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  Blurb


A billionaire wants me.

Too bad my heart is already complicated.

My life is finally falling into place. My career is taking off, my dreams are within reach, and the last thing I need is a distraction.

Especially one like him.

Rich. Powerful. Infuriatingly attractive.

He makes me feel things I shouldn't.

Want things I can't have.

And every time I try to walk away, he pulls me closer.

But some secrets refuse to stay buried.

And when desire collides with the past, someone is bound to get hurt.

Including me.








  
  Chapter 1


Laura Lee 
“Oh shit!” My eyes widened, and heat crept up my neck and face. What the hell was he doing here? How had he found me? Panic seized my chest, and I pressed my hand between my breasts in a weak attempt to calm my racing heart. 
“What? What’s wrong?” Daryl asked me, glancing around furtively. 
“Nothing,” I said quickly and averted my gaze, hoping and praying my ex didn’t see me. I knew if I pointed him out to Daryl, Daryl would try to have him thrown out of the gallery. That’s the last thing I needed tonight. It was my debut showing, and even though I worked at the gallery, I didn’t own it, and I couldn’t risk losing my job or my connections to this place. 
Daryl eyed me suspiciously. “Nothing? Are you sure, Laura? You look like you just saw a ghost or something.”
I smiled, looped my arm through his, and led him further into the gallery. “Yes, I’m sure. I guess I just got momentarily overwhelmed. I mean, it’s not every day your art is displayed in one of the city’s most prestigious galleries for the world to see.”
He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “And I’m so very proud of you, sis. You’ve worked hard for this. Enjoy it, and don’t worry about anything, okay?”
“You clean up nice,” I said, hoping to distract him from my outburst. “A suit and tie look good on you.” Normally, he was in jeans and T-shirts, a baseball hat, sneakers, or work boots. Daryl was the quintessential outdoorsman. He loved to travel, hunt, and play sports. A man of few words with unshakable confidence. I wished I could be more like him, that I could have more of a “who gives a fuck” attitude, but in the art world, I had to play nice if I ever wanted to make it. 
“So do you.” His gaze raked over me appreciatively. 
I smiled bigger and rested my head on his shoulder. Daryl was my step brother, but he was also my best friend. We shared everything with each other, and I’d be lost without him in my life. When my mom married his dad, we were thrown together. At first, I hated the idea of having a sibling because I’d been an only child for the first twelve years of my life, but Daryl grew on me, and now I couldn’t imagine my life without him. Thankfully, I knew I’d never have to find out. 
“Hey, Laura, come here.” Cora, my boss, and the gallery owner waved me over. 
I reluctantly let go of Daryl’s arm and gave him an apologetic shrug. “Duty calls.”
“Go.” He grinned. “I’ll be here wandering around.” 
Daryl winked at me, and my stomach had that weightless feeling, the one I always used to get when I had my first crush and my first kiss. It was a great feeling, but having it about my stepbrother was weird. I mean, that was so wrong and taboo, right? Yet, the idea of that excited me in ways it shouldn’t and made my body react in ways that were forbidden between siblings. I watched him walk away for a moment, and then I turned to go see what Cora wanted. 
“Ah, there she is. The star of the evening.” Cora put her arm around my shoulders and handed me a glass of champagne. 
I graciously accepted it and took a drink, the bubbly liquid calming my nerves. “You’re too kind,” I said, giving her a sideways glance. 
“Laura, I’d like you to meet Bill Reigns. He’s one of my biggest investors and a huge art aficionado.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Reigns,” I said, extending my hand to him. 
He took my hand and shook it, then held onto it. His hand was large and warm. “Please, call me Bill.” His crystal blue eyes sparkled when he smiled. That’s when I noticed his dimples and my breath hitched slightly. There was nothing sexier than a man with dimples. And this man was definitely sexy. He had solid arms and muscles that begged to be touched. Yes, he was the type of man worthy of cover model status. 
“Okay, Bill.” I pulled my hand from his and drank the rest of my champagne. Generally, men didn’t make me nervous, but something about him did. I couldn’t put my finger on why, though. 
“Would you mind giving me a personal tour of your pieces? I’m always so fascinated with how the creative mind works and where artists get their inspiration.” 
I wanted to tell him no, but Cora was staring at me expectantly, and I knew she’d be pissed if I didn’t give him what he wanted. And knowing he was her biggest investor; I really couldn’t fuck this up. I smiled and nodded. “I’d be glad to.”
He stepped up beside me and put his hand on my lower back. “Lead the way.” 
Biting back a rude comment, I moved toward the closest exhibit, which also, thankfully, happened to have the biggest crowd around it. A flat screen TV was mounted to the wall and it showed a collage of images. Photos I’d taken. Photos Daryl had taken while travelling that he allowed me to use. Images from pop culture. Scenes from some of the biggest news stories of the year. 
“This here is a visual representation of good versus evil. Things that bring us joy, the good in the world. And then the not-so-good, the evil and suffering.” It had taken me months to pull this piece together, to arrange the images in just the right order, to find a musical backdrop that fit perfectly. 
