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            Chapter One

         
         Walk away.

         
         Now!

         
         The other way.

         
         Stop walking!

         
         Turn around before it’s too late!

         
         Jay ignored the commands in his head, too tempted by some other, deeper part of him and the beauty staring into her glass
            at the bar to override good sense and self-preservation.
         

         
         She’s your two best friends’ sister!!!

         
         Even that didn’t halt his steps.

         
         Since she arrived yesterday at the lodge for both her brothers’ weddings, every time Alina drew his eye—far too often for
            his comfort considering his connection to her brothers—she seemed happy, vibrant even.
         

         
         So why the sadness in her eyes?

         
         Caden married Mia just hours ago. Family and friends, like him, celebrated the couple’s nuptials after the lovely garden ceremony
            with dinner and dancing. Alina enjoyed herself through all of it, socializing with her parents, brothers, and other family.
            The friendship between her and Caden’s wife, Mia, and Beck’s fiancée, Ashley, seemed genuine and growing closer.
         

         
         As the party ended and everyone went back to their rooms to rest before Beck and Ashley’s wedding tomorrow, he’d snuck out
            onto the terrace to take yet another work call. He never expected to come back in and find Alina alone, and looking lonely,
            at the bar.
         

         
         He should go up to his room and leave her be. A smart man would, but he took a seat beside her, waved a signal to the bartender
            to bring him what she was having, then tried to wipe that forlorn look off her beautiful face. “You’re not losing your brothers,
            you’re gaining two sisters. As I see it, they’ve got those guys wrapped around their little fingers, so it’s three to two
            against your brothers now.” The stupid statement earned him a halfhearted smile.
         

         
         “Actually, I’m the only girl and the youngest, so I’m pretty much a spoiled brat and already get everything I want.” Her lips
            turned down into another thoughtful frown. “Mostly.”
         

         
         Jay nodded his thanks to the bartender for the double whiskey. “Well, spoiled is one thing, brat is another.”

         
         Alina pinched her lips into an adorable pout. “I don’t know how they did it. Those two.” She shook her head. “I mean, seriously.
            I thought they’d be single forever, or at least take another ten years before figuring out work wasn’t more important than
            having a life.”
         

         
         He had a couple years on her oldest brother, Caden, and nearly ten years on her. She probably thought him ancient. He still
            hadn’t taken the plunge, or even come close.
         

         
         “But somehow in the midst of the chaos that is their lives, they each found the perfect person. I can’t even find a guy who
            can manage to show up on time, put his phone down for a real conversation, and doesn’t think a text is as good as a phone
            call.”
         

         
         “Any guy who thinks he’s got something better to do than talk to you isn’t worth your time.”

         
         Alina rolled her eyes at that bland platitude.

         
         Jay had ignored the beeps and pings coming from his cell phone since he sat down, alerting him that even if he was taking
            a few days’ vacation the bad guys weren’t. His work continued—and demanded his attention—even this late at night.
         

         
         Right now, the dark-haired beauty sitting next to him had his full attention.

         
         He sipped his drink, surprised by the smooth warmth of it instead of the burn down his throat he expected. Alina had great
            taste in whiskey. He’d had a couple of beers and toasted the happy couple with champagne at the reception, but now wished
            he’d been drinking with Alina the whole day. She liked the good stuff.
         

         
         “Trust me, there will come a time when a guy takes one look at you and he’ll know what I know, what you already know, that
            you’re a woman worth holding on to.” The outstanding whiskey hadn’t loosened his tongue enough to make him spill that truth.
         

         
         He wanted her to know it.

         
         Her head came up and her gaze finally left the drink she’d been staring at for the last five minutes and met his. Her head
            tipped to the side as she studied his face and looked deep into his eyes. “How do you know? We’ve barely spent any time together.”
         

         
         “I’ve been to dozens of birthdays, holidays, and dinner parties with your brothers. We’ve done the small talk thing on many
            occasions. But I’ve really gotten to know you through your brothers. They talk about you all the time. For all their teasing
            and grumpy attitudes when you tell them what to do, they adore you. They’re so proud of you for all your accomplishments.
            You graduated top of your class, earned your bachelor’s degree in three years, completed the Pharm.D program with honors.”
         

         
         Her eyes widened with shock that he knew that much about her.

         
         “How’s the new job? Is your boss still giving you trouble?”

         
         Caden and Beck both appreciated the married man who had taken Alina under his wing at work, but grumbled about his overly
            affectionate way with Alina.
         

         
         If they saw Jay with her now, they’d send him up to his room. Alone. In their eyes, no one was good enough for their sister.
            He got a kick out of hearing how they gave every guy she’d ever brought around a thorough once-over and stern warning. The
            guy who could stand up to them just might be the guy who kept her.
         

         
         Jay didn’t move. He liked her company.

         
         “You mean, is he still ‘in love’ with me?” Thanks to the air quotes, he didn’t think she believed her boss was really in love
            with her, just harmlessly infatuated.
         

         
         “Who isn’t in love with you?” he teased and earned another sweet smile. “You charm everyone around you with your friendliness
            with those you know and open acceptance of newcomers.”
         

         
         “Yet we’ve barely shared more than pleasant chitchat.”

         
         True. “In my line of work, observation is key.”

         
         Her blue-gray eyes sharpened on him. “And you’ve been watching me.”

         
         Busted. He couldn’t deny it.

         
         From the moment he arrived and joined the wedding festivities, he’d been unable to do anything else. All of a sudden, she
            drew him like a flame in the night. He didn’t know why. She was the same attractive woman he’d seen before, but something
            changed inside him when he spotted her laughing with her soon-to-be sisters-in-law in the lobby. To him, she glowed brighter
            than the brides-to-be. Her laugh punched him in the gut and lightened his mood all at the same time. He’d wanted in on the
            joke and to laugh with her. He couldn’t remember the last time he laughed like that.
         

         
         He sipped his drink and tried to tell himself he didn’t see the interest in her eyes he’d seen in many other women’s sultry
            looks. He failed at convincing himself because Alina looked more like a desirable woman tonight than his buddies’ baby sister.
         

         
         He needed to rein in the growing desire to reach out and touch her to see if her golden skin was as soft as it looked.

         
         Maybe he’d had one too many drinks. The whiskey loosened his tongue and cracked open the door on his libido. He’d vowed to
            stay single until he could devote more than one night here and there with many nights in between to a woman. It wasn’t fair
            to leave any woman to wonder if he’d fallen off the face of the earth or just got buried under paperwork.
         

         
         His job had become his life. And just like Alina, he wondered if the kind of friendship, love, and connection Caden and Beck
            had found would ever be his.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Alina, you’ve got plenty of time to settle down. Enjoy this next part of your life now that you’re done with
            school and finally living your life the way you want. You’ve got a great job, friends, and a family who supports you. The
            perfect guy will come along.”
         

