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  The Story


The journey to reclaim love, a second chance romance. 
Raised by nannies in the shadow of his family's fortune, billionaire Xander Hawking yearns for a family of his own. He’s found love with in the capable and captivating Danni Smith, the reticent CFO who has been his rock at the helm of their wireless internet startup. Eager to begin their lives together and with the perfect proposal planned, Xander is certain that his dreams of a future together are just a "yes" away.
But Danni has sworn off marriage, haunted by a past she keeps buried deep. Her heart belongs to Xander, yet the thought of a wedding brings back fears she can't face. Torn between the desire to be with him and the dread that commitment will be her undoing, Danni fights to maintain a careful balance in their relationship.
When Xander finally proposes, Danni's world shatters. Consumed by fear and remorse, she does the only thing she can think of: she runs.
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  Dedication


To all the lost loves. It is my profound hope that soul mates will meet again. Hang in there. 
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  Prologue


June, present day
Xander Hawking stood outside the front door of his friend’s house, frozen. He shouldn’t have come. He wasn’t in the mood to play poker or to kid around with the men he considered his closest friends. 
Hell, he wasn’t in the mood for anything. His entire world had folded in on itself. Everything that meant anything to him had walked out the door when Danni left. He’d gotten one missive since then: I’m sorry. I’m all right. I need time.
It had been two weeks, and he ached all over, inside and out, and he couldn’t fucking find her anywhere. She hadn’t returned to his place or her own condo. She hadn’t answered his calls. She’d gone dead silent, and he was close to hiring a private detective to find her. Except he couldn’t quite get past the feeling that would be a breach of relationship ethics. She’d put out the “do not disturb” sign, big time. What had happened in her past for her to react this way to a proposal? One big part of him was angry that she wouldn’t even give him an explanation. The other part, even bigger—he was worried about her. Was she all right? The love between them hadn’t been faked on either side. He’d bet his entire fortune on that. Why had Danni gone against everything he knew about her, everything she believed in, and run?
Would he ever get the chance to ask his questions and get answers? All his hope had centered on how to work together and find a way past this, but if he couldn’t talk to her, that was a moot point. Would he ever see her again? It hurt just to think that. His throat was raw from swallowing bile every time he thought of a future without her. His chest hurt. He couldn’t fucking relax his muscles, he was so tightly wound. He'd gone to work and managed to get through each day by sheer will alone.
Xander walked off the porch and out to where he could see the sun sinking below the horizon. Brody’s ranch, quiet this time of the evening, should have calmed Xander, helped him relax. But it didn’t.
What was he going to do without her?
He stood there, the sunset’s glow a reminder that everything he cared about had disappeared below the horizon. How would he get past this?
He turned to look at the sprawling main house of Solano Ranch. Brody, who’d worked with him at Nexlink, had returned to the family homestead when his ailing parents couldn’t take care of the place. In the process, he’d found his joy in life and his home, and had never returned to city life or tech work, though he did step in as a consultant once in a while. Brody didn’t need money. He was a billionaire in his own right, thanks to smart investments of most of his earnings. The man had couch surfed so he didn’t have to rent or buy and had socked everything into whatever earned the best return at that moment. He would have been an unstoppable day trader, but he’d chosen a simpler life, and he was happier for it.
Xander had money too. An insane amount of it. But money couldn’t buy what he wanted most in the world.
What he needed.
What he breathed for.
Danni.
How would he move on? How could he? Brody had reinvented himself. Could Xander do the same thing? He had to do something because going into the office every day, walking into an office where only one desk was used, wasn’t working. He was a fucking basket case.
A damn near silent, dark car came down the drive, and Xander sniffed and pulled himself together, plastering on a smile he hoped didn’t look fake. His friend Ben climbed out and clapped Xander on the back.
“Good to see you, man,” Ben said.
“Likewise. How’s the movie business doing?”
Ben waved a hand. “Same shit, different day.” He cocked his head. “You okay?”