“Stunning,” Bill said. “Tell me, Laura, what inspired this piece?”
I took a deep breath and looked around for Daryl, hoping he was watching and could come over to join us. But he was engaged in a deep conversation with Cora. I scowled. I knew Cora had a thing for my stepbrother, and it irritated me. Not just because Daryl deserved better than Cora and not just because the two of them had absolutely nothing in common, but because I loved Daryl – as more than just a brother. It was my darkest secret, a secret I kept buried deep within me, a secret I would take to my grave. I knew there could and would never be anything romantic between Daryl and I. But that didn’t stop me from fantasizing about it. 
I turned my attention back to Bill and realized everyone else was now watching me, waiting for my explanation. I licked my lips and smiled. “My parents’ divorce. My biological father passed away when I was nine, and my mother remarried three years later. I was in a dark place in my life, but my stepbrother, Daryl, helped me get through it. The joyful images in this piece are his, and he represents the good. The other images, the evil, are representative of the dark place I was in during that time in my life.”
“That’s so profound,” someone in the crowd murmured. 
Bill’s hand on my back inched lower, and I took a step away from him. He might be sexy, but I knew his type, and I wasn’t interested. 
“Shall we move on to the next?” I asked him. 
“Absolutely.” He smiled.
I spent the next hour giving a private tour to Bill, but by the end, it wasn’t so private. Along the way, we’d collected several other people who were listening to me talk, nodding, and offering compliments on my art. For a while, I forgot all about Bill’s wandering hand from earlier. It was nice to know all these people were here for me, for what I created. Hopefully, all of this will result in some sales and cash in my pocket. God knows I could use it. 
“You are one of the most talented women I’ve ever met,” Bill said. He grabbed two glasses of champagne from a passing tray and handed me one. Then he held up his in a toast. “To the lovely, alluring Laura.”
I rolled my eyes. “Look, Bill, you’re a nice guy, but your cheesy pickup lines won’t work on me, so just stop trying.”
He coughed and almost spit out his drink. “Excuse me?”
“You heard me. I know you’re type. Rich. Sexy. Powerful. Used to getting whatever you want. I’m sure women throw themselves at your feet all the time, but I can assure you, I won’t be one of them.” I downed my champagne in one large gulp. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have guests to mingle with.” And with that, I walked away. I was sure Cora wouldn’t be happy if she found out I’d just shot down Mr. Money Bags Bill, but I was confident Bill wouldn’t complain to her. Men like him didn’t admit defeat; they wouldn’t confess to being rejected. 
“Oh no, you don’t.” Bill grabbed my elbow before I got too far away, and he turned me back to face him. “You may know my type, but I know yours, too. Strong. Independent. Smart. Sexy. And a complete bitch.”
My eyes widened in shock. My first instinct was to slap him, but that was certain to end my art career and my job at the gallery. I scowled at him instead. “Is that how you seduce women, Mr. Reigns? You physically grab them, call them names?” I jerked out of his hold and looked around again for Daryl, but I didn’t see him anywhere. 
Bill smiled slowly, the look arrogant yet sexy as hell. I hated that I felt a sudden spark of attraction in that moment. “No, sweetheart,” he said, moving closer to me. “But you can bet that I can seduce any woman, anywhere, any time. You included.” 
His words were like ice water on my head. I jerked away, repulsed. “In your dreams, buddy.” I walked away again, and thankfully, this time, he didn’t try to stop me, and he didn’t follow. 
I walked around the gallery, searching for Daryl. I finally found him. He was standing in the corner, still chatting with Cora. A strong stab of jealousy coursed through my veins. I cleared my throat. “Excuse me, but could I steal Daryl away for a moment?”
Cora’s smile faded. “Yeah, of course.” She plastered on her signature fake smile, the one she generally reserved for difficult artists and angry customers. “Finished with Bill’s tour already?”
“Yup. He seems to have really enjoyed himself.”
“Well then, I guess I’d better go close the deal and sell some of your art.” Cora touched Daryl’s arm, her hand lingering there much longer than necessary. “It’s been fun, Daryl. Be sure to call me so we can grab that cup of coffee.”
When Cora walked away, I looked at Daryl with a raised brow. “I know you’re not thinking about dating my boss.”
He laughed softly. “No, of course not. I’m just being nice. She does hold the fate of your career in her hands tonight.”
I blew out a breath. Tonight wasn’t going at all like I’d hoped it would. It wasn’t a total disaster, but it wasn’t quite as exciting as I wanted it to be, either. 
“What’s going on, Laura?” Daryl’s voice had turned serious, concerned. 
“That Bill guy, the one I just gave a tour to… Yeah, he’s an arrogant ass who thinks he’s god’s gift to women.”
“Looks like I need to teach that boy a thing or two about how to treat a woman. Where is he? Point him out to me.”
“Daryl, don’t.” I grabbed his arm, impressed by how muscular it was. “I didn’t tell you so you could get into a fight with him. I told you so you could kind of stay close by in case he tries to flirt with me again.”
His body relaxed, and he nodded. “Okay, consider me your shadow for the rest of the night.”
I gave him a hug and sighed when I felt his arms wrap around me. “Thank you.”

