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Chapter One

 Maia

Three years ago

Crescent Bay is a small town. Main Street is
exactly as you would picture it. There’s a hardware store owned by
the same family for generations, a general store also family owned,
a florist, and a candy store. The Blackthorne office, and The Nook
is next door. My research of the area indicates it’s the newest
addition to the quaint street.

Parking across the street from the
nondescript brick building, I take a deep breath and hope for the
best. Nothing about my background would indicate personal security
would suit me, but here I am. The challenge will be worth it to
support myself. From a young age, I’ve been on my own, alternating
between retail and food service jobs, usually two at a time to keep
a roof over my head. My last food service job was in DC, and the
tips were exponentially higher, which enabled me to maintain only
one job. Unfortunately, the restaurant was shut down in a sting
operation by the FBI. Now I’m scrambling for a way to feed myself
and a place to live.

“Good morning. Welcome to Blackthorne
Security. How can I help you?” A woman about my age with short pink
hair greets me as I step over the threshold.

“Morning. Maia Park. I have an
interview.”

“Of course. I’m Gemma. Nice to meet you.” She
extends her hand to me. “Would you like a drink?” Although her hair
color makes her stand out, Gemma has a similar build to me.

“No, thank you.”

“Right this way.” She leads me into a
masculine conference room where a fit, built man is waiting.

“Morning, Gemma.”

“Morning, Mr. Blackthorne. Miss Park is here
for her interview.”

“Thank you.” He extends his hand to me, and I
take it. “Nice to meet you, Miss Park.”

“Mr. Blackthorne. Nice to meet you as
well.”

He motions for me to take a seat. “I’m a bit
unorthodox when I interview candidates. Although you’ve never
worked in personal security, you meet the requirements for
self-defense training. Our program will hone those skills and teach
you the other skills necessary for the position. Why apply
here?”

Concerned my chances of being hired are
minimal, I decide to be completely honest. “My life before now
hasn’t been roses. I’ve been on my own since I was sixteen.
Managing two or three jobs is stressful. This position will afford
me the opportunity to have one job and build my future.”

“I understand. Why have you been on your
own?” he asks, direct and to the point.

No reason not to share. I’m confident my
background check was deep and extensive. “My parents came here on
student visas from Vietnam. They never returned home after their
schooling. The system caught up with them when I was in high
school.”

“They left you here?” Unmistakable disgust
laces his response.

“Yes.” Their choice was likely a
gut-wrenching decision. However, it still pisses me off to know
they left me on my own. “I belong here. They don’t. Their words,
not mine.”

“Are you in contact with them?”

“Initially, I was focused on my survival and
not drawing a straight line from me to them. I should’ve become
part of the foster system, but I didn’t want to become a ward of
the government. I stayed with a classmate through high school. My
living arrangements weren’t official or anything. Once I graduated,
I was on my own. I received cards on my birthday until two years
ago, but nothing else.”

Mr. Blackthorne steeples his fingers. “How
did you pull that off?”

“I forwarded my mail from our old apartment
to a drop box and checked it periodically.”

He nods. “I appreciate your candor and
empathize with your position about being in the foster system.”

Intriguing statement, but I don’t press him
on it.

He continues. “As I’m sure you’re aware, the
position includes paid training and a room in the bunkhouse. Food
expenses are shared among the staff. Still interested?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” He pulls out his phone and taps out a
text. “I sent you the address to the farm. It’s a large compound
where my home and the bunkhouse are located. Can you meet me there
in thirty minutes?”

“Sure. Thank you, Mr. Blackthorne.”

“You’re welcome. Please call me Jake. I look
for my father when I hear ‘Mr. Blackthorne.’ I’ve asked Gemma
numerous times as well, but it hasn’t stuck yet.”

“I’ll meet you there, Jake.” After using the
restroom, I hop into my beat-up Honda and regroup a bit. Everything
seems to be going fine. He wouldn’t invite me to see the provided
accommodations without me having a shot at the position. Right?
Right! I input the address into my phone. A few minutes after I
park behind a large steel gate, a tinted SUV pulls beside me. Mr.
Black… Jake hops out, inputs a code, and waves me through the gate.
I follow along the driveway and park near a small, fenced area.