“Fine.” Xander pushed off the car.
“You look like shit. What’s happened?”
“Nothing.” Xander bit out the word.
“Bullshit.”
“Nothing I want to talk about.”
Ben stared at him long and hard. Xander met his stare with stoic indifference, which he sure as hell didn’t feel.
“Okay.” Ben clapped his shoulder, this time with a bit more gentleness. “But when you’re ready to talk, I’m here.”
Xander felt tears stinging his eyes. Fucking tears. He shook his head, muttered thanks, and headed for the front door. Ben followed a few steps behind. Solano Ranch’s main house was a sprawling Spanish-style abode with a wide, wrap-around loggia. It catered to horseback riders of all types and thrived under Brody’s management. The main house had six bedrooms, and Brody rented five of them out to folks who wanted a more comfortable dude ranch experience. There were also cabins for families or those who wanted more privacy. And a bunkhouse for anyone wanting the true cattle drive experience. One weekend each month, Brody kept the main house clear of renters. It was reserved for the poker game they’d been holding for five years. He’d met the guys at a conference, and they’d bonded.
If he could have begged off this month, he would have. The hard-core, all hands on deck attitude of his friends meant he’d never hear the end of it if he didn’t show up. So here he was. Reinforcing the smile he didn’t feel, he went inside.
The card room lay at the back of the house. Large and airy, Xander knew that even with an excellent ventilation system, it would take a couple days to clear the cigar smoke from tonight.
Brody stood behind the bar, probably stocking it with their favorite drinks. “Hi.” He came around the bar and hugged Ben, then Xander.
Xander hung on for an extra second. The support, the physical touch, made him feel less lonely, at least for this moment. Pulling back, Brody eyed him but kept his mouth shut. “What’s your pleasure?” he asked, walking back behind the bar.
“Beer,” Xander said, earning another look from both his friends.
“You always drink Jack.”
Jack Daniels was his drink. Always. If he drank that tonight, he’d get drunk and morose and would be no fun at all. No one wanted that, especially him.
“Keeping it light tonight.”
Brody popped the cap off an IPA and handed it over. “Everything okay?”
“Fine,” Xander gritted out.
He felt more than saw Brody and Ben glance at each other but refused to acknowledge it. Instead, he plunked his $100 in the fish bowl that was the winner-take-all pot, sat down at the card table, and pulled a pack of cards off the stack. Brody had already set out playing chips at each of the five chairs.
Behind him, glasses clinked together. Brody must be pouring Ben’s martini and his own Pendleton whisky. Xander refused to turn around. He stared straight ahead, willing himself to get through this evening. He wished the others would get here so they could get on with the game. The sooner it started, the sooner it was over, and he could disappear into his room and his misery.
A commotion pulled his gaze toward the doorway as the final two of their group entered.
“Hey, here’s the latecomers,” Ben said.
“It’s my image,” Gerard said as he and Mateo walked in. “I have to look like a player.”
“About time you got here,” Brody said, hanging his cowboy hat on the chair next to Xander. He sat down, grabbed the deck from Xander, and shuffled the cards.
Despite his heart being raked through the gutter, the slightest hint of a genuine smile tugged at him. He liked all these guys. They were his closest friends, and while he wasn’t ready to talk about Danni, he knew he could talk to them about anything, and it would go no further.
“We hit traffic,” Mateo said, grabbing his already mixed Negroni. Brody was on top of the drinks tonight.
Xander didn’t know how Mateo managed to down a drink that was a combination of gin, vermouth, and campari. That sure wasn’t Xander’s cup of tea.
“We all come from cities, kid,” Ben said. “That’s no excuse.”
“You moved to L.A. and flew up in the company jet. That doesn’t count,” Mateo said. He plunked five cigars down on the table, then sat down with his drink.
“Hey, I had to get here from the airport.”
Gerard shook his head and went to the bar.