      ***Laura Lee
“So, Bill purchased four of your pieces last night,” Cora said at the end of the following day. 
I stopped what I was doing and stared at her. “He did?”
“Mmm hmm.” She nodded and shut off the “open” sign. “He said he was extremely impressed with your talent and was proud to be the owner of your original work. I don’t know what you did to impress him, but keep it up. That man will be able to make or break your career.” 
I honestly don’t know what I did to impress him, either, especially considering I’d turned him down cold and was kind of mean to him. He was probably one of those guys who got off on a challenge, and I’m sure that’s how he thought of me. I was a challenge to him, a prize to be won. A shiver worked up my spine at that thought. Despite my past, I was attracted to a man who could take control over me. 
“Want to grab some dinner?” Cora asked.
“Uh, thanks, but I’ve got plans with Daryl tonight.” 
At the mention of his name, Cora perked up. “Oh? Doing anything fun?”
I wanted to remind her that my brother was off limits to her, but that might be overstepping my bounds with her. So, I shook my head. “No, we’re just hanging out at his place tonight. Ordering some takeout. Watching some movies. We do this once a month or so. It’s our excuse to get together and compare notes about our parents.”
“Sounds fun.” 
“Yeah, it’s not so bad. I mean, it’s as fun as it can be hanging out with your brother.” I laughed nervously, hoping my real feelings weren’t showing through. But the truth was, I loved these nights. I looked forward to them all month and would never let anything get in my way. 
“All right, so I’ll see you on Monday then.” Cora opened the door and waited for me to step outside before she locked the door behind us. “Oh, and by the way,” she dug through her oversized purse and yanked out a business card, “Bill wanted me to give you this.”
I took the card from her and noticed he’d written his home number on it. “Why?”
She laughed. “I think he’s got a thing for you. You know how I feel about mixing business with pleasure, but tread lightly with him. I’d hate to see your career die before it even starts.” She waved and then walked away toward her car. 
I sighed and shoved Bill’s card into my front pocket. I had no intention of calling him. Ever. Because if I did, it would just end up turning into him propositioning me and me constantly telling him no. He’d get pissed, and then I’d have to deal with the fallout. It was just easier to keep things with this guy strictly professional. 
“Ugh,” I groaned, sitting on Daryl’s couch and clutching my stomach. “I’m never eating again.” 
He laughed. “Yeah, right.” 
I smacked him, and he laughed harder. “You’re a jerk,” I teased.
“You know…there is a way to work off all those calories you just ate.” He leaned back, too, sitting so close our shoulders were touching. 
My face felt like it was on fire at where my mind immediately went when he said that – sex. My heart thundered in my ears, and I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. Hell, I couldn’t believe I was even thinking about sex with Daryl. He was my stepbrother. I cleared my throat. “Don’t be a pervert.” 
“A pervert?” He feigned shock and hurt. “I was simply going to suggest that you clean up and do the dishes.”
“It’s your house. You clean up.” But I stood nonetheless and carried our dirty dishes to the sink. Then I glanced at him over my shoulder, secretly thrilled to see him watching me. “I’m not doing your dishes.”
He chuckled. “I don’t expect you to. C’mon.” He patted the spot next to him and grabbed the remote. “It’s movie time.” 
I went back over to him, pulled my cell phone from my pocket, and set it on the coffee table. When I did, I accidentally pulled out Bill’s business card, too. Daryl bent over and snatched it before I could stop him. I cringed, knowing his reaction wouldn’t be pleasant. 
“Isn’t this the guy who was giving you a hard time last night?” he asked.
I shrugged and flopped down on the couch next to him. Then I grabbed the card from his hand. “I probably made a bigger deal out of it than I needed to. You know how I am.”
Daryl shifted on the couch and faced me. “Yeah, I do, and I know you don’t blow things out of proportion for the hell of it. So tell me, why do you have this jerk’s card?”
“Cora gave it to me before I left the gallery. Bill bought four of my pieces and wants to talk. Nothing more. But don’t worry, I don’t plan on calling him, so can you please drop it?”
Daryl studied me for a few moments. If it were anyone else, it’d make me uncomfortable, but this was Daryl. He’d seen me at my best and my worst and everything in between. I could be myself around him and not worry about him judging me or not liking me. 
“What?” I asked after another few moments. 
“You know what happens when you lie to me, Laura.”
