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      Brooks

      She was beautiful.

      She was walking toward me in a wedding dress, crisp white and fitted in a way that mixed innocence and sin.

      Sleek fabric clinging to breasts I’d dreamed about, hips I’d imagined grasping as I thrust deep, splitting on mid-thigh to give a glimpse of silken skin.

      Mine.

      Mine.

      The thought ricocheted through me so violently, I knew.

      Knew.

      The truth.

      The reality.

      The…future.

      But by then, she was there.

      Her bright blue eyes glimmering with love and hope, with tears of happiness.

      She…was beauty and good and…

      I was a monster.

      I was going to destroy her.

      Her hand found mine and she stepped close, fingers tightening in that soft way of hers. Plump lips painted pink. Freckles softened by her makeup. Lashes that rested gently on her cheeks when she slept.

      “Dearly beloved we are gathered here today to…”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin at the soft female voice standing between us, holding a book even though it was clear she had her spiel memorized, even down to the timing of pauses, waiting for chuckles or laughter or whatever feedback an officiant normally received from a wedding ceremony.

      But there weren’t rows and rows of chairs, filled with loving family and friends.

      There weren’t many voices to lend their approval of the quiet jokes and idioms.

      Just two stoic witnesses—my bodyguards, who I trusted with my life…and hers.

      Mountains behind us.

      A narrow swathe of pine trees, their branches intertwined to form a canopy overhead.

      A peaceful place.

      Her place.

      I was going to ruin that too.

      Boom!

      Thunder rattled through the air, vibrated through my chest, my stomach. Pine needles shook in the window. Clouds gathered, clinging together, darkening the sky.

      Fat, wet drops began plopping to the ground, darkening the dirt, splattering onto my head, my suit.

      Her dress.

      Laughter in the air—the sound that had so captivated me, that had drawn me to this sweet, beautiful, innocent woman against every single reservation that I had.

      It wasn’t a sound I deserved to hear.

      It was a sound I wouldn’t hear.

      Not ever again.

      Not after this.

      Briar laughed as the drops began gathering on her skin like glittering diamonds.

      The officiant stopped, closed the book in her hands, glancing at them then up at the clouds. “Should we stop?”

      “No!” Briar said again, slipping one hand from mine and extending it, droplets splashing onto her thumb. “I love the rain!” she cried, tilting her head back, embracing the drops as they fell onto her hair, darkening the blond stands, straightening the curls, soaking the fabric of her dress.

      A pause from the officiant. Then she reopened her book.

      Briar’s eyes slid to mine, buoyant with joy. “This is perfect,” she whispered as thunder boomed again

      Lightning cut across the sky.

      Rain continued to fall.

      “Perfect,” she whispered again, her damp palm coming to mine, fingers wrapping tight again.

      No.

      It wasn’t.

      Before I could say something, could find the strength to pull my fingers from hers, the officiant continued.

      “Do you, Brooks Saxton, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife, to live together in matrimony, to love her, comfort her, honor and keep her in sickness and in health, in sorrow and in joy, to have and to hold, from this day forward, as long as you both shall⁠—”

      “I don’t.”

      The words were ripped from my soul.

      Spat into the air.

      Shock reverberated back.

      From the officiant.

      From the witnesses.

      From Briar.

      “I don’t,” I repeated.

      Fingers convulsed around mine. “You’re supposed to say I do.”

      My lungs seized. “No,” I whispered. “I’m not.”

      “Brooks—”

      I slipped my hands from hers. It wasn’t easy, not when she was clinging so fiercely. Not when she was looking at me like…

      I couldn’t allow that thought to form, couldn’t allow the words to coalesce in my mind.

      I might do something that was worse than this.

      I might…stay.

      “I don’t,” I said for a third time.

      Though this time I paired it with putting distance between us, enough and so quickly that I saw it break off a little chunk of that innocence, that sweetness, that essence that was purely Briar.

      It fell aside.

      Gone.

      Forever.

      “You’re supposed to say I do,” Briar said again, more fiercely.

      I shook my head, committed her face to memory, knew I needed to hold it tight, knew it was the only memory of her I deserved.

      Then I turned away. Turned from the sputtering of the officiant, turned from the shattering beauty.

      I moved toward Thanes and Max. They’d been with me from the beginning.

      Long enough to not question anything.

      “Max.” I flicked my eyes in the direction of Briar.