The property is beautiful. There’s a
large—but in dire need of
updating—colonial with a huge wraparound
porch off to the right. Beside it is a barn that has also seen
better days. Beyond where I parked, a large building sits parallel
to a smaller one that looks like a motel. Further back is the shore
along a rolling river.

“Your property is gorgeous,” I state when he
joins me in the driveway.

“Thanks. I’m working on the house
myself.”

I follow him into the larger building. Awe
strikes me. The interior is a state-of-the-art gym, including a
boxing ring. Two guys are sparring in the ring. One is tall, blond,
and built similarly to Jake. The other is tall and fit but more
like a martial artist rather than a gym rat.

“As an employee, you would have full access
to this gym as well as the bunkhouse. When you aren’t on
assignment, we have weekly meetings on Mondays at nine. If you’re
on assignment, you’re exempt from attending and will receive an
email with pertinent information from Gemma, if necessary.”

I nod.

Jake waves the two guys over. “Connor and
Nolan, please meet Maia.” He indicates Connor is the blond.

Both acknowledge me and move to our side of
the ring.

“Nice to meet you.” Nolan tugs off his boxing
glove, leans down, and extends his hand to me.

I shake his hand. “You as well.” Then I
follow suit with Connor.

“Do you have a few minutes to spar with
Maia?” Jake asks Nolan.

“Sure. There are spare gloves in the bin to
the right.” Nolan directs me.

I flip open the bin and pull out the smallest
pair of gloves. After shucking my hoodie and watch, I tug them on.
Once in the ring, we tap gloves.

“I won’t go easy on you,” Nolan warns.

I like him already. No bullshit and doesn’t
care I’m a woman. Forget the fact he’s exactly my type: lean, fit,
and deceptively handsome. “Don’t expect you to,” I reply and strike
out with my right hand. “How long have you worked for
Blackthorne?”

He blocks me. “A few months. I worked for
another company in Florida, but they folded.”

We spar for a solid ten minutes, trading jabs
and crosses while circling the ring. Jake and Connor watch but
don’t comment. The door to the gym opens, and I seize the
opportunity to knock Nolan on his ass with a swipe of his
ankles.

Shock appears on his face. He rises from the
floor, offers a fist bump, and says, “Well played. You caught me
distracted and used it to your advantage.”

“Thank you.”

“Ready to move on?” Jake shouts from the
floor. Apparently, he’s seen enough.

“Sure.”

Nolan and I tap gloves before I exit the
ring. “If you have any questions, please ask when your tour is
over,” Nolan offers. “I’ll be here.”

“I will. Thank you.”

I remove the gloves, set them in the bin, and
wash my hands and face in the small bathroom. Dutifully, I follow
Jake to the motel-style building next door. My description from
afar is on point. The upper floor has six semiprivate sleeping
areas and two bathrooms similar to the sleeping quarters on
Chicago Fire. The lower floor has a kitchen, large living
room, office, laundry room, and an additional powder room.

“The job comes with a bunk. Currently, there
are three other staff members rooming here. You met Nolan. Callen
and Christoph are on assignment right now. Connor doesn’t live on
the property.”

“Understood.”

“Do you have any questions?”

“No.”

Jake continues, “I have two more candidates
to interview tomorrow. I’ll reach out by the end of the week with
my decision.”

“Thank you. I look forward to hearing from
you.” We shake hands, and I walk to my car. Before closing my door,
I inhale the fresh air, hoping it won’t be the last time I’m
here.




Chapter Two

 Nolan

Four months ago

“Last chance to back out. My family thinks
you and I are dating,” I offer.

“You’re my best friend. Well, guy best
friend. If you tell Alex, I’ll deny I said that. You need a buffer
for your sister’s engagement party. I’m here for you,” Maia
replies.