My eyes widened. “Daryl, don’t you dare!” This was a game we used to play when we were kids. He’d accuse me of lying – and most of the time, he was right – and then he’d tickle me until I confessed. I tried to stand, but he grabbed me and pulled me back down on the couch. And then he tickled me. My neck. My ribs. My stomach. My armpits. I was laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe, and my face was beet red. 
“Daryl, stop,” I gasped, “I can’t…” In my attempts to get away, he’d somehow managed to get me flat on my back on the couch, and he was on top of me. 
He grabbed both of my hands and pinned them above my head. His face was so close to mine, his breath hot on my face. My heart beat wildly. We’d been physically close like this before, but something about this time felt different. 
“You are so beautiful, Laura.” And then he lowered himself down on top of me; every glorious inch of his perfect body was pressed tightly to mine. He laced his fingers with mine, and in the next instant, his lips were on mine. 
I swore my mind exploded at that moment, but I didn’t pull away. I’d been wanting this for far too long to even think about telling him to stop. His tongue parted my lips, and I yielded to him, kissed him back with so much passion it made my head spin. 
“Laura.” He rested his forehead on mine and sighed. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”
I swallowed hard. Technically, he was right. We really shouldn’t be doing this. It was so taboo, but how could something that felt so good, so right, be considered wrong? I didn’t want to acknowledge that he was rejecting me. It hurt too much, and I didn’t want to cry in front of him, which is exactly what would happen. “I know, but—”
He cut me off with another heated, frantic kiss. Then, just as abruptly, he stood, leaving me lying there alone. Shocked. Sad. Needy. I propped myself up on my elbows and stared at him. 
“I’m so sorry, Laura. I never should’ve… Shit!” He blew out a breath and dragged his hand through his hair. “I’m your brother.”
“Stepbrother,” I corrected.
He gave me an exasperated look. “Fine. I’m your stepbrother. You’re my best friend. I don’t want to ruin that, for things to get weird between us.”
I sat up and smoothed my hands over my hair, basically doing anything I could to avoid his gaze. Daryl crouched in front of me and put his hands on my knees. 
“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I never should’ve started kissing you. You know I love you.” He smiled. “But this…” he shook his head. “This is wrong, Laura.” 
“Yeah, I know.” I smiled tightly and nodded in agreement, even though I didn’t agree. At all. Nothing about Daryl was wrong, but he clearly felt differently. Well, I guess I had my answer. He wasn’t interested in me like I was in him, and nothing more would ever happen between us. “I think maybe I should go.”
He hung his head. “You don’t have to.”
“Yes, I do.” I stood and gathered my cell phone. There was no way I could stay here now, not after I had a taste of the forbidden, a tease of my ultimate fantasy. This little encounter made me realize two very important things. First, I wanted Daryl now more than ever. And second, I loved the excitement of doing something wrong, something taboo. 
I needed to get out of here, to find something to appease me, help me release this pent-up frustration he’d caused. As I tucked my phone into my front pocket, I felt the edge of Bill’s card. A sinister idea popped into my mind, unbidden. Daryl could stand there and tell me how wrong this was, how we couldn’t do it, but I’d felt the passion in his kiss, the desperation in his touch. No matter what he said, I knew he wanted me just as badly as I wanted him. And if I couldn’t convince him of that, then I’d just have to prove it to him the tried and proven way – by making him jealous. I was going to call Bill. That would show Daryl. 
“Please tell me you understand, Laura. I can’t stand the thought of you being mad at me.”
I placed my hand on his cheek. “Of course I understand, Daryl. It’s fine. Besides, you’re probably right. Doing this would make things weird between us, and I don’t want to lose you. Not over something as silly as sex.”
“Thanks, sis.”
I gave him a hug and then left. As soon as I was in my car, I dialed Bill’s number. He answered almost immediately. “Hello, Bill. It’s Laura. We met—”
“I knew you’d call,” he said. 
So damn arrogant. I almost hung up, but I was on a mission, and despite his cocky, womanizing ways, I was attracted to him. A few beers and I’d get through what I was about to do without any problems. “I just couldn’t resist your charm,” I said sarcastically.
He laughed. “You want to come over, don’t you?”
“Yes,” I whispered, resting my head on the hood of my car. 
“I’ll text you directions.” And then Bill hung up. 
My stomach twisted, and I considered not going through with this, but then I glanced back at Daryl’s house and knew I had no other choice. I got into my car and drove away.

