad night?” the woman asked. Lucas locked his phone. “Depends. Are you offering to pay my bills?” “Would that help?” “Depends on your credit score.” She laughed so hard she had to cover her mouth. There. That was better. He liked making people laugh. It was one of the few things he was good at that didn't require money, a bottle or a machine designed to exploit his inability to walk away. The woman leaned closer, resting her elbow on the ledge between their machines. “I'm Sarah.” “Lucas.” “Nice to meet you, Lucas.” “Let's not get ahead of ourselves.” She smiled. “You're always this friendly?” “Only with strangers. My friends get much worse.” “I bet they love you.” “It's a mystery to me, too.” She shook her head, still smiling.

Lucas found himself smiling back before he could stop it. He had a good smile when he bothered to use it, or so he'd been told. A little crooked, a little mischievous. It had gotten him out of trouble more times than he cared to count. It hadn't gotten him out of debt, unfortunately. Sarah glanced at his machine. “Are you winning?” Lucas looked at the screen, which displayed a balance of twelve dollars and a flashing invitation to place another bet. “I'm absolutely crushing it.” “Really?” “I'm this close to financial independence.” He held his thumb and forefinger a fraction of an inch apart. She laughed again. God, he was easy. Not with people, necessarily. He could be charming when he wanted to be. He could flirt, make a joke, flash a smile and convince someone he was having the time of his life. It was everything that came afterward that he struggled with. The silence when he got home. The bills on the counter. The restless, crawling feeling under his skin that made him reach for a drink before he'd even taken his shoes off. He'd gotten pretty good at avoiding those things.

Unfortunately, avoiding them was expensive. Sarah glanced toward the bar. “Can I buy you a drink?” Lucas looked at her. Then at his empty glass. Then at his phone. He should say no. He'd already had enough, and he knew exactly how a free drink tended to work out for him. One became two, two became four and suddenly it was three in the morning and he was standing in his kitchen wondering how he'd managed to spend money he didn't have. But it was a beautiful woman offering him a drink, and Lucas had never been particularly good at turning down something he wanted just because it might be bad for him. “That's a dangerous offer,” he said. “Why?” “Because I'm very easy to bribe.” “With whiskey?” “With almost anything, actually. I'm not proud of it.” Sarah smiled at him. “What would you like?” He looked at the slot machine. Twelve dollars. His car needed gas. His rent was due. He could still leave. Lucas turned back to Sarah and flashed her a smile. “Whiskey,” he said. “I'm trying to make some terrible decisions tonight, and I'd hate to break the streak.” She laughed, reaching for her purse. And Lucas, who'd been standing up less than five minutes ago with every intention of going home, sat back down.

The whiskey arrived a few minutes later. Lucas watched the waitress set it down beside his slot machine, followed by Sarah’s vodka soda. She’d paid for both without making a fuss, which immediately put her ahead of approximately ninety percent of the people he knew. He picked up his glass. “Look at you. Buying a man drinks. You trying to ruin my reputation?” “What reputation?” “That's hurtful. We've only just met, and you're already attacking my character.” “Maybe I have good instincts.” “Then this is going to be a very disappointing evening for you.” Sarah laughed, settling into her chair. Lucas liked her laugh. He liked her tits, too, but he figured that went without saying. The little black dress was doing some truly impressive work, and she seemed perfectly aware of it. He took a sip of whiskey, then glanced at his slot machine. Eight dollars. He had twelve in it a few minutes ago, and somehow he'd managed to convince himself that losing four dollars was a perfectly reasonable reason to keep playing. The other fifty-two dollars sat untouched in his bank account, which was good, because his car was nearly out of gas and he needed to eat something other than whatever questionable leftovers were in his fridge. He could still walk away with his bank balance intact. Technically, he was doing great.

Lucas pressed the button. The reels spun. Nothing. “Beautiful,” he muttered. “I'm having the time of my life.” “Do you always talk to the machine?” “Only when I'm trying to establish dominance.” “Is it working?” “Look at my face, Sarah. Does this look like a man who's winning?” She laughed into her drink. He flashed her a grin, pleased with himself. Making pretty women laugh was one of the few things he could do without immediately fucking it up. Well, usually. Sometimes he'd get too drunk, say something obnoxious or disappear halfway through the night because the idea of someone getting attached to him made his skin itch. But for now, Sarah was smiling, his whiskey was good and the machine hadn't swallowed his entire bank account. Life was practically beautiful. “So,” she said, turning toward him. “Do you have a girlfriend?” Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Are you asking for yourself, or are you gathering data for a research paper?” “Maybe I'm interested.” “Then no.” “No?” “No girlfriend. No wife. No secret family that I'm aware of.” He took another drink. “Although if someone's been claiming me on their taxes, I'd appreciate a heads-up.”

Sarah laughed. “You're ridiculous.” “I've been told I'm a lot of things. Ridiculous is one of the nicer ones.” “I can imagine.” “Careful. You're going to hurt my feelings.” “You have feelings?” “I'm devastated. First you question my character, now my emotional depth. What else do you want from me?” She smiled over the rim of her glass. “I was just wondering if you were single.” “And now you know. Congratulations. Your evening's been productive.” “What about you?” he asked. “Single?” Sarah hesitated just long enough for him to notice. “I have a boyfriend.” Lucas glanced at her left hand, then back at her face. “Ah.” He took another sip of whiskey. Sarah watched him expectantly. “What?” he asked. “That's all you have to say?” “Would you prefer a speech? I could probably improvise something about love and betrayal. Might need another drink first.” She laughed, shaking her head. “You're not bothered?” “Should I be?” “I mean, I am taken.” Lucas looked at her, then at the generous neckline of her dress. “Sweetheart, I'm sitting in a casino on a weeknight, drinking whiskey and trying to convince a machine to give me my own money back. I don't think either of us should be looking to me for moral guidance.” That got a proper laugh out of her. “Fair enough.” “I'm nothing if not self-aware.” “That's debatable.” “Everything about me is debatable. It's part of my charm.” She leaned closer, her shoulder brushing his. “He's not here tonight,” she said. “Your boyfriend?” “No, the Pope.” Lucas snorted into his whiskey. “Jesus. All right, you've got jokes. I respect that.” “He thinks I'm out with my friends.” “Are you?” “Not anymore.”

Lucas looked at her. She smiled. He smiled back. Well. That was interesting. “You're a terrible girlfriend,” he told her. “I know.” “Should I be concerned?” “About what?” “That you might be a terrible person.” She tilted her head. “Are you a good person, Lucas?” He considered the question. Then he looked at the slot machine, which had just eaten another dollar. “No.” Sarah laughed so hard she had to put her drink down. “God, you're awful.” “And yet, here you are.” “Here I am.” He liked the way she said it. Like she knew exactly what she was doing and had no intention of pretending otherwise. Lucas pressed the button again. Seven dollars. He watched the reels spin, then settle into another losing combination. “Fuck's sake.” Sarah glanced at the screen. “How much have you lost?” “Four dollars.” “That's not so bad.” “Give me time. I'm very talented.”