      He nodded…just as footsteps echoed across the earth, louder than the rain, which was coming down in sheets, drenching him, the earth.

      Briar.

      “Brooks!”

      Max had been with me a long time.

      Long enough to step behind me, to intercept Briar before she could touch me.

      “Brooks!”

      I started walked.

      Kept walking.

      Down along the narrow winding trail, the faint imprint in earthen ground that Briar knew by heart.

      Her place.

      Our place.

      I kept walking…

      Out of her life.

      I thought forever.

      I was wrong.
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      Maddie

      I was sitting on a barstool in Rome’s house.

      After four years abroad, managing the new—well, not so new now—European division of Ash’s multibillion dollar company, it felt strange.

      To be in the States.

      To be in Rome’s house.

      To be sitting here and feeling my heart do that flutter again.

      The one that had always been present with this man, the one I’d desperately ignored. Because that was what I did. Because I only tackled tasks I could control and…I would never be able to control this man.

      Spreadsheets. Planning meetings. Handling tricky clients and frustrating manufacturing delays and even leaky freaking roofs—those I could manage.

      The complication of relationships?

      Not so much.

      Of course, that was before I’d begun working for a Hutchins.

      There was only so much a girl could do to avoid being swept up into their lives. They were just so nice and welcoming and…pushy.

      Pushy was written into the Hutchins’ genetic code.

      “Beer?” Ro asked, the slight rasp in his voice making me shiver.

      I’d dreamed about that voice, dreamed about it so often I felt the question tickle up between my thighs, press against my clit, and⁠—

      “Maddie?”

      Cheeks hot, I glanced up, met deep brown eyes. Ro had the best eyes—the color of dark chocolate with flecks of gold in those depths.

      They were warm too.

      Like that chocolate river in Willy Wonka.

      Only not a river. And not dangerous.

      A hot tub of melted chocolate…that wouldn’t murder me.

      He leaned back against the island next to me, two bottles of beer in one hand, the other lifting and cupping my jaw, tilting my head back so I got lost in those pools of liquidy, delicious chocolate. “You good?”

      My cheeks flamed. “I’m good,” I said quickly. “Just jet lagged and a little spacey.” I leaned back slightly, enough for him to get the hint and release my jaw. Which, thankfully, he got, dropping his hand, and offering me one of the beers from his other.

      I took it. “Thanks,” I murmured, taking a sip.

      A flash of a smile, but it wasn’t bone deep, wasn’t the mischievous Rome Smile I’d come to know.

      Worry immediately began to churn in my gut.

      “Is it Jack?” I asked softly, that sip of beer I’d taken sitting heavy in my stomach.

      He’d been lifting his bottle toward his mouth but my question had him freezing. “What?”

      “Is something wrong with Jack?” I asked. “Is that what put the look on your face?”

      That beer dropped, foam sloshing up over the rim, sliding down the side…and turning that churning in my stomach into full-on hundred-foot waves.

      I hopped up, grabbed a paper towel, took the bottle, and wiped the sides. Then bent and swiped at the floor, cleaning up the drops that had made it that far. “Now,” I said quietly. “What’s going on?”

      “What look on my face?” he asked, seemingly a question behind.

      “The one that says you’ve been gut-punched when you were least expecting it.”

      He sucked in a breath, set the beer on the counter, and turned away from me.

      Hundred-foot waves and a hurricane bearing down on us.

      I moved around him, getting close enough to study his eyes.

      He didn’t make me work for it. “Jack’s fine. Physically,” he whispered. “Emotionally, though, he’s a mess.” Ro’s head came up and he tried for his smile again, but I could tell it was total bullshit. Something his next words confirmed. “I tore him from everything he knew and brought him to a different country, inserted him into a new family.” Ro shoved a hand through his hair, gaze going over my head. “I can’t blame him for being pissed and hurt and scared, even after a year.”

      Rome’s baby mama had pulled a disappearing act on him eight years before, and he’d found out he had a son just four years ago, after she died and Jack’s custody fell into question.

      Because Ro’s name wasn’t on the birth certificate and the person who’d mentioned it to Rome—an old friend of his and his fiancée that wasn’t to be—the battle to just get a DNA test was rough, not to mention getting Jack here.

      To the States.

      How did I know this?

      Even from my perch in Europe, I’d made many a phone call to lawyers and doctors and therapists, working my magic.

