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      I’ve been called a ray of sunshine but can’t get my head out of the clouds, and I sure as hell can’t carry on an intelligent conversation.

      

      What I do excel at? Cooking, cleaning, and caring for children.

      

      But I’m no 1950s housewife looking for a husband. Independent and driven, I want to fulfill my daydreams of having two men love me until I breathe my last.

      

      Missing Link provides me with the opportunity to fulfill my desires with Rhett and Ashton, long-time partners who are looking for an angel to share in their life. When unforeseen circumstances leave me homeless, Ashton offers me my greatest fantasy come to life which places me in close proximity to the two hot men.

      

      The problem?

      

      Reservations and impenetrable stoicism keep me from winning Rhett’s heart.

      

      But tragedy brings crippling emotions, forcing a battle of the wills. Can Rhett find the strength to be vulnerable, or will Ashton be the only person whose love he’ll trust in?  
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            Prologue

          

          Rhett

        

      

    

    
      Darkness lay outside the large windows of my new bedroom, and silence had long since fallen throughout the rest of the house.

      Ten-thirty, my alarm clock read, much too late for a twelve-year-old to be up according to Mom.

      She and Dad slept in the master suite on the floor below me while I sat cross-legged on my bed, unable to relax after a day of lugging boxes up three flights of stairs.

      My parents had moved us three towns south the day after I’d finished the seventh grade, and I missed the comfort of my old bedroom, the safe place I could hide in to ensure I didn’t disappoint them.

      The four walls of my supposed new escape surrounding me didn’t put me at ease. Rather, they seemed to push inward, threatening the stoicism that had been ingrained in my head at too young of an age.

      Instead of thinking about the strange, unsettled feeling inside my stomach, I forced my mind toward easing my tension…and a way to flee from the disquiet of a bedroom that didn’t feel like home.

      A plan formed in my head, giving me something to focus on, and I snagged hold of it.

      Stomach tight and hands clammy, I hopped up, tugged on my sneakers, and quietly crept into the hallway. No lights shone from the stairwell, so I slipped down a flight and held my breath.

      My parents didn’t make a peep from behind their closed bedroom door.

      One last scurry down another set of stairs, and I stood in the massive house’s entryway.

      Dad had already quizzed me on the alarm system, so I snuck outside into the warm night air with no one the wiser, filling my lungs for what seemed like the first time in months since I’d learned we were moving closer to Boston.

      Dad’s new job came with a lot more money, and even though neither of my parents showed much emotion, both seemed quite pleased to have climbed higher in the ladder.

      Me? Not so much. I didn’t care about money, cars, and being someone. I just wanted peace and quiet—but more than the fake kind that had always lay over our house.

      Sure, with only the three of us, home had always been on the silent side. But peace? I didn’t understand the word and hadn’t felt anything but restless for as long as I could remember.

      Unless I’d been closed up in my old bedroom.

      “And now I don’t even have that anymore,” I muttered to myself, yanking my bike off the ground from where one of the movers had left it alongside the garage.

      Settled on the narrow seat, I pedaled down the driveway, intent on getting away from the scene of my newfound misery. Without knowing the neighborhood, I chose left and just kept riding since we’d come into town by that route earlier in the day.

      Trees and houses lined the dimly lit road, eventually giving way to thicker woods I remembered that had spread out eastward beyond a large cemetery.

      My legs burned after the long hours of climbing stairs with box after box, but I kept pushing until I couldn’t go any further. Heart thundering, I slowed alongside a wrought-iron fence separating me from the graveyard. My pants for air sounded loud in the still night, broken only by a lonely owl somewhere in the distance.

      Moonlight shone through the towering maple trees to my left, touching headstones like creepy ghost fingers, but I felt no need to flee.

      My insides simply wanted to fold in on themselves.

      Crying never solved anything, Dad had always claimed, so be strong and take control over your emotions.

      It is what it is, Mom had declared the last time I’d had her arms around me at age seven when I’d buried my puppy that had been hit by a car.

      One final tear had escaped my eye that day, and I’d been nothing but stoic and proper since then, which pleased both my parents.

      A hiccupped sob sounded in the night, and I held my breath, straining my ears in the darkness.

      Another soft cry turned my focus back toward the cemetery, and I slowly pedaled forward, my tires near silent on the cracked sidewalk beneath them. A break in the trees revealed a wide expanse of open field dotted with dark stones, some tall and monstrous, others short and leaning from age.

      The crying grew louder as I approached the entrance. A double gate sat closed and locked, flanked on either side by towering stone pillars.

      A bike leaned on its kickstand in front, the paved driveway on the other side leading deep into the cemetery’s gloom.

      I parked my bike alongside the one that stood the exact height as mine and pressed my face to the cool bars of the gate, scanning the area beyond.

      Someone huddled with their back to me in front of a headstone off to the right. Arms wrapped around their legs, and head bowed, they shivered, their shoulders shaking as cries reached for me like a magnet to my ironclad heart.

      A strange ache moved over my chest, and I rubbed at my shirt, trying to soothe it away.

      Frowning, I tilted my head back and eyed the gate in front of me.

      It stood too tall to climb.

      But the fence beyond, the tree alongside where the person’s bike sat—its branches crept over into the graveyard just as creepily as the beams of moonlight reaching through the leaves.