Alex—short for Alejandra—is our coworker. She
was assigned protection detail for Reese, the daughter of a top NFL
wide receiver. While she was on the job, she and Reese’s father,
Jordan, fell in love. Alex operates the company gym and training
program for new hires instead of taking client assignments to
remain closer to Reese.

Extending my hand toward her, I take her
luggage and set it in the back of my SUV. “Thanks. I would do the
same for you.”

“I know.”

She dropped me on my ass in our first
sparring session during her interview. Her confidence alone was the
spark of our immediate friendship. Over the last few years, I’ve
tucked away my growing feelings for her. We can’t be a couple and
work together. More accurately, we shouldn’t be a couple and work
together. I refuse to put either of us or our bosses in a bind.

Halfway through our car ride, I pull off the
interstate for coffee and snacks. “Want anything?”

“A coffee would be great. I’m going to use
the restroom while we’re here.”

Over the last three years, I’ve learned many
details about Maia, including her coffee order and penchant for
Millie’s dark chocolate caramel bars. Millie’s is the chocolate
shop in the center of Crescent Bay.

When I return to the car, Maia is nowhere in
sight. If she were my girlfriend and didn’t have skills to protect
herself, I would be worried. Maia is petite and fit. Her eyes are a
unique shade of brown similar to the center of her favorite
chocolate bar. She’s flat-out gorgeous. Most people would mistake
her for a pushover. She’s anything but. Her self-defense skills are
finely honed to the point she’s defeated me in sparring matches
more times than I care to admit.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

She waves me off as she approaches the car.
“Yeah, there was a line, and I let a little girl go first. It
seemed urgent for her.” Her actions don’t surprise me one bit. Maia
puts everyone ahead of herself. It’s a great quality to have for
this line of work from the client’s perspective. I benefit from
that particular quality, given our previous conversations about
taking our friendship into a romantic relationship.

Each time we end up in the same spot. Losing
our friendship isn’t worth the risk to our hearts or jobs. Out loud
during those conversations, I agree. Deep down, I know we would be
amazing together.

“Can you remind me of your family again?” she
asks as we enter the last half hour of driving.

“Sure. My parents, Michael and Sharon, have
been married for nearly thirty years. Not all those years were
happy, but they stuck it out.” A tiny white lie, but a necessary
one.

Maia nods. “What’s Lara’s fiancé’s name
again?”

“Paul.” After a few terrible country songs on
the radio, I pull into my parents’ driveway. A massive mansion
looms in front of my SUV.

Her eyes widen, and she twists in my
direction. “Did you fail to mention you’re rich?”

I laugh. “I’m not rich. My parents are.”

An undiscernible look crosses her face. “Only
a person raised with money would say that.”

“Have I ever given you the impression I have
obscene amounts of money in the bank?”

“No, not at all. Could’ve warned me
though.”

“Fair. Maia, my parents are uber rich. My
father is a partner in an international commodities firm and has
hundreds of millions of dollars.”

She laughs and moves to get her door.

“I’ll get your door. If you were mine, I
would always get your door.”

Maia’s hand slides off the door and into her
lap. A sigh echoes in the front of my vehicle.

Did she change her mind about us? I
ignore my thoughts and offer her my hand after pulling our luggage
from the trunk. “Last chan—”

“Nolan, it’s been so long!” My mother is a
tall, thin woman with sharp, angular features. She’s dressed for
dinner at a five-star restaurant. Yet, she’s welcoming her son into
the family home, his childhood home.

“Times up,” Maia replies with a wink and a
smile on her face.

I thread our fingers and lead her to the
door. It’s the first time I’ve held her hand, and it feels
spectacular. Her hand fits as if it were molded for mine. If the
goose bumps on her skin are any indication, her reaction is
similar.

“Aren’t you stunning,” my mother states as we
approach.

“Thank you,” I reply.

“Nolan, I was speaking to your lovely
girlfriend,” Mother scowls at me.

I shake my head inwardly. Without a doubt, I
know my mother wasn’t speaking about me. It appears my attempt at
levity missed the mark, at least from her perspective.

“Thank you, Mrs. Dalton. It’s a pleasure to
meet you.”