      I was good at getting shit done.

      I’d vowed that Jack wouldn’t be left behind, that Rome wouldn’t be left wondering.

      And now…I wondered if that had been the wrong thing to do.

      I’d always dreamed of a family and the thought of a three-year-old alone in the world, without people like the Hutchinses to take his back…

      Motivated.

      I’d been motivated to make sure he had a place where he felt at home.

      Because I knew what it was like to not have that.

      “But Ash said he’s fitting right in with the family,” I whispered.

      Ro’s mouth kicked up. “He loves my family. Asks to spend time with them regularly.” A sigh. “It’s me that he has a problem with.”

      Well…shit.

      “Yeah,” he murmured, clearly reading that off my face.

      I tucked away old wounds, focused on what I could do now, what I could fix now.

      That was what I did.

      Fix things.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, passing him back his beer.

      “Besides the whole being-ripped-from-his-family thing?”

      That was a doozy.

      But…

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “He doesn’t like that I have a bedtime for him.” Ro sipped his beer then plunked it back onto the counter, counting off on his fingers. “Doesn’t like that I make him finish his homework before he can go to soccer practice. Doesn’t like that I make him introduce me to his friends’ parents before he can play at their houses. He doesn’t like”—Ro dropped his hand, went for his beer again—“me,” he said on a sigh.

      Shit.

      This wasn’t good.

      It was very not good, and I needed to find a way to fix it.

      For the little boy I’d never met in person, who’d I’d merely exchanged greetings and waves with over FaceTime. For the little boy who was innocent and deserved to understand his place in this world. For Ro who I⁠—

      “Oh.”

      I jerked, being the one who risked spilling my beer this time, and turned…

      To see Jack standing in the doorway.

      He was the spitting image of Rome. And seriously, watch out world. When Jack got older, he was going to be just as much of a heartbreaker as his dad was.

      “You’re not Mel,” he pointed out, apparently not remembering my cool FaceTime waving abilities.

      I supposed that wasn’t unusual.

      I’d made it an art form to exist in the background.

      My lips tipped up. “No,” I said. “Unfortunately, I’m not nearly as cool as Mel.”

      The little boy with golden-flecked brown eyes studied me for several long moments. Maybe seeing if I was being facetious, gauging my sincerity.

      Either way, he seemed to judge and find me acceptable, moving closer and asking, “Who are you, anyway?”

      Ro made a sound like he was going to interject—maybe because it wasn’t the most polite of questions—but I figured that with things being so tense already, we didn’t need to get into a confrontation about a semi-polite question.

      Instead, I set down my beer, hopped to my feet, and walked over to Jack, sticking out my hand for him to shake. “I’m Maddie.”

      His head cocked to the side, those golden-brown eyes sliding over my shoulder and growing unfocused, as though he was trying to place my name. Then they flashed back to mine and held. “Ash’s Maddie?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “From FaceTime?”

      I grinned.
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      Why was it not a surprise that Jack and Maddie had hit it off?

      I hadn’t even been able to ask her what brought her to my doorstep before she’d arrowed in on my issues and set about solving them—the first something I’d experienced in my kitchen not two hours before, the second I knew from past experience.

      Because she and her Maddie Magic were a big reason I had Jack here now.

      But her magic was more than just navigating attorneys and court orders and running an entire division of my brother’s company.

      It was…bonding with my kid, who’d hated me from the first moment he’d laid eyes on me, navigating through the barbed wires and spikes, and earning genuine laughter and smiles. Swear to fuck, I hadn’t even gotten a real smile for the first six months.

      And now, I was leaning against the doorframe, pretending to not be watching them as they sat on the swings I’d had installed in my back yard.

      Along with the play structure.

      And the pool. And the hot tub.

      And the landscaping and⁠—

      Hell, the house in general.

      After Jack’s mother had skipped out on our relationship in the middle of the night, ghosting me and leaving me wondering where in the fuck I’d gone so wrong, I’d been all in on condo life.

      On bachelor life.

      On working hard but not letting it take over my life.

      Because I had done every-fucking-thing to make a perfect life and ensure a happy future for Carrie and I and the family I’d hoped to make with her.

      And…that hadn’t been enough to make her stay.

      So, I might as well just…cut loose.

      Live big and free and⁠—

      Maddie laughed again, louder this time.

      I sighed.

      That had worked out great, hadn’t it?