She laughed, her fingers settling against his forearm. “He's cheated on me, you know.” Lucas turned toward her. “Your boyfriend?” She nodded. “More than once.” “Ah. So this is revenge.” “Something like that.” “Does he know?” “No.” Lucas hummed thoughtfully. “Well, there's your problem. If you're going to cheat on someone, you really ought to make sure they know about it. Otherwise, what's the point?” Sarah stared at him for a second before bursting into laughter. “You're terrible!” “I'm practical.” “You're absolutely not.” “I'm practical about other people's problems. Mine are a different story.” She was still laughing when he lifted his glass. “Besides, I don't see why I should care. I've never met the guy.” “You don't think it's wrong?” Lucas gave her a look. “Sarah, I can't afford to put gas in my car without checking my bank balance first, and I'm currently spending money on a machine that plays music when it takes it. Do you honestly think I'm in a position to judge anybody?” She smiled at him, her gaze lingering on his face. “So you don't mind?” “Mind what? That you have a boyfriend?” “That I'm flirting with you.” Lucas glanced pointedly at her hand on his arm. “I'm pretty sure you've moved past flirting, sweetheart.” She laughed softly. “Maybe I have.” “Then, no. I don't mind.” It wasn't his relationship. It wasn't his problem. He wasn't going to turn down a beautiful woman because some stranger might be upset about it later. He had enough problems of his own. His rent was due Friday. His car needed gas. There was whiskey waiting at home, and he'd already been thinking about how nice it would feel to pour himself a glass the second he walked through the door.

But right now, Sarah was smiling at him, and she seemed interested in spending time with him. He'd take the win. Even if the slot machine refused to give him one. “So,” Sarah said, lifting her vodka soda, “what do you say?” “To what?” “Keeping me company for a while?” Lucas glanced at the machine. Seven dollars. Then at his phone. Fifty-two dollars and seventeen cents in his bank account. He could stop now. He could go home, put gas in his car tomorrow and spend the rest of the week trying to behave like a functional adult. Instead, he turned back to Sarah. “Fine,” he said. “But if your boyfriend shows up, I'm telling him you said I was handsome.” She grinned. “What if I said you were handsome?” “Then I'll tell him you have excellent taste.” Sarah clinked her glass against his. Lucas took another drink of whiskey, leaned back in his chair and pressed the button. Seven dollars became six. He didn't even look surprised. “Fuck me,” he muttered. Sarah smiled. “Maybe later.” Lucas turned his head. Then he grinned. “Now that's the kind of customer service this place has been missing.”

By the time Lucas got down to two dollars, he’d decided the slot machine was a personal enemy. A personal enemy he was going to keep giving money to, apparently, because he pressed the button again. “Come on, you cheap bastard,” he muttered, leaning toward the screen. “I’ve fed you whiskey money. I’ve fed you gas money. Show a little fucking gratitude.” Sarah laughed beside him, sipping her vodka soda. “Do you always talk to machines like that?” “Only the ones I’m in a committed relationship with.” “Sounds toxic.” “Oh, terribly. She takes all my money and gives me nothing in return.” “Maybe you should leave her.” Lucas glanced at her. “You offering to take her place?” Sarah smiled over the rim of her glass. “Maybe.” Well, fuck. Two dollars left, fifty bucks still untouched in his bank account and a gorgeous woman flirting with him. Things could be worse. He pressed the button. The reels spun. Lucas watched them with the dead-eyed concentration of a man who’d made several terrible decisions tonight and was fully prepared to make another. One symbol landed. Then another. The third clicked into place. The machine erupted in flashing lights and celebratory music. Lucas blinked. On the screen, a message announced his winnings. $500.00.

For a moment, he just stared at it. “What the fuck?” Sarah straightened in her chair. “Did you win?” “No, Sarah, the machine’s having a fucking seizure.” “Lucas!” “I’m looking!” He leaned closer, as if the screen might change its mind if he examined it carefully enough. Five hundred dollars. Five hundred actual dollars, won from the pathetic two dollars he’d been about to throw away. Then he laughed. It came out loud and startled, a genuinely delighted sound that made Sarah grin at him. “Holy shit,” he said, slapping the side of the machine. “I fucking knew you loved me.” “You were just calling it a cheap bastard.” “She knows what she did.” The machine continued playing its triumphant little tune. Lucas looked around, suddenly eager for someone to come over and confirm that this wasn’t some elaborate casino prank. He waved down an employee and pointed at the screen. “Excuse me? I think your machine’s made a terrible mistake.” The employee smiled. “Congratulations, sir. I’ll get someone to assist you with your payout.” “Beautiful. Tell them I love them.” Sarah shook her head, still looking at the winnings. “Five hundred dollars. That’s amazing.” “Isn’t it?” Lucas leaned back in his chair, practically glowing. “I’m fucking rich.” “You have five hundred dollars.” “Rich by my standards.” The employee disappeared to fetch someone who could handle the payout. Lucas rubbed his hands together, grinning at the screen like it had just proposed marriage.

Sarah watched him with amused disbelief. “What are you going to do with it?” “Put it right back in.” Her smile disappeared. Lucas glanced at her. “What?” “You can’t be serious.” “Dead serious.” “You just won five hundred dollars.” “And I’m going to give it another chance to multiply.” “Or you could walk away with the money.” He looked at her as if she’d suggested he spend the evening alphabetizing his sock drawer. “Why would I do that?” “Because you won?” “Sarah, sweetheart, I didn’t come here to win five hundred dollars. I came here to win more than five hundred dollars.” “That’s not how gambling works.” “Then why do they keep putting all those buttons on the machines?” She gave him a disapproving look. It was rather adorable, actually. A little crease appeared between her brows, and her mouth pursed as she studied him like he was a particularly handsome problem she hadn’t decided how to solve. “You’re going to lose it all,” she said. “Possibly.” “And you don’t care?” “Not currently. Ask me again when I’m crying in the parking lot.” “Lucas.” “What? I’m being honest.” She leaned closer, her expression changing. The disapproval softened into something more inviting. Her knee brushed his beneath the machine, and she let her hand rest on his forearm. “Why don’t you come home with me instead?” Lucas turned his head. Oh. Well, hello.