      The boy’s sniffles continued, pulling my focus back on him.

      Boy, I had decided, because no middle school aged girl I knew would ever go into such a place alone after dark when everyone else slept.

      I eyed the tree. Glanced at the crying boy. Rubbed at my chest for a second time, my feet itching to move closer.

      He had gone to see that grave by himself, but I felt he shouldn’t be alone. He needed someone strong beside him while weakness held control over his emotions.

      Mind made up, I set a plan in motion that had me scaling the tree, shimmying along a branch until I hovered over green grass, and dropping to the ground.

      The boy turned at the thump of my feet behind him but didn’t jump up in startled fear like I’d expected.

      Definitely brave…or perhaps he’d already heard me coming.

      “Hey.” I moved closer as he swiped his arm over his eyes. I wasn’t about to ask him if he was okay. That would have been a waste of words.

      Instead, I stopped beside him, reading the name etched in granite in front of him.

      Archer Blackwood.

      A quick calculation let me know he’d been dead three years to the day—and that he would have been twelve if he still lived.

      I sank onto the hard ground, breathing in the scent of soil, fresh cut grass, and flowers.

      The boy beside me sniffled. “He was my brother,” he whispered, sending that weird twinge through my heart again. “My twin.”

      Our elbows brushed, sliding a shiver down my arm.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I murmured, looking over at the boy.

      Wetness still filled his eyes that appeared as red as his nose in the moonlight shining on us. “Thanks,” he whispered, his voice breaking. He didn’t seem embarrassed by his tears or the show of emotion like I would have been.

      But I wasn’t about to put him down like Dad used to do with me all the time.

      “I’m Rhett,” I told him but didn’t offer my hand since his clasped around his knees—and I didn’t want either of us moving and breaking the magnetic contact between our bodies.

      “Ashton,” he replied quietly.

      “What happened to him?” I asked, picking at the grass between our thighs so I wouldn’t grab hold of him like I wanted to and hug his sadness away.

      “Leukemia. It’s been three years, and Mom and my therapist tell me that healing will come, but they didn’t have their other half ripped away from them.” He wiped his nose on his T-shirt at his shoulder, leaving a smear of wetness that should have grossed me out but didn’t. “Even my dad and four older sisters don’t understand.”

      I had no clue what it was like to have a twin—or even a sibling.

      Heck, not even a close friend since I’d never allowed my emotions free so someone could get to know me beyond the hard shell I hid inside.

      That owl hooted again, pulling my gaze off the cold stone for the cemetery’s darkness beyond. The paved road wound through shrubs and what looked like a small chapel in the distance.

      A new beginning lay before me like the path that disappeared into the unknown. A new life…

      And the family-rich boy beside me seemed just as lost and lonely as I felt deep inside where I smothered all my feelings.

      “This and our birthday are the only two days I can’t live in denial he’s gone,” Ashton whispered. “It’s just so much easier pretending he never got sick and died. He was my sunshine, my shoulder to lean on.” The boy released a shuddered sigh and sagged even more like he wanted to sink into the soil and join his twin.

      I rarely smiled, so I couldn’t fill up that first part of him he’d lost with his brother. But I sure as hell could offer the second.

      “I just moved here, and even though I could never take Archer’s place in your life, I’d like to be your friend,” I suggested quietly. “And I promise you can lean on me whenever you want.”

      Ashton turned and threw his arms around me, clinging to me like he had decided I was his tower of strength.

      Warmth flooded through my body, and my eyes stung for the first time since I’d buried my puppy. My throat went tight, and I allowed myself to touch him like I’d longed to do. Hugging him close, I leaned my cheek onto the top of his head as he started to cry again.

      He smelled like sweat and dirt, the outdoors…and home.

      I closed my eyes and filled my senses with all things Ashton Blackwood, calmness I’d been missing since leaving my old town settling into my bones.

      I would be Ashton’s rock, be the stability he needed, I decided in that moment as sure as the breath in my lungs.

      And he would be my best friend until we too lay beneath soil and moonlight with nothing but a lonely owl keeping our spirits company.
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      For once, I woke before Rhett, and I soaked in the pleasure of watching him in a state of slumber, the only place vulnerability owned his mind.

      His dark hair stuck up from my running my fingers through it while he’d loved on me the night before. No furrow lined the skin between his thick eyebrows. His lips parted, slack and peaceful in slumber where he rested his cheek on navy satin sheets.

      I wondered if he dreamed, and if so, what images filled his mind as the sunrise began to bathe the beach outside our bedroom window.

      Once his eyes opened, that brain of his would fire on all cylinders, going through his plans for the day even though Saturday lay before us.

      My favorite day.

      No work, just hours spent with my lover in the peaceful silence of our oceanfront home.

      Smiling, I ghosted my fingertips over his smooth brow and sharp cheekbones, down the bridge of his nose to the perfect bow of his upper lip I wanted to taste.

      Rhett Stirling had drawn me in from his first “Hey” when I’d been crying my eyes out by my brother’s grave. Without knowing who the heck he was, I’d thrown myself into his arms since fate had sent him there to help fill the hole Archer’s death had torn open in my soul.