“The usual?” Xander heard Ben ask Gerard. Leave it to Ben to pick up where Brody left off in the host department. These guys always took care of each other. That was one of the things Xander liked about them.
“Of course,” Gerard answered.
As soon as they all took their seats, Brody set the cards in front of Gerard to cut, and the game began. Xander managed to push aside the pain for a while. Three hours later—and a few more beers than he’d planned on—the ventilation system had given up on ridding the room of stale cigar smoke; the conversation had gone quiet, and Xander slid into a beer-fueled despondency.
Gerard, with a smug look on his face, raised Ben’s bet. It was Xander’s turn, and he folded. Two aces no longer interested him.
“Danni left me,” Xander blurted out.
“What the hell?” Ben, who’d become Gerard’s only competition this hand, threw his cards down. Face up.
“Hey,” Gerard said. “You can’t just throw down your cards like that, damn it. I’ve got the best hand I’ve had all night.”
“I don’t care. Take the pot.” Ben turned to Xander. “What happened?”
“I don’t know. She didn’t give me any explanation. I proposed to her, and she just started crying, said no, and ran off. I got a cryptic text from her saying she was all right and needed some time. Her phone’s been turned off ever since.” His voice broke. Hell, he couldn’t even tell his best buddies without breaking apart.
“Ah, hell, man,” Brody said, reaching for Xander’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah. Sucks.” Xander cleared his throat.
Gerard sighed. The man was all about the competition.
“Sorry I ruined your hand,” Xander told him, trying not to let his bitterness show. Gerard was Gerard, and Xander knew he’d show up if called.
Gerard tossed his cards into the middle. With one last sad glace at them, he turned to Xander. “You’re more important than a poker hand. I’m sorry about Danni.”
“When did she leave?” Ben stubbed out his cigar.
“Two weeks ago.” He felt the seconds ticking away like beats of his heart.
“That’s harsh.” Brody boxed the cards up.
“I’m sick of women messing with us,” Gerard said, thumping the table with his fist. “Brittney just filed a lawsuit against me for harrassment.”
Mateo cocked his head. “Remind me, which one was Brittney?”
Glad Mateo asked because Xander couldn’t remember either, though he was surprised Gerard had gotten caught up in a lawsuit. The man was uber-careful about his daliances.
“The starlet.”
Ben held up both hands. “Not someone under contract to my company.”
“We went out exactly two times, made love once, and she got all starry-eyed, wanting some serious relationship. I told her I don’t do serious and bam. I got served almost before the sheets cooled.”
“She doesn’t work for you, so how could she claim harrassment?”
“She says with me being so well off financially, I held the position of power in our relationship, and I used her for sex.”
“That’s bullshit.” Brody, who’d grabbed his cowboy hat from the back of the chair, punched it onto his head.
“I know. I’m done with women. All they want is to take, take, take.” Gerard drummed his hands on the table. “In fact, I’m ready to pledge, right here and now, that I’m done with them. No sex, no serious relationship, and absolutely no ideas about marriage.”
The idea was insane, but… “I’ll jump on that bandwagon,” Xander said, killing his sixth beer. “It’s not like there will ever be another Danni anyhow.”
“Me too,” Brody chipped in, rubbing his beard. “Women come here all the time and don’t want to ride anything but me…all the way to the bank. I don’t take them up on their offers, but I need a break from it all, and this might be an excellent excuse.”
Ben scrubbed a hand through his hair. “All right. I’m in. I’m tired of the shallow women I’ve been meeting. They all have ulterior motives, so I’m your fourth.”
The four of them turned to look at Mateo, who glared at them each in turn. “What do you want from me? Women are fun, and I love them.”
“You just haven’t been stung yet. Probably because you manage to keep your wealth fairly well hidden, though that yellow Porsche of yours is a dead giveaway,” Gerard observed. “One of these days, you’re going to get hit and hit hard. And I’m not talking about the car.”
“Doesn’t mean I’m ready to be celibate for the rest of my life.”