Sarah was looking at him through her lashes, her smile slow and deliberate. She was beautiful, she smelled fantastic and she was currently suggesting he abandon a casino with five hundred dollars in winnings and go home with her instead. He glanced at the machine. Then at her. “Why?” he asked. “Are you planning to rob me?” Sarah burst out laughing. “You’re funny.” “I’m also broke, so if you’re after my money, you’ve picked a terrible time to start.” “You just won five hundred dollars.” “Exactly. I’m at my most vulnerable.” She slid her fingers a little farther along his arm. “I’m sure we could find something better to do with your winnings than feed them into a machine.” Lucas considered that. He had fifty dollars sitting untouched in his bank account. His car still had enough gas to get him home, probably. He’d just won five hundred dollars from two measly bucks, and a hot woman with a boyfriend was practically inviting him to her house. He was having an excellent fucking night. “Do you have snacks?” he asked. Sarah stared at him. “What?” “Snacks?” “I’m not going home with a stranger who doesn’t have snacks. I have standards.” She laughed again, shaking her head. “Yes, Lucas. I have snacks.” “Excellent. This relationship has potential.” “You’re ridiculous.” “And yet, here you are.” “Here I am.” He grinned at her, bright and unguarded, his earlier irritation completely forgotten. Five hundred dollars richer, his bank account still intact and a beautiful woman touching his arm.

For once, the universe seemed to be rewarding him for being an idiot. Naturally, Lucas assumed this meant he was doing something right. Lucas collected his winnings in cash, which felt significantly more satisfying than watching a number on a screen. The casino employee handed him an envelope, and Lucas immediately flipped it open to count the bills. “Five hundred dollars,” he announced, grinning. “Look at me. Financially irresponsible and somehow still thriving.” Sarah stood beside him, shaking her head. “You’re going to lose that money by next week.” “God, you’re pessimistic. Give me until Tuesday.” “You promised you’d put it back in the machine.” “I promised a lot of things tonight. I also told a slot machine I loved it. I wouldn’t take any of that too seriously.” He tucked the envelope into his jacket and offered her his arm with an exaggerated flourish. “Shall we, gorgeous?” She slipped her arm through his. “You’re lucky you’re cute.” “I’ve built my entire life around that.”

His car was parked in the far corner of the lot, a battered old sedan with faded paint, a dent in the passenger door and a bumper that looked like it had survived a personal vendetta with a shopping cart. Lucas unlocked it with a clicker that only worked when it felt like cooperating. Sarah stopped beside it. “This is your car?” Lucas looked from her to the sedan. “What gave it away? The four wheels or the general air of despair?” She laughed as he opened her door. “Careful,” he warned. “The handle sticks. If you get trapped in there, just kick the window out. I’ll consider it an improvement.” “Such a gentleman.” “Only for special ladies.” She climbed inside, and he shut the door before circling around to the driver’s side. The engine turned over on the second attempt, accompanied by a noise that sounded expensive. Lucas patted the dashboard. “Good girl. Don’t embarrass me in front of company.” He pulled out of the lot, following Sarah’s directions toward her apartment. The casino lights shrank in the rearview mirror, and Lucas settled back in his seat, one hand on the wheel and the other tapping along to the radio.

He was in an excellent mood. Five hundred dollars in his pocket. Fifty-something dollars still sitting in his bank account. A beautiful woman beside him who apparently enjoyed his company despite his many obvious flaws. He was practically a success story. Then he noticed the SUV. Black. Large. Windows tinted dark enough that he couldn’t see the driver. It had been behind him when he left the casino. He’d assumed it was heading in the same direction, but after several turns, it was still there. Lucas glanced in the rearview mirror again. The SUV stayed back a few car lengths. He turned left at the next intersection. So did the SUV. He turned right. So did the SUV. “Huh.” Sarah was looking out her window. “What?” “Is that your boyfriend?” She turned to look through the back window. “What?” “The big black SUV following us. Thought maybe your man had decided he wanted to meet the competition.” She shoved his shoulder. “Lucas! That’s not funny.” “Ow. Jesus. I’m driving.” “Stop joking around!” He glanced at her, surprised by the sharpness in her voice. Her face had lost its playful expression. She was twisted in her seat, watching the vehicle behind them with wide eyes. “Okay,” he said. “Damn. Sorry.” “Why is that car following us?” “Maybe they like my driving.” “Lucas.” “Maybe they’re lost. Maybe they’re following somebody else. Maybe they’ve heard about my five-hundred-dollar fortune and want to ask me for investment advice.”

She grabbed his arm. “Lucas, I’m serious.” He looked at her hand, then at her face. The fear there was real. His smile faded a little. “Hey. It’s okay.” “Do you know who they are?” “Nope.” “Have you done something?” Lucas opened his mouth, then closed it. He had, in fact, done several things. Most of them stupid. A few of them illegal, depending on how generous a person was feeling about the definition. And one of them had involved borrowing money from a man whose name made grown men suddenly remember urgent appointments elsewhere. He glanced at the SUV again. “Well,” he said, attempting a casual shrug, “maybe it’s one of Matteo’s goons.”  

Sarah went completely still. Lucas noticed. Oh, that was interesting. He’d been joking. Mostly. “Matteo Moretti?” she asked. “Yeah.” Her gaze snapped back to him. “What have you done?” “Why does everyone keep asking me that tonight?” “Lucas!” “All right, all right.” He sighed, taking the next turn. “I owe him money.” The words came out too easily. They usually did when Lucas was drunk enough to stop thinking about the consequences. Sarah looked as if he’d just told her he had a live grenade in his jacket. “You owe Matteo Moretti money?” “Technically, yes.” “How much?” He considered lying. He even made it as far as opening his mouth. “An amount that sounds worse when you say it out loud.” “Oh my God.” “Look, before you start panicking, I’m pretty sure that’s not him. Matteo has people for this sort of thing. Very professional people. I doubt he’d waste one of his nice cars following me around personally.” “That’s supposed to make me feel better?” “I’m trying to be reassuring. I can stop if you prefer.”

She shoved his shoulder again, much harder this time. “Lucas, this isn’t a joke! You’re in debt to a man like that and you’re driving around like nothing’s wrong?” “What would you like me to do? Drive into a ditch?” “Why do you owe him money?” “Gambling.” Sarah made a small, disbelieving sound. He winced. “Yeah, I know. The irony’s not lost on me.” “You were gambling at the casino tonight?” “Sharp deduction.” “And you won five hundred dollars.” “Look at us, getting back to the happy part of the evening.” She looked as if she might actually cry. “Lucas, you’re in danger.” He glanced at her again. “Hey.” “You don’t understand. You can’t just joke about Matteo. You can’t treat this like it’s some stupid little problem that’ll disappear if you ignore it.” Her voice had dropped to a near whisper. She was gripping the edge of her seat, her eyes darting between him and the SUV.

For the first time that night, Lucas felt a little less like laughing. He knew Matteo was dangerous. He wasn’t completely stupid. He’d seen the way people reacted when the man walked into a room. He’d watched grown men twice his size lower their voices and choose their words carefully. But Lucas had always been better at dealing with things that were happening right now than things that might happen later. Later was a problem for later. Besides, if he thought too hard about what he owed Matteo, he’d never get any sleep. “Sarah.” He reached over and gently touched her knee. “Look at me.” She did, reluctantly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” “You should be scared.” “Probably.” He gave her a crooked smile. “But I’m a very committed idiot. It’s sort of my defining characteristic.” “Lucas, I’m serious.” “I know.” His thumb brushed lightly over her knee. “Listen, if that’s one of his guys, he hasn’t done anything. He’s just driving. We’re just going to your apartment. We’re not robbing a bank or smuggling diamonds across state lines.” She stared at him. “Not tonight, anyway,” he added. “Stop it!” “Sorry. Sorry.” He lifted his hand in surrender, then returned it to the wheel. “I’ll handle it, okay?” “How?” “I’ll figure something out.” “That’s not an answer.” “It’s the only one I’ve got.” Sarah fell quiet.

