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      GABE

      Waking up with a beautiful woman’s mouth wrapped around your hard cock shouldn’t be a bad thing. In fact, most men dream about just this.

      Fuck, what the hell is wrong with me?

      Her blonde head bobs up and down on my dick. She swirls her tongue around my piercing, sending a zing of electricity straight to my balls. I grab her hair and jerk her off me with an audible pop. Wide, confused, bloodshot brown eyes meet mine, and she scowls. “What the hell, Gabe?”

      She knows my name. That’s a positive sign; we must have at least talked last night. I almost wish I could remember hers, but it doesn’t matter at this point. Surveilling my room, the pile of empty condom wrappers on the nightstand and the half-empty glasses of whiskey assure me she had a good time.

      Excellent. That makes kicking her out a lot easier. At least I know she’s leaving satisfied.

      I release her hair and extricate myself from under her before sliding out of bed and walking naked to the bathroom. The door slams shut behind me, and I flip the lock. Two seconds later, the knob jiggles, and an angry growl sounds from the other side of the door.

      “Seriously, Gabe? You’re just going to lock yourself in the bathroom without a word?”

      