“Please call me Sharon. Let’s get inside so
you can show her off to everyone, son.”

I tighten my fingers in Maia’s, and she
squeezes back, a silent show of support, and I’m grateful.

“Who is everyone? The party is tomorrow.”

She waves her hand to cast away my statement.
“Your father invited his business partners for dinner tonight as
they aren’t able to attend tomorrow.”

I lean into Maia and whisper, “I’m
sorry.”

A shiver cascades through her. She turns her
head and catches my gaze. Her lips are a hairsbreadth away from
mine before she replies, “We’ve got this.”

I’m glad one of us is confident about this
weekend. Our proximity is already messing with my head. Her
nearness messed with me daily when she was in the next bunk.
However, now she lives in Connor’s condo alone. When Connor met
Callie and became a partner in the business, he built a house at
the compound. He decided to keep his condo, mostly due to the
amazing rooftop patio, and offer it to long-term staff members. I
declined to keep distance between me and Maia. Sharing a home, only
the two of us, would have broken my resolve much sooner. She
accepted and lived alone for a little while until Alex joined the
team. Now she’s alone again.

After an exhausting round of introductions,
small talk, and a four-course meal, Carl, my parents’ house
manager, leads us to the guest suite.

“Thank you, Carl. Where will I be staying?” I
ask, assuming he brought us to Maia’s room first.

“Master Nolan, I’m afraid there’s only one
available suite for your visit. Your mother indicated you and Miss
Park are a couple and didn’t see the need to adhere to antiquated
norms.”

Maia sets her hand on my forearm and grips
lightly. I look into her eyes and know she’s in to figure out a
suite with one bed for this trip.

“I see. Surprised, but I understand.”

“As was I. Will there be anything else this
evening?”

“No, thank you. Good night, Carl.”

When the door snicks closed, I survey the
suite before offering, “I can sleep on the love seat.”

Maia shakes her head. “Don’t be silly. It
would make more sense for me to sleep there.”

“No, you’re my guest. You take the bed.”

She steps into my space and sets her hand on
my chest. The heat of her seeping through my dress shirt scrambles
my thoughts. Her hands on me feel… right. Inwardly, I shake my
head. No, this is fake. Pretend. Not real. Yet we’re behind closed
doors. “I think we can manage to share a king-size bed for a few
nights.”

Wordlessly and in shock, I nod. Perhaps she
can keep her thoughts in the friend zone, but slipping into a bed
next to her isn’t going to be an easy feat. Her hand drifts off my
chest, and she retreats toward her bag.

“Do you want the bathroom first?” she
asks.

“Sure.” I rifle through my bag and grab a
change of clothes and my toiletries. Closing the door behind me, I
exhale sharply. Get it together! We can pull this off. We’ve
been here for a few hours, and I’m doubting whether we can do
exactly that. Leading others to believe we’re in a relationship is
one thing. Acting as if it were true is something else. Holding her
hand and the feel of her tucked against me is amazing. Forgetting
through the rest of the weekend without breaking our stated rules
will be difficult.

Our rules included separate rooms, limited
touching, and absolutely no intimate contact. I may not have broken
the last one, but I was dangerously close to kissing her when I
whispered my apology earlier today. I remind myself of the ground
rules before stepping back into the bedroom.

Maia clad in silky shorts and a camisole
beneath a matching robe steals my breath when she turns in my
direction.

Damn! She’s tempting. Always has been.
“Since when do you wear silk pajamas to bed instead of shorts and a
tee?” When we lived in the bunkhouse at the same time, boring
shorts and a shirt were her sleepwear of choice.

She tugs the robe closed and ties the sash,
eliminating my view of her fit, tight body. “Since I started living
in the condo. I planned on having my own room. It’s either this or
bra and panties. Your choice.”

I scrub my hand down my face. “I’m sorry. I
wasn’t expecting… never mind. Bathroom is free.”

She whooshes past me, and a faint trace of
her orchid perfume teases me. After putting my dirty clothes away,
I move toward the bed. With an alarm set for the morning, I take
the side closer to the door and slide beneath the sheets. Minutes
later, Maia emerges from the bathroom and joins me.

