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        I thought I'd finally moved on from Evan Pierce. After years of being his secret, I was ready to build something real with Jake—a man who actually wanted to be seen with me.

      

        

      
        Jake is everything Evan isn't: reliable, honest, and unafraid to fight for what he wants. With him, I don't have to wonder where I stand or wait for scraps of attention.

      

        

      
        But then Evan shows up at my door, finally ready to say the words I've been waiting to hear. Now he wants to fight for us, claiming he was wrong to let me go.

      

        

      
        I'm caught between the man who taught me I deserve better and the man I haven’t stopped loving.

      

        

      
        How do you choose between the love you've always wanted and the love you know you deserve?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Please be aware, while this story may be read as a standalone, reading Fragments of Us and Fragments of Hope first is best!

      

      

      
        
        This novel will also continue many storylines from the first two books. Unless you don’t mind being lost at first as to who’s who, or ruining the ending of the previous novels, my recommendation is that you get to know everyone from the beginning!

      

        

      
        Happy Reading! :)
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      After Stefan died, my whole world fell apart.

      I wish that was an exaggeration, but it isn’t.

      The night he died, Yvette screamed at me and Evan, calling us disgusting and saying it was our fault he died, because he’d seen us kissing.

      First, when had he seen us kissing? Evan hadn’t kissed me at that party, although he had leaned in pretty close to my face to say something. We wouldn’t have dared to do something as stupid as kiss at a family party before telling his brother as well as everybody else about us. Of course, Yvette’s little outburst pretty much took care of announcing our relationship to her whole family just as they lost their brother.

      Grace is dating Evan, the brother of the father of her child.

      Their looks of shock couldn’t compare to my devastation in that moment.

      I’d never wished for a floor to open up and swallow me, but right then I had.

      We hadn’t killed Stefan, not that I’ve ever thought for a moment her insane ramblings were true. He’d been thirty years old for fuck’s sake! Shock from finding out his brother was dating the mother of his child wouldn’t have killed a perfectly healthy man.

      And although we discovered Stefan died from an enlarged heart, it hadn’t prevented Evan from pulling away from me.

      I need him, but Yvette’s cruel words really got into his head and I’m the one paying for it, as is my daughter.

      So, in the past year, I’ve lost my best friend Elizabeth due to my own stupidity, Stefan in death, and Evan, too.

      Not to mention Lyndsey, my daughter, turning four just weeks before her father died.

      Never in a million years did I think I would have to explain why daddy wasn’t around and why she would never see him again. What, as a mother, could I have said other than the truth? So I told her and we both cried our hearts out.

      I never loved Stefan and we weren’t really friends even after our drunken one night stand that resulted in my pregnancy, but he was my daughter’s father. She needs him and now, all she has left of him is his family.

      A family I know only keeps me around because I’m the mother of Stefan’s daughter.

      It hurts like a bitch and always has.

      But the pain couldn’t end there though, right?

      Of course not. Nothing will ever be that simple in my life.

      Stefan had been well off. He owned a business, Pierce & Pierce Enterprise, which was a profitable one that ended up expanding into three locations across the state.

      Evan was his partner from the very beginning. Stefan had been the brains behind the software while Evan collaborated but also took care of the financial side of things.

      It wasn’t that Stefan hadn’t been good with money; he just preferred to let somebody else take care of the paperwork.

      This all started right after we slept together. He’d been a mess, but once he came out of his depression over Elizabeth leaving, he threw himself into starting a business and it blossomed.

      Evan joined him.

      Together, they both had a new purpose and left their old jobs behind for doing something they both loved. When Stefan died, I had no idea what would happen to his side of the business.

      I should’ve known everything would’ve been taken care of from the onset.

      Evan invited me to the office a few weeks after Stefan’s death, only to tell me that when they started the business, an agreement had been drawn up. Something that would, in cases like these, make sure everything went smoothly.

      Then, he told me that by law, Lyndsey is Stefan’s heir and after her birth, the agreement had been updated with that information.

      So technically, my daughter now owns half of quite a profitable company. Then, just as I inquired about what happened next, a man I’d only met a few times came into the room.