      A kid I hadn’t known about. A dead baby mama. A custody battle that had raged on for years.

      And now my life was a son who couldn’t stand me…and work.

      Because something had to be done to pay for the legal fight, for the house, for the swing set…for the pool.

      Though, strictly speaking, the last had come from the unexpected surprise of my business taking off, my bank account growing to obscene proportions, and my suddenly finding myself as the head of a multibillion-dollar company.

      No one was more shocked than me.

      Free and loose to⁠—

      My phone rang.

      To this.

      I glanced away from Maddie and Jack on the swings, heart pulsing for a reason I didn’t want to acknowledge and down at the screen, seeing that my assistant was calling.

      Bonnie was amazing.

      She wasn’t what Maddie had been for my brother, ruling his life with an iron fist, showing such promise that Ash had felt comfortable promoting her over and over again (until she’d ended up as the COO of his European division), but Bonnie was still more than capable.

      Sweet, matronly, the grandmother I’d always wished I’d had.

      But her calling on a weekend meant that shit was hitting the fan.

      I glanced from my cell, back up to the best buddies on the swings, and then down to my phone again.

      I might as well get what was sure to be a painful conversation over with while Jack was occupied and happy.

      Swiping across the screen, I lifted my cell up to my ear. “Bonnie.”

      “Ro,” she said. “You’re not going to like this.”

      I knew that shit was going down just from the timing of the call.

      But I very much suspected that she was right—I wasn’t going to like what Bonnie had to say.

      Not one fucking bit.

      I flicked one more look toward my son, toward Maddie, and walked down the hall, to the kitchen, leaning back against the island and bracing. “Lay it on me.”

      She did.

      And, fuck, it was worse than I’d expected.

      “No,” I said, long minutes later, after Bonnie had looped in several of my VPs and stayed on the call to take notes, “that’s not going to work. Do you want to fuck us on compliance? The shareholders alone will⁠—”

      A sound behind me had me whipping around.

      Maddie froze in the doorway of the kitchen, hands coming up, palms out. “Sorry,” she mouthed, starting to back out.

      “Hang on,” I said into the phone, hitting the button to mute my end of the call, and crossed to her. I captured her wrist before she slipped back out of the room, sparks shooting up my fingertips, heat blooming in my palm. Even though I’d touched her before, it had never felt like this, and the contact, the heat, the way my cock reacted was…surprising. But before I could sit in that feeling, something else had worry clenching in my gut. “Is Jack okay?”

      Her lips had parted, gaze unfocused, but my question had her eyes sharpening, returning to mine. “He’s fine. I just came in to get us some water.”

      Oh.

      “Right.” I nodded, dropped her hand, and stepped back, feeling awkward because…

      I didn’t know why.

      Even though it had been years since I’d seen her, this woman had been a fixture in my family for years. She’d spent time in my kitchen—not this one but at my bachelor pad—spent time in my brothers’ houses and my mom’s and⁠—

      I’d spent time with her.

      But had I ever touched her?

      Certainly. I had to have. And—right—I had. I’d done it just hours before.

      I just never felt⁠—

      My cock never⁠—

      “You should get back to that call,” Maddie said softly, tugging me out of my thoughts. “And if you have to go into the office, Jack and I will be fine.”

      “I—”

      She went on, “I was heading over to Ash and Mel’s anyway and he can tag along.”

      My lungs inflated and I held that air inside then slowly released it. “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “I found my soccer ball, Maddie! Want to go play?”

      She smiled at me, ordered softly, “Take the call. Jack and I will play. And if you have to go in, I’ll bring him over to Ash and Mel’s, yeah?”

      Then, not giving me a chance to reply—probably because she knew there wouldn’t be anything I would be able to say in return—she turned and met Jack in the hall. “I don’t know the right way to kick one. Can you teach me?”

      Jack glanced at me.

      I’d been the one to show him that.

      One of the few things he’d allowed me to give him.

      But before I could sit in that feeling, he glanced back at Maddie. “I can teach you!” And then he ran down the hall, bursting out the back door—and slamming it in the process.

      I sighed, looked up.

      Maddie was watching me closely again.

      “It’ll be okay,” she murmured, moving to the pad of paper I kept near the fridge, picking up the pen, and pulling out her phone. She tapped at the screen for a few moments then scribbled something onto the page. Nodding smartly, she tore off the sheet and walked back over to me, pressing it into my free hand. “It’ll be okay.”

