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  “A pain stabbed my heart, as it did every time I saw a girl I loved who was going the opposite direction in this too-big world.” 
― Jack Kerouac, On the Road 








  
  For everyone who has ever pined for "the one." No amount of critical thinking and reasoning can prevail when love and longing drown us with their presence. 
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  Chapter One


Warm hands smoothed down his naked chest, ivory against bronze; fingertips grazed, a teasing scrape of nails as they trailed a line to his abs and traveled lower. Lips and tongue followed the path, leaving behind a tingling roadmap of seduction. Desire bloomed within and when he felt those hands unbutton his pants and begin to lower the zipper, his breath hitched, and his body shuddered in anticipation.                                                                 
Ebony curls hid the face of his seductress, but he knew those curls, he knew the woman they belonged to. He could hardly believe that his fantasy had come to life. Could it be true? Was it possible that he’d finally crossed those lines so carefully drawn years ago? He reached for her as she freed his cock. He was determined to see her face, to find out for sure if he’d finally given up the fight and given in to lust - given in to temptation, but found that he couldn’t move.
Trapped.
His heart pounded in his chest, a jackhammer increasing in speed, as he looked quickly to the left and then to the right to discover that each hand was cuffed. Restrained. He was at her mercy. Oh, God, he thought. I’ve always been at her mercy. I’ve wanted her for so long; I’ve needed her for so long. The angel and devil on each shoulder warred with one another - one screaming no, one demanding yes.
And when he felt those warm hands wrap around him, her hot breath as she hovered over the tip of his steely erection, a low growl of desperation ripped from his throat and lungs and his mind whirled out of control…