         
         She might have time, but he was creeping ever closer to his forties and that dreaded point where people wondered what the
            hell was wrong with him that he hadn’t found someone to share his life. He hadn’t even had a long-time girlfriend in the last
            few years. He didn’t trust anyone and was always looking for their angle. In his experience, nobody liked that, especially
            a woman he was trying to date.
         

         
         This past year, he’d felt time slipping by along with the dreams he’d had for the wife, kids, and home he’d always thought
            he’d have someday.
         

         
         His somedays were running out faster than he’d ever imagined.

         
         Reading the change in his mood, Alina settled her hand over his on the bar. The warmth of her skin sank into him and spread
            like a living thing through his system.
         

         
         The sadness faded from her eyes as that sultry look she gave him earlier took over again. “My brothers both said they never
            saw Mia and Ashley coming. Maybe we should stop looking for love and enjoy the company we’re with. Love will either find us,
            or not.”
         

         
         “I’ve had a lot of not. It can be fun, too.” For a little while, because it never lasted.

         
         Alina picked up her drink, but kept her other hand over his.

         
         He took his glass in his free hand and clinked it with hers. “To the most beautiful company I’ve had in a long time.”

         
         Alina tossed back the last big swallow. He did the same. The warmth from the whiskey spreading through his system was nothing
            compared to the heat in her eyes.
         

         
         The next round led to two more as conversation easily flowed. At some point, he turned on the stool toward her and her gorgeous
            legs ended up between his. They shared some embarrassing but funny stories about their lives. He told her about one particularly
            strange breakup that had her reaching out and placing her hand on his face. “She seriously broke up with you because your
            smile is just a tad lopsided?” The frown didn’t match the mirth in her bright eyes.
         

         
         “You should have seen her place. Don’t ask me why I noticed, but every switch plate in her house had the screw heads with
            the lines perfectly vertical to match the up and down switches. Attention to detail is one thing, but that’s just bizarre.
            Seriously, who has the time to do that? Everything was straight lines, pictures and knickknacks perfectly centered, everything
            symmetrical.”
         

         
         “Except your face.”

         
         He thought it had more to do with him being late to every date or canceling altogether because of work.

         
         Alina brushed her thumb over his lips and burst out laughing.

         
         He wanted her to dip that thumb in his mouth so he could suck it and turn that sweet giggle into a seductive moan.

         
         “That is the craziest reason ever to break up with such a handsome man.”
         

         
         “You think I’m handsome?”

         
         She tipped her drink to her lips, then brought it down just enough to stare at him over the rim. “You know you’re gorgeous.”
            She took a sip, then gave him a sexy grin. “Even with your crooked smile.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t matter. I don’t use it much.”

         
         She set her glass down and leaned in. The silly moment turned serious. “You should. It looks good on you.”

         
         He found himself leaning in to kiss her, but pulled back when he remembered he’d sat down to cheer up a friend—who was strictly
            hands-off if he wanted to live the next time he saw Caden and Beck.
         

         
         “Worst breakup?” he asked to get them back to having fun and to cool the heat building between them.

         
         “Well, it’s not a breakup, but one guy didn’t know how to take no for an answer.”

         
         Jay narrowed his eyes, angry some guy came on to her and didn’t keep his hands to himself.

         
         She read the look and waved her hands back and forth in front of him. “It’s not like that. He just didn’t know when to quit.
            He asked me out practically every day at school. He was inventive, if not silly.”
         

         
         “Silly put you off. You’re smart, hardworking, honest. You want a guy who—”

         
         “Isn’t a perpetual child,” she finished for him. “We were in college. I wanted maturity. He wanted to play high school pranks.”

         
         That intrigued him. “Like what?”

         
         “We had to dissect a cadaver.”

         
         He scrunched his nose in distaste. “You did that?”

         
         “Not my favorite, but yes. So, I opened his chest and discovered the heart missing. The joker popped up on the other side
            of the table and held the heart out to me and said, ‘My heart belongs to you.’”
         

         
         Jay groaned and rolled his eyes. “Ah, that’s bad. Terrible.” He laughed with Alina and it felt damn good to let loose for
            once.
         

         
         “Corny as hell and the perfect example of what I’d been dealing with with that guy. Totally not serious about anything.”

         
         “And you turned him down flat again.”

         
         “I spread the cadaver’s chest wide, looked inside, and said, ‘Yep, some guys don’t have a heart.’”

         
         Jay feigned being wounded and touched his hand to his chest. “Hey, we all have hearts. It’s just some of us don’t know how
            to use them.” He dropped his hand back to his thigh.
         

         
         “Are you sure?” Alina leaned in, put her hand on his chest, and the sweet smell of her and a shock of electricity shot through
            him. His heart stopped for a second, then triple-timed it against his ribs.
         

         
         For a moment, time stopped. Their gazes locked and held for one second, two, three. He fell into the depths of longing in
            her eyes and nearly lost himself. With their faces inches apart, he leaned in so close he smelled the whiskey on her lips
            and felt her shallow breath warm his skin.
         

         
         A millisecond from losing his mind and kissing her, the overhead lights went out. They broke apart like the band pulling them
            together snapped. The lights around the back of the bar, highlighting the bottles of booze, bathed them in a soft glow.
         

         
         “It’s twenty minutes past closing,” the bartender announced with a knowing grin.

         
         Alina reached for the check, but Jay snapped it up.

         
         “My treat. I can’t remember a better evening.” He truly meant it.

         
         Their eyes locked.

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “You’re welcome.”

         
         Lost in Alina and the feelings he shouldn’t have clouding his mind and making his heart beat in that strange rhythm that seemed
            to keep time to whatever it was about her that drew him in deeper and deeper by the moment, he forgot to sign the check until
            the bartender cleared his throat.
         

         
         He left the guy a huge tip for giving him the extra twenty minutes with this beautiful woman.

         
         Self-preservation kicked in. He took the hand she’d used to touch him time and again over the last few hours, stood, and brought
            her off the stool. “Time to go.” He didn’t know what else to say, but he needed to get out of there before things went too
            far.
         

         
         They left the empty bar. God knows if anyone from the wedding party had come in or if they’d had the place to themselves the
            whole time. He both cared and didn’t give a damn if anyone saw them. He’d blow it off as two friends passing the time if it
            got back to Caden and Beck.
         

         
         He held Alina’s soft hand. She used her free one to punch the button for the elevator. Tipsy—okay, drunk—she swayed on her
            four-inch heels. He steadied her with an arm around her shoulders as they walked into the elevator. She hit the button for
            the fourth floor. The cozy lodge Caden and Beck rented out for the weddings wasn’t huge, but it boasted some of the nicest
            rustic-chic rooms for those who wanted an elegant country retreat.
         

         
         They stood at the back of the elevator, side by side, leaning against the wall, hands clasped tight. He’d see her to her room
            like a gentleman. Then he’d go back down to his room and sleep alone like every other night since God-knows-how-long-now.
         

         
         Alina tilted her head to the side and glanced up at him, her blue-gray eyes soft and alluring. “I don’t want tonight to end.”

         
         Neither do I.

         
         The part of his brain that told him this wasn’t a good idea got drowned out by the buzz of lust that swept through him.