      I glanced down at the name and number on the page.

      A name that was familiar, a connection that might help me through the shitshow on the phone.

      More of Maddie’s magic.

      My eyes had barely scanned the paper, brain still processing what she’d given me, before she too was gone, her footsteps disappearing down the hall, the opening and closing of the back door barely audible.

      Disquiet and relief sat heavy in my stomach, warring like the enemies they were.

      But voices echoed loudly through the speaker of my cell, not giving me any time to sit in that, to process what the fuck was going on in my head, my body, my cock.

      “Rome, you there?” Bonnie was asking.

      Christ.

      Work was calling.

      Something I’d never thought would be my life.

      But—my gaze went to the doorway through which Maddie had disappeared—a lot of things about my life were how I’d never expected them to be.

      Sighing, I jabbed at the mute button, put it back up to my ear, and said, “Yeah, I’m here.”
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      Maddie

      “These cheeks,” I murmured, stroking a finger down the baby’s downy soft skin. “I swear I’ve never seen anything like them.”

      Mel, her expression more content than Mel had ever seen—something that probably had to do with the toddler running around the back yard, chasing Jack on chubby little legs and the tiny human I’d absconded with the moment I’d walked through the front door—smiled. “I don’t know where she gets them.”

      Genetics were a fickle beast.

      But I saw a lot of Mel in the two-month-old.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here before she was born,” I said softly, holding the baby close, committing every moment of this peaceful, gorgeous little one to memory.

      I hadn’t been back to California for a year, so freaking busy with work for the past few years that I barely knew what to do with myself now that things were set up and running effectively and didn’t require every spare waking moment to make sure the wheels didn’t fall off.

      “You’re here now,” Mel said softly. “And you were Ash’s eyes and ears and savior for the project, so I can’t complain.” She leaned in, nudged my shoulder with her own. “I missed you, though.”

      I had missed Mel too.

      “Well, like you said”—I nudged her back, careful to not jostle the baby—“I’m here now.”

      “Yeah.” A beat that spoke volumes. “And with Jack.”

      “I stopped by Rome’s place,” I admitted, not that it was a surprise, considering I’d arrived at my friend’s house with his son in tow. “I wanted to check if he and Jack needed anything.”

      Mel tilted her head to the side, studying me.

      “What?”

      Another pause that spoke volumes, but to her credit, Mel didn’t say anything…or anything about the fact that I’d arrived at her house with Jack in my back seat.

      Though, that could be because the little peanut in my arms started to fuss.

      Like the newborn mom she was, Mel had swept her out of my hold and was feeding her in approximately three-point-two seconds, and doing it with all the aplomb of an experienced mother. “So,” she said once the baby had latched and was eating contentedly, “tell me about Europe.”

      “You know about Europe,” I said lightly. “It’s mostly work and very little play”—so little in fact that I had quite the dry streak going—“I want to hear more about you and the babies.”

      Mel—still the newborn (and toddler) mom that she was—obliged and I soaked in all the little moments she shared, the ones I'd missed witnessing firsthand because I’d moved to Europe, the ones I treasured because while I might be on the outskirts of the big, vociferous, wonderful family that were the Hutchinses, I still loved them all deeply.

      Eventually, though, the baby finished eating and the stories petered out.

      “Now,” Mel said, passing the baby back, but this time with a burp cloth, just in case of leakage, “how did you end up with Jack?”

      “Ro had to go in to the office.”

      An arch look. “After you stopped by his place to check and see if they needed anything.”

      I tried for a casual shrug, had the feeling I’d failed miserably. I didn’t know what had taken me to his house (the address of which I had because I was Maddie and I’d needed it for all those interactions with lawyers and judges and the paperwork that had followed). But I didn’t know why I’d stopped and parked instead of driving by, like I’d intended. Didn’t know what had brought me to the door, what had made me knock not once but three times.

      Only that I had this feeling I couldn’t ignore.

      And it had propelled me into Ro’s life.

      Or kept me in it, rather.

      “I hadn’t seen his new house yet,” I tried, not buying that myself, even though that was a small part of it. Yes, I’d come home to visit in the years since my move, but Ro had been in Australia dealing with custody things, so I hadn’t seen it.

      Or him.

      A man who…well, fine. A man who I wouldn’t mind ending my dry streak with, a man who I might be slightly obsessed with—had
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