Logan surged out of the dream as his body did what came naturally, and when his balls tightened, the hot jets of his orgasm surged from the tip of his cock. Each wave of cum burst from his body with enough force to not only cover his tanned chest, but to splatter against the headboard of his bed. He groaned in ecstasy even as his lungs burned with his exertion. His heart and mind raced as he relived the vivid dream over and over.
Ever so slowly his mind and body came down from their high. He raised his head from his pillow and glanced down at his chest, down to his cock. It was still hard and begging for more attention even though he’d just had a release worthy of the record books. A sweaty sheen covered him and mixed with the cream of his cum. 
My God, he thought, how can there be more filling my cock after an explosion like that? And when the vision of the woman with the dark curly hair floated before his eyes, he knew why. He could do nothing but wrap his hand around the shaft and fantasize once again as to what it would be like to be with her.
His hand pumped, gripping and squeezing, his thumb caressing the tip. He alternated sliding slowly with pumping quickly. Then he backed off and slowed things down once more, before repeating the process over and over. And when he imagined icy blue eyes glancing up at him from underneath long, lush eyelashes, longingly, wantonly, as a wide mouth and perfect lips wrapped around the bulbous head of his cock, his hips surged. His pulse raced, his cock throbbed, and his body sent him flying once more as another load of cum painted his chest in white highlights. 
His roar came from deep within, a trigger response to the overwhelming pleasure he felt, and an audible curse for the anguish he felt at knowing he would never experience those pleasures anywhere but in the privacy of his mind. With a sigh of regret for what he longed for, was desperate for, and could never have, he flopped back on his pillow and stared at the ceiling.
Seraphina Matthias. Sera. The woman of his dreams. His best friend Jaxon’s little sister. Okay, technically, his best friend’s stepsister, but still. He couldn’t remember a time he hadn’t wanted her. He couldn’t remember a moment when he hadn’t daydreamed of being with her, hadn’t wished that she wanted to be his and his alone. But no matter how hard he wished and wanted, he knew he could never go down that path. She was off-limits. Taboo.
She was the only woman he’d ever given his heart to, and she would never even know that he’d wrapped it in a big red bow and left it on her doorstep.
She was…everything.
Logan glanced at the clock on his nightstand and though it was still early in the day, decided that he had no hope of getting more sleep. He rolled his naked body out of bed and grimaced at the mess he’d made. His head bowed, shaking side to side as he strolled into his bathroom and straight into the shower.
Turning on the water, he punished himself by standing in the freezing spray – penance for his wayward thoughts of Sera as he began scrubbing his body. Damn it, he thought, he needed to let her go. He needed to let the dreams of her, dreams of them together go, but he didn’t have any idea how to make that happen. 
At thirty years old he felt he should more than know how to handle his love life or lack thereof. Obviously, he thought as he began to wash the cum from his body, he was failing in that endeavor.
He desperately wanted to speak with his best friend about it, but that was impossible. What could he do? Go up to him and say, uh, geez, Jax, I just want you to know that every time I think about your sister, I get a boner? Yeah, he could see that going over well.
It might not have been such a big deal if they hadn’t made that damn pact when they were teenagers. One night camping under the stars, half-drunk because they’d paid a stranger to purchase a couple of six-packs for them, he, Jaxon, and their other friend Ryder, had sat around a campfire and shared stories of recent dates, of rumors flying around the high school about girls who would put out and those who would not.
In the midst of all the bragging and speculation, the three of them had made a pact – All dating/banging experiences would be shared in explicit detail. No dating/banging each other’s girlfriends/dates, current or ex. And possibly the biggest “no fucking way” – no dating/banging each other’s sisters.
Of course, at the time, Ryder’s sister had been around eight years old – not even a consideration, and Jaxon’s only sister had been older, away at college, and on the verge of marrying her long-time sweetheart. Then things changed.
Jaxon’s father had died when he’d been a toddler, and when his mother had finally jumped back in the dating pool, she’d quickly fallen in love with a man who had swept her off her feet. Jaxon’s mother had re-married, and Sera had entered the picture. Only two years younger than the trio, she had walked in the front door of the Payne household, and almost immediately, she’d walked directly into his heart.
Logan stepped from the shower and began to towel off as he thought about the day they’d all met Seraphina. Jax had been nervous about meeting his new stepsister and invited him and Ryder over to hang out for the day. They’d gone to present a united front and to support their friend. But what Logan hadn’t planned on was the beautiful, awkward teen that stumbled through the door and landed in his arms. Literally.
Her foot had caught on the lip of the doorframe, and Logan had been standing in the perfect spot to reach out and catch her before she’d fallen on her face. Her hands had gripped his biceps as he’d caught her under her arms. She’d looked up at him through a sea of dark curls, and with a huff, had blown the curls out of her line of sight and grinned. That smile had made his teenage heart skip a beat.
He’d gone to college and a couple of years later, so had she. They’d lived on opposite coasts and had gone years without seeing each other. But no matter how long between, it never seemed to fail that when he was around her again, his imagination would begin to run wild with “what ifs.”
Fifteen years had passed in the blink of an eye. He had kept his distance even though there were moments when he’d come close to giving in. There were times that he almost said to hell with it and grabbed her and kissed her until she melted in his arms. There were times when he wanted nothing more than to declare his love for her and hold on tightly until she realized that they belonged together. But if she ever had any idea that he felt the way he did, she never let on.
They’d both been involved with other people off and on through the years. Logan, however, had never been able to be with one person for more than a few months at a time. It came down to one very simple reason.
None of the women he dated were Sera.
Now, for the first time since he’d graduated high school, they were back living in the same small town, going to the same places, and doing some of the same things. He was seeing her everywhere he turned, and it was slowly driving him insane.
In fact, he would probably see her tonight, he thought. Friday nights usually found his bar to be slammed with patrons – everybody wanting to relax and celebrate the end of a long work week. In the past three months since Sera had moved back to town, she’d gotten in the habit of dropping by and warming a stool a couple of times a week, and always, always on Fridays. Why? Fridays were girls’ night.
Yep. Just what he needed tonight - Sera and her friends walking into the bar with their skimpy dresses barely covering any of their assets. Their hair and makeup would be done to perfection, and they would be flirting with every man who came near them. Yeah, damn it, just what he needed after the massive wet dream he’d just had.
With a last glance at himself in his bathroom mirror, Logan returned to his bedroom and dressed for the day. He was fastening his jeans when he looked over at his rumpled bedclothes and remembered the mess he had to clean. Frustration had him storming over to the bed and stripping the sheets from the mattress. As each piece was removed and crumpled into a ball, he punctuated his frustrations by yelling ‘fuck’ and throwing them into the laundry basket. Then with a few more muttered curses, he began to clean the abstract painting his body and imagination had created across the headboard.






