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Natalie

 

My coffee was hot. My speech well-practiced. Nat King Cole’s “When I Fall In Love” played in the background. Not the ideal soundtrack for a public breakup, but I could use the sentiment to my advantage.

Gathering courage in one deep inhale, I opened my mouth to speak.

Holden beat me to the punch, belting, “Who are you looking at?”

“What?” I snapped my gaze from the swirling liquid in my mug to the man sitting across from me, who as it turned out, wasn’t paying me any attention at all.

Face red, chest inflated, body vibrating with unbridled energy, Holden glared hellfire at someone at the counter. I risked a quick perusal at the poor soul, and dear, sweet Jesus, no wonder my hotheaded, soon-to-be ex-boyfriend, was ready to blow. The target of Holden’s outrage was handsome, the kind of pretty that made you do a double take, but his obvious beauty wasn’t the issue. The problem was the beautiful stranger seemed to be frozen in time, coat in one hand, phone in the other, dreamy eyes aimed my direction with laser focus.

My stomach flipped, then warmed, the heat spreading from gut to limbs like a shot of Dad’s expensive whiskey. I had never felt more coveted. Ever. Not through words, touch, actions. Especially not from the way someone looked at me. And that man studied me like I was the answer to all his questions.

Oh, shitty, shit, shittard.

Look away, I mentally urged the clueless stranger. For the love of God, look away.

Holden shifted, readying to stand, a move I knew too well.

Predicting the outcome, I slammed a hand around his thick wrist, my grip tight but slight compared to his bulk. “Holden, please. Not today. Just ignore the guy.”

“Ignore him?” he seethed. “He’s eye-fucking my woman.”

He wasn’t.

Admiring. Appreciating, maybe. Regardless, I kept those thoughts to myself.

Holden ran hot one hundred percent of the time, and the slightest spark could cause a devastating explosion. Great quality in bed, not so much in public.

“Please.” I summoned my frail voice, knowing he couldn’t resist vulnerability in any woman, but especially, his woman. “I need to talk to you.” Then, because Holden loved an ego stroke, I threw in, “He’s probably one of your fans and recognizes me from your posts.”

Holden vibrated, his leg bouncing under the table. He gnawed on his bottom lip, that vein in his left temple protruding. Finally, a dramatic exhale signaled a shift from his rage haze, and he turned to face me once again.

“Yeah, baby, you’re probably right. What do you need to talk about?” His steely, blue eyes searched mine, but never landed, never focused.

Palms sweaty, I released his arm and opened my mouth to speak. “I think—”

“I wish you’d wear contacts when we’re out together,” he interrupted. “Those glasses hide your gorgeous face.” Leaning closer, he reclaimed my hand and rubbed a small circle in my palm, as if to soothe the sting of his words. “And those lenses always ruin our pictures.”

I choked down my retort because his comment was only one of the many reasons our relationship was over.

In my periphery, a tall figure drew near, his presence a pulsing, radiant force. My body hummed, attuned to his frequency. With every bit of willpower I possessed, I refrained from straying my focus.

I pushed my glasses higher on my nose, sucked in a breath, and started again the speech I’d practiced for days. “Listen, Ho—”

The stranger, now mere steps from our table, cleared his throat, drawing Holden’s attention, and mine, in his direction.

I was met with a soft, inquisitive gaze, and my insides shifted, tightening and tingling and, dammit, I heated from the inside out, my cheeks burning something fierce. The man was dressed for a day at the office but carried himself like a prize fighter about to enter the ring, confident, focused, ready to conquer.

As if Holden was nothing but air, the clueless patron offered me a nod and added a cocky, sideways grin before moving past.

Dimples.

Sweet Lord, he had dimples.

My kryptonite.

If the man’s presence was a spark, his blatant flirt was a barrel of gasoline with a lit bundle of TNT thrown into the mix.

Holden exploded from his chair, knocking the table, me, and my coffee off balance. Hot liquid scorched my chest. “Goddammit, Holden!” I cried, stumbling to my feet. A woman screamed. Men shouted from behind the counter.

Someone hooked an arm around my waist, pulling me to safety before our table flew. Behind me carried on the unmistakable grunts, huffs, and all-too-familiar smacks of a fight well under way.

Just another day in the life of Holden Oswald Travers the Third.

My vision blurred, rage washing away the humiliation.

One and a half years had been five hundred forty days too long to be acquainted with the fitness model/personal trainer/self-proclaimed media superstar, despite his boyish blue eyes, well-conditioned body, or his giant…ahem, never mind. For the record, size did not matter when attached to a narcissistic gym rat.