“All right.” Gerard grabbed a piece of paper. “How about a five year moratorium on women and dating.”
“Fuck no,” Mateo said. “That’s too long. One year.”
“Two?” Ben said.
“I can live with two years,” Gerard said.
“Works for me,” Xander mumbled.
“Yeah, sounds great,” Brody chimed in.
“That’s a fucking long time to go without a woman.” Mateo slumped down in his chair.
“You’ve always got your hand. It’s more loyal anyhow,” Gerard said, writing as he spoke.
“Haha,” Mateo said, throwing a box of cards at Gerard, who caught it mid-air and kept writing.
“What’s the bet?”
“Hundred thousand each,” Ben said.
“Wait a minute,” Mateo cried. “No one said anything about putting money on the table.”
“Gotta make it worth staying the course. So—” Gerard speared them each with his boardroom look. “Whoever breaks the pledge pays in a hundred grand. Last man standing solo gets the pot.”
“Hold on,” Mateo said. “You’re the most competitive of all of us. You’d go down in flames before you lost a bet.”
Gerard grinned. “It’ll keep us all in line.”
“What happens if we all fall?” Brody said.
“At the same time? Not going to happen.”
“It could.”
“I don’t know. I suppose, if the last two fall at the same time, we could donate the money to charity?”
“Works for me,” Ben said. Everyone else nodded.
“Okay, here’s the pledge.” He picked up the paper and read what he’d written out loud.
“We’re fucking crazy to sign this, you know,” Mateo said.
“Now you can focus more on work,” Gerard shot back.
Concentrating on the job, the company? Xander hadn’t been able to, and he didn’t think any pledge would miraculously change that.
Gerard handed the paper and pen to Brody. “Read it, then sign and date it.”
Once the pledge made it around the table, he folded it and stuck it in his inside jacket pocket. “I’ll put this in my safe at work next week.”
Ben stood. “On that note, I’m beat.” He looked at Brody. “Same rooms as usual?”
“Yep. Your rooms are all ready.” He held his head for a moment. “Breakfast will be late, say, eleven?”
“Works for me.”
Xander pushed up from the table. “I’ll probably pass on breakfast and head back to the city.”
Gerard frowned. “You can’t bail on the weekend.”
“Not in the mood, Barrett, so get off my back.” Xander flipped him off and walked out, heading to his room. Inside, he stared at the bed, then opened the doors to the veranda. With weighted feet, he stepped outside and stared into the darkness. He shouldn’t have come. He’d light out for home now except for the beers he’d drunk tonight.
A knock at his door was followed by Gerard walking right in. He joined Xander on the porch, sticking his hands deep in his pockets.
“I’m an ass,” Gerard said.
“Yep.” Xander glared out into the darkness.
A hand settled carefully on his shoulder. “You know I don’t do emotions well.”
An understatement.
“I hate that this happened to you.” The hand squeezed his shoulder, and Xander felt tears sting his eyes. Fucking tears. Twice in one night. Yep, he was a certified basket case.
“I know.” He sniffed.
“We good?”
“Yeah. We’re good.”
“You want to talk?”
“God, no.”
“Goodnight, then.” With a final squeeze, Gerard turned to leave. At the door, he turned back. “You need anything, call, all right?”
With one quick nod, Xander acknowledged the offer. After Gerard left, Xander went inside and closed the verandah doors. He lay down on top of the covers, knowing another long, sleepless night lay before him.
Maybe he should have had his usual drink tonight. At least then, he could pass out. He hadn’t found a way to block the pain that had crumbled his heart into shards of icy torment.
He turned toward the wall and punched his pillow, willing his mind to forget, his heart to let go, his body to stop imagining the feel of her next to him, and her intoxicating perfume, like a rain shower on rose petals, filling his nostrils. How she cried out his name when she came. Her soft sighs when she fell asleep in his arms, sated and happy.