  
  Chapter Two


Sera took off her glasses and closed her eyes as she let her head fall back in exhaustion. She began to slowly roll her head from side to side, stretching her neck to work out the kinks that had built from the seemingly endless hours spent hunched over her laptop. She probably should have taken a break an hour earlier, she thought, but the words had just been pouring out of her, a veritable deluge. She knew from experience that when the words were flowing like that, there was no walking away and time had no meaning. 
Now, she’d hit a decent stopping point, and though the story was still bubbling and ready to overflow, she knew it was mandatory to step away before she got burned out. She was stiff from lack of movement and her brain had become sluggish. She needed a break, she needed food, she needed a drink.
Maybe a couple of drinks.
Thank God it was Friday, she thought. She’d just spent the past three days working almost non-stop while she existed on caffeine and meal delivery, with little to no sleep. Sometimes, writing was just like that. And while she didn’t have the classic description of a job, her friends did, so she always used their work week as a barometer for her week, too. 
Being an indie author, she had control over most every aspect of her work. She wrote when she wanted or when inspiration hit, she published on her own schedule without deadlines looming over her head, and she had creative control over cover design and advertising. It really was a win-win as far as she was concerned. She especially enjoyed being able to take a break when she wanted, not having to report to anyone, and being able to take a sick day when needed without feeling guilty.
Even better than all of that was being able to share her stories with her readers, and being able to do so from any location that she wanted. If she wanted to hide out at home and write? No problem. If she wanted to run away to visit friends and extended family on one coast or the other but still be able to work? No problem. And if she wanted to plan a girls’ trip in the Caribbean and be able to look out over a calm blue ocean while the words poured from her soul? No. Fucking. Problem.
She’d now published her first three books under the pen name Seraphina Devine, the last of which had hit the best seller’s list and was holding steady for the third week in a row. With two other books completed and in editing and publishing phases, and three other works in various stages of progress, life just couldn’t get much better, she thought.
Sera saved her work and shut down her computer, then stretched as she walked over to the wide picture window of her apartment and gazed out at the town below. Living on the top floor of the three-story building that was currently home to the best steak in a fifty-mile radius had its advantages.
Advantage number one? She had quick access to food and if she was caught up in a story, Mr. Lawrence, the owner of Waylon’s Wild West Steakhouse, would send one of his teenage grandsons up the three flights of stairs to deliver directly to her front door. 
Advantage number two? Waylon’s only occupied the first floor of the building, and the second floor was used solely for storage – a buffer from the noise of the restaurant.
And advantage number three? They had late hours. It was great for those times she got caught up in her stories and completely lost track of time. 
She watched as the cars drove lazily down Main Street. Each it seemed was in no particular hurry to get to their destinations, taking their time as they puttered along. She loved living in a small town and was unbelievably happy that she’d made the decision to move back to Ouray. The old silver and gold mining town nestled at the heart of Red Mountain Pass in the San Juan Mountains of Colorado, was where she belonged. It was where she belonged and fully intended to stay for the rest of her life.
She’d moved to Ouray as a teenager and had fallen in love immediately with the town and its inhabitants. She had been afraid that things would be awkward as a newcomer, an outsider, but everyone had made her feel welcome - even her newly acquired family members.
Her father and stepmother, after dating for an extremely short time, had fallen in love and eloped. It had seemed as if almost overnight she’d been plucked from the sandy beaches and marshy phragmites of the east coast and plopped down in the towering snow-topped Colorado mountains. 
Her stepmother had instantly loved and treated her as if she was her biological child, and Sera had, at long last, truly felt what it meant to have a mom. Even her stepbrother had accepted her easily, happily sharing his mother, her love, time, and attention. 
She’d given Jaxon a hard time over it as they’d gotten older. She had teased that he’d been happy to see her arrival because it meant that there was someone else to occupy his mother’s thoughts, thereby allowing him to get by with more shenanigans with his friends. Though that hadn’t been the case at all, it had been fun to joke about.
Just as she’d been happy to finally have a loving mother, Jaxon had been happy to have a loving father in his life. Sera’s mother had died in childbirth, and Jaxon’s father had been killed in an accident when he was three. In truth, they’d probably bonded over their losses just as much as their gains. 
And, lucky for her, she’d gained not only one big brother, but two others in the form of Jaxon’s best friends, Logan and Ryder. They’d all looked out for her and been there for her through the years. They’d even allowed her to tag along occasionally on some of their camping and hiking trips. Being not only the new kid, but younger and – gasp! – a girl, she’d felt pretty special being included.
They’d all gone to college and had lived in different parts of the country for a while, but now, since she’d finally made the decision to move back to Ouray, they were all back in one place. It felt good to be home, she thought.
The sound of a text notification broke through her musings and when she looked at her messages, she groaned. Her friends were abandoning her on girls’ night. It was through no fault of their own, though. They both had demanding jobs where they could be called in to work a shift with only a moment's notice, and families at home who needed them. A cop, a nurse, and an author – and didn’t that just sound like the beginning of a bad dad joke? – they’d been friends for a long time, too.
And while she understood when her friends had to cancel plans, it seemed to be happening more and more often, which was bumming her out. Normally it was just one of them, not both, so finding out that neither could make their girls’ night, made her want to just stay home and hide. With a sigh she responded back that she would catch them the following week, then walked into her bedroom and flopped face-first onto her bed.
Damn it! She didn’t want to stay home. If she did, she’d just end up diving back into her manuscript and she desperately needed the break. Maybe, she thought, she’d just go out anyway. There wasn’t anything wrong with a woman going out and having dinner and a drink by herself…right?
Behind closed eyes she watched as her mental teeter-totter went back and forth, up and down, weighing the good and the bad of dining alone versus eating another meal out of a plastic container in the privacy of her home. When at last taking the plunge and eating out alone won the coin toss, she headed to the shower and began planning what she was going to wear.
Just because she was going out alone didn’t mean she couldn’t fix herself up and feel good about the way she looked. She sighed as she looked down at her current attire. Her half-fallen ponytail and coffee-stained T-shirt just weren’t cutting it. Throw on some makeup, tame a few curls…yeah, she could do this. No problem.
Two hours later she smoothed down the material of her shiny, silver dress then fastened the straps on her matching three-inch heels and added her black cashmere wrap to combat the chill of the late spring night. Then she grabbed her clutch, threw in her phone, her keys, and a tube of lip gloss. With her head held high and a determined smile on her face, she walked out the door and into the crisp Colorado night air.






  
  Chapter Three


Logan dipped the dishcloth in hot, soapy water before wringing it out and wiping down the polished oak bar. Again. He was cleaning up the third customer spill of the night and he’d only been behind the bar for two hours. It appeared that it was going to be a tediously long and busy night. 
As he scrubbed the bar clean, he gathered more orders to be filled, and after dropping the cloth back into the basin, began building drinks and filling mugs. He’d just set a pair of fruity concoctions in front of a couple celebrating their tenth wedding anniversary when awareness tingled down his spine.
He looked toward the entrance as the swinging doors revealed shapely legs and an hourglass body. As she walked toward the bar she removed the wrap from her shoulders, and his mouth dried up like the Sahara. 
The dress she wore appeared painted on her body. Short and backless, the majority of the silver material looped from one hip, up and around her neck and then back down to the other hip, leaving her exposed from throat to navel. Her cleavage highlighted a perfect valley accentuated by the long, delicate lines of the blue flowers tattooed on her sternum.
The sides of her lush breasts were visible, too, and he couldn’t help but imagine how delicately soft the skin must be there. His hands itched to touch, to caress, to be able to see for himself just how silky smooth they were. Her nipples rubbed against the thin material, the coolness of the evening making them stiff, peaked and very, very visible. It would only take a slight shift of silver cloth to have her fully exposed and the mere thought made him unbearably aroused.
Unaware of the ache she caused in his chest and behind the zipper of his jeans, she walked up to the bar with a smile on her face and hopped up on an empty stool. As she did her breasts bounced softly and he groaned inwardly, blood pounding in his head and racing through his body as he filled yet another mug from the tap. He slid the beer down the bar to the waiting patron then turned and grabbed a bottle of the white wine Sera preferred and poured a long-stemmed crystal glass full as he carried it over and placed it before her on the bar.
“Hey, Logan!”
“Sera.”
“Busy tonight, huh?”
“Yeah, everything’s hopping. Meeting up with the girls?”
“Nah, they bailed. Alex got called in and Val’s youngest has the sniffles. So, it’s just me tonight.”
“That’s too bad. Want your usual?”
“You know it!”
“I got you.”
Logan walked away and disappeared into the kitchen to turn in her order. He took a moment to try to calm himself before returning with a plate of food for the other end of the bar, but it only took one look in her direction to have him riled up again. 
He worked steadily filling more drink orders then sending the expertly made beverages with the waitresses working the floor. And as he worked, he kept a close watch on Sera from the corner of his eye. His body was on high alert – watching the bar, the patrons, the waitresses, and much to his dismay, watching Sera get approached time and again by men who looked like they wanted to devour her in one greedy gulp.
Fuck, he thought, I really need her to go home. He was so keyed up that he could tell it wouldn’t take much to push him too far. Either some cowboys were going to end up on their asses, or he was going to go caveman on Sera and cart her out over his shoulder and have his way with her.
And with that last thought his cock jumped behind his zipper once more, waving a flag that said, “PICK ME!”
When yet another hopeful sidled up to her, he’d had enough, and he decided to handle things in his own way - a much more civilized way. Calling one of his waitresses over, he gave up command of the bar and disappeared into the kitchen. When he reappeared a moment later, it was with his hands full. 
He walked to Sera and sat her dinner in front of her then with a saccharine sweet glare at the man on the stool next to her, he sat his own plate down.
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