Without a second thought, or running to the aid of the innocent victim who’d done nothing but look at me, I stormed out the back exit.

Fuck Holden. He didn’t deserve the courtesy of a mature breakup.

And fuck that beautiful stranger and his mesmerizing stare.
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Cole

 

Mesmerizing. Sweet Jesus, that woman knocked me for a loop, and then some. Right before her bulldog attacked.

Been a long time since anyone had gotten the jump on me. Too bad that silver-eyed angel hadn’t stuck around to watch me wipe the floor with her boyfriend.

The guy was all brawn and bravado. No brain. The type I was all too familiar with. A runaway train with faulty brakes. Only way to stop that path of destruction was by way of decommission. A few jabs for warm-up, then one strike to that square jaw, and the hot-head had dropped like a fly.

Even unconscious, the guy looked angry. Made no sense, that matchup. She was sunshine, and he was gloomier than the fall drizzle outside.

Not my problem, I reminded myself.

The police were called. An ambulance, too.

Witnesses confirmed my story. I’d been jumped and acting solely in self-defense. I wouldn’t press charges. Not worth my time.

The kicker? The woman had disappeared. I didn’t get a chance to make sure she was okay, and that bothered me more than losing thirty minutes of my morning.

Ellis waited outside, arms crossed over his massive chest, hip against my Roadster. “How is it you manage to destroy a cafe, but don’t get a speck of dust on your silk shirt?”

“Thanks for your help, asshole.” I bumped his arm as I passed.

“You had it handled. Besides”—he tapped on the door—“someone had to guard your shiny new car.”

I’d recently ditched my gas-guzzler for electric and, damn, she was a beauty. Quick, too. God bless Elon Musk. Ellis, two sizes too large for the vegan leather seat, never wasted a chance to be seen standing next to, or sitting inside, my sporty black Tesla. Always with the window down. Always with a cheesy grin on his face. Didn’t take much to keep my friend happy and, damn, I liked him happy.

I made my way to the driver’s side and told him over the roof, “Some over-juiced pretty boy didn’t like me looking at his girl.”

“What girl? And why the hell were you looking?”

“God’s honest?” I settled into the driver’s seat, waited for Ellis to tuck in. “I don’t fucking know.”

I knew. Didn’t like what had come over me. A strange sense of kismet, an unexplainable familiarity, an unholy attraction.

“Spell it out for me.” The skin between his thick brows wrinkled.

I merged into traffic. “I was minding my own business, waiting for our coffee, and I heard her voice. She sounded like Cadence.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. God, I missed my sister. “That’s what made me look. And, damn, the woman was beautiful. Had this aura. She glowed. Stopped me dead.” I refrained from waxing poetic about her silky blond hair, her pink, full lips, or eyes the color of cold steel.

“Aura?” Ellis laughed. “C’mon man. That’s bullshit, and you know it.”

“Yeah, I fucking know. Doesn’t change the fact it happened. Swear to Christ, when she looked at me, my brain short-circuited.”

“You’re lucky her boyfriend didn’t make a meal outta your skinny ass.”

Ellis stood an inch taller than me, had me by a good fifty pounds, but where I was turkey breast, my friend was more prime rib, and he never let an opportunity slip to remind me he was bigger, despite the fact he’d never taken me down on the mat.

Our trip to the gym passed in silence. Ellis only zipped his lips when he had something epic to say, a think before you speak kind of guy, so I parked, cut the engine, and said, “Spit it out, bud,” then made myself comfortable, settling into the seat and buckling down for an earful.

After a deep rise and fall of his chest, he blurted, “I’m worried about you.”

“Okay.” So was I, but that was between me and my weathered spirit.

“Seriously. What’s up? You’ve been off lately. You’re always on edge. You spend all your free time at the gym. And what was that scuffle really about this morning?”

“He attacked me,” I reminded him. “And you know damn well why I’m at the gym.”

Holden rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know. You’re on a mission. Noble, yes, but nobody gets the jump on you unless you wanna fight.”

Fuck. True. First glance I’d known that, if provoked, the guy at the coffee shop would react, and maybe I’d needed the release. But that wasn’t what’d made me look in the first place. That woman’s presence had drawn me in. Siren enchanting the sailor. Seeing her sitting next to that Mike O’Hearn wannabe had summoned my primal urges.

“Not sure what came over me. It was crazy like I knew her, but on a whole different level. God.” I scratched my aching temple. “This is hard to explain. There was a connection. Just…something. That ever happen to you?”