With his next breath, he jumped out of bed, went to the card room, and poured a stiff Jack Daniels. Back in his room, he sat in the overstuffed chair without turning on any lights, though the darkness did a crappy job at hiding his misery.
What was he going to do? He couldn’t stop thinking about her. About their life together. About the day they met…






  
  Chapter One


Four months 
earlier
.
“What do you mean, you bought three new servers?” Danni said, trying to ignore the form-fitting jeans of the man leaning on her wood and black steel desk…way too close to her chair. One foot of space, that’s all that separated her from touching him. 
They’d become really great friends ever since that fateful day back in college when he beaned her with a frisbee, but Danni had buried her desire to move beyond that. She and Xander couldn’t be anything more. The differences between them beat out any similarities. And while Xander had dated over the years, he’d never stuck with one person. He played, and Danni couldn’t do that. She wouldn’t do that to a friendship that meant this much to her.
Xander Bennett was meant for more than a quiet girl with a whopping inferiority complex. Granted, she’d worked hard to come out of her shell the last few years, but Xander was a shining star and deserved to have someone beside him who shined just as brightly.
He was the face of Nexlink, the Wi-Fi start-up she’d helped him build from the ground up. He was also the financing behind the venture, thanks to family money, another reason to be intimidated by the man. They never even had to go public with the company. He’d financed it with a billionaire’s backing.
Xander was the total package, and she never understood what sustained their friendship. Why did he hang with her? Her job as Chief Financial Officer meant keeping things in line. She tried to keep up with the man’s ideas and, in fact, worked very hard to tame them into something more reasonable, which meant she was constantly holding him back.
Xander was very hard to ignore. Damn him for being so handsome. Those searing blue eyes softened a strong brow, and when he flashed that cocky grin of his—like now—she was putty.
“I mean just that. I ordered three new high-end, high-performance servers. We need the extra processing speed. People won’t jump on board if we can’t provide that.”
She steeled her face into the serious accounting mode that sometimes—okay, rarely—slowed Xander down. “Xander, we talked about this. We just finished our first quarter above the red line. We have three more quarters to go in our fiscal year, and we need to maintain at this level to make some money before we invest again. We need to at least get close to breaking even this year.” She pointed at the large computer screen next to her laptop and tapped the glaringly red bottom line on the business spreadsheet. “You do remember we haven’t yet had a profitable year, right?”
“We will. It takes growth to be noticed. A lot of it.”
When he stepped away from her desk, Danni drew a deep breath through her nose and let it out with a long, slow calming rhythm. Even after all these years, every time he got near her, her pulse surged, and that wasn’t a good thing. She was grateful for the respite and relaxed as he strode to his ultra-modern, chrome and glass desk and sat. When he rolled the chair with his heels and wheeled back to her side, she tensed.
How she’d ever let him talk her into sharing an office, even one as large as this, Danni did not know. Wait. Yes, she did. What Xander wanted, Xander got.
Xander leaned closer, focused on her computer screen. God, she loved his cologne. All smoky woods and compelling power. Like a beach bonfire muted to the perfect degree. How she’d love to be lying next to him on a beach somewhere, enjoying the sounds of the fire crackling, the ocean’s gentle beat, and his arms around her.
She tensed and straightened in her chair. Now was not the time to give in to her fantasies. They had a company to run, and she was the business end of things.
With curiosity filling those azure eyes of his, Xander rolled back a step.
“You see how close to that red line we are, right?” Good. Her voice barely shook.
Xander started to lean in again, thought better of it, and pointed. “Better than last quarter and the prior year. We’re trending in the right direction, so now is the perfect time to increase our capabilities.”
“No, Xander. It’s not.”
He sat back in his chair.
“Look, you brought me on board to keep the business end of things working.”
“And you’ve done a wonderful job.”
“Thank you.”
“But you don’t know the tech side of things as well as I do.” Xander rested his forearms on his knees. “We have to continue growing to survive in this business.”