      ***Daryl Montgomery
I blew out a breath and dragged my hands through my hair, tugging on it hard enough to make it hurt. “Fuck!” I kicked at the couch and cursed some more. What the hell had I been thinking kissing Laura like that? I knew better. She was my sister, for Christ’s sake. I couldn’t go around kissing her. Or feeling her up. But damn… It had all felt so right like our bodies were made for each other. 
And she hadn’t stopped me either. I don’t think she had any intention of doing so. She was into it just as much as I was. The realization hit me hard. I could’ve been with her. I could’ve made my darkest desire come true, and I’d gone and blown it. What the hell was wrong with me?
I grabbed my cell phone, intent on calling her and apologizing. Again. But then I thought better of it. I’d seen the hurt in her eyes. She felt rejected by me. It was no wonder she’d run out of here so fast. If the roles were reversed, I’d probably have done the same. The thought of losing her over this twisted my gut. Laura was my best friend. 
Well, there was only one thing I could do – stay away from her for as long as I could, or at least until these feelings faded. Not that I honestly believed they’d fade. They haven’t in all the years I’d known her. And now that I’d had a taste of her, now that I knew she was into it just as much as me, it would be harder than ever to do the right thing around her. 
“I’m such a dipshit.” Calling myself names made me feel slightly better, but not by much. There was only one thing that would ever make me feel better: Laura. I had to call her. I scrolled through my call log until I landed on her name, but before I could push the call button, my phone rang. Instantly, I wished it was Laura. But it wasn’t. “Hello?”
“Daryl? Hey, it’s Cora… from the gallery. Laura’s boss,” she said. 
“Oh, yeah. Hi.” I didn’t remember giving her my phone number, but for someone like her, it probably wasn’t that difficult to find. “If you’re looking for Laura, she’s not here.”
“What? Oh, no.” Cora laughed nervously. “I was looking for you, actually. I’m in your neighborhood and was wondering if you wanted to grab a drink before I headed home.”
Not really, but I didn’t say that. I’d been on the brink of calling Laura, begging her to come back. Maybe Cora’s call was a sign. No matter how badly I wanted Laura, I couldn’t have her. Focusing my attention on someone else was the best thing I could do. 
“Yeah, sure. Where would you like me to meet you?”
“Really?” She sounded genuinely surprised. “Okay, great. Um, how about Paxton’s Pub. Do you know it?”
“Yeah, I know it.” It was the same pub Laura and I would hang out in and drink and play pool. It was one of my favorite places. Laura’s, too, and I hoped against all hope that she hadn’t decided to go there. “I’ll see you in a few then.” I ended the call and stared at my phone. Still tempted to call Laura. Why couldn’t I be like other normal guys and just lust after someone not in my immediate family? 
I left to go meet Cora. She was nothing more than a distraction for me, and I felt kind of bad using her like this when I knew she had more than friendship on her mind. But I was desperate, and she was available. I arrived at Paxton’s and was both relieved and disappointed to see Laura’s car missing from the parking lot. 
“Daryl, over here!” Cora waved to me from a corner booth. 
I smiled and made my way toward her, sliding into the seat across from her. “I’m glad you called.”

      ***
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