The left side of his mouth twitched. He tried and failed to hide his grin. “Yeah, when I met Darlene.”

Darlene, the woman who’d broken his heart more than once before skipping town with Eva, his one-eyed Yorkie.

“So you get it?”

“No, dipshit.” He flicked the side of my head. “I don’t get it.”

“But you just said—”

His thick finger jabbed my chest, silencing me. “Not the same.”

“How’s it different?”

With a huff, he jerked the door handle and dropped one foot to the asphalt, then paused. “When I met Darlene, I was single.” Before closing the door, he turned and asked, “And where the hell is my coffee?”
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Natalie

 

“So, how’d he take it?” Mom asked over her shoulder, working the buttons on the Keurig. She wore her favorite cardigan, the violet highlighting her ice-blue eyes.

I slammed my handbag down next to a stack of mail on the dining table. “I didn’t get a chance to do the deed.” I huffed, then plopped my rear onto a stool at the kitchen island.

Mom slid a fresh cup of coffee my way. “Why not? Did you change your mind?”

“Oh, hell no. We’re over.” I chugged, suffering through the burn, because Mom’s coffee was the bomb. “But that bulldozer will have to figure it out on his own. I’m done.”

I relayed the details of my horrid morning. The fight. The humiliation. My ruined blouse. The stranger with the dreamy eyes who did nothing but look at me like I was everything he’d ever wanted in the world… And wow, thinking back, I’d suffer again to bear the weight of that gaze.

“What happened to the guy?”

I looked up from my drink to find Mom leaned over the counter, chin resting in the palm of her left hand, a knowing smirk twisting her pink-tinged lips.

“I didn’t stick around to find out.”

She blew a raspberry. “Too bad. Sounds like a keeper, to risk life and limb over a woman he’s never met.”

“Yeah, too bad. The man might’ve been my soulmate. Now he’s possibly dead, or at the very least, pulverized because of my embarrassing lapse in judgement when it comes to dating.” Dropping my face to my hands, I shook off the funky vibes and laughed. What else could I do?

Mom raised her mug. “Good riddance, Holden Oswald Travers the Third.”

I lifted my cup to hers. “Damn straight.”

Mom mumbled, “I always hated that name.”

I tapped her mug again. “Amen to that.”

Dad strode into the room, his thick gray hair wet from his shower, his shirt unbuttoned, his belt buckle undone. “What are we celebrating?” he asked, sleepy eyes brightening when he looked at Mom.

He slid a weathered hand over her hip, up her spine, then settled on the nape of her neck before pulling her close. A kiss on her forehead. Next, her nose. Then downward to devour her lips. He pulled back, whispered, “Yummy,” making Mom giggle. He then topped off his assault with a sharp smack to her ass. Same routine, every morning, for as long as I could remember. Swear to the good Lord above, Charles and Linda King fell more in love every passing day.

“Mornin’, Nugget.” Dad kissed the top of my head, grabbed the drink out of my hand, and took a long swig.

Holding my coffee hostage, he stared at me long and hard. “Well?”

“I’m happy to report that Holden will not be the father of your grandchildren. It’s over.”

“That’s my girl.” He ruffled my hair. “I always hated his name. Besides,” Dad continued, “he wasn’t your soulmate.” Dad wiggled his eyebrows and turned to the sink before I could shoot him a glare.

“He’s right.” Mom never wasted an opportunity to remind me I’d met my soulmate in the hospital on the day I was born. “You’re going to marry a man named Caleb.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Well, when will I meet this Caleb? I’m gonna be an old maid soon.”

“I wish I knew, baby.” Mom held a palm to her heart. “Fate works on its own top secret schedule.” She bent to pull something out of the cupboard and said while out of sight, “I wish I wouldn’t have lost that woman’s number. I just know we could’ve been great friends.”

Legend had it my mother and my soulmate’s mother had met in the maternity ward while walking the hallways late at night in hopes of speeding up their labor.

I’d heard the story countless times but never tired of the way Mom’s eyes glazed over when she relived that memory.

“Was the funniest thing.” Her voice now muffled, she continued. “You cried and cried. And the second I held you next to that little baby boy, you stopped and smiled. At barely two days old, you smiled.”

Unlikely, I know, but there was no convincing Mom otherwise. Not for lack of trying.

On and on, she went. Dad, still at the sink but now facing me, finished my mug of coffee while he brewed another cup, this time in a travel mug, his gaze glued to Mom’s ass while she dug through the cupboard.