The SUV was still behind them. Lucas could see its headlights reflected in the rearview mirror, two pale circles that seemed to grow more irritating the longer he looked at them. He resisted the urge to slam on the brakes and get out to ask what the hell the driver wanted. Mostly because he suspected that would be a spectacularly bad idea. He took another turn, this time toward a better-lit stretch of road.  The SUV followed. Sarah noticed too. Her face went pale. “Maybe you shouldn’t come to my apartment,” she said. Lucas looked at her. “What?” “Maybe we should just forget tonight happened. You can drop me off somewhere, and you can go home.” “Why?” “Because I don’t want to get involved in this.” He stared at her for a moment. Then he laughed, though there wasn’t much humor in it. “Sweetheart, you invited me home. You can’t kick me out before I’ve even seen the snacks.” “Lucas!” “Okay, okay.” His expression softened. “I get it. You’re scared.” “Of course I’m scared!” “And you’re thinking that if you’re seen with me, he might come after you.” She didn’t answer, which was answer enough. Lucas sighed. “Hey. Look at me.” She turned toward him, her eyes shiny with worry. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” “You can’t promise that.” “No, I suppose I can’t.” He squeezed her knee gently. “But I can promise I’m not going to drag you into anything. Whatever this is, it’s my mess. You didn’t know about it when you invited me over, and you don’t owe me anything.” Her gaze flickered over his face, searching for the punch line. There wasn’t one. “I don’t want him to hurt you,” she whispered. Something in Lucas’s chest tightened unexpectedly.

He wasn’t used to people worrying about him. Usually, they were worrying about their money, their patience or the consequences of whatever he’d managed to screw up. Having a beautiful woman look at him as though she was genuinely frightened he might get hurt was a strange experience. He didn’t know what to do with it. So, naturally, he smiled. “Sarah, I promise you, I’ve survived some absolutely appalling decisions. I once tried to cook pasta in a coffee maker.” She blinked. “What?” “Long story. Very tragic. There were witnesses.” “Lucas...” “I’m okay.” He gave her knee one last reassuring squeeze before moving his hand back to the steering wheel. “And you’re okay. We’ll get to your apartment, we’ll have those snacks you promised me and we’ll figure out what to do about Mr. Creepy SUV if he’s still there.” She hesitated. “And if he is?” “Then I’ll be very charming and ask him if he wants to join us for snacks.” She stared at him. He grinned. “I’m kidding. Mostly.” For a moment, she looked like she wanted to hit him again. Instead, she let out a shaky breath and settled back in her seat. Lucas kept driving, one eye on the road and the other on the mirror. The SUV remained behind them. He didn’t tell Sarah that he’d started counting the turns. He didn’t tell her that he was beginning to wonder whether the five hundred dollars in his pocket was going to be the best money he’d ever won or the most expensive. And he certainly didn’t tell her that, beneath all the jokes, a small, cold knot had begun forming in his stomach. He had a feeling Matteo Moretti was about to become a much bigger problem than he’d been pretending.

“Okay,” Lucas said finally. “New plan.” Sarah glanced at him warily. “What new plan?” “McDonald’s.” She blinked. “What?” “I’m buying you food.” Her entire expression changed. “Really?” Lucas laughed. “Jesus, you look like I just proposed.” “I haven’t eaten all day!” He stared at her. “You haven’t eaten all day?” “No!” She grinned, practically bouncing in her seat now. “I’ve been running around since this morning, then I went to the casino and got drinks. I was going to get something later.” “Christ, woman. What kind of boyfriend do you have? Can’t even keep you fed?” Sarah snorted. “That’s why I cheat on him.” Lucas barked out a laugh. “Fair enough. Man’s neglecting his basic duties.” “Exactly!” “Honestly, I’m starting to think I’m the better option here.” “You’ve known me for an hour.” “And I’m already offering to buy you dinner. Sounds like I’m ahead.” She laughed, and just like that, the tension seemed to drain from her shoulders. She was back to smiling at him, her earlier panic temporarily forgotten in favor of the prospect of food. Lucas felt a little better seeing it. He turned into the McDonald’s parking lot, the golden arches glowing against the dark sky. The drive-through was backed up with cars, so he found a space near the entrance and cut the engine. The black SUV pulled in a few spaces behind them. Lucas noticed. Of course he fucking noticed. But Sarah was already unbuckling her seat belt, practically vibrating with excitement.

“God, I want fries,” she announced. “And a cheeseburger. And maybe nuggets.” “Get them.” “And a milkshake.” “Sarah, I have five hundred dollars in cash and approximately fifty dollars left in my bank account. I’m basically a billionaire. Get whatever you want.” She grinned at him. “You’re my favorite person.” “Finally, some recognition for my contributions to society.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out the envelope of winnings. After thumbing through the bills, he selected a hundred-dollar note and held it out to her. “Here. Go wild.” Sarah took the money, staring at it with delighted disbelief. “A hundred dollars?” “Don't spend it all in one place.” “I’m literally going to McDonald’s.” “Then I expect you to exercise some financial restraint.” She laughed, tucking the bill safely into her purse. “Can I really get whatever I want?” Lucas gave her an incredulous look. “Sweetheart, I just watched you admit you haven't eaten all day. Order enough food to put you into a coma.” “You’re so generous.” “I’m trying to impress you. My car clearly isn’t doing the job.”

She glanced toward the battered sedan’s cracked dashboard and faded upholstery. “You’re right. The car’s terrible.” “Wow. I open my wallet for you and you attack my vehicle. Cruel woman.” “You’ll survive.” “Barely.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” Lucas blinked, caught off guard by the affection. He recovered quickly, flashing her a crooked grin. “You can thank me by bringing me a milkshake.” “What flavor?” “Surprise me. I like to live dangerously.” She shook her head, smiling as she opened the door. “Don’t go anywhere!” “Where would I go? My car’s older than both of us combined. It probably wouldn’t start if I tried.” She laughed and headed toward the restaurant, already looking at the menu through the window. She didn't look back at the SUV. As far as she was concerned, the evening had improved considerably. Lucas waited until she was safely inside before letting his smile fade. 