         
         Don’t do this!

         
         You’re crazy!

         
         Ignoring that voice and overrated reason, he leaned forward, hit the button for the third floor, and drew Alina around in
            front of him. “My room’s closer.” Those were the last words he got out before he finally satisfied his curiosity and the demand
            of his body and kissed her.
         

         
         The second his lips touched hers, fire shot through him. He cupped her face, pulled her up to her toes, and sank his tongue
            deep into her mouth. Her hands slipped into his jacket, around his sides, and up his back. Her body pressed to his and her
            belly rubbed against his hard cock.
         

         
         She moaned. He let loose and kissed her again.

         
         The elevator doors opened with a soft ding. She backed out the door. He had no choice but to follow if he wanted to keep tasting
            her sweet mouth.
         

         
         She put her hand on his chest and pushed, breaking the kiss. “Which room?” She looked down the hallway in one direction, then
            the other.
         

         
         It took him a second to get his bearings, but once he did, he took her hand and practically dragged her down the hall to his
            room.
         

         
         She traipsed after him giggling.

         
         At his door, he put his finger to his lips. “Shh. Someone will see us.”

         
         “You mean hear us.” She laughed again.

         
         He shook his whiskey-soaked head, put the key card in the lock, and shoved the door open and Alina inside. She backed up through
            the sitting area toward the bedroom, kicking off one of her shoes along the way. He pushed the door shut at his back and stalked
            her, feeling very much like the animal inside of him that wanted to be unleashed to get his hands on her.
         

         
         She stopped at the foot of the bed, turned, dropped her sparkling purse, and stared at him over her shoulder, silently and
            provocatively inviting him to slide the zipper down the back of her killer dress. He’d get to it. First, he stopped behind
            her with his chest pressed to her back and slid his hands over her shoulders, down her arms in a soft sweep of fingertips,
            then dipped his hands under her arms and around her sides and up her belly and ribs to cup her full breasts. Her hands went
            up and reached over the back of his neck until her fingers combed through his hair.
         

         
         Her hard nipples pressed into his palms as he squeezed her breasts and kissed a trail down her neck to the curve of her shoulder.
            Every taste of her skin, the rock of her rump against his hard cock, the intoxicating scent of her, made him want her more
            with each passing second.
         

         
         Impatient to see all of her, he unzipped the satin dress. He shucked off his jacket and threw it aside. The tie he’d loosened
            at the bar followed. She dropped the front of the dress down her arms and pushed it over her hips with an ass wiggle that
            made his dick twitch with anticipation. She kicked the pool of blue away along with her other shoe. He undid his shirt cuffs
            and several more buttons down the front, then reached back and pulled the whole thing over his head and sent it sailing to
            the floor.
         

         
         Alina turned to him and stared at his bare chest, lust and admiration in her eyes. He held back the impulse to flex. Barely.
            His gaze roamed down her beautiful face to her lace-covered breasts. She reached behind her, undid the bra clasp, and tossed
            the thing, smiling mischievously when he growled low in his throat and moved toward her again, wanting to get his hands and
            mouth on those pink-tipped breasts begging for his attention.
         

         
         She backed up and fell on the bed, her breasts bouncing as she scooted back. He almost laughed, but the sight of all that
            creamy skin, soft curves, and her welcoming smile tightened his chest and shut off his brain to speech because all he wanted
            to do was devour.
         

         
         The gorgeous goddess lay on the white blanket, a shapely silhouette of golden skin.

         
         Like gravity, she pulled him in.

         
         He drew closer, leaned over, planted his hands on either side of her hips, and kissed her belly, his bottom lip grazing her
            dark blue panties. She sighed and melted into the bed. He licked his way up to her belly button and circled it with his tongue
            before traveling back down, taking the lace in his teeth and tugging the panties down her gorgeous legs. She drew her legs
            up and to the side, raised her arms to her head, and raked her fingers through her long, dark hair, spreading it over the
            white bed. Stunned by her beauty, his heart slammed into his ribs. His mind lost all thought but one. Sexy perfection.
         

         
         He stood at the end of the bed with her panties hanging from his mouth and undid the belt at his waist and kicked off his
            shoes. Her eyes smoldered as she watched him undo the button, slide the zipper down, slip his hands inside his boxer briefs
            at his sides, and push his pants and underwear down his legs all at once. Socks went flying a split second before he stood
            before her naked, his cock standing up, hard as rock. Her eyes blazed. He tugged the panties out of his mouth and rubbed them
            down his chest, over his dick, and tossed them away.
         

         
         Her hips rocked back into the white cloud of blankets, then up. An invitation if he’d ever seen one. He crawled up the bed
            and Alina and laid his body over hers. She cradled him between her thighs and rubbed her slick center against his aching cock.
            He wanted this one moment to feel her against him, skin to skin, soft to his hard, before he got the condom.
         

         
         He sank down and kissed her softly, then pressed back up on his hands and stared down at her in the soft light coming through
            the window sheers from the hotel garden lights glowing outside.
         

         
         She took his breath away. “You are so beautiful.”

         
         “I want to touch you.”

         
         Those bold words should have warned him how the night would go. He was unprepared for the onslaught of sensations—fire and
            need—she’d evoke with every brush of her hands, press of her lips, lick of her tongue, and stroke of her body against his.
            She held nothing back. She gave everything. Accepted all he poured into making love to her. The immense pleasures they shared
            forged some kind of bond that had her eagerly responding to him every time he woke her in the night, greedy for more, and
            needing to make every last second of their time together mean something because somewhere in the back of his mind he knew
            something this amazing wouldn’t last.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Jay woke up with the last woman in the world he should have in his bed. The pounding in his head was nothing compared to the
            thrashing he’d take from the two men he worked with if they found out he’d slept with their sister.
         

         
         Well, they hadn’t done much sleeping.

         
         Not helping.

         
         This might be the stupidest thing he’d ever done, especially since he was here to attend both those men’s weddings. But he
            had to admit the beauty sleeping in his arms felt damn good. Intoxicated by more than the whiskey they’d shared last night,
            he gently brushed his fingers over her soft skin, inhaled her sweet, orange-blossom scent, and rubbed his chin against her
            silky dark hair. She snuggled closer, her face nestled against his neck, her breath whispering over his chest. Her hand lay
            over his heart, which seemed to be a bit out of rhythm this morning. He tried to dismiss it as part of his raging hangover,
            but a part of him attributed it to the woman pressed down his whole side with one leg draped over his thigh, her small foot
            pressed to his other calf.
         

         
         She held him like she owned him. Not such a bad thought, especially after the amazing night they shared. He could blame the
            alcohol for the wild, hungry, unforgettable sex that was still replaying in his mind and hardening one particular body part
            he thought down for the count after rising to the occasion three times last night. But again, some part of him gave all the
            credit to the sweet, sexy, kind, giving woman he should have said good-night to at the bar.
         

         
         It might turn into a curse if her brothers found out about this. Though he didn’t know how he’d keep it a secret when he definitely
            wanted to see Alina again.
         