Danni held tight to her resolve. It wasn’t easy, but there was no way she would let Nexlink fail. While she was invested in the company financially with stock shares, she had a stronger emotional stake in this company’s success. Xander’s baby could not fail. Danni would not let that happen, so she tried again. “We had that discussion in October, at the beginning of this fiscal year. We spent a lot of your money in the first three years on infrastructure and marketing. This was the year we were going to regroup and stay atop that red line.” She nodded toward the screen. “You promised me you’d wait, Xan. That you’d see how we did through four quarters. This is only the second quarter of the business year. You owe me two more quarters after this.”
Xander pushed back from her desk with his legs, his chair rattling across the high-end wood floors and stopping a few feet away. He got up and went to stand by the window, looking out over the downtown San Francisco skyline she loved and knew so well. He shoved his hands in his pockets, and Danni wanted to join him, to put an arm around his shoulders…even if she did have to reach up to do that. To console him and give in.
She gripped the arms of her chair and waited. This was about Nexlink, not her own personal desires.
When he turned and looked at her, the intensity in his gaze stole her breath.
“I’ll cancel the order on those servers if you’ll spend the day with me.”
Spend the day together? What did he mean by that? Like some sort of date? Danni closed her eyes, letting the idea wash over her like fresh rain before settling back into reality. Xander didn’t like her that way. If he did, he’d have made a move years ago. The man had the patience of a day trader. “We see each other all the time. We eat dinner together at least three times a week. We work together. If that’s not spending time together, I don’t know what is.”
He moved to her side, reached for her hands, and gently pulled her up from her chair.
“I’m not talking about getting together to talk about work. I want a full day with no work talk. And, in case I’m not making myself clear, this is a bona fide request for a date. With you. I like you, Danni. Have for a long time. I’d like to see where we could go.”
Her heart pounded so hard, she almost missed the words she’d waited just as long, if not longer, to hear. Yes, yes, yes! Her heart screamed. It took Danni a moment to tamp down that euphoria and compose herself. Not an easy thing to do when he stood watching her and still held her hands in his.
“Let me get this straight,” she said with hardly any squeak. “You’re blackmailing me into a date?”
Xander nodded, the cocky grin returning. “Yes, and to be clear, once again, that’s a date with me. You and me. Together, without a single discussion about work.”
That sounded perfect to her. However, giving him the upper hand generally meant he’d get both items on his agenda. Schooling her face to neutral, Danni looked up at him. “One date and you’ll drop the server idea until after September at the earliest?”
He let go of her hands and held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
“You were never a Boy Scout.”
“Actually, I was. My nanny made me, but I ended up enjoying it. See, even after all this time, we can learn things about each other.”
Nanny? Oh, they grew up in such different worlds. Could this work? Danni drew a deep breath and let a sliver of her heart open up to the possibilities. “All right. You can have your day.”
Xander stared at her for so long, Danni wasn’t sure he heard her. Then he held out his arm and pinched himself. “Ouch.” A wide grin lit his face. “It’s real. You said yes. Woohoo!” He grabbed her waist and spun her around in a circle, making her laugh.
“Let go, you silly goof.”
He did, but not for long. He tugged on a strand of her brown hair. “I’m really glad you said yes.”
Emotion welled up in Danni at his gentle touch, and afraid she’d run him off if he saw that, she backed away to sit again at her desk. “Don’t you have an operations meeting to get to?” She knew his schedule better than he did.
“Oops. Yes, I do. But clear your Saturday.”
“That’s only two days away.”
“I’m not giving you any chance to back out. Oh, and I’ll be picking you up early.”
“How early?”
“Hmmm, I’m thinking five a.m., but I’ll get back to you.”
Her eyes widened. That was way earlier than she’d thought. As Xander headed out the door, she called after him, “Don’t forget to cancel that order!”
“I won’t.” His words filtered back to her.