      Twenty-three years together, and Rhett was still the one I clung to when my emotions overran and bled for the world to see.

      Rhett stirred, his strong arm wrapping around my waist and easing me closer against his hard chest. He hummed under his breath, peeked an eyelid open to reveal orbs as dark as luscious chocolate, and zoned in on my mouth.

      Smiling, I closed the distance and pressed my lips against his.

      “Zing,” I whispered what I had the first time we’d kissed back in eleventh grade.

      “Still?” he murmured, a hint of a smile lifting the corner of his mouth as he slowly blinked the sleep from his eyes.

      “Always.” I snuggled against his body and soaked in the warmth and solidity of him. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, baby.” He kissed the top of my head, his hand starting its trail up and down my spine.

      “So, is coffee, a shower, or fucking first on your agenda for the day?” I asked, since there was no way his brain lay as serene as our limbs.

      “Let’s cook breakfast together, I’ll fuck you over the kitchen island once we finish eating, then I’ll wash you from head to toe, paying extra attention to every crack and crevice on your body.”

      My dick twitched to life at his rumbling tone and the promise of a good time. Rhett Stirling was a book boyfriend come to life, and I couldn’t get enough.

      “I fucking love Saturdays,” I groaned and untangled from his body, ready to get on with the day even while wanting it to last forever and keep the following workweek from coming.

      My smile faded as I pulled on the lounge pants I’d left draped over the foot of our bed.

      Don’t waste the life you’ve been gifted. Carry on the family name…

      The memory of my dad’s face etched with grief flashed in my mind as it always did when the anniversary of my brother’s death loomed mere days away.

      My father was the only son of an only son—four generations back. Having twins, he had accomplished more than his ancestors, but that feat had crumbled down when my brother had fallen sick and a man instead of a woman had stolen my heart.

      But there had been no stopping what had started that late night in the cemetery. Best friends connected at the hip, Rhett and I were both attracted to boys and girls…but our hearts had chosen each other.

      I’d overheard my dad sharing his grief with mom later on the night I’d told them that Rhett was my future until death parted us.

      While neither of my parents were homophobic, I’d been unable to keep my dad’s reaction from haunting my mind throughout the following years.

      Rhett hadn’t been too keen on the idea of having children, but four years earlier, we finally sat down to discuss creating a family. His first idea had been surrogacy, but I desired more and had pushed for it⁠—

      “Maeve won’t be here until seven tonight,” Rhett said while climbing off the bed, pulling my mind back to the present, “so we have the day to ourselves.”

      Maeve being our latest match on Missing Link, the polyamorous dating app Rhett and I had created after that conversation.

      I kept my fingers crossed that she would possess the same sunshiny personality as Archer to balance my own, darker nature but also would be someone who would help Rhett express emotion, because after twenty-three years together, he struggled to reveal most of his inner workings to anyone.

      Myself included.

      While we had been content with each other, there were parts of us the other couldn’t fulfill. Fuck knew we’d enjoyed our fair share of hookups throughout our years together while searching out the perfect woman to include in our household, but we’d yet to meet the one.

      We’d spoken with the latest, Maeve, via FaceTime twice, and she checked off what we had listed in our ML profile to a T.

      If only those wants input when we’d created our profile had been my desires rather than Rhett’s.

      Maeve seemed polished and proper, her character more in tune with my stoic partner’s than what I desired for my children’s mother. I hoped for someone full of happiness and positivity—since neither Rhett nor I could claim those traits, and I wanted that for our future children.

      We had yet to find a woman we agreed on, one that clicked at first call or meeting, one that made my insides zing yet rest with that sense of rightness I had only ever experienced with him.

      Hundreds of men and women had joined the Missing Link community in the first two days of its release into the world. Three years later, and thousands had uploaded profiles, seeking fulfillment of their dreams and fantasies.

      Rhett and I fell into the category of looking for relationships rather than hookups, but sifting through women hoping for the same as we did had become more laborious than fun like it had been in the beginning.

      Unfortunately, Maeve proved just as disappointing as the rest.

      Even though Rhett and I both found her attractive enough, the woman writhing between us later that night felt…wrong.

      No, no, no…

      I wanted to deny yet another failure, but her breath panting over my face hinting at sweet cherries from wine shared over dinner didn’t entice me to kiss her or drink down her moans.

      I kept my eyes on Rhett behind her, his parted lips, the lust in his dark eyes doing more for me than the wet pussy clutching at my dick. Our gazes clashed, and I imagined it was my ass he took rather than the woman between us.

      Love you so damn much, I told him with my steady gaze, my heart breaking, and his eyes promised me the same without a word.

      “Oh…” Maeve shuddered and came, her core clasping tight around my girth.

      “Ash…” Rhett’s jaw clenched, and his tone, the need in his stare over her shoulder, took me to the edge. We fell together like we always did.

      We left her boneless on our bed a few minutes later, both of us going to the bathroom to clean up.

      “She’s not it,” I whispered, tying off my condom and tossing it into the trash with a little more force than necessary.

      Rhett hugged me from behind, his sweaty, hard body relaxing the tension riding me. I sagged into his familiar, comfortable hold. “We’ll find her.” He kissed my shoulder, his lips warm and sure.

      I clasped my hand over his atop my heart, twining our fingers together.