         
         And they had Beck’s wedding to get through today.

         
         Worry about it later.

         
         That’s exactly how he’d been dealing with his personal life.

         
         Just like with a hangover, this morning he needed a little hair of the dog to make him feel better. Instead of reaching for
            a drink, he leaned down, tilted Alina’s chin, and kissed her awake. That same zip of fire rushed through him with an undercurrent
            of something he couldn’t name but felt all the same. She melted into him, her warm body pressing closer to his. He lost himself
            in her for a minute, then wrapped her in his arms and held her close. “Morning.”
         

         
         Her whole body stiffened a second before she broke free from his arms, planted her hands on his chest, and pushed herself
            up to glance at the clock. He didn’t mind when she obstructed his view of everything with her perfect, pink-tipped breasts
            in his face. All thoughts about getting up and ordering breakfast fled his mind as the blood drained from his head and headed
            south.
         

         
         “It’s nearly ten.”

         
         He hooked his arm around her middle and flipped her over so she landed on the bed a split second before he covered her body
            with his. He leaned down and kissed her again. “Morning.”
         

         
         She stared up at him, wide-eyed and nervous. “Hi. Uh, I’m late. I have to go.”

         
         He rocked his aching cock against her center. “Are you sure?”

         
         Her eyes dilated and softened. Her body melted beneath his. But instead of giving in to the desire he saw in her eyes, she
            planted her hands on his shoulders, shoved him off her, and rolled up and out of bed. Her feet hit the floor, but she swayed
            and pressed a hand to her head.
         

         
         Yeah, they’d had a lot to drink last night.

         
         He moved to the edge of the bed, gripped her hips, and held her steady. “Slow down, sweetheart.”

         
         She shook her head, the wild mass of dark hair cascaded over her shoulders and around her pale face. “Don’t call me that.”
            Her gaze locked on her reflection in the mirror over the dresser.
         

         
         He thought she looked adorably rumpled and well-loved after last night. The shock in her eyes made it clear she didn’t agree.

         
         She raked her fingers through her tangled hair. Her gaze dropped to his. “What have I done?”

         
         “I can give you the blow-by-blow. I’m still thinking about how well you did that last night. And then there’s that thing you
            did with your hips—”
         

         
         He hoped to see her smile.

         
         Instead, she clamped her hand over his mouth. “Stop talking.” She pressed her fingers to the side of her head.

         
         “I’ll order coffee. Drink some water, it’ll help with the hangover until breakfast arrives.”

         
         Her eyebrows drew together. “I can’t stay here.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “This was a bad idea.”

         
         He didn’t like the panic in her eyes. “Maybe, but it was your idea.”

         
         That panic rose to outright terror when she glanced down at her naked body. He had to admit, it held most of his attention.
            She snatched up the sheet to cover herself and ended up exposing his naked lap and morning wood standing proud, begging for
            her attention, especially now that her eyes locked on it. It twitched with the bolt of lust that pounded through him.
         

         
         She stepped out of his reach and backed up two more steps. “This was a mistake.” She bent and snatched up her maid-of-honor
            dress and the silky panties he’d taken off her with his teeth last night. She found her lace bra under his slacks and rushed
            into the bathroom.
         

         
         He didn’t like her running away or the tight feeling it left in his chest, but he knew what he had to do even if he didn’t
            like it.
         

         
         He abandoned all hope last night would carry through to the end of the weekend. He’d hoped they could smile at each other
            in the light of day, sober and happy for the time they spent together. A part of him hoped there might be something more.
         

         
         What?

         
         He didn’t know, but the disappointment filling him made him wonder what he’d expected.

         
         “Dumbshit.” This didn’t end any other way than her walking out the door and both of them forgetting it ever happened. He worked
            with her brothers. He barely did anything but work. Young, beautiful, she wanted to go out and have fun. He barely had time
            to sleep most days.
         

         
         And he was making excuses to ease the rejection that stung more than it should.

         
         She was Alina, his best friends’ sister. He was Agent Bennett, the guy who should have kept his head last night for both of
            them. Enough said.
         

         
         So he’d be the responsible one and get her out of here without anyone the wiser. Maybe one day, she’d look back on this with
            fond memories and not that wash of embarrassment and regret he’d seen in her eyes.
         

         
         He found her purse under the bed, checked the room number on her key, put it back, and set the bag on the bed where she’d
            see it. He grabbed one strappy heel off the nightstand, the other from under the coffee table between the leather club chairs
            by the fireplace. He squashed the idea of making love to her on the soft rug in front of it tonight. He set her shoes at the
            end of the bed and listened to the water running in the sink while he dragged on a pair of jeans and a black tee. He had time
            to get ready for Beck’s wedding later. Right now, he needed to scout out where everyone was and if he could get Alina to her
            room unseen.
         

         
         Shoes on, he walked right out of his room like he didn’t have a care in the world. No one in the hall, he made his way to
            the stairs, passing one of the open alcoves that opened up and looked out over the lobby. Several wedding guests, Alina’s
            parents, her aunt, and Mia’s aunt were in the lobby and restaurant below.
         

         
         He didn’t spot Caden or Beck. Caden was probably still in bed with his bride. Beck was probably getting ready for his wedding
            in a few short hours.
         

         
         Jay pushed through the heavy door to the stairwell and jogged up the flight of stairs to the fourth floor. He peeked through
            the small glass panel in the middle of the door and sighed with relief to see the hallway clear and Alina’s room one door
            down.
         

         
         With everyone occupied with breakfast below or in their rooms waiting for the festivities later this afternoon, he made it
            back without being seen. He walked in and found Alina slipping her second shoe on. With her hair brushed back, tangle free,
            and her face scrubbed clean, she looked young and fresh and so damn innocent compared to him even if she was wearing a wrinkled
            dress.
         

         
         “Agent Bennett . . .”

         
         He cocked up one eyebrow. “Seriously? Miss Cooke.”

         
         “Okay, that was ridiculous.”

         
         “It’s bullshit, Alina.” He emphasized her name because damnit he knew every inch of her and hearing that Agent Bennett in that formal tone grated every last nerve. He’d woken up feeling . . . happy. The feeling felt strange because he’d gotten
            used to content. He wanted more of that surge of bliss that filled him when he’d woken up with this particular beauty in his
            arms.
         

         
         Clearly not going to happen, his emotions sank past content to weary resignation.

         
         She raked her fingers through her long hair. “I’m sorry, Jay. This is the last thing I expected to happen.”

         
         “Me, too. Believe me.” While he had a lot of regrets locked away in his soul, this wasn’t one of them. Memories of her he’d
            pull out and savor for a long time to come. Unforgettable, Alina, and what they shared last night, took up residence in the
            front of his mind and hunkered down for a long stay. He didn’t mind. He had too many bad things from his job that often peeked
            out and demanded his attention. Now, he had something really worth ruminating about day and night.
         

         
         An odd look came over Alina. One he couldn’t read, and he’d made a close study of her the last twenty-four hours. “I have
            to go.”
         