      Geoffrey Lazarski, mutual friend of Evan and Stefan’s, and in my opinion, a complete and utter bastard, took a seat next to Evan, making me feel nauseous.

      “Grace,” he’d said with a frown. “Sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances.”

      “Thanks.”

      Evan laid some papers in front of me and began explaining what I’d see on them.

      In essence, Evan and Geoffrey were named trustees. Stefan allowed for Geoffrey to buy out twenty-five percent of his stake upon his death, leaving Lyndsey with a twenty-five percent stake and the profits of any future sale and his estate, all monies to be put into a trust until she turned twenty-one. That is, all monies except for a yearly stipend given in monthly increments for the care and upbringing of his daughter.

      When Evan named the amount, my mouth dropped open because my baby would be take care of for life.

      They told me how it would all work and after I signed some papers, I went home when Evan and Geoffrey began to talk about something else.

      No look, no hug, no anything from Evan. He pretended we were nothing and had never been anything. He had been cold, distant…unfailingly polite.

      And even though I wanted to scream, I didn’t at the time.

      Months have passed since that day and still Evan barely acknowledges my existence.

      The pain comes with the fact he’s been overseeing my daughter’s trust for a long time, which means I can’t totally ignore him.

      I ache and pine for the man I’d spent two years having a secret relationship with and love with all my heart.

      But now, a whole year and a half has passed since Stefan died and I’m over it, the anger at Evan’s abrupt desertion of me spilling over and erupting despite my efforts to keep it contained.

      Today, he’ll talk to me, one way or the other.
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        * * *

      

      I discovered Evan’s interest in me when Lyndsey was only eighteen months old.

      Even after Stefan’s family were told we were having a child together, we never really spent much time together. His sisters threw me a baby shower, planned along with my mother, but otherwise, nada. And truly, I hadn’t minded. We weren’t together, so it wasn’t like I would become part of the family in the form of a wife.

      Evan had been polite but distant at that point. However, he was a great uncle, always bringing Lyndsey presents and treats, often to my displeasure because she would want sweets instead of dinner. She adored him and the rest of the family, which was lucky because she was the only grandchild and many people loved her.

      No mother could really ask for more.

      Then, things changed.

      Why or how, I don’t really know. I didn’t do anything different from what I always had, yet Evan began coming around more often.

      At first, I thought it rather innocent. Even though Stefan was highly involved with Lyndsey, I’ve always been a single mother. I had my place along with a full-time job and sometimes I needed help, whether it involved something needing fixed or installed.

      The first time Evan offered to help and told me he’d do it again if only I would just ask before he left. So I did ask, because I really had better things to do with my time than fix the pipes under my kitchen sink.

      What was innocent? His offer, of course. But there wasn’t anything innocent about my acceptance. He would come over dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, only to take off his t-shirt to work and wow, I would have to walk away to fan myself after a few moments. Nothing like a half naked man laying on your floor getting dirty for you.

      Things escalated from there.

      Offering him drinks afterward went from quickly handing him a glass of water to making sure our hands touched as often as possible. Every single time, honestly.

      He would look at me with those sexy eyes of his and grin, showcasing his dimples before slowly drinking the water. Oh, he knew what he did to me and relished in it. Before then, I’d never seen him smile much as he’d always been rather serious but around me, it was like he forgot to be that person. He would smile and tease me, and lift my daughter up to twirl her around, laughing like crazy as she giggled along.

      One night just after Lyndsey turned two, Evan showed up at my door. I’d already put her to bed when he knocked.

      “We need to talk,” he said, the serious look back on his face. “Can I come in?”

      I stepped back, instant anxiety making my stomach flip. What could he possibly want to talk about?

      I didn’t have to wonder long. No sooner was he inside the door and it shut than he had my back pressed up against it.

      “Here’s the problem, Grace,” he stated flat out. “I like you.”

      Smiling, I tilted my head. “I like you, too. And so does Lyndsey.”

      He flirted with me before, but I never considered it as all that serious, and he seemed so angry right then at my response.