      “Promise.” Rhett kissed me again, and my back grew cool while he retrieved a wet towel for the woman we’d left sprawled in our bed. “I’ll take care of Maeve and send her on her way,” he whispered.

      A heavy exhale caved my chest as he exited the bathroom.

      She was far from the first to come between us. She wasn’t the first Rhett would see out the door while I showered either. But he’d always been better with letting people down, the confrontations I didn’t handle well, so I left him to it and accepted the fact we would have to continue our search.

      I stepped into the spray, tilting my face into the pelting, hot water. The scent of rose perfume, sweat, and cum, swirled down the drain. While my balls had emptied, I hadn’t found anything satisfying about sex with Maeve outside of sensing Rhett’s dick a membrane apart from mine, his focus on me, and the connection I’d felt since that night he’d found me crying by Archer’s grave.

      Rhett had been the one to give my life worth, value, when I’d thought I should have been buried six feet under instead of Archer⁠—

      The glass shower door opened, and Rhett stepped in to join me, his allaying presence enough to ease my disappointment over our latest failed match and the swamping sense of worthlessness that always attacked whenever I thought too hard on my brother’s death.

      Rhett wrapped me up in his arms again, and I melted into his chest, my head tipping back to his shoulder. “Sorry,” he whispered, his scruff scraping across mine and sending shivers down my spine.

      “Nothing to be sorry for.” I reached around behind me, palming his ass, holding his groin tight against my backside.

      “I chose her when you weren’t that interested,” he murmured against my ear, his breath warmer than the water hitting my chest.

      “If there’s a match that catches your eye, I’m not going to say no just because I don’t feel it after a few emails and video calls. It’s like my sister always says,” I reminded him for at least the fiftieth time, “just because you don’t like a dress on the hanger doesn’t mean you won’t rock the shit out of it.”

      Rhett chuckled and kissed my cheek. “Which sister?”

      “All four,” I muttered.

      He lightly laughed again, and I turned.

      “Love you so damn much it hurts,” I murmured and gave him my mouth before he could reply. Tasting him—hot male, heady and intoxicating—trickled life back to my groin. My body had always been insatiable when it came to him, but he pulled away before my dick thickened fully.

      “Let me take care of you, baby,” he murmured, reaching for the bodywash.

      I went pliant as he washed me from head to toe like he’d done as promised earlier that morning, cleaning all trace of the woman from my skin. He massaged shampoo, then conditioner into my scalp until my eyelids fluttered closed, my entire body blissed out from having his attentive hands on my body.

      When Rhett finished, he tugged me against his chest, his firm touch grounding. “Are you okay?” he murmured.

      His question came as it always did after a waste-of-time date, but I knew he referred to more. The edge of concern lacing his voice was a telling, rare sentiment.

      The following week I would experience the pain of an anniversary I despised. The one that had left me feeling incomplete and reminded me that denying death didn’t reverse its effects. Even though Rhett coming into my life had lessened those emotions, I still struggled with my grief and survivor’s guilt.

      Losing a twin was devastating, especially if they were the happy sort, the one with light in their eyes regardless of circumstance. Always joking and laughing, thinking the best, and expecting great outcomes.

      The sunny opposite of what I couldn’t help but be⁠—

      “Hey.” Rhett’s firm tone stopped my thoughts, his dark eyes peering into mine as he lifted my cheek from his shoulder, hands cradling my face.

      I attempted a smile while he rubbed his thumb over my lower lip. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      A lie, one Rhett could read on my face, expected after twenty-plus years of being partners, but he wouldn’t refute.

      We crawled into a freshly-made bed a few minutes later and came together like magnets, front to front. Shared breath, arms wrapped around one another. I rubbed my cheek against his chest, shuddering as a sigh rippled through me.

      Rhett had always been home to me, even when we had lived apart, beneath the care of our parents.

      “I love you,” Rhett stated quietly against my damp hair, and I closed my eyes, trusting his embrace, his words, same as I did gravity to keep my feet firmly planted on the earth.

      “You’re my rock,” I murmured against his warm skin what I’d told him hundreds of times over the years, “my knight in shining armor. No one has cared for my well-being like you do.”

      He squeezed me tighter.

      Maybe it was time to face the truth that no woman would ever fit between me and Rhett in the way I dreamed of.

      My heart had been so set on finding someone happy like Archer and my own mother. Someone who would be content as a stay-at-home mom and take an active part in parenting alongside us. Giving our children sunshine and happiness that came from positive energy neither Rhett nor I possessed.

      I couldn’t imagine raising children in a somber household, especially when one of the dads never really wanted kids to begin with, especially of his blood.

      But it seemed I’d been left with no choice. Fate hadn’t intervened like she had when bringing Rhett into my life.

      “Do you still have all that information you printed out on surrogacy?” I asked, my eyes closed and voice quiet.

      Rhett’s soothing hand on my back stilled. “Yes.”

      I released an unsteady exhale, setting my mind on a new course, one he had already mapped out and waited for my consent. “I’m thinking about plan B.”

      Tension I hadn’t realized ran through him eased, relaxing his body along mine, hard muscle and soft skin I’d memorized by sight and feel from forehead to foot. “You’re sure?” he murmured, his tone soft.