“Good night, Maia.”

“Night.” She flicks off the light and rolls
away from me.

Only after her breathing shallows do I allow
sleep to overtake me.

Streams of light trickle in between the
slightly open damask drapery in the suite. I’m disoriented at
first. After staring at the ceiling, I recall where I am. Then I
realize precisely how screwed I am as well. At some point during
the night, we cuddled together. Maia is snug in my arms, her leg
thrown over mine and her delicate hand flat against my chest. She
belongs tucked against me.

Before I can parse out my emotions and how to
move without disturbing her, Maia wakes and notices she’s draped
over me despite the huge bed. “Sorry,” she murmurs and moves
away.

Hollow and bereft feelings replace the lust
coursing through me the instant her warm body draws away from mine.
“Nothing to be sorry for.” My alarm sounds beside me. I silence it
and say, “Why don’t you shower first? Breakfast starts at seven,
but no one will be there until closer to eight.”

“Okay. We’ll be able to change before the
party, right?”

“Yes.”

She pushes off the edge of the bed. When she
pulls on her robe, the short silky bottoms ride up, revealing the
curve of her ass. My eyes clamp closed. The last thing I need is
visual evidence for my attraction to Maia. The list is long and
expansive enough.

Within the hour, we head to the dining room
for breakfast.

“Good morning, Master Nolan. Miss Park.”

“Hi, Carl. How are you this morning?” Maia
asks immediately.

“I’m well, Miss Park. Would you like
coffee?”

“Yes, please!”

Carl chuckles and serves us both our first
cup of coffee. I haven’t lived here in many years, but Carl is a
steel trap of details, right down to the perfectly prepared cup of
coffee. Soon after we get our food, my parents and Mr. Mixton take
seats at the table. He’s my father’s partner at his commodities
firm.

“Morning, son. Maia,” my father greets
us.

I cringe internally at him calling me “son.”
It’s accurate as far as the title, but I’ve never felt like more
than a nuisance. I’m here for Lara and no one else.

“Morning,” Maia and I reply in unison.

“How did you and Maia meet, Nolan?” he asks
and accepts his coffee from Carl.

The details of our relationship have been
carefully planned and set forth to answer these questions.
Additionally, I have shared them numerous times with my parents.
It’s why they insisted Maia join me this weekend. “Maia works at
the same security firm I do.”

“You’re a bodyguard?” Mother asks.

“Yes.” Maia’s answer emerges proud and
unwavering.

“But you’re so tiny. How can you protect
someone when their attacker is larger than you?” she asks.

Maia replies, “Self-defense or defending
another isn’t usually about size. It’s about leverage and seizing
opportunities when your opponent is distracted.”

I squeeze her hand under the table.

“She’s smart too, Sharon,” my father
offers.

Mother continues, “How long have you been
dating my son? He didn’t see fit to share about your relationship
until Lara pressed him at our behest.”

I cut Maia off. “We met three years ago but
started dating in the last six months.”

Mr. Mixton captures my father’s attention,
and my mother’s questioning ends there. It appears she was only
making small talk and not truly interested in my answers. I’m not
surprised.

“I see. Lara and Paul will be here around
three to dress for the party. Cocktail hour will be on the covered
veranda before dinner is served in the tents outside.”

“The schedule changed?” I ask.

“Yes. Paul’s parents and sister couldn’t get
here last night, so we pushed everything back.”

The lack of respect I receive from my parents
is mind-blowing. Sensing my anger, Maia leans closer and whispers,
“It’s fine. We can go for a walk or something.” Before pulling
away, she places a light kiss on my cheek.

Turning slightly to catch her gaze more
fully, I mumble, “Okay.” After breakfast, we return to our suite
before heading outside.

“We can hang out in here instead, if you
want,” I offer.

She shakes her head. “You need to get out of
this house.”

I’m not surprised. Maia knows me better than
anyone else. “I do. I would’ve preferred to come this morning if I
had known about the schedule change.” However, waking up with Maia
plastered against me was heavenly. I wouldn’t want to give that
moment up for anything.