         
         “I already scouted it out. Your parents, the aunts, and most of the other guests are downstairs in the atrium and restaurant.
            Your brothers are probably in their rooms, Caden with his bride, Beck getting ready for later today. Hug the wall and they
            won’t see you walking past the overlooks. Take the stairs up to the next floor. There’s a small window in the exit door. Make
            sure no one is in the hallway before you step out. Your door is very close. No one should see you.”
         

         
         “I guess you’ve got practice sneaking women out of your room.”

         
         The flippant, bitter remark stung and left a painful pinch in his chest. “They usually stay for more, and I’m happy to give
            it to them,” he shot back. Though none of them ever stayed long, they didn’t sneak out in the morning like nothing happened
            and they didn’t want to be seen with him.
         

         
         Maybe that last part wasn’t fair, but he didn’t like her making him feel that way. He got they needed to be discreet. He thought
            they’d be in on it together. This felt very much like she wanted to erase last night and him from her life.
         

         
         She stood perfectly still, her face blank, but her mind working behind her gray eyes that hinted toward blue unlike her two
            brothers. He couldn’t imagine what she was thinking, but she shifted from one foot to the next like she couldn’t wait to get
            out of here.
         

         
         He gave her an out because the need to touch her again grew with every second she stayed. “You’re late, sweetheart. Better
            get going before someone misses you.”
         

         
         He missed her already and didn’t like it one damn bit.

         
         Her full lips pressed together a split second before she turned for the door. If she meant to say something, she thought better
            of it. Unable to watch her leave, he turned to the windows and stared out at nothing but another lonely day and empty bed
            ahead of him.
         

         
         The door opened. He felt her hesitate and prayed she changed her mind and came back to him. For what, he didn’t know. She
            wasn’t for him. He stuffed his hands in his pockets so he didn’t turn and reach for her in some vain attempt to hold on to
            something neither of them were willing to bring into the light of day. He had no intention of ruining Beck’s wedding by giving
            him a reason to kill Jay today of all days.
         

         
         When the door closed and the emptiness of the room suffocated him, he told himself it was over, maybe not easy, but done.
            For the best. Right?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Alina stood on the terrace, the sun bright overhead. Her brothers smacked each other on the back in greeting as Beck waited
            for Ashley to come downstairs and promise to be his wife for the rest of her life. Mia had made that same promise to Caden
            yesterday. He looked damn proud of himself and well satisfied after a long night in the honeymoon suite. The smile on his
            face, the happiness dancing in his eyes, made her little green monster rear its ugly head again.
         

         
         She mentally socked him back into his hole where he belonged because she was happy for her brothers. They deserved to be this
            every-dream-came-true happy.
         

         
         Okay, so last night after everyone left the reception she’d let loose the self-pity she’d kept hidden behind an Oscar-worthy
            smile all day. She’d always thought she’d get married long before her workaholic brothers. The simple plan turned out to be
            not so simple. Leave her high school days in the rearview mirror where they belonged along with the high school sweetheart
            she liked but didn’t want to keep forever. Attend college, hook up with a few cute guys, have some fun, gain some experience
            and perspective in life and love, but stay focused on the future. Grad school was where she planned to find the perfect someone:
            educated, motivated, kind, gorgeous, and oh-so-in-love with her. They’d build the foundation for their relationship as she
            finished her Pharm.D. She’d get the perfect job, they’d get married, and live happily-ever-after.
         

         
         The first two items she checked off the list no problem. Desperate to leave high school and be on her own, she loved college
            and meeting new people. She found her drive to be the best. Her circle of girlfriends was easy to maintain but dates became
            few and far between. Nights out with friends gave way to long hours studying.
         

         
         Now she had the job she mostly loved, worked long hours as a partner in the business, and went home to her empty rented one-bedroom.
            Thanks to her scholarships, she’d been able to use the money her parents saved up for college plus a sizeable loan to buy
            into the business. In a few years, she’d have it paid off and make a more than decent living with a lifelong career ahead
            of her.
         

         
         Yay?

         
         Lately life felt very unsatisfying. She’d accomplished everything she’d set her mind to but the one thing she really wanted:
            a husband and partner to share it all with.
         

         
         She wanted a family. Children. Yeah, she still had time, but she wanted it now while she was young enough that she didn’t
            have to play beat the biological clock.
         

         
         Her brothers always cautioned her to be patient. But her caution in letting people, men in particular, get close to her landed
            her right here, where her brothers were both about to be happily married and she was single and exactly what that word implied.
            Alone.
         

         
         You weren’t alone last night.

         
         Agent Bennett.

         
         She needed to stop thinking of him that way.

         
         Jay found her looking for the meaning of life in the bottom of her whiskey glass and cheered her up. She’d always thought
            of him as her brothers’ work partner. DEA. Tough. Quiet. Driven. Another workaholic who carried the weight of all the bad
            things he saw in the worst of society on his broad shoulders and lurking in the darkness she saw in his eyes. Strength inside
            and out and a barrier around him that warned not to get too close.
         

         
         But last night he’d dropped that mistrust learned on the job. She’d seen the man who found himself at his buddies’ weddings
            and wondered why he didn’t have that for himself. After all, her brothers were younger than him. Yet love and a wife eluded
            him. That common thread tied a bond between them that felt so strong last night she hadn’t wanted to lose it. Yes, she’d had
            a lot to drink, but she’d still had enough mental faculties to know exactly what she wanted: to get her hands on the muscles
            that bunched beneath his pristine white dress shirt. He’d been so perfectly put together in his suit, his dark hair flawlessly
            styled, all she’d wanted to do was mess him up.
         

         
         And let’s face it, the heat in his gaze had burned away all her inhibitions.

         
         No man had ever looked at her with that kind of hunger and need so clear and direct.

         
         He’d fought it and tried to be the good guy and walk her to her door. But the possessive hold he’d kept on her hand made her
            feel even more wanted. And protected. Safe.
         

         
         A triple threat to any woman’s heart.

         
         And so she’d leaped, telling him exactly what she wanted: to be with him, because despite how little they really knew about
            each other, she trusted him. Partly because her brothers trusted him to watch their backs on the job, but mostly because something
            inside her instinctively knew he’d never hurt her.
         

         
         But she’d hurt him this morning by acting like a complete idiot and letting all the consequences of sleeping with him crowd
            her mind and make her take a huge protective step back before things got too complicated and messy.
         

         
         In reality, she’d wanted to wallow in his arms in that rumpled bed, drown in the need in his eyes, and glut herself touching
            him and making love while both of them let the world slip away to just the two of them.
         

         
         And those overwhelming feelings filled her up to bursting and scared her because she’d never experienced anything that all-consuming
            and powerful, so she’d run this morning when she’d wanted to be as free as she’d been in his arms last night.
         

         
         She wanted to blame the alcohol, make excuses that it could never work because he worked with her brothers, and told herself
            he was too old for her and not in the same place in his life as her. But all of that sounded like a lot of bullshit just like
            he’d said to her when she’d tried to turn back the clock and go back to thinking about him as Agent Bennett, not Jay. The
            man who made her go up in flames again and again in his arms and held her like he didn’t want to let her go.
         