When she surfaced with an ancient brown-tinted glass cake pan, I gasped. “Oh. My. God. You’re making Auntie Mercy’s Mud Cake?”

“For dinner this weekend.” She blew a lock of dirty blond hair out of her face.

“Lacey’s gonna weep with joy when I tell her.” The chocolate gooey concoction had been the star attraction at every family gathering since I was in diapers and had nursed Lacey and I through many adolescent dramas.

Mom winked, her smile triumphant. “Well, an epic breakup deserves epic cake.”

“You’re the best mom ever.”

“I know.”

I hopped off the stool. “I gotta get to work.” I kissed my mother, then Dad, snatching the travel mug from his fingers.

He chuckled. “Love ya, Nugget.”

“Love you guys. See you Sunday.”
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“Go ahead and say it.” I stopped outside the painted brick building and pulled Lacey clear of a hurried delivery woman.

My best friend batted her thick, dark lashes, smirked, and then said, “I told you so.”

“You so did.”

“So, you just walked away. You don’t know if he’s alive or dead?”

“Oh, he’s alive. Blowing up my phone. Mad I’m not pining over him at the hospital.” I slapped a hand over my forehead. “God, what was I thinking with that guy?”

“You were thinking with your vagina, Nat Brat. It’s okay. We’ve all been there. What’s important is that we learn from our mistakes.” She shot me a playful wink and tugged me toward the heavy wooden door. “Have you lost weight? You look about a hundred and eighty pounds lighter.”

“Ha. Ha. And correction, he weighed a hundred ninety-five pounds, according to his Instagram feed last week.”

“Must’ve been a bad fight if he’s in the hospital.”

“Don’t care. He got what was coming.” Lacey and I weaved through the tables until we found a booth in the back corner of the club, our favorite spot to people-watch.

The after-work crowd dwindled while the college kids slowly filled the dark space. Lacey and I sipped our first drinks, Barolo, of course, ordered another, caught up on our week’s events, and as per our girl-night protocol, we headed for the dance floor to work off our frustrations, celebrate our wins, and let loose—no men allowed.

We danced. We laughed. We teased. We flirted. We never left each other’s side, and when we’d exhausted our energy, we called it a night.

The Rusty Ram was a popular bar in our Belltown neighborhood that served the best pizza, had the dirtiest bathrooms, the friendliest bartenders, happened to be just around the corner from our apartment building, and the go-to for our girls’ nights because we didn’t have to drive.

We could let loose and walk home. Perfect set up.

“Lordy, that was fun.” I stepped out of my heels and scooped them off the ground, the cold cement soothing my aching feet.

“Hey.” Lacey nudged me. “Have you checked out that new gym on Blanchard?”

“What gym?” I had an unfortunate weakness for muscle men.

“Come here.” She hooked her arm through mine and dragged me around the corner. One more block, and we stood in front of a window that stretched the entire length of the refurbished brick building. The bottom floor appeared to be a gym. Above, floor after floor of matching windows. Apartments or condos, maybe.

The front door read Cadence Fight Club, and the gold logo was a simple circle with CFC in the middle. Inside, several people of varying shapes, sizes, and genders gathered around a large mat. In the center of the mat, two men circled each other, fists wrapped, bodies glistening with sweat.

One man, blond and beefy, landed a strike to his opponent, whose back was to me. And what a glorious back. Broad shoulders, slim waist, muscles that rolled and bunched with every move. He bounced from foot to foot, his calves taut and strained. His dark hair curled at the ends in a cute little flip, its boyish charm at odds with the brute force he possessed.

While the blond was larger, his muscles thick, the dark-haired man dominated the space, moving with the grace of a dancer, taunting his opponent.

I slipped my phone out of my pocket and snapped a picture because the scene was surreal. Such beauty amidst the violence.

Blondie swung again. Dark and Dangerous ducked and then struck Blondie in the gut, making me wince. As Blondie doubled over, Dark and Dangerous backed away, still bouncing. He danced around the other side of Blondie, grace, rhythm, and raw sex appeal, his face finally coming into view.

My gut clenched. My heart raced. My lungs ceased to work. I gripped Lacey’s arm for balance.

The man was fit, his sweaty skin stretched over finely honed muscle. Dark chestnut-colored hair. Regal nose. Full lips. But those eyes. Dark with thick lashes. Sweet baby Jesus.

He shot a glance our way, rolled his shoulders, and dropped his gaze back to Blondie on the ground, then his head jerked up. His arms fell to his sides and those mesmerizing eyes locked with mine.