Then he glanced at the black SUV in the parking space behind him. Still there. Its windows were tinted dark enough to conceal whoever sat inside. The headlights were off now, but the vehicle hadn't moved. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Thought so.” He opened his car door and leaned inside, reaching into the center console for a crumpled pack of cigarettes. Three left. Fantastic. Four hundred dollars richer, fifty dollars still sitting in his bank account, three cigarettes and a mob debt he couldn't pay. His life was practically a financial planning seminar. He lit one and drew in a long breath. The smoke scratched his throat as he exhaled slowly into the night. His fingers weren't shaking. Not much, anyway. He leaned against the side of his battered sedan, one ankle crossed over the other, and looked at the SUV. Maybe it was a coincidence. Maybe some poor bastard driving a black SUV had the same unfortunate taste in routes as Lucas Hart. And maybe the next lottery ticket he bought would make him a millionaire. He wasn't holding his breath on any of those possibilities. Lucas flicked ash onto the pavement and glanced through the restaurant windows. He could see Sarah at the counter, animatedly pointing at the menu as she ordered what looked like enough food for a small family. He smiled despite himself. At least she was happy.

He didn't want her dragged into his mess. She'd been sweet to him tonight, and she'd done nothing to deserve having a front-row seat to the consequences of his spectacularly shitty life choices. He'd get her fed, make sure she got home safely and then deal with whatever waited for him. Simple. Well, relatively simple. Lucas looked back at the SUV. He wasn't going to march over there waving his arms like an idiot. He wasn't going to start yelling or make a scene in a parking lot full of strangers.  He was just going to stand beside his car and smoke. If someone wanted to talk to him, they could come talk. He took another drag, his gaze fixed on the tinted windshield. “Come on, then,” he muttered under his breath. “Let's get this over with.” He raised the cigarette to his mouth and waited. Lucas had just taken another drag when the SUV’s driver-side door opened. Well. There went his peaceful evening. Two men climbed out. Both were big, both wore dark clothes and neither looked particularly interested in ordering a Big Mac. The first was thick through the shoulders with a shaved head. The second had a narrow face, a heavy jaw and the sort of expression that suggested smiling had never done anything for him.

Lucas took one last drag before tapping the cigarette against the side of his car. “Gentlemen,” he called. “Can I help you, or are we all just admiring my vehicle?” Neither man laughed. Shame. He'd been working on that one. The bigger man stopped a few feet away. “Lucas Hart?” “Depends who's asking.” “We know who you are.” “Then this conversation seems a little redundant.” The second man glanced toward the restaurant. “You got lucky tonight.” Lucas looked down at the cigarette between his fingers. “I do have that effect on people.” “You won.” “Not much after taxes, probably. The government loves getting involved in my personal affairs.” “Hand it over.” Lucas stared at him. Then he laughed. Not because it was funny, exactly, but because the alternative was acknowledging that two enormous strangers had just approached him in a McDonald’s parking lot to demand the money he'd won gambling. “Fuck off.” The bigger man took another step toward him. “Don't make this difficult.” “I'm not making anything difficult. I'm standing beside my car, smoking a cigarette and trying to figure out how to impress a hot piece of ass who's currently inside buying me chicken nuggets. You're the ones interrupting.” 

The second man's eyes narrowed. “You think this is a joke?” “No, I think it's a shakedown. Different thing.” “Your debt to Mr. Moretti hasn't disappeared because you hit a lucky streak.” Lucas's grin faltered at the name, but he recovered quickly. “Funny. I don't remember Matteo sending me a thank-you card when I lost my last paycheck.” “He wants his money.” “Then he can get in line. My landlord's been waiting longer.” The bigger man grabbed the front of Lucas's jacket and shoved him back against the car. The impact knocked the air from his lungs. His cigarette fell to the pavement. “Listen carefully,” the man growled. “You don't get to decide when you pay Mr. Moretti.” Lucas's heart kicked hard against his ribs. Up close, the man smelled of stale tobacco and something sharp, like aftershave. His grip bunched the fabric beneath Lucas's throat. Lucas swallowed.

Then, because apparently he had a death wish, he said, “You know, if you're trying to intimidate me, the whole grabbing-my-jacket thing is a little cliché. Have you considered a strongly worded email?” The man's expression hardened. Lucas barely saw the punch coming. The fist caught him square in the mouth. Pain burst across his face. His head snapped sideways, and he tasted blood almost immediately. Before he could recover, the man shoved him away from the car. Lucas stumbled, his heel catching against the curb. He went down hard on the asphalt, catching himself badly on one hand. “Fuck!” He pressed his fingers to his mouth. When he pulled them away, there was blood on them. Oh, that asshole. He looked up, furious, his eyes watering from the impact. “You hit me,” he said, almost conversationally. “You actually fucking hit me.” The second man crouched just enough to get in his face. “Next time, it won't be a punch.” Lucas spat blood onto the pavement beside him. His jaw throbbed, and the movement sent another sharp sting through his lip. “Then I guess I'll have to make sure there isn't a next time.” The man grabbed a fistful of his jacket and yanked him forward. “You listen to me, you stupid little prick. Matteo Moretti is tired of waiting. You think he gives a shit about your excuses? Your gambling? Your pathetic little life?” Lucas didn't answer. For once, the smart remark wouldn't come.

The man leaned closer, his voice dropping. “He'll have you floating down the river with a cinder block tied to your ankle before you even realize he's done with you. You understand?” Lucas stared at him. The threat hung between them, ugly and unmistakably serious. He'd heard people talk about Matteo before. He knew the stories. He'd even believed some of them, in the vague way you believed things about dangerous men you hoped never to meet. But hearing it from someone who looked entirely comfortable threatening to dump his body in a river was different. The man released his jacket, letting Lucas drop back onto the pavement. “Get the money together,” he said. “And stop pretending you can hide from him.” Both men turned and walked back toward the SUV. Lucas stayed where he was, one hand braced against the asphalt, watching them go. His mouth hurt like hell. His pride hurt worse. The SUV doors slammed. The engine started. Lucas lifted his middle finger as the vehicle pulled out of the parking space. “Tell him to go fuck himself!” The SUV continued toward the exit. “Yeah, that's right!” Lucas shouted after it. “Real tough, two grown men against one guy with a cigarette!” His voice cracked on the last word. He immediately regretted shouting. His lip was bleeding, his jaw throbbed and his hand stung from where he'd caught himself on the pavement. He sat there for another moment, breathing hard, watching the SUV disappear onto the road.

Then he dragged himself to his feet. “Fucking assholes,” he muttered. He brushed the dirt off his jacket and checked his mouth with the front-facing camera on his phone. His lower lip was split. There was already a little swelling around it. Fantastic. He'd spent the evening winning money, flirting with a beautiful woman and somehow managed to get punched in a McDonald’s parking lot before dinner. A new personal best. Through the restaurant window, he spotted Sarah collecting a tray piled with food. She was smiling at something the cashier had said, completely unaware of what had happened outside. Lucas wiped the blood from his mouth with his sleeve. He could tell her. He probably should tell her. Instead, he straightened his jacket, pasted on a grin that made his split lip ache and headed toward the entrance. He'd promised her dinner. And he wasn't about to let two of Matteo Moretti's goons ruin her appetite. Lucas had just finished wiping the blood off his chin when the restaurant doors opened.