         
         She’d seen it in his eyes a split second before he turned his back and stared out the window, his hands deep in his pockets
            like he couldn’t trust himself not to touch her again. Like if he kept looking at her, he’d come after her.
         

         
         It thrilled her, and yet she’d still walked out the door, too afraid to discount all the reasons why it wasn’t a good idea
            and acknowledge all the reasons why it felt so right.
         

         
         “Alina!” Beck glared down at her.

         
         “Huh? What?”

         
         “Can you take Adam upstairs and tell Ashley it’s time and to hurry the hell up?”

         
         “I can, but you might consider starting off your marriage without ordering your bride to ‘hurry the hell up.’”

         
         “I spent the night without her and haven’t seen her yet today. I want her here now.”

         
         Alina tilted her head and smiled. “That’s barbarically sweet.”

         
         Beck grunted. “She said today, one o’clock she’d be my wife. Let’s get this done.”

         
         She gave Beck a smart-ass salute. “As you wish.”

         
         She turned to go, but Beck caught her arm. “Hey, are you okay? You look kind of tired. Didn’t you sleep last night?”

         
         Barely. But the couple of hours she did get were really great, especially when she woke up warm and wrapped around Jay’s strong
            body. “I’m fine.”
         

         
         Not really. Truth be told, she regretted how she’d acted this morning. Last night probably shouldn’t have happened, but she wanted more
            at the same time.
         

         
         It was all still too fresh in her mind.

         
         She definitely didn’t want Beck seeing that she was hiding something from him. The man could ferret out secrets with one long
            survey of her face and all she couldn’t hide in her eyes. To keep him from looking too closely, she took Adam’s hand and led
            him across the terrace to the open doors leading into the hotel.
         

         
         “I hope she’s ready,” Adam said.

         
         Alina wasn’t ready to see Jay, but he appeared in the doors and stopped short and stared at her for one long moment. His gaze
            didn’t drop, but he took in every inch of her just as she did the same to him. Gone were the casual jeans and tee he’d worn
            this morning. The suit fit him to perfection and highlighted his lean, toned frame and wide shoulders. He looked every bit
            the man in control she’d met in the past. The man who took charge in his job let her take the lead last night and this morning.
            Though he’d ruled her body last night, she’d dictated what would happen and if it would happen.
         

         
         While the look in his eyes clearly said he wanted her, he’d let her go this morning because he knew, just like she did, that
            this could never work. What they shared between the sheets didn’t translate to day-to-day life. They had nothing in common.
            More things separated them and stood between them than pulled them together.
         

         
         Still, a wave of heat washed through her body. Memories of last night heated her cheeks and made her breasts grow heavy. Her
            nipples peaked behind the silky dress that hugged her curves and in this moment made her feel completely naked. No doubt,
            Jay remembered every square inch of her and recognized the desire she couldn’t hide.
         

         
         “Jay,” Caden called from behind her.

         
         He stepped out the door to meet with her brother. As he passed, close enough to brush his arm against her shoulder, he whispered,
            “Beautiful,” then continued on like they didn’t know each other intimately.
         

         
         What did she expect? She’d walked out on him, making it clear that what happened last night ended.

         
         That’s not what you really want.

         
         “Aunt Alina, come on.” Adam tugged her hand to get her moving again, but all she wanted to do was go after Jay and . . .

         
         What?

         
         She let Adam hit the button for the elevator and lead her to his mother’s room. After all Ashley and Beck had been through
            to get to this day, she especially loved that they had Adam to share it with them. Ashley may have saved Adam from a madman,
            but Adam had brought a joy and healing to Ashley and Beck these last months. They had become a family the day Beck saved Ashley
            from freezing to death after her daring escape. But today, that family would become official. They had everything.
         

         
         The ache in her stomach intensified as she thought about what she’d walked out on this morning. Wishful thinking that the
            possibility of what could be might have turned to reality if she’d stayed played with her mind and worse, her heart.
         

         
         Mia stood outside Ashley’s door. “Hey, you two.” Her beautiful new sister-in-law smiled with a carefree gleam in her eyes.
            What did she have to worry about today? She’d married the man of her dreams last night and she and Caden had a bright and
            happy future ahead of them.
         

         
         The hangover headache pounded back to life behind her eyes with all the swirling thoughts about love, weddings, what her brothers
            had and she wanted. “Marriage looks good on you.”
         

         
         Mia beamed. “I can’t believe Caden and I are finally married.”

         
         Adam used the key card his father gave him to open the door.

         
         Mia’s gaze swept over her. “I’m not the only one glowing this morning. Did you hit the spa last night?”

         
         “No.” Something better. The same thing that made Mia’s smile so bright today. Though thinking of her with Caden . . . yuck!
            And double yuck! She switched that blip of a mental picture and tuned back into her night with Jay and the incredible vision of him pressed
            up on his hands, his hips locked to hers, and the smoldering look in his eyes as he stared down at her.
         

         
         “You should treat yourself.”

         
         She’d definitely treated herself last night when she gave in to impulse and followed Jay to his room like a wolf on the hunt.
            He’d treated her to a night filled with fantasies come true. Which she indulged in until she woke up this morning and, instead
            of acting like a sophisticated woman, ended up having a mini panic attack. She’d hurt the man she’d crawled all over during
            the night, and made an undignified run for it without so much as a “good morning” over coffee. Maybe if she’d gotten her caffeine
            jolt she could have handled things better. She owed him an apology but didn’t know if she had the nerve to deliver it.
         

         
         Mia touched her hand to Alina’s back and gave a little push to send her into the suite. Ashley greeted them, standing in her
            beautiful gown looking every bit the gorgeous, Oscar-winning movie star.
         

         
         It took some time to get past being starstruck every time she saw Ashley, but now that they’d gotten to know each other, Alina
            only thought of her as Ashley, the woman who’d taken her broken brother and made him whole again.
         

         
         For that alone, she’d love Ashley the rest of her life. But having a new friend, two of them, sisters she’d always wanted,
            added something to her life she never expected. A camaraderie she’d never shared with her brothers because they didn’t get
            it. Sure, she was close to Caden and Beck, but sometimes they made her feel like an alien from another planet because they
            didn’t relate to her worries and problems. When she talked to them, all they did was tell her how to fix it, or offer to fix
            it for her. Ashley and Mia listened. Sometimes, that’s all she needed, someone to let her spill her guts and say, “You’ll
            figure it out.” Because she was perfectly capable of dealing with her problems.
         

         
         Most of the time better than she handled waking up with Jay this morning.

         
         Why couldn’t she get him off her mind?

         
         Because she hated acting the fool. Not because she missed him. Not because she wanted to get to know him better. Definitely
            not. Because then her brothers would find out and the last thing she needed was them stepping in and telling her what a bad
            idea it was to date him.
         