“I know. Why don’t you give me a tour?”

I offer her my arm, and she loops hers around
mine. We slip out the side door and walk away from my parents’
massive home.

When we’re far enough away, Maia stops near a
bench. “Sit with me for a minute?”

I shrug and do what she asks.

She’s right beside me, our hands linked atop
my thigh. “Are there any cameras out here?”

I frown but answer her anyway. “No. Why?”

“Take a deep breath. It’s only you and me
here. No watchful eyes or prying questions.”

I comply with her request. “I’m so grateful
you’re here. Without you beside me, this trip would be
unbearable.”

“No place I would rather be.” Her hold
tightens on my hand, and she rests her head against my
shoulder.

I exhale and lean into her. “Can I ask you
something?”

“Anything.”

I shift slightly to view her reaction to my
question more fully. “Why did you kiss me at breakfast?”

A soft sigh falls from her lips. It’s a sexy
sound, one I never cared for much unless it’s her. “Honestly?”

“Always. You’re honest to a fault.”

“I would like to say I kissed your cheek
because I’m playing your other half here. Truth is… I wanted
to.”

Fear and a dash of hope flutter through me.
She has feelings for me too? I swallow hard before asking,
“Do we need to talk about us?”

“No. There can’t be an us.”

“Why not?”

She lifts her legs and crosses them over
mine, one arm around my shoulder while our others stay linked. “We
decided there can’t be.”

“Doesn’t mean we can’t change our minds. Did
you change your mind?”

“Maybe. All the reasons against an us remain
valid. I can’t lose you as my guy best friend, sounding board, or
sparring and dominoes partner. Plus, what about our jobs?”

“It can only get better between us, not
worse. Right?” Leaning forward, I kiss her near the shell of her
ear. Goose bumps erupt on her smooth skin.

“What are you saying?” Her voice is soft and
nearly inaudible.

“We should explore us, what an us would be,
while we’re here.”

She pulls back to look at me fully. She’s
silent for what seems like a long, torturous hour but is more
likely a minute. At least she didn’t shut me down instantly. “What
happens on Monday afternoon when we get home?”

“Before I drop you off at your condo, we’ll
make a decision whether we’re going to be together or never speak
of this weekend ever again.”

“Really?” Her question comes out more like a
squeal.

“Yes.”

“I need you to pinky promise me we’ll still
be friends if this dating experiment doesn’t work out.”

“I promise. Same goes for you.” I raise my
hooked pinky in her direction.

“I promise,” she replies before locking her
pinky around mine.

I press a kiss to her temple. Time slows as
our eyes lock. Her hand slides up my chest to cup my jaw, and her
tongue darts out between her lips, wetting them. The touch of her
mouth to mine is heavenly, and it takes restraint to stay in this
moment and not second-guess waiting until now. Each twist of our
tongues pushes me deeper into my head.

Adding a slight space between us, I stare
into her eyes, our breath mixing.

“What?” Her question is laced with
concern.

“Verifying it’s you. I dreamt of this moment
more times than I care to admit.”

“Was it worth it?”

“Kissing you is beyond what I ever
imagined.”

“Then we need to hurry back to our
suite.”

“Why?”

A sultry look I’ve never seen on Maia’s
gorgeous face appears before she whispers, “It’ll offer us more
privacy.”

The instant her words register in my mind, I
set her on her feet, link our hands, and take off running toward
the house. Briefly, we’re held up by event staff shuttling chairs
through the house for the party.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 Maia

Four months ago

Without overthinking my actions, I grip the
zipper of Nolan’s coat and start to draw it down once we’re in our
locked suite. His hands cover mine, and I freeze. “Changing your
mind?” I question.

“No, definitely not. Slowing you down a
little.”

He releases my hands, And I finish unzipping
his coat while he pushes mine off my shoulders to the floor. We
move with precision over to the edge of the bed. On assignment in
the field, we are cogs in the same wheel. Here we’re approaching
each other with caution and intrigue. Nolan grips the hem of my
sweater and lifts, revealing the sexiest bra I own. Did I know we
would end up here? No, but when I dress up, I dress up, down to my
lingerie. Pink lace with a ribbon tied between my breasts stops him
cold for a moment. He unsnaps my jeans and pushes them over my
hips.