For the second time that day, the man stared at me like I was the light at the end of his tunnel, his sunrise and sunset, his morning bacon, his nightcap, his precious. My insides warmed, cheeks blazed.

“Ooh, girl.” Lacey blew a low whistle.

What luck. Twice in one day. That man. The way he looked at me. Had to be fate. Right?

I froze in place. Mere seconds passed, yet an eternity stretched between us, my future revealed, the stars spreading their arms and pointing to my destiny, toward the man behind the glass, the dimpled Adonis.

He was the one.

He told me so with the heat of his gaze.

Just as I found the courage to smile, he was tackled from behind and thrown to the ground, our connection lost. My lust haze lifted and, without looking back, I shoved Lacey forward and left that gym behind, hurrying my pace.

“Oh, my,” my best friend squealed. “Did you see that guy?”

“Which one?”

“The big one with all that sexy blond hair. Dios Mio. Did you see those biceps?” Lacey fanned herself with her free hand. “We need to join that gym.”

I’m not sure why I refrained from telling her that Dark and Dangerous was the man Holden had scuffled with during my attempted breakup speech. Maybe I got a certain thrill from keeping that little secret to myself. “Looks like a fight gym.”

“So? I’ve always wanted to give boxing a try.” Moving in front of me, she raised delicate hands and threw a fake punch, bouncing on her feet, her ample bosoms nearly shaking free of her push-up bra.

We were polar opposites in shape and size. Lacey stood four inches taller than my five-foot-three, had curves that conjured fantasies, and silky raven hair that hung to her small waist and seemed immune to common annoyances such as frizz or split ends.

“I hate fighting.” I dropped my shoes to the ground and wiggled my feet back into the leather sling-backs.

Lacey grabbed my arm to steady me. “But you’ve got a thing for gyms and the men who frequent them.”

“Not after today,” I assured her, finding my balance and continuing toward home.

“Oh, come on,” she pleaded, hands steepled. “I have to meet that guy. He was gorgeous.”

“I’m not spending money on a new gym when I’m perfectly happy at the gym I’ve been going to for over two years now.”

“Might I remind you that Holden spends fifteen hours a day at that gym?”

“Good point.”

We reached the entrance to our apartment building and giggled our way up the stairs, shushing each other, then laughing harder. I hugged her goodnight at her second floor apartment, then made my way up to the fourth where I resided.

A large, unconscious lump of drunken testosterone sat slumped against my door, his face a mangled mess, lip cut and swollen, both eyes boasting varying shades of bruising, and a ridiculous bandage wrapped around his head and under his chin. Thank God, I’d never given him a key to my place.

Funny, the man he’d attacked hadn’t a mark on him that I could tell. Maybe I should’ve stuck around to watch the scuffle.

I rolled my eyes and considered calling security. Instead, I grabbed the half-empty bottle of Jack out of Holden’s fingers. He wasn’t a drinker. If he woke up and finished that fifth, there was a good chance he’d choke to death on his own vomit, or walk in front of a moving bus. Couldn’t have that on my conscience. “Sleep it off, you big lug,” I whispered, then turned around, headed back downstairs, and spent the night on my best friend’s couch.
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“You actually joined that gym?” I grabbed the pink bakery box out of Lacey’s hand and closed the door behind her, inhaling the sinful chocolate aroma.

Mom butchered the lyrics to “Gooba” from the laundry room. I rolled my eyes. Lacey laughed.

She still wore her workout clothes, but somehow looked fresh as a daisy, hair piled on her head in a perfect messy knot, red lipstick, eyes bright. “Of course, I did.”

Lacey James. Hopeless romantic. Nobody deserved an epic love affair more than my bestie. At age ten, she lost her mother to a tragic train accident. Her father fell ill shortly after. Lacey, the most selfless person I’d ever met, had spent her late teens and all her college years taking care of her ailing father. Mr. James had done his best to raise Lacey right. He’d never remarried and spoke of his wife daily. The doctors had never been able to diagnose his illness, but as the years passed, he withdrew more and more until eventually he died of what I believed to be a broken heart.

“Good for you. Did you meet Blondie yet?”

She followed me into the kitchen. “No. But he’s there every day. I’ve caught him staring at me, and he’s smiled at me three times.”

“So, go talk to him.”

“I’ve tried.” She huffed, dropping her keys on the counter. “I just don’t know how to do this.” Lacey rarely dated. First her father, and now her job as an HR Assistant took most of her time.

“Just do you. You are the most compassionate, funny, gracious person I know. Be yourself, and you’ll be swatting men away like flies.”