         
         Of course, they said that about every guy who came into her life no matter how innocent the relationship.

         
         Maybe she should sic them on her business partner and get Dr. Grabby-Hands to back off.

         
         Mia hugged Ashley, then held her at arm’s length. “Oh my, you’re gorgeous.”

         
         Ashley admired Mia in her pretty burgundy matron-of-honor gown. “You’re beautiful, Mrs. Cooke.”

         
         Mia beamed her a wide grin, pleased to hear her new name.

         
         “Mommy, you’re so pretty.” Adam hugged Ashley’s legs.

         
         Ashley brushed her hands over his golden hair, not caring one bit if he wrinkled her dress. “You’re so handsome.” Adorable
            in his tiny black tux, he smiled up at her.
         

         
         “Daddy can’t wait any longer. He said, ‘Hurry it up.’”

         
         Adam so easily let the past go and settled in to being with Ashley and Beck and accepting them as his new mother and father.
            He spoke to his birth father, Scott, once a month.
         

         
         “Beck is impatient to get this done.” Alina shook her head. “Once those guys set their minds to something, they want to get
            it over with immediately.”
         

         
         “Caden sure did look relieved when you said, ‘I do,’ yesterday,” Ashley pointed out to Mia.

         
         “Like I’d say no to that man.” Mia’s bright smile matched the happiness in her eyes. The joy matched that in Ashley’s smile.
            They’d found their true happiness.
         

         
         Alina wanted some of that for herself.

         
         You had it last night.

         
         And if she tried to keep it, she’d have to accept what came with it. Lots of nights alone. Broken promises because of work
            obligations. And the one thing that tore at her all the time. The memory of sitting by Beck’s hospital bed wondering if he’d
            survive his gunshot wounds after a drug bust went terribly bad. The fear clawed at her even now, thinking of those hours and
            days when he’d been critical. And after he got out of the hospital, the weeks he’d been sunk in pain and depression so deep
            she couldn’t reach him.
         

         
         Ashley did. Somehow, she’d broken through his walls and found the courage to face life with Beck.

         
         Alina didn’t want to live every day wondering if the man she loved would go off to work one day and never come home. It scared
            her too much to see her brothers face danger every day.
         

         
         She and Jay had fun last night, but the only thing she faced right now was the hangover sapping her energy and souring her
            stomach. Tomorrow she’d go back to work and Jay would go back to taking down bad guys. They’d go their separate ways. She
            didn’t have to watch him put his life on the line, though she admired him for doing it. She wouldn’t hold her breath, waiting
            for something terrible to happen, because eventually it would. Her brothers’ lives had taught her that.
         

         
         “Let’s not keep Beck waiting.” Ashley’s sweet voice pulled her out of her head and those dark thoughts. Ashley bent and looked
            at Adam. “Do you have the rings?”
         

         
         Adam pulled them out of his coat pocket. “I got this, Mom.”

         
         So confident. He got that from Beck. Alina wished she tossed caution to the wind more often and brought out her cocky side.
            Her brothers had mastered that while she’d learned from their many close calls to stay away from the wild side.
         

         
         Ashley kissed Adam on the cheek, took his hand, and they all walked out of the suite. Mia rushed ahead to tell the gathered
            guests to take their seats in the garden. Adam ran for Beck at the end of the aisle to let his father know Mom was on the
            way.
         

         
         “Thank you for all your help with the wedding preparations, Alina.”

         
         Alina turned from the open terrace doors, told herself she wasn’t looking for one particular face among the guests, and smiled
            at her soon-to-be sister. “The wedding coordinator did most of the work.”
         

         
         “But I enjoyed doing it with you. It gave us a chance to get to know each other better.”

         
         Alina smiled but remained distracted by the guests taking their seats outside.

         
         “And since I’ve gotten to know you, I can see something is bothering you. Did one of your brothers upset you?”

         
         “If it was Caden, I’ll talk to him,” Mia volunteered.

         
         “Not at all. They’ve been too preoccupied with the wedding.”

         
         Ashley touched Alina’s arm. “Is that it? Are you feeling left out?”

         
         Kinda. But not in the way Ashley meant. She felt left out of love.

         
         And this was Ashley’s big day, not Alina’s Pity Party.

         
         Alina gave her a hug. “Thanks for worrying about me, but I’m fine. I’m over-the-moon happy for you and Beck.” She smiled at
            Mia. “And you and Caden.”
         

         
         “It may sound cliché but it will happen for you someday.” Ashley’s bright optimism gave Alina hope.

         
         The music played outside. “It’s happening for you right now.” Alina took her place behind Mia and accepted the lovely bouquet
            of white roses the florist handed her. Mia made her way down the aisle. Alina waited her turn and spotted Beck impatiently
            waiting at the front, his eyes locked on the space behind her where Ashley waited just out of sight. Love and hope shone in
            his eyes. A love she’d seen grow these last many months.
         

         
         The wedding coordinator signaled her to go. Alina turned to Ashley first. “Thank you for making my brother so happy. I love
            you. Welcome to the family.”
         

         
         Ashley’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Thank you, Alina. That means so much to me. I love you, too.”

         
         Alina walked out the door feeling better, knowing she did have love in her life. And one day, she’d find her true love.

         
         Of all the many guests staring at her as she walked down the aisle, one drew her eye but she turned away. There might be fire
            between them but Alina wasn’t about to get burned by a man who felt right but was all wrong.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Jay wanted to wring Alina’s pretty neck, kiss her, and drag her back to his bed all at the same time. Instead, he took another
            sip of his beer. No more whiskey. He’d save the high-priced champagne for toasting the bride and groom dancing together under
            a massive crystal chandelier surrounded by their family and friends. They looked so damn happy.
         

         
         They deserved that kind of happiness.

         
         And he was beginning to think he’d done something to piss off the fates and the universe so that every woman who came into
            his life found it so easy to walk right back out of it. Of course, he’d done a poor job of making them want to stay. He’d
            certainly never found himself thinking about buying a diamond ring and making a promise for forever. Hell, he couldn’t even
            promise he’d show up for a date. But somehow Caden and Beck managed to make it work. They found women who understood them
            and the life they lived and how their work was more than a job.
         

         
         He didn’t immediately understand why he’d woken up with Alina feeling so right until she walked out the door and closed it
            on them. A part of him felt like she could be one of those rare women who understood those things about him because she’d
            seen the impact of the job on her brothers. She understood the work and the men who did it. And maybe that was exactly why
            she’d left. She didn’t want any part of delving deeper into that world with him.
         

         
         How much of it had to do with what he did for a living, and that he worked with her brothers? How much of it had to do with
            him in particular?
         

         
         He’d never know because she’d made it clear their paths were never to meet again. She’d practically run away every time they
            got within ten feet of each other today. She went out of her way not to look at him all through the meal. He couldn’t seem
            to keep his eyes off her.
         

         
         This wedding couldn’t end soon enough. He’d go home, back to work, and forget this weekend ever happened.