      “No.” He shook his head, a rueful grin on his face. “Not innocently, Grace. I…I really like you.”

      That’s when he brought his body real close and rocked against me gently.

      I felt every inch of him, and I do mean every inch.

      “Oh.” Really. That’s all I could say. Yep. My mouth even hung open a little.

      He didn’t say anything, just stared at me with his serious face as I tried to figure out what to say.

      When his eyes dropped to my mouth, the fight to deny our feelings for each other was over.

      Yet he still fought it and honestly, I figured maybe we should. Dating the brother of the father of my child? Wouldn’t that be strange?

      “I don’t know what to do…” He kept his hands on the door behind me as he struggled to find the right words. “I didn’t expect to feel this way.”

      I hadn’t said anything. Really, being naughty didn’t seem that terrible of a thing in the moment. Evan was gorgeous and here he stood, all six feet and two hundred pounds of him with barely an inch of fat, telling me how much he wanted me. Nothing really would have stopped me, but I decided to mess with him anyway.

      “What way? Sisterly?”

      His eyes flicked down my body and back up, flaring as they met mine once again.

      “I feel anything except brotherly towards you, Grace.”

      I placed one hand on his chest and the other on his shoulder, before sliding it up to rest on the back of his neck.

      “You might kiss me and feel nothing.”

      “Or,” he tossed back, raising an eyebrow. “I might kiss you and feel everything, baby.”

      If I were the swooning type, I might have then, but he hadn’t given me the chance before capturing my lips with his.

      There’d been no denying it then. He’d been right.

      He kissed me and I let him feel everything.

      And that was how our love affair began.
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      Since Lyndsey turned five earlier this year, she’s in kindergarten.

      It had been hard to face Evan and his family for her birthday party, as she’s a niece and a granddaughter to them while I’m merely her mother.

      I wanted to scream at them, tell them if it wasn’t for me, none of them would have Lyndsey at all, but I doubt they would have cared. They were polite to me because as her mother, I can tell them all to fuck off and there isn’t a damn thing they can do.

      And at the time, Evan continued to keep his distance and I kept mine, even as I cried on the inside.

      I don’t care about them, truly. I don’t care about the money or the business or what Stefan left her. All I care about is, and always will be, the wellbeing of my little girl.

      Making sure she grows up happy and healthy, knowing her father loved her, is all that matters.

      She still cries for him occasionally and I’ll always join right in because when my daughter is in pain, I am, too.

      And now, she goes to class without an issue, happy to be there, while I stand at the entrance to the classroom, blubbering like a fool. She turns and waves at me, the smile on her face the first of its kind I’ve seen since her father died.

      School’s been good for her. She learns and has made new friends, all while giving her something else to think about than missing her dad.

      With a final wave, I leave the school and drive the few minutes to my house.

      I took the day off work today after a rather rough weekend. I don’t know why I didn’t just tell them I would be in a little late. Sitting around my house surely won’t solve anything. And truly, I have nothing to do.

      I’ve never had many friends in my entire life. Elizabeth and I became friends at college, but we last saw each other at Stefan’s funeral. I don’t count when I see her around town, because we never speak. She smiles at me from time to time, yet I never approach her, still ashamed at my behavior and how I wronged both her and Stefan.

      I just can’t do it, despite my desire to make things right between us.

      Now, she’s married to Simon and they have a baby. I’ve seen him in passing, as she carries him around in her arms. An adorable, chubby faced little guy with Simon’s blond hair — I don’t know how old he is now; nine or ten months, I guess.

      That’s what I want, by the way. Not that I don’t love my daughter, because I adore her with all I have. But I want more kids. Another baby, or maybe two or three. I’ll have many as I can if I have the chance.

      With Evan, of course.

      I know what people will think, what they can’t help but consider. After all, I’ve had a child with Stefan. To have a child with his brother? Some will say it’s gross, but it isn’t like that, not to me.

      After all, me and Stefan hadn’t meant to get together. We had a one night stand after Elizabeth left, when both of us felt as though our hearts out had been ripped out.