“You should come with me. I’m always braver when you’re by my side.” She threw an arm around my shoulders, giving me a hip bump. “Come. Just once. There are hotties everywhere.”

“I’m on a hottie hiatus,” I reminded her, before kissing her cheek and ducking free of her hug. “But I do need to get back into the gym.”

I’d avoided my daily workouts for one reason and one reason only—Holden.

Two weeks had passed since our breakup. Twice he’d shown up at the bank, and I had  pretended to be in a meeting. After day three, I’d blocked his number and changed the security code to my apartment building.

I considered accepting Lacey’s offer to join CFC, but Mr. Dark and Dangerous used that gym, and I wasn’t sure I would survive another encounter with his smolder.

Ugh. My body tingled in all the wrong places just thinking about that stranger.

No, I would not join CFC and further humiliate myself. And even if the guy was interested, my plate was full. I had a corporate ladder to climb. I was currently a junior associate, the best at crunching numbers, and had a sharp eye when it came to assessing risk management, but what I wanted and where I thrived was landing the clients, sealing the deals on corporate accounts. Not an easy feat considering I was a young female in the banking industry. Work was my priority.

Avoiding any commitment to the gym, I changed the subject. “You’re late.” I glanced at the clock. “You’re never late.”

Sunday dinner with my parents was a longstanding tradition. Lacey had only missed one dinner in four years, and only because she’d had a bad flu.

“Yeah. Sorry.” Her doe eyes widened. “You’ll never guess who I ran into.”

Mom came around the corner, carrying a bottle of wine, then stopped short when she spied Lacey. “Who’d you run into?” She pulled both of us into a hug. “Do tell.”

Dad called from the dining room, “Gossip after grace. I’m hungry.”

We joined Dad at the table. We prayed. Before my knife hit the steak, Mom said, “The suspense is killing me. Who’d you run into?”

“Victoria Ford,” Lacey blurted.

Dad cleared his throat. Mom choked on her merlot.

“Oh.” Last name I’d expected to hear. My gut twisted into painful knots. “I thought she moved across the country.” My fork suddenly weighed a thousand pounds, and I lowered it to my plate.

“Get this.” Lacy wiggled in her chair and leaned closer to me. “She’s engaged to some uber rich guy, an heir to some real estate or retail fortune or something like that. She couldn’t stop flashing her ring.”

The room darkened and my stomach sank, but I blinked my best friend back into focus. Victoria Ford. Beautiful, sociopathic bully. The girl who had tormented me for years. Grade school through graduation. Memories pelted my psyche, a cold chill prickling my skin. She could only continue to taunt if I gave her the power. I would not concede my power ever again.

“Well. Good for Victoria. Hope she gets all the happiness she deserves.” I studied my steak, the crust of caramelized spices, the juices dripping down the sides.

One deep breath. Release the negative energy in a slow exhale.

Time to steer the conversation elsewhere. “Tell Mom and Dad about your new love interest.”

Mom jumped all over the subject change. “Who? What? What? What? Did you have a date?”

Lacey gave Mom the lowdown on her gym crush. I chewed my sirloin with gusto. Dad eyed me warily but kept his mouth shut. Good man.

Lacey drove me home since I’d helped Mom polish off the second bottle of wine. At my door, she said, “Are you okay? I’m sorry I brought up She Who Shall Not Be Named.”

That made me laugh. “It’s okay. I just haven’t thought about Victoria for a long time.” I tried, and failed, to get my key into the lock.

“Well, Seattle’s a big city. Chances are we’ll never run into her again.”

“Yeah. You’re probably right. And if I do, well? I don’t know what will happen, but we’re adults now. I’ll be an adult.” After six years of therapy, I could survive an encounter with Victoria. Life would be peachier, though, if I never had to look at that face again.

After the third attempt at my lock, I managed to open my door.

“Do you need me to help you get in bed?”

“Naw, I’m good.”

Hands to hips, Lacey stared at me.

“What?”

“I just love you so much, Nat Brat.” She pulled me in for a squeeze.

“Love you more, Lacey Lulu.”
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“Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.” I repeated my morning mantra as I jogged down the stairwell, my Free People booties making a terrible racket on the cement steps, an ungodly echo ringing my ears.

I’d overslept. Thanks, Mom, for the wine.

The elevator was under repair, hence my morning jog down four flights of stairs. My head buzzed, pounding something fierce, and my stomach threatened punishment. I pushed through the nausea, adrenaline kicking in.

If I skipped my morning coffee and cut through two alleys, I could still make it to work on time. Although, starting work without my coffee would not be a good idea.

Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.