He’d better not forget, she thought, then ran a hand along the hair he’d touched. She sat at her desk, still as a mouse sensing movement, unable to fully fathom what had just happened. Xander hadn’t needed to blackmail her. She’d have said yes, no matter what. Why had he done that? Was he that unsure of her answer? Seriously? Danni found that hard to believe.
She was going on a date with Xander. Sitting back in her chair, she thrust her arms up in a “V” for victory, certain she’d never be able to suppress the wide smile on her face ever again.






  
  Chapter Two


Saturday morning, ready at what had changed to a four-thirty a.m. start time, Danni paced in her spacious, minimalistic condo, furnished mostly from IKEA. 
Truth be told, she’d been dressed and packed for half an hour, and sleep had been elusive long before that. But she was ready. Xander had asked her to dress casually and bring a coat, hat, and gloves. He’d also asked her to pack a second outfit for dinner, and he’d refused to say anything else. The man’s promise to make a day of this worried Danni. They could work together for hours on end. To spend this amount of time together with a moratorium on work chatter…what would they talk about?
Her doorbell rang, and her thoughts disappeared as anxiety filled the void. Xander had a spacious condo—the penthouse—in this same building, so he never needed to be buzzed in. She smoothed her hands along her jeans and opened the door. Xander stood there, looking larger-than-life in jeans, t-shirt, and a leather jacket styled somewhere between Givenchy and biker. Though his wide grin made him look more boy than biker.
“Looks like you’re ready,” he said.
Danni rolled her eyes. “When am I ever not ready?”
“True. You are the most prepared woman I’ve ever met. It’s intimidating.”
Intimidating? Xander Hawking was intimidated…by her? Danni’s head spun as she tried to reason that out. Especially since today, she felt about as unprepared as she’d ever been. How did you prepare for an all-day date when you had almost no clue what’s going to happen?
“Anyhoo, we’d better go,” Xander said, ending the mute void she’d been stuck in. He pointed to the garment bag laying over the high-backed chair next to the door. “This going?”
“Yes.”
He plucked it off the chair as she reached for her oversized bag that held her purse, shoes, makeup, and anything else she thought she might need today.
She shut the condo door behind them, and Xander placed a hand at her low back— a small, intimate gesture he probably didn’t even think about—his fingers brushing against the denim shirt she wore as a light jacket. So many emotions raced through her at his touch. She felt safe, cared for, not alone. A reminder that today would be a day of firsts. Would they hold hands? Walk with their arms around each other? Kiss?
What would that feel like, kissing the man the way she’d dreamed about for years? Would the lips she’d ever only put a finger on—to shut Xander up and give her a chance to speak—spark something long-dormant? Would he dive in with everything he had, just like he did everything else?
Would she faint from sheer excitement after wanting this for so long? Would her heart—
Oh, God, no. Not that.
Danni put a hand on her stomach to settle her butterflies as the smoothest elevator in the world slipped down to the first floor. Her nerves had nothing to do with descending floors and everything to do with the man standing quietly beside her.
When the doors opened, his hand settled at her back again as he guided her, not to the front entrance, but the one to the left.
“The car is waiting at the side entrance.”
“We’re not taking your car?”
“Nope.”
There was that impish grin again. The one that normally meant he was about to do something she didn’t particularly care for. “Just what are we doing today?”
“Nothing you won’t love. Trust me.”
There were a lot of things she trusted Xander with. Spending money on extravagances was not one of them. The man yanked out his credit card on whims.
No hint of daylight showed as they exited the building. Danni, an early riser by habit, rarely saw this time of the morning and the difference made her wonder yet again what Xander had planned.
He handed their things to the driver and held out a hand to the open limo door.
“Xander, we’re not doing anything crazy today, are we?”
He cocked his head, one hand on the car door, the other sliding deep into his jeans pocket. “Define crazy.”
“Crazy like extreme sports. Crazy like flying to New York on a day date. Crazy like spending money as if there were no tomorrow.”
“No, no, and depends.”
“That’s
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