      She’d been attacked on a night out with me, while Stefan had been out of the country and soon after, she became a different person. Stefan and I stupidly tried to find solace in each other after she kicked him to the curb and then disappeared without a word of goodbye.

      He stepped up when I told him I became pregnant as result, but that had been all between us. We never dated, never even attempted; we were just two very different people who had a child and nothing else except an old, similar heartache.

      Evan, though? At only eighteen months younger than Stefan, I’ve always thought him the more handsome of the two. Same dark blue eyes, but Evan inherited his father’s hair color; a rich black hue, so dark there’s a blueish sheen when wet or in the light.

      Where Stefan had been a hot head, Evan is level headed and austere. He takes his work serious and doesn’t put up with crap from anybody. I’ve always admired that, as he’s strong where I lack. He stays calm even when upset, while I tend avoid conflict at all costs. He’s the sunshine when I feel as if I’m drowning in the rain. We are two halves of a whole. At least, I thought we were.

      Angry at him all over again, I look down at my phone to see the time.

      11 a.m.

      By the time I get to his work, he’ll be on lunch. He always eats lunch in his office because he says it’s the only time he gets to himself.

      Well, not today. Today, I’ll get my answer, even if I have to get naked to make him talk to me.

      Before I truly think through my plan, and the potential consequences, I head out to give him a piece of my mind.
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        * * *

      

      “Is he in?”

      His secretary, I dunno her name nor do I care to know what it is, just stares at me, scowling.

      “Yes, he is, but you can’t just barge in.”

      “Sure I can.” I smile brightly at her. “Don’t announce me, unless you’d like me to tell him you’re out here texting.”

      Her eyes widen as I storm past her desk. She probably wonders how I know, which is really simple—I watched her while approaching her desk. Texting is actually forbidden and if she gets caught, she’ll be fired.

      She’s mute as I turn the handle of his office door and step inside, closing it gently behind me.

      “Alexis, you’re supposed to knock⁠—”

      Evan turns in his chair, his words cutting off at the sight of me.

      Alexis. So that’s her name. I file that information away for use later, if necessary.

      “Hello, Evan.”

      He stares at me, his face closing up. His eyes don’t burn brightly like they used to and my chest tightens, stomach roiling.

      What am I doing? He’s made it clear he doesn’t want me, so why did I show up like this? Why do I torture myself?

      Oh right, I want to hear him say it, so I’m going to be as outrageous as possible. Maybe I’ve been too nice. Hell, no maybe about it. I let him thrust me aside without saying a word, but no more.

      “You know, considering you fucked me for two years, the least you can do is say hi.”

      “Don’t be crude, Grace. It doesn’t become you.”

      I laugh, mocking his words. “It doesn’t become me?” He’s always loved using what I consider proper and uptight speech. “You know what doesn’t become you? Treating me like I’m a slut you got sick of and just tossed aside without so much as a ‘thanks for the fun.’”

      He flinches then, but doesn’t get up. He continues to pick at his food, now refusing to look at me.

      I stomp closer, my heels digging into the plush carpet of the room. “Talk to me, damn you.”

      Nothing.

      I slap my hand on the desk upon reaching it, making him jump at the sudden violent action from me.

      “Admit it. All a game to you, huh? Did you enjoy it? Did you enjoy treating me like a fuck toy only to decide I wasn’t worth it once your brother died?”

      I’m not making any sense, and I know it, but want nothing more than to piss him off.

      His face goes pale at the mention of Stefan, his mouth pinching with anger. Yet, he still doesn’t speak.

      “Two years I let you hide me like something to be ashamed of, when I never gave two fucks what he thought. You said you would tell him, but you were full of fucking shit! You were never going to tell him. How long were you gonna lie to me, to yourself?”

      My voice raises, near to yelling as he finally reacts.

      His eyes burn now as he stands up and slaps his own hands on the surface of his desk, leaning forward until our faces are inches apart.

      “Get out,” he says through clenched teeth.

      I can almost taste his anger, his voice seething and want to crow with victory.

      “Or what?”

      Oh, I’ll taunt him. He isn’t a man you
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