         
         “What’d she say to piss you off?” Beck slapped him on the shoulder with those damning words. If Beck picked up on . . . whatever
            the hell was going on between him and Alina . . . and found out he got drunk with his sister, then slept with her, Jay was
            a dead man. Admittedly, he didn’t get much sleep. Which if pointed out to Beck would only result in an even more torturous
            death.
         

         
         Which made him think fast to play this off. “Ashley’s an angel, and definitely heaven-sent seeing as how she’d need divine
            grace to reform you.”
         

         
         “Nice try, but I’ve seen you glare at my sister about five times now. So what gives?”

         
         Shit. Better to take the blame than lay it at Beck’s sister’s feet. “I stuck my foot in my mouth, said something stupid, and
            fumbled the apology.”
         

         
         “She put you in your place, did she?”

         
         Yeah, on the other side of the door and out of her life and memory. “She’s got a way about her. It was stupid.” He should
            have walked away from the bar instead of taking a seat next to her. Short of that, he should have seen her safely to her room
            last night, said good-night, and gone back to his bed alone. Like most nights. A series of dumb decisions. He shouldn’t be
            surprised it turned to shit this morning. “I’ll stay out of her way. Don’t worry about it, man.”
         

         
         “She can hold her own.”

         
         Relieved Beck intended to drop it, he turned the conversation to why he was really here. “Congratulations, Beck. I don’t think
            I’ve ever seen you happier.”
         

         
         “It’s strange. We’ve been together for months. I always knew she was mine, but the second she said ‘I do,’ I felt the connection
            between us roar out, ‘She’s mine!’”
         

         
         Why the hell isn’t Alina mine?

         
         He squashed that thought and the possessive beast that showed up out of nowhere this morning and wouldn’t go back to his lair
            and hibernate.
         

         
         “Weird but true,” Beck went on. “Anyway, I need a favor.”

         
         “Sure. Anything.”

         
         “Alina is taking Adam for a few days while Ashley and I are on our honeymoon, but Alina has this thing on Wednesday. I had
            a sitter lined up to take him that night, but it just fell through. Mind babysitting my kid instead of a bunch of drug dealers
            that night?”
         

         
         “Pizza, ice cream, and cartoons. I’m in. It’ll be a hell of a better night than most.”

         
         “You need a woman.”

         
         I had the perfect one last night. “You and Caden took the best ones.”
         

         
         Beck and he stared at Caden and Mia wrapped in each other’s arms swaying on the dance floor. Ashley danced with Beck’s dad.
            Alina twirled Adam around, dodging the cupcake in his hand as he clutched it and took a bite.
         

         
         “It changes everything.” Beck’s adoring gaze followed his bride across the dance floor.

         
         For the lucky ones. Jay didn’t seem to be one of them.
         

         
         “Anyway, thanks for taking care of Adam. Do you want me to work out the details between you?”

         
         Jay didn’t want Beck to think there was a good reason for him and Alina not to have a simple conversation about pickup and
            drop-off for a babysitting gig. “I’ll set things up with her. Go get your wife. Looks like it’s time to cut the cake before
            your son steals another cupcake.”
         

         
         Sure enough, Adam tried to pull Alina back to the cake table. Alina laughed and tried to coax the little guy away. Adam finally
            gave up and swung back to Alina, running right into her legs with his white cream-smeared face. Alina’s eyes went wide with
            shock, then resignation when she saw the mess on her beautiful red dress. Adam looked up at her with a wobbly bottom lip and
            apology in his eyes. Alina cupped his chin and smiled down at him with her lips pressed together, then said, “It’s okay. Accidents
            happen.”
         

         
         Jay read the words on her lips and thought about last night. No accident, but, yeah, sometimes things happen. And it’s okay.
            The mess can be wiped clean.
         

         
         He’d do that now and set them back to being, if nothing else, acquaintances who smiled politely, exchanged pleasantries, shared
            babysitting duties, and never let on that they’d spent one wild night in each other’s arms.
         

         
         He’d learn to live with it.

         
         And start now. He went around the bar, ignored the side-eye from the bartender, wet a towel at the sink, and rushed over to
            Alina. Beck used a napkin to wipe Adam’s face and hands.
         

         
         Jay handed the wet towel to Alina. “Try this.” Their fingers touched and it evoked a thousand memories from last night.

         
         Alina’s breath hitched. She covered by gently wiping the largest lumps of frosting from her dress, then using a clean corner
            to wipe the smears. “Thank you.” She spoke the words bent over and staring at her lap, wiping nonexistent frosting away.
         

         
         Jay didn’t say anything with Beck standing right there with Adam in his arms.

         
         “Sorry, sis.” Beck poked his finger into Adam’s belly. “What do you say?”

         
         “Sorry.”

         
         Alina smiled for her brother and nephew. “It’s okay.”

         
         “Looks like Ashley is ready to cut the cake.” Beck glanced back at the three-tier wedding cake and his bride smiling for him.

         
         “Go. I’m fine.” Alina shooed him away with her hands, the dirty, wet rag swinging. She still didn’t look at Jay.

         
         “Jay can take Adam on Wednesday.”

         
         Alina’s gaze finally swung to him but she didn’t say anything.

         
         “We’ll work it out. Go, your bride is waiting for you.” Jay cocked his head toward Ashley, waiting patiently with the wedding
            coordinator, who checked her watch.
         

         
         Jay waited for Beck to walk out of earshot. He didn’t look at Alina when he handed her his phone. “Put your number in there.
            I’ll text you for the pickup and drop-off times. Oh, and your address.”
         

         
         Alina tapped all the information into his cell, then sent herself a text. He tried not to make it obvious he watched her every
            move, noticing her slender fingers, the swell of her breasts pressing against the top of her gown, the incredible way she
            smelled. Sweet and exotic.
         

         
         “Now I have your number.”

         
         “You had my number last night.”

         
         Her gaze snapped to his. “What is that supposed to mean?”

         
         He stuffed his hands in his pockets and sighed. “Nothing.”

         
         “I think you meant something.”

         
         “You didn’t want to hear it this morning, it won’t make a difference now. You made up your mind.”

         
         “What is it you think I think?”

         
         “That this is a bad idea.” He couldn’t really disagree when Beck kept checking them out despite helping Adam pick another
            cupcake from the assortment stacked on a rack next to the big cake.
         

         
         She didn’t say anything. He took his phone from her hand hanging at her side and walked away. They didn’t have anything left
            to say to each other on that subject. He skipped the cake and opted for another beer at the bar. He kept his back to the room
            and everyone having a good time dancing and celebrating the happy couple.
         

         
         Two hours and three beers later he made his way up to his room and flopped on the perfectly made bed with his back against
            the headboard. He stared at the black TV and listened to the silence, fighting the memories of him and Alina wrecking the
            bed that felt as empty as his heart.
         

         
         He didn’t regret last night. In fact, doing it all over again nearly had him running to Alina. But his friendships with Caden
            and Beck mattered. They were like brothers to him. He didn’t want to disappoint or piss them off. This could affect the trust
            and bond they’d forged working side by side in the
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