      No.

      “Yeah.” My throat tightened.

      Swallowing against the tears welling behind my clenched eyelids, I clung to Rhett harder and told myself it was time to face reality.
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      Fucking finally.

      We had invested so much of our time in creating the Missing Link app to find a mother for the children Ash wanted when an easier answer, the most direct course of action to achieve his dreams, only cost money.

      Something we had plenty of.

      Years earlier, I had suggested finding a surrogate mother for the offspring he dreamed about fathering to carry on the Blackwood name, but he wanted more. Someone, he claimed, to add to our lives, someone full of sunshine to balance his melancholy and my stoic nature.

      I had no wish for kids, but I also didn’t need a woman coming between us unless she climaxed. That, I could handle. Even enjoyed immensely. Sharing Ash emotionally when he was the only one I sometimes allowed to see the real me?

      Not so much.

      But Ash owned my heart, and there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do to help fulfill his dreams, especially about carrying out his father’s desire—hell, command—for grandsons.

      Even if his bastard father didn’t deserve it. Jerry Blackwood didn’t outright portray homophobic tendencies, but I’d caught the disappointment in his eyes when Ash and I had sat down together with his parents back in high school to tell them we were dating.

      In Jerry’s eyes, I wasn’t good enough for his Ash. I couldn’t personally give him what he hoped to get from his only surviving son.

      But I’d tried in the one way I could with Missing Link.

      “I’m sorry our idea didn’t work for you,” I murmured against his hair while hugging him close and sliding one of my legs between his.

      His exhale heated my chest where he snuggled like always, and not for the first time, I wished he could burrow beneath my skin and take up permanent residence. “No you’re not.”

      I wasn’t going to argue, engage in the way he wanted just to take his mind off the week ahead and the sure grief to unearth like it always did on the anniversary of Archer’s death.

      “Tomorrow we can go over the surrogacy paperwork,” I said instead, focusing on the plan, the course of action to get the ball rolling. “We’ll take the next steps in making this happen. Together.”

      Ash pushed up onto an elbow, meeting my gaze. “And if we can’t find the right fit, someone who will agree to remain in our child’s life after they’re born?”

      He dreamed of a mother like his own, constantly available with warm hugs, open ears, and loving smooches on boo-boos. He also wanted someone like his brother had been—happy and full of life until his had gotten snuffed out.

      I preferred quiet and reserved, a lady. One who wouldn’t bring drama to our future and co-parent from a distance, just like our dating app profile showed we searched for.

      “We’ll find her,” I promised.

      “That’s what you said about our app.”

      I bit my tongue, but Ash read my stiffened body like an open book.

      “Sorry. That was uncalled for,” he whispered to soothe away the sting his words had caused. “I shouldn’t take my disappointment out on you. Maybe it’s just not meant to be.” He laid back down, his cheek on my chest where it always was when we cuddled in bed while awake.

      I kissed the top of his head, letting him know I forgave him, and he settled in without another word.

      My mind continued to move as though hyped on caffeine, keeping me awake long after he slept.

      Meant to be, he’d murmured.

      Ash had used those words the first time we’d kissed, that day my dreams of playing football on the iron grid lay in shatters. Literally. I’d been taken down by three guys, my lower leg snapping in more than one place.

      Ash had snuck into my bedroom, in the middle of the night, wrapping me in his arms while I sprawled out stiff and unmoving, refusing to break down in weakness.

      His warmth had breathed life back inside my chest, and I’d eventually leaned into him, drew strength from him for the first time in our friendship.

      His close presence had always tingled awareness through my body, but it wasn’t until he had pressed his lips to my cheek that I recognized what he stirred inside me.

      Desire. Longing for more than mere friendship.

      “Rhett,” he had whispered, his voice thick as though experiencing the same thing making every inch of my body begin to burn with need.

      I’d pulled back to see him in the light of my bedside lamp, desperate to observe, to know.

      Hazel eyes welling, he had studied my face, stalling out on my mouth.

      Raw, hot arousal had shot through me like a well-aimed spiraling football, ripping the air from my lungs.

      We’d moved as though of the same mind, magnets as always.

      Our first kiss, the crush of lips, the sharing of air—one of the most profound and real moments in my entire life.

      “Zing,” he had murmured against my mouth, making me snicker. “We were meant to be, Rhett Stirling. Forever.”

      I hadn’t argued since he’d beautifully vocalized the feelings coursing inside me, something I still struggled to do.

      My insides a churning mess, I stared at the ceiling of our bedroom while Ash clung to me and breathed heavily in peaceful slumber.

      Failure equaled weakness in my mind, but I looked forward to taking the next step where Ash would remain mine—and only mine as he’d always been.

      My chest tightened over the excitement and yet I frowned, wondering how Ash would suffer if the surrogate mother didn’t fulfill his hopes to stay in our child’s life after birth.

      A fuckton of emotion rolled through me, none of which I could handle or make disappear.

      No way in hell would I allow my Ash to feel pain or disappointment if I could help it. He wanted a woman involved as a mother in the day-to-day living of his children, which wouldn’t happen with surrogacy.