I slammed through the back exit of my apartment building. Speed-walked down the brick alley while breathing through my mouth to avoid the urine stench. Narrowly missed a head-on with a produce delivery truck, then turned on the next corner and waited impatiently for the crosswalk light to allow me safe passage.

I’d made it across the busy street and was two buildings from the bank when a large figure caught my eye. I stopped dead, my heart racing.

Holden stood on the sidewalk, leaning against the bike rack, arms crossed, head down. Chin-length hair tucked behind his ear. Thank the good Lord, he hadn’t seen me. I turned on my heel and raced around the corner, running smack dab into a steel-hard figure.

“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry.” I rubbed my nose, my eyes watering something fierce.

The deep voice penetrated my body like a possession. “Whoa. Sorry.” A long pause, then his chest rose and fell. A smudge of my lipstick marred his blue and silver medallion tie. “Are you okay? Wait…you?”

Righting my glasses, I lifted my chin to see the face of the man that held me steady. Confusion, or maybe curiosity, knitted his brows. Thick dark lashes almost overshadowed his piercing eyes, more gold than brown. Then I looked at my arms, because where he gripped my biceps, his thumbs rubbed slow circles, as though he’d soothed me a thousand times before. Like we were familiar. Like I was his and he was mine.

The suit under his wool coat was crisp and clean, and he smelled like expensive cologne, citrusy and sensual. I braved another gander at his face and, dammit, there it was again, that beautiful, wanting, knowing, needing gaze.

I was hungover, out of breath and, oh, God, lighter than air in the man’s grip.

His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “Do I know you from somewhere? I mean, other than the coffee shop?”

Speechless, I moved my head back and forth. He had a lovely mouth. Full lips, the bottom slightly larger than the top. Would he taste as good as he smelled?

“Are you okay?” he asked, his fingers curling into the soft wool of my blazer, his voice calm, warm, and alluring.

Chalk it up to insanity, lack of sleep, lust, or destiny—but most likely insanity—I rose high on my toes, slapped a hand around his neck, and pulled that man in for kiss. I couldn’t not kiss him. We were brought together that very moment in time for one purpose and one purpose only. A kiss. I knew it in my soul.

His lips were soft and smooth. He tasted like mint and coffee, his flavor registering at the same time I realized he’d stiffened, dropped his arms, and wasn’t returning the affection, but pushing me away.

Stumbling back a step, I brought a finger to my lips. “I’m— Oh, God, I’m so sorry.”

I turned on a dime and dashed back the way I’d come.

“Wait!” he called.

Appalled, I moved forward, my lips singed, my ego bruised.

Holden came my way the moment he spotted me. I shoved right past the crazy brute and had made it to the front door when he grabbed my shoulder and swung me to face him.

“Baby, please, let—”

My palm met his cheek with a loud crack. Every bone in my hand protested, white-hot pain jetting up my arm. Holden didn’t budge, but he did let go of my bicep.

“Leave me alone,” I whisper-shouted.

I turned and left him to stew.

I made it to work with one minute to spare and one hundred percent of my spirit drained.
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Cole

 

“You gonna talk to her, or what?” I slapped Ellis on his back and nodded toward the hot little number who’d joined CFC a few weeks ago. The woman obviously had a thing for Ellis, sneaking glances, turning down the horde of men who’d made a move.

She wasn’t the only female member of our gym, but she was the only one who incited locker-room porn stories. Fuck. I swear men were worse than women when it came to gossip.

“Back off, bub.” Ellis shoved me away and upped the ramp on the treadmill. “I’m playin’ it cool.”

“Stay cool for too long, another one of these meatheads are gonna make their play.”

“Nah, just look at her. That beauty’s only got eyes for me.” He lowered his voice. “She’s looking right now, isn’t she?”

She was, but I told him, “No. She’s talking to Roarke.” I threw a chin nod in the direction of the free weights.

Ellis whipped his head around so fast he tripped over his feet and damned near fell off the machine.

Laughing, I walked away and left him to his humiliation.

Numbskull. His dream woman had dropped out of the sky and into his lap, and he wanted to play games. I’d only shared two short conversations with the doe-eyed bombshell, but she was perfect for Ellis in every way.

I grew up on the same block with Ellis Chambers and Martin Roarke. Ellis was the big teddy bear with a bleeding heart. Martin, the smooth talker, had a temper as red as the hair on his head. Me? I was the scrawny kid who stuttered and wore glasses to correct my lazy eye for most of first grade. Unfortunately, kids didn’t forget, and though I was right as rain by second grade, I’d been labeled “freak,” and that stigma stuck through most of my elementary years. Teased. Bullied. Any time I was separated from my two best friends, the vultures attacked.