“Holy hell, you’re gorgeous.”

My cheeks heat, and my body warms. No man has
blatantly shared their feelings or opinions about me physically.
“Nolan.” My eyes drop to the floor.

“What? Absolutely a true statement. I’ve
known since the moment we met but have never been able to verbalize
it until now.” He sets his fingers under my chin and lifts my gaze
to his. “Don’t get shy on me now. We haven’t done anything
scandalous… yet.”

I smirk at him and take off his clothes,
admiring each inch of exposed skin with my mouth as I remove it.
Each touch of my lips raises goose bumps on his body. Nolan
shirtless isn’t a new sight, but completely naked with the decadent
V-cut at his hips is noteworthy.

“My turn,” he whispers, tugging at the satin
ribbon. The fabric slides apart, and the cups of my bra gape but
don’t fully expose my chest to him. Hands softer than I expect,
given his propensity for martial arts, slide north between my
breasts and skim the swells. Sneaking beneath the straps, he pushes
the bra down my arms. “I was wrong. You’re incredible.”

“We aren’t done yet,” I murmur with a
boldness that isn’t like me at all.

He lowers himself to sitting onto the bed. “I
may pass out when we get closer to done.”

I giggle until he draws me between his strong
thighs, and his tongue darts out, circling one taut nipple while
his hand rolls the other between his fingers. Different sensations
melt my senses. Hot and wet on my left, in contrast to hard tingles
on the right. Reaching down, I surround his length with both hands
and glide along him in even strokes.

“Maia.” My name sounds like a prayer and a
demand at the same time. Without discontinuing his masterful
sucking of my breast, his hands slide down my skin and peel my
panties to the floor.

I try to ignore the fact Nolan is drawing
these fantastic sensations from my body and set my thighs outside
his. I can’t forget it’s him though. Our underlying friendship
matters and impacts how this—us—feels. His gaze meets mine before
he twists, caging me beneath him in the middle of the bed. The
duvet under me is luxurious against my skin, but not more than the
heat of him hovering over me.

“Still with me?”

“I have been since the moment we met.” My
reply comes out raspy and unintentionally sultry.

“Me too.” Without another word, he sits back
on his heels and painstakingly explores each inch of my body with
his eyes. I’ve never been the subject of such adoration before.
Next, featherlike touches bring tempting tingles to the surface.
The sensation of his hands traveling up my inner thighs is enough
for my core to clench and wetness to pool.

The tease of his thumbs from bottom to top
has me arching off the bed. No man has made me feel this
spectacular with the touch of his hand.

“You good?” A hint of concern is clear in his
tone.

His attention to me is off the charts. “Good
is nowhere near an accurate description of how I feel right
now.”

Without another word, he slips two fingers
into my center and drags his thumb along my swollen nub left to
right. Damn! Need skyrockets through me, and I plunge down
as he pushes deliberately deeper into me. Waves of pleasure meet
the mounting pressure in my low belly.

“Let go, Maia.”

His words are all it takes. The tension
explodes, and unmatched bliss ripples through my entire body. As
the aftershocks decrease, I push up and slide a pillow beneath me.
Taking him in my hand, I tease the head along my core. The corded
muscle of his chest and abdomen contract at once. Scooting forward,
the bare tip of his length pushes inside.

A strong knock on the door freezes us both.
“Master Nolan.”

He takes a settling breath to hide our
activities behind the heavy wooden door. “Yes, Carl.”

“Your sister and Paul are set to arrive
within the hour—earlier than expected.
Your mother requests your presence.”

“Thank you, Carl. We’ll be there.”

“You’re welcome.” I hear his retreating
footsteps and attempt to wiggle away from Nolan.

He stills me by gripping my hip before
whispering, “Make me come with your hands while I make you come
again. Later, we’re going to finish this properly, and more than
once.”