Sarah emerged carrying a large paper bag in one hand and two drinks balanced precariously in the other. A fifty-dollar bill was tucked into the neckline of her top, secured there like she was some kind of glamorous, deeply underdressed bank teller. Lucas stared. “Jesus Christ.” She looked down at herself. “What?” “Nothing. Just admiring your financial management skills.” Sarah grinned. “I had to put the change somewhere. My purse is full.” “Of course it is.” She approached him, still smiling, then stopped when she got a proper look at his face. Her expression changed. “Lucas? What happened to your lip?” He touched it, wincing when his fingers brushed the split. “Oh, that.” “Yes, that. You’re bleeding.” “Am I?” He examined his fingertips with exaggerated surprise. “Shit. I thought the strawberry shake was supposed to be red.” “Lucas.” He gave her a sheepish smile. “I fell.” She stared at him. “You fell?” “I'm a drunk asshole with terrible balance. It's practically a medical condition.” Sarah burst into giggles. “You fell over?” “Apparently gravity has a personal vendetta against me.” “Oh my God.” She set the drinks on the hood of his car and reached for his arm. “Come here, you idiot.” “I’m standing perfectly fine.” “Uh-huh. And I'm the queen of England. Come on.”

She slipped an arm around his waist, helping him toward the passenger side as if he were a particularly unsteady elderly relative. Lucas let her fuss over him, partly because his jaw genuinely hurt and partly because she seemed delighted to have someone to take care of. “Careful,” she said, opening the door. “You don't want to fall again.” “Wouldn't dream of it. My dignity couldn't take another hit.” She laughed and helped him settle into the passenger seat. Then she paused, studying his mouth. “Does it hurt?” “Only when I talk.” “So you should be quiet?” “Cruel. Absolutely cruel. I open my heart to you, and this is how you treat me.” “You fell down in a parking lot, Lucas.” “And you weren't there to catch me. I'll never recover.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek, carefully avoiding his injured lip. “There. Better?” He smiled despite the ache. “Getting there.” She gathered the drinks and food, passing him his strawberry shake before climbing into the driver's seat. Lucas looked at her. “Wait. You're driving?” “You've been drinking.” “I'm barely drunk.” “You're also apparently incapable of remaining upright.” “That's a completely separate issue.” “Seat belt, handsome.”

He obeyed, mostly because he was in no condition to argue convincingly. Sarah started the car and pulled out of the parking space, chattering happily about the food she'd ordered. She'd gotten herself a Big Mac, large fries, nuggets and a strawberry milkshake of her own. For Lucas, she'd ordered a double cheeseburger, extra fries and the largest strawberry shake they had. He looked at the cup in his hand. “You remembered my favorite.” “You told me to surprise you.” “And you chose correctly. You're a woman of impeccable judgment.” “Obviously.” He took a long sip through the straw. Cold strawberry sweetness flooded his mouth. His split lip stung against the plastic, but the shake was worth the discomfort. He settled back in his seat, cradling the cup in both hands. Five hundred dollars richer. Fifty dollars still untouched in his bank account. A beautiful woman driving him to her apartment and buying him dinner with his own winnings. Well, technically, she'd spent his winnings on dinner, which was an investment in his continued survival. He could work with that.

Sarah unwrapped her Big Mac at the first red light and took a huge bite. “Oh my God,” she mumbled around the mouthful. “I'm so hungry.” Lucas glanced at her. “I gathered that from the way you ordered enough food to feed a football team.” She swallowed and grinned at him. “Shut up. You said I could get whatever I wanted.” “I did. And I'm a man of my word.” “Good.” She took another bite, looking perfectly content as she drove through the quiet streets toward her apartment. Lucas sipped his shake and watched her for a moment. She had no idea. She didn't know that two men had dragged him off his feet in the parking lot. She didn't know that one of them had threatened to leave him at the bottom of a river. She didn't know that, for a few seconds, he'd genuinely wondered whether Matteo Moretti had decided he'd run out of chances. And Lucas had no intention of telling her. Not tonight. She'd been frightened enough already, and now she was happy, eating her Big Mac and occasionally stealing glances at him with a smile. He wasn't going to ruin that.

“So,” Sarah said, licking a bit of sauce from her thumb, “you still think you're the better option than my boyfriend?” Lucas laughed, immediately regretted it when his lip pulled and hissed through his teeth. She turned toward him. “Oh, sorry!” “It's fine. Just laughing is apparently dangerous now.” “Maybe you should stop being funny.” “Then you'd have no reason to keep me around.” She considered that, then took another bite of her burger. “True.” “See? You need me.” “I'm keeping you for the food.” “That's fair. I'm keeping you because you're pretty.” Sarah giggled. Lucas took another sip of his strawberry shake, watching the road ahead through the windshield. The SUV was nowhere in sight. For now, he let himself enjoy the small, ridiculous comfort of the moment. The cold drink in his hands. The smell of fries. Sarah happily demolishing her Big Mac beside him. He'd deal with Matteo tomorrow. Tonight, he was going to finish his shake, eat his cheeseburger and try not to bleed on Sarah's furniture. Honestly, he'd had worse evenings.
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​Chapter Two
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Lucas Hart had three rules when it came to women. Never spend the night if they had a boyfriend. Never give them your real address. And never, under any circumstances, get attached. He was doing pretty well on all three fronts. Mostly. He eased Sarah’s apartment door shut behind him, wincing when the old hinges gave a faint squeak. He froze in the hallway, listening. Nothing. Good. Sarah was still asleep, curled beneath her comforter with one arm tucked beneath her pillow and her hair scattered across the sheets. She’d looked pretty last night. She looked even prettier now, all soft and peaceful, with none of the sharp little smiles she’d given him across the casino floor. Lucas had enjoyed himself. Thoroughly. He wasn’t going to complain about the hospitality. But it was nearly morning, and he had no desire to be standing in a strange woman’s kitchen when her boyfriend came home and discovered a half-naked man eating his cereal. Not that Lucas was particularly afraid of angry boyfriends. He’d dealt with enough of them over the years. Some had been more entertaining than others. Still, he preferred his mornings without unnecessary violence.

He slipped his shoes on by the front door and checked his pockets. Wallet. Keys. Cigarettes. Lighter. His phone. No new messages. Naturally. He hadn’t gotten Sarah’s number. He’d considered asking, briefly, sometime between her second glass of vodka soda and the two of them leaving the casino. Then he’d remembered the boyfriend. Sarah had been perfectly happy to cheat on the man, but Lucas had no interest in becoming a recurring character in somebody else’s relationship drama. One night was one night. Besides, he had a feeling she’d been more interested in his face than his personality. Understandable. His personality was an acquired taste. Lucas glanced back toward the bedroom door, smiled to himself and quietly let himself out. The hallway smelled faintly of cigarette smoke and somebody’s cooking from the night before. He took the stairs down to the parking lot, where the morning air hit him with a pleasant coolness. His car sat exactly where he’d left it, looking like it had survived a minor war. The passenger-side dent caught the early sunlight.