When I came home with my first black eye, Dad signed me up for boxing. Best fucking day of my life.

I finished my workout with half an hour on the treadmill, then headed upstairs to my office where I showered and then hit the books.

My mind was not focused on business but on a sweet little dish with killer legs and fuck-me eyes. The woman who’d slammed into me on the street like she’d been running for cover, then kissed me like her life depended on that one desperate, glorious lip-lock.

What was with that beauty? Our paths seemed destined to cross. Was it a sign? Was I supposed to help her in some way? Her boyfriend had been a hot-headed brute. Maybe he was abusive. Maybe I was supposed to teach her to fight. I was a firm believer in fate. Without a doubt, there was a reason she’d been brought into my periphery. After all, CFC was more than just a fight club. When construction was complete, the gym would front my new project, a safe haven for victims of domestic violence.

The thought made me twitchy. What if I couldn’t help her? What if I offered and she blew me off? How could I approach her without coming off as a loon? That was, if I ever bumped into her again.

Shit. Maybe I was making a mountain out of a molehill.

I made my way to the rain-spattered window, made a mental note to call the cleaners, then watched the slow trickle of bodies maneuvering our street below, bobbing in and out of the bakery, loitering outside the antique shop.

A head of blond hair caught my eye, and I laughed. Ellis was headed toward the parking garage around the corner, a raven-haired angel by his side.

“Good for you, buddy. Good for you.”

If ever a man was meant to settle down and raise a brood of rug rats, it was Ellis. The guy had a heart bigger than Texas and the patience of a saint.

Yours truly? I’d always wanted a family of my own, when the time was right. However, I believed a man should build his empire before settling down. Have a solid foundation to offer his wife, then grow his legacy from there, like my father before me, and his father before him. True, I came from wealth, but that wealth came from honest, hardworking men who lived their lives with honor, dignity, and integrity.

“God, family, work,” my grandfather used to say. “Live your life in that order, you’ll be unstoppable.”

I didn’t attend church every Sunday like Granddad had. Hell, I only talked to God on special occasions, but I’d been raised with strong morals, surrounded by a family that loved fiercely and lived modestly. Givers, through and through—to church and charity.

Which reminded me I needed to call St. Johns. Check their needs for the month.

My gut twisted. Seemed wrong to think about church when I couldn’t stop thinking about the taste of that woman’s lips. Or the press of her breasts against my chest. Or the burn her fingers left behind after gripping my neck. Or the way she looked at me.

Fuck. The way she looked at me, like I was familiar, like I was everything.

I rubbed the ache in my temples, sat at my desk, and forced unchaste thoughts from my mind. Then I picked up the phone and dialed the only woman who belonged in my head.
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I slipped out the back entrance of the gym. Dirty clouds frowned down at me, mirroring my current mood. Heading toward the parking garage, I joined the rush hour dance, weaving and bobbing between hurried participants of the nine-to-five frenzy. That was the thing I loved most about the Belltown neighborhood—people walked everywhere. Sure, that had a lot to do with the lack of parking space, but everything a person needed was just around one corner or another.

I ditched my coffee mug and was about to pull my buzzing cell out of my pocket when a blur of green caught my eye mere seconds before barreling into my side, knocking me off balance. Something hard landed on my foot.

“Shit. Shit. Shit,” came a frantic voice. “I’m so sorry.” A wild mane of dirty-blond hair whizzed by. “So sorry!”

I looked down to find a nude heel. “Wait! You dropped your shoe.”

The woman stopped, her pink Adidas skidding on the sidewalk. The sexiest “Fuck!” I’d ever heard belted from her lips.

She turned, and her curious gaze settled on my face. Pink cheeks turned crimson. “Oh, crap.”

God damn. There she was again. Swear to Christ, the woman was everywhere. “You.”

“Yep. Me.” She laughed, adjusted her black glasses, and whispered, “The kissing bandit.”

What a beautiful sound, that nervous laugh.

I cleared my throat. Bent to retrieve the stiletto from the ground. “What’s the hurry?”

“Late for work.” She snatched the heel from my finger and tucked it into the bag slung over her shoulder.

She took me in, eyes, nose, mouth, and I knew, deep down, we’d met before, somewhere, somehow. She studied me with recognition, curiosity, and something else I couldn’t quite grasp, but I wanted more of whatever strange connection we shared and, good God, those magnetic gray eyes. Fucking
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