Anticipation, for now and after the party,
cascades through me. We haven’t been together fully, and I’m in
trouble. Opening the door to a relationship with him surpasses my
expectations. I shift enough to take him in my hands and stroke him
in time with his curled fingers inside me. My inner muscles pulse
around his fingers as he throbs in mine.

“Faster, Maia.”

“You too,” I demand and increase my pace.
Before long, I’m careening off the edge into heaven. In time with
the ripples of bliss, I stroke him until he collapses on top of me,
exploding between us onto my belly. Our breathing regulates, and he
shifts to his forearms.

“I’ll grab a towel for you.” With a sweet
kiss to the tip of my nose, he peels himself up and hops off the
bed.

Although I shouldn’t move much, I turn
slightly to watch him walk to the en suite bathroom.

“How did I miss the perfection of your ass
until now?”

He grins at me. “Did you really, or were you
pretending not to notice?”

I giggle softly. “Most likely the latter.” He
offers me a warm, wet towel and I clean up. “Will I be able to
shower before dressing for the party?”

“Yeah. I’ll stay downstairs while you do, so
we’ll be ready on time.”

I finish cleaning up and tug on my lingerie
and clothes again. “I don’t think that will be necessary, do
you?”

“Absolutely. I want to keep you naked and be
with you now, but—”

“Your sister is arriving early.”

We redress and join Sharon in the drawing
room to wait for Lara and Paul to arrive. Nolan’s father is
conveniently missing.

“Miss Lara Dalton and Mr. Paul Goldman,” Carl
announces their arrival. So formal. I mean, it’s her mother and
brother.

Lara passes Sharon and hugs Nolan first. She
whispers something I can’t make out. Then I hear, “You didn’t share
she’s beautiful.”

When she pulls away and turns to me, I say,
“Nice to meet you, Lara. Nolan talks about you constantly.”

She draws me into a hug as well. “I could say
the same about you.” Releasing me, she turns and adds, “Where are
my manners? Paul, please meet my brother, Nolan, and his
girlfriend, Maia.”

We greet one another, and Sharon overtakes
the conversation with a discussion of details about the party. Not
only do Paul’s eyes glaze over, but Nolan’s too. Honestly, mine as
well. I would prefer to be in our suite still naked rather than
suffer through this. The little voice in my head reminds me I’m
here to make this easier for Nolan. Naked time is a wrinkle we
added. I lean into him and thread my fingers through his. Lifting
our joined hands, he kisses the back of mine before we take a seat
beside Paul.

One mind-numbing hour later, Carl ushers us
into the dining room for lunch. We make quick work of our meal,
then excuse ourselves back to our suite. Do I need two hours? No,
but I’ll fuss with my hair to allow Nolan to decompress. Noticeably
out of sorts, Nolan rifles through his bag, pulling out shorts and
a tee.

“What’s wrong?”

“I need to go for a run or hit a heavy bag.
I’ll be back in plenty of time to get ready for the party. You
should take a shower first.”

“Did I miss something?” I rapidly scan
through my memory of the time with his sister and lunch.

“No. I’m not surprised my father didn’t show
up to greet Lara and Paul, especially since he set them up. Yet it
irks me anyway. I’ll be fine after I run off some of this
aggression.”

“I can think of a better way to release the
tension.” My voice emerges unintentionally sultry and seductive,
sounding foreign falling from my lips and being directed at Nolan,
but I’m owning it.

Nolan steps closer, slides his arm around my
waist, and presses a kiss to my lips. “I agree. However, when we’re
together for the first time, I don’t want to be rushed. I need to
do this right for Lara. At a minimum, I’ll be there for her
whenever she needs me. Today is one of those days.”

“What about your needs?”

“Once their engagement is out in the press,
Lara will be thrust into high society, and she won’t have time to
see her lowly bodyguard brother anymore.”

The pain laced in his words is hard to hear.
“Are those your words or hers?”

“Neither. They’re my father’s. I can’t hash
this out right now.” He kisses me hard with an edge of possession,
which is new. Then again, kissing him is as well. “I’ll
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