      Said woman would need to live with us. There was no other option. Knowing Ash, he would adore her for fulfilling his dreams, and as affectionate as he was, I had no doubt their relationship wouldn’t remain platonic. Eventually, a bond would solidify, and she would end up in our bed because I wouldn’t be able to say no if gifted the opportunity to sink into a warm, wet pussy.

      Unconditional love demanded a change, another chance, different from what I had done in taking the reins to keep on my course like a selfish asshole.

      Fuck.

      I exhaled firmly to settle a veering direction in my head and pulled away from Ash’s heavy leg draped over mine. Sliding from bed, I created a new plan, one that would give Ash exactly what he dreamed of.

      As children, I’d wanted to be his other half, promised to always be there for him to lean on—but he had ended up being the same for me. I longed to lay the world at his feet even if it meant the foundation of mine shifted.

      I had the strength to endure—even if I wouldn’t enjoy doing so.

      Enough light shone from the sliver of moon outside the window to ease my way across the bedroom and down the stairs into the open concept area of our house’s first floor.

      We’d left New England behind after graduation, both of us needing a new start.

      Him away from pain and constant memories of his grief, and me from my disconnected parents who had since retired to Florida. As an only child, I should have been their entire world, their focus, but that hadn’t been the case. An emotionally repressed household hadn’t offered much in the way of love, so having Ash’s was a gift I wasn’t about to disregard or let down out of goddamn selfishness.

      I grabbed a bottle of cold water from our fridge and sat on the couch, my iPad in hand.

      My chest swelled at the sight of the rainbow-colored, intertwined hearts of Missing Link’s logo. It was Ash’s design for the app we’d built together, the start of what had brought about our software development company that allowed us to purchase a home overlooking the Pacific Ocean.

      He was the code wiz, and I’d never met a puzzle I couldn’t figure out from beginning to end once I’d set a plan in place to do so. Add in both our work ethics, his easy ability to connect and communicate with others, and we made a hell of a team.

      A lucrative partnership that offered a comfortable life, one I’d been perfectly content to live in relative quiet, without drama, until we breathed our last.

      My chest ached from the slew of feelings inside me, but I put it from my mind by closing a mental door with ease. Fuck knew I’d had plenty of practice doing so as a kid.

      I went into our shared profile that didn’t mention we were the app’s creators. Sifting through the information and personality testing we’d done for finding our perfect match revealed my wants rather than Ash’s.

      The MM looking for F part, I left alone.

      Exhaling slow and steady as though releasing tension and selfishness from my core, I set about changing the answers we had originally input from my desires when he would have chosen differently.

      College education, I clicked, wasn’t a requirement as I’d answered previously. No longer were we seeking an accomplished woman who had her shit together career-wise.

      “Easygoing,” I mumbled. “Laid-back. A ray of sunshine to brighten the day.” I typed all the words he often spoke of while fighting off a cringe.

      Ash needed someone with those traits in his life since I definitely couldn’t give them to him.

      The feeling of not being enough leaked through my conscience, but I slammed the door on that sense of frailty that left me floundering.

      He would benefit from a woman who lived for the thrill of adventure, one who wouldn’t balk at facing down daily living with a smile on her face while being a stay-at-home mom like his.

      Always laughing, always seeing the bright side of things.

      Such bubbly personalities clashed with my more stoic reservations, but I reminded myself there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t sacrifice for him.

      Even if it made me feel…less than.

      I hoped whoever ended up zinging with Ash would also be compatible enough with me that we might eventually find some sort of connection to create an enjoyable triad.

      Fingers crossed, I clicked save to update our profile, hoping I wouldn’t regret my decision to give his hopes yet another shot at fulfillment.

      “What were you doing?” Ash murmured when I climbed back into bed a few moments later.

      The scent of lavender from the dryer sheets he laundered with wafted past my nose, taking me back to the last time my mother had hugged me after I’d buried my one and only puppy. I remembered the comfort of her arms, the way she had soothed my back—and the flowery scent of her skin.

      My one good emotional memory from childhood, and Ash made sure to remind me of it every night we slid between our sheets.

      A lightness spread through my chest in the knowledge I’d done the right thing to bring fulfillment to his life.

      “I changed our profile,” I told him, finally relaxed and ready to sleep.

      “Did you delete it?” He snuggled against me again, chest to chest, his skin warm from sleep.

      “No,” I replied, rubbing my hand down the bumps of his spine. “I changed our questionnaire answers to what they should have been from the beginning.”

      He lifted up onto an elbow, his face in shadows. “Rhett…”

      “It’s okay, baby.” I cradled his face in my hands, my thumb caressing over his lower lip. “I know you want a mother for your children, not a faceless or dispassionate egg donor.”

      “But—”

      “There’s no buts, Ash.” I pulled him down so our foreheads rested together. In my rare moments of vulnerability, I adored him so fucking much it made my chest ache—and I appreciated how he never invalidated whatever emotions I allowed to leak through in our quiet times together.

      “Fuck, do I love you.” He pressed a kiss to my mouth, and I groaned at the first swipe of his tongue along mine. Nothing compared to a happy Ash invested in physically showing his love.

      Fucking nothing.

      Heart rate kicking up, I rolled to my back beneath him, spreading my legs to make room for his hips. The heat, the intense need that had flared to unquenchable life between us in high school rose to full force, easing my mind and stilling my concerns.