“Still beautiful,” Lucas murmured, patting the roof. The engine coughed when he turned the key. “Yeah, yeah. We all have our flaws.” He pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward the main road, one hand on the wheel and the other fishing around in his pocket for a cigarette. His split lip stung when he pressed it between his teeth. He touched it with his tongue, grimaced and decided not to think about it. He’d had worse mornings. He’d also had considerably worse nights. Last night, for instance, he’d nearly lost his entire gambling stake before the slot machine had miraculously coughed up five hundred dollars. He’d gotten a beautiful woman out of the deal, too, along with a Big Mac, fries and a strawberry shake. Not a bad return on twelve dollars. The black SUV from the night before didn’t even cross his mind. Neither did the two men who’d dragged him to the pavement and punched him in the mouth.  And Matteo Moretti? Well, Matteo could wait. Lucas had spent enough of his life worrying about tomorrow. It had gotten him absolutely nowhere, except into debt and a great many situations that required him to lie convincingly.

Today, he had money in his pocket, a mostly functional car and a perfectly respectable appetite. That was enough. He stopped at a small diner a few miles down the road, the kind of place with cracked vinyl booths, a bell over the door and a waitress who looked like she’d been working there since the invention of coffee. Perfect. Lucas parked, checked his reflection in the rearview mirror and tried to flatten his hair. It didn’t cooperate. “Fuck it.” He went inside. The diner was quiet, with only a handful of customers scattered around the booths. The smell of bacon, butter and fresh coffee nearly made him emotional. He slid into a booth by the window and opened the menu. Pancakes. Eggs. Bacon. Sausage. Hash browns. He stared at the breakfast options with the solemn concentration of a man making a life-altering decision. The waitress appeared beside him, carrying a coffee pot. “Morning, honey. What can I get you?” “Coffee. And a minute alone with this menu.” She snorted. “You got it.” Lucas grinned up at her. “You’re an angel.” “I’m underpaid.” “An underpaid angel.” She poured his coffee and walked away, shaking her head. Lucas studied the menu for another few seconds before settling on two eggs, bacon, hash browns and pancakes. He added a side of sausage because he’d come into a little money and wanted to live dangerously.

When the waitress returned, he ordered without hesitation. “And orange juice,” he added. “I’m trying to pretend I make healthy choices.” “Uh-huh.” “Don’t judge me. I’m fragile.” “Sure you are.” She left him with his coffee, and Lucas leaned back against the booth. Five hundred dollars. He slipped the envelope out of his pocket and peeked inside, smiling at the sight of the bills. He’d already given Sarah a hundred for food, which left him four hundred from his winnings. Fifty dollars or so remained in his bank account, untouched. For once, he wasn’t completely broke. It was a refreshing change. He could pay for gas. He could buy groceries. He could even put a little aside for the debt that had been hanging over his head like a fucking storm cloud. He could do something sensible. Lucas considered this possibility for approximately three seconds. Then he tucked the envelope away and reached for his coffee. Maybe he’d buy himself a new shirt. The one he’d worn last night had a stain on it that refused to come out, and he was fairly certain it had been there before he’d spilled whiskey down the front. Maybe he’d get a haircut. Maybe he’d spend the afternoon doing absolutely nothing.

He deserved a day off from being a disaster. His phone buzzed on the table. Lucas glanced down. Unknown number. For a brief, ridiculous moment, he wondered if it was Sarah. Maybe she’d found his number somehow. Maybe she wanted to see him again. Then he remembered he hadn’t given it to her. He flipped the phone over without answering. Probably a spam call. His breakfast arrived a few minutes later, and Lucas immediately forgot about it. “Oh, sweetheart,” he whispered to the plate. “You beautiful thing.” The waitress laughed as she set down his orange juice. “You hungry?” “I’ve been through a lot.” “Looks like you got punched.” Lucas paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “God, is it that obvious?” “A little.” “Fell down.” “Sure you did.” “Drunk. Tragic. Handsome victim of gravity.” She gave him a skeptical look, but she was smiling when she walked away. Lucas dug into his pancakes. For the next twenty minutes, he was happy. He had food. He had money. He had no angry boyfriend waiting outside Sarah’s apartment and no reason to think about the mobster who wanted to collect what Lucas owed him. It was almost peaceful. And Lucas, who had a remarkable talent for ignoring problems until they were standing directly in front of him with a weapon in their hands, decided that was good enough. Matteo Moretti could have him tomorrow. Today, Lucas was having breakfast.

Lucas Hart was having a fucking fantastic morning. He’d gotten laid, won four hundred dollars at a casino and was currently eating a plate of pancakes, bacon and eggs that he’d paid for with his own money. His lip hurt like a bitch, but he was willing to overlook that minor inconvenience. For once, he had money in his pocket and food in his stomach. He was practically thriving. Then the diner door opened, and a man walked in who made Lucas reconsider the fairness of the universe. Jesus Christ. The guy was tall. Not regular tall, but what the fuck do you mean you can reach the top shelf without standing on your toes tall. Broad shoulders, thick arms, a fitted charcoal T-shirt and jeans that hugged his thighs just right. Dark hair, a strong jaw and a smile that could probably get him out of a murder charge. Handsome didn't even begin to cover it. The bastard was beautiful. Lucas hated him immediately. “Morning, Miss Dottie!” The elderly waitress looked up from behind the counter, her whole face brightening. “Well, look at my favorite troublemaker! Come here, you sweet thing.” Daniel laughed and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “How's that knee doing?” “Much better, honey. Thank you for asking.” “Good. I was worried about you.” “Oh, don't you go worrying yourself over me. I've survived worse than a little arthritis.” “I'm sure you have.” “And don't you think I forgot about that birthday cake you promised to bring me.” Daniel put a hand over his heart. “Miss Dottie, I would never forget a promise to you.” “You said that last month.” “And I was sincere last month, too.” She swatted his arm with a dish towel, laughing. Lucas watched the exchange while slowly chewing his bacon. Oh, great. The man was charming, too. He was friendly with elderly waitresses. He remembered their medical problems. He apparently made promises to bring them birthday cakes.What a fucking monster.

“Now, what can I get you, sweetheart?” Miss Dottie asked. “My usual, please. And a coffee.” “Two eggs, hash browns, bacon and toast?” “You know me too well.” “Somebody has to keep you fed. You're always working.” “I'll take a day off soon, I promise.” “That's what you said last week!” Daniel laughed as he slid into a booth near the counter. Lucas returned his attention to his breakfast. He'd never seen either of these people before today. He'd only picked the diner because the prices looked reasonable and he was finally in a position to afford something better than a gas station sandwich. It was a nice place, though. Cozy, clean and full of the smell of bacon. Miss Dottie had the unmistakable accent of an old Southern belle who'd somehow wandered north and decided to stay. She'd called Lucas “honey” three times since taking his order and looked genuinely delighted every time somebody walked through the door. 

He was starting to like her. Then she spoke again. “So, how's Sarah, sweetheart?” Lucas's fork paused. Daniel smiled. “She's wonderful.” “Oh, I saw her yesterday! She's such a pretty girl. You two are just precious together.” “Thank you.” “And what's got you looking so pleased with yourself this morning?” Daniel grinned. “Well, I suppose I can tell you. I'm proposing tonight.” Miss Dottie let out a delighted squeal. “Oh, Daniel! You stop that right now!” Lucas nearly choked on his bacon. He coughed, grabbed his orange juice and took a hurried drink. No. Absolutely not. “After three years!” Miss Dottie exclaimed. “Oh, honey, I could just cry! You'd better let me see that ring when you get it on her finger.” “Of course.” “And Sarah doesn't suspect a thing?” “Not a clue.” Miss Dottie clasped her hands together. “Oh, she's going to be over the moon!” Lucas stared down at his plate. Three years. He'd known Sarah for one night. One night that had involved whiskey, a casino, a hundred dollars for McDonald's and a very enjoyable visit to her apartment. And apparently, while he'd been enjoying himself, Sarah had been dating a man who looked like he could carry a refrigerator up three flights of stairs without breaking a sweat. Her boyfriend. The boyfriend. The boyfriend who'd supposedly cheated on her. Lucas slowly lifted his head. He looked at Daniel. Then he looked at Miss Dottie. Then he looked at Daniel again. Well, fuck me sideways. He set his fork down. “Hang on a second.” Both of them looked over. Daniel raised his eyebrows. Lucas leaned back in his booth, giving the man an appreciative once-over. “I'm sorry, but you're telling me you're getting engaged?” Daniel laughed. “That's the plan.” “Jesus Christ, man. Look at you.” Lucas gestured vaguely at his entire body. “You're built like a Greek god. You're handsome as fuck. You look like you could bench-press my car. And you're voluntarily giving up the single life?”

Daniel threw his head back and laughed.nMiss Dottie shook her head affectionately. “Don't you encourage him, honey. Daniel's been a good boy for years.” “I'm just saying, Miss Dottie. Seems like a waste of perfectly good cheekbones.” That got another laugh out of Daniel. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, buddy.” “Anytime.” Lucas grinned. He liked this guy already, which was unfortunate, because he was almost certainly going to have to hate him in approximately thirty seconds. “Now, I have to ask,” Lucas continued. “What's she look like? Because you've got me curious. I need to see the woman who managed to tame you.” Daniel chuckled and pulled out his phone. “Fair enough.” He tapped the screen a few times before turning it around. “Here she is.” Lucas looked. His smile froze. Sarah. Sarah, with her gorgeous hair and her pretty smile, standing beside Daniel with one arm wrapped around his waist. The same Sarah whose apartment Lucas had snuck out of an hour ago. The same Sarah who'd been naked beneath the covers when he left. The same Sarah who'd laughed at his jokes, stolen his fries and told him her boyfriend didn't even feed her. Lucas stared at the picture. Then he looked at Daniel. Then back at the picture. Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me. For one brief, glorious second, he considered pretending he didn't recognize her. Maybe he could say she looked familiar. Maybe he could make some vague comment about how small the world was and then quietly disappear. But Lucas Hart had many flaws, and being a coward wasn't usually one of them.

He leaned forward. “Hey, man. Can I talk to you for a second?” Daniel's smile faded slightly, replaced by curiosity. “Sure.” Lucas lowered his voice. “I'm going to be straight with you, because you seem like a good dude and I don't want to be an asshole about this.” Daniel leaned closer. “Okay?” Lucas glanced toward Miss Dottie, who'd moved to the other end of the counter to refill a customer's coffee. Then he looked Daniel dead in the eye. “I left Sarah's apartment about an hour ago.” Silence. Lucas swallowed. “Yeah. We, uh...” He rubbed the back of his neck. “We hooked up last night.” There. He'd said it. He'd just admitted to a handsome stranger that he'd spent the night fucking his girlfriend. Or fiancée. Whatever the hell she was. “I'm really sorry, man,” Lucas added quietly. “I didn't know you were serious-serious. She told me she had a boyfriend, but she made it sound like you two were having problems. I wasn't trying to disrespect you.” Daniel stared at him. Lucas braced himself. He expected anger. Maybe a clenched jaw, a cold stare or a fist connecting with his already battered mouth. He'd understand. He really would.

Instead, Daniel tilted his head. “Was it good?” Lucas blinked. “What?” Daniel's mouth twitched. “Was the sex good?” Lucas stared at him. His brain, which had been functioning at a reasonably acceptable level for the past twenty-six years, promptly packed its bags and left. “I'm sorry, what the fuck?” Daniel laughed softly. “Relax, man.” Lucas looked around, half expecting a camera crew to emerge from the kitchen. Was this a prank? Was he being filmed? Had he finally drunk enough whiskey to hallucinate an entire person? “Are you going to punch me?” Lucas asked. Daniel looked genuinely surprised. “What? No.” “Throw me through a window?” “Why would I do that?”b“Because I just told you I fucked your girlfriend?” “Right.” Daniel nodded. “And I asked if it was good.” Lucas stared at him for another long moment. Then he leaned closer and whispered, “Dude, are you high?” Daniel burst out laughing. “No, man. Jesus.” Lucas looked increasingly bewildered. Daniel glanced around to make sure Miss Dottie was occupied, then lowered his voice. “Ethical non-monogamy.” Lucas blinked. Once. Twice. “I'm sorry?” “Sarah and I are in an open relationship.” Lucas stared at him. The words registered individually. They even seemed to make sense in the order Daniel had arranged them. But together? Absolutely fucking not. “You're in an... open relationship.” “Yep.” “With Sarah.” “That's the one.” “The Sarah I just told you I slept with.” Daniel grinned. “That's right.”

Lucas looked at the ceiling. Oh, for fuck's sake. He'd spent the last several minutes preparing to be murdered by a man who was apparently perfectly fine with him sleeping with his girlfriend. He'd confessed. Apologized. Braced himself for violence. And Daniel had asked for a fucking review. “Jesus Christ,” Lucas muttered. Daniel laughed again, clapping him on the shoulder. “Hey, I appreciate you telling me. Seriously. A lot of guys would've kept their mouths shut.” “Well, yeah, but I figured if I was going to get my ass kicked, I might as well get it over with before breakfast.” “Not going to happen, buddy.” Lucas looked at him suspiciously. “There's no hidden camera?” “No.” “You're not going to follow me into the parking lot and beat the shit out of me?” “Nope.” “Your brothers aren't waiting outside with baseball bats?” Daniel laughed so hard he had to put his coffee down. “God, no.” Lucas rubbed both hands over his face. He needed a moment. Possibly several.

When he finally looked up, Daniel was still grinning
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