      Electrical currents ran over my skin, settling into my balls same as it always did whenever our mouths met.

      “Rhett…” Ash groaned and kissed down my neck toward my chest. Knowing where he headed pulsed need through my aching length. “Let me take care of you—make you feel good,” he whispered over my constricting lower abs and flicked his tongue over my skin. “Want to taste your delicious dick.”

      My cock bucked against his chin, anxious for the wet heat of his mouth. “Fuck yes.”

      A cell rang from my bedside table, halting Ash’s hungry mouth hovering over my cock.

      One a.m., our alarm clock read.

      Brow furrowed, I reached for my phone and glanced at the screen. “It’s my father.”

      And at such an hour with them being on the East Coast and our never catching up just for the hell of it, the reason for his call couldn’t be good.

      All thoughts of sex slipped from my mind as Ash rolled off me. I swiped to answer, my stomach clenched tight, my dick deflated.

      “Dad?”

      “Your mom had a stroke.” His voice didn’t waver. He showed zero emotion as always.

      Considering the lack of attachment I felt for either of my parents, the sense of…wrong that pushed me upright in bed baffled me.

      “They’re taking her to the hospital,” Dad stated in a nonchalant way, his usual since the man couldn’t be moved.

      “What happened?” I asked as Ash shuffled close and wound his arm across my lower back in his usual touchy-feely way of showing support.

      He must have been able to make out Dad’s words.

      Mom had gotten up to use the bathroom and collapsed. Dad hadn’t been able to rouse her and had called 911.

      I found myself on my feet, striding across the bedroom, a plan settling into place in my head. Steps to focus on and follow.

      “I’ll catch the first available flight,” I told him, and Ash flicked on the lamp beside him.

      I blinked in the harsh glare, the brightness bringing clarity that things might go poorly for Mom. We’d never been close, so the unrest, the bothersome feelings wanting to wash over me furrowed my brow. I pushed them down exactly as my parents had taught me.

      “There’s no need⁠—”

      “I’m coming,” I stated a bit harshly as reserved coolness slid into place, locking my emotions up tight from years of conditioning.

      Dad told me which hospital they were taking Mom to, and I hung up seconds later, my mind as set as my jaw.

      “What happened?” Ash asked as I placed my cell atop my bureau and pulled open the top drawer.

      “Mom had a stroke. They’re taking her to the hospital by ambulance.” I tossed a few pairs of socks and briefs onto the bed.

      “Oh no.” Ash climbed from between our sheets and headed for me.

      I knew he planned to drag me into his arms, but I moved toward the walk-in closet we shared to retrieve a carry-on bag, fully intending to refuse any comfort he thought I might need.

      “Rhett.” He stood in the closet’s door when I turned around.

      “I’m fine.” I snipped the words.

      He eyed me but didn’t budge from my path. “Do you want me to go with you?”

      My protective instincts over him roared to life. Hospitals triggered Ash, and there was no way in hell I would allow him to set foot into one for someone who hadn’t loved me like he did.

      I moved closer and cupped his cheek, his scruff scratching my palm. “No.”

      His hands clasped at my waist, drawing me close, and giving in, I dropped the bag. Forcing my body to relax against him, I exhaled, closing my eyes for a few seconds, soaking in the warmth of his familiar embrace of the only love I trusted.

      “If you need me…”

      “I always will,” I promised and pressed my lips to his, allowing myself a brief moment to share my sensitivities with the one person who deserved it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Skylar

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re late,” my boss Julie snipped, her eyes like flint.

      “I’m sorry,” I hurried past her for the employee cubicles to unload my bag and water bottle. “I got caught up reorganizing the pantry⁠—.”

      “Two days ago it was your sister’s linen closet,” Julie cut me off.

      I bit back my annoyance at being talked over. God knew I experienced enough of that at home. “It won’t happen again,” I promised, my hands as shaky as my voice.

      “I’ve heard that one before.”

      I cringed beneath her sarcastic tone and the truth of her words. Seeing as how my head was in the clouds as my sister often said, I couldn’t help how easily distractions pulled me away from responsibilities.

      A burst of giggles sounded from the toy store’s showroom, a crash following on its heels.

      “Now what?” Julie cursed and strode off, allowing me to breathe and try to get my bearings on my flighty thoughts and emotions.

      Yes, my focus had turned over the mess Nora had made of her pantry. Yes, I’d lost track of time while tidying up—and yes, I may have gone into autopilot while just rearranging all the groceries I’d bought for the two of us the day before.

      Boundless energy had always kept my brain cells bouncing. I’d struggled since childhood to focus on anything that resembled schoolwork and had barely managed to graduate.

      I didn’t hold a PhD in astrophysics or work for NASA like my sister did, but I kept house for her like a pro in exchange for room and board.

      Even though my parents had never outright said it, I knew they thought I would fail at city life when I’d moved in with Nora a few months earlier at Dad’s prompting. There was too much distraction for someone easily led away from responsibility by all the shiny pretties.

      I was like a dog, my attention snagged by every squirrel in the vicinity while Nora was the rigid, brainy owl, the valedictorian of her class. She’d graduated high school at sixteen and got her bachelor’s then master’s degree with ease. She studied physics and the stars thanks to the scholarships she’d landed due to her high honors and brilliance.

      She also had a good head on her shoulders, while mine…well, sometimes my brain didn’t exactly feel attached to the rest of my body.

      A young child’s laughter drew me back to reality that I was at work, and I scurried into the storefront and behind the counter.

      The teenager I’d been scheduled to relieve glared at me.

      “Sorry I’m⁠—”

      “Julie’s gonna can your ass if you don’t get your shit together, Skylar,” she hissed, and I swallowed my apology and the irritation of being cut off a second time within a matter of minutes.

      With a huff, my co-worker spun on her heel, leaving me alone with a line three customers deep.

      I plastered on a smile that usually came easily and began ringing up the next sale, hating how people dismissed me or felt my words weren’t worth their time just because I had difficulty focusing.

      More giggles sounded, and I caught sight of a preschooler ripping across the store, clutching a teddy bear almost the same size as him. A harried woman hurried after him.

      “Patrick James Ryan,” she harshly whispered, “get your wiggly butt back over here this instant!”

      Biting against a smirk and the memories of being that youngster myself twenty years earlier, I accepted the cash from the older, woman in front of me who pressed her lips in a tight line.

      Thirty-seven dollars and fifty-two cents had been her total⁠—

      “Spoiled brat,” the customer in front of me grumbled, erasing my smile and my ability to count out change. “Parents these days don’t know how to manage their kids.”

      Perhaps the boy is ADHD and can’t keep a handle on himself no matter how hard he tries.

      I bit my tongue while pulling coins from the drawer.

      My brain trailed after the little boy and his adventure—a tumble of the cowboy hat display followed in his wake.

      “Bad, Patrick!” His mom didn’t bother lowering her voice. “Bad!”

      A cringe rippled over me at her admonition, a word I’d heard often enough as a child it churned my stomach.

      He’s not a dog…

      I expected I would be setting the rack back up once he and his mom left.

      A glance at the computer screen reminded me of the pennies I needed to count out for the board games purchases, but I couldn’t focus. The rambunctious Patrick continued romping around the toy shop and laughing as though high from sugar, escaping his mother’s grasping hands at every turn.

      The next customer thankfully paid with a card.

      A shattering of glass pulled my attention toward the front display. Little Patrick stood with tears filling his wide eyes, clutching that teddy bear with all he had left in him.

      A pile of Precious Moments figurines lay in pieces at his feet.

      His mother knelt and whisper-screamed at him, causing tears to slide down his cheeks. Those big blue orbs of his latched onto mine over his mom’s shoulder, and my heart ached for the sweet boy with restless feet.

      Perhaps he had misbehaved, but the inability to stand still and listen didn’t come easily for some children.

      My throat grew thick the longer we shared a moment as the world buzzed around us.

      I longed to wrap him up in my arms and tell him he was a good boy, that he would grow up to be a lovely young man, one full of life and laughter.

      That someday, someone would appreciate who he was. I clung to that hope myself, wanting my own happily ever after.

      My boss Julie sent both mother and son out the door moments later without the stuffed animal, and I fought to keep my mind on my job.

      The older woman who’d bought the board games walked back through the front door and spoke to Julie while I struggled to center myself on bagging up a sale.

      Julie and the board game customer headed toward the front counter, and my stomach dropped out. One stern mouth and the other with down-turned lips, they promised yet another uncomfortable moment.

      “I gave you a hundred dollar bill,” the woman snipped before Julie could speak. She looked down her nose at me, even though my five-foot-seven gave me a good two inches over her height.

      “Go clean that up,” Julie said to me while unlocking the cash drawer, dismissing me.

      Usually, taking care of messes got assigned to me, tasks that didn’t require too much thinking. But awareness of shortchanging a customer after being late to work had me gnawing the inside of my lip while sweeping up the little boy’s mess.

      Couldn’t I do anything right?

      Simple math.

      Count out the change showing on a damn computer screen I didn’t need glasses to see.

      My feet itched to move, my legs wanting to drag me back and forth until Julie finished with the upset woman. Unfortunately, I had to clean up ceramics broken by a child I’d wanted to assure he had worth. That he was loved regardless of the ants in his pants.

      But I wouldn’t ever get that chance.

      “Three strikes and you’re out” was the excuse Julie used to fire my scattered brain long before my shift was supposed to end.

      I didn’t argue, and wallowing in the sense of worthlessness I knew too damn well, I headed back home to my sister’s house, wondering if I would succeed at anything.
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      I sulked at the dinner table, pushing grains of rice I’d cooked for Nora and me around my plate.

      “What’s your problem, Skylar?” Nora asked and wiped her mouth with her napkin. Of course, her fork sat upside down with her knife along the edge of her plate while my unused one lay haphazardly on my left.

      How was it possible identical twins could be so different?

      I’d already told her I’d lost the job she’d helped me find—and had gotten an earful about how I needed to start paying better attention to real life outside the books I devoured.

      After the lecture, I’d locked myself in my room and did that very thing—picked up Annie Kelly’s newest MMF romance novel. The story had only caused restlessness in my blood. I’d itched to do something, but needing to make dinner had kept me indoors.

      I stood to clear the table, having to force my smile. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      Huffing an annoyed exhale, I set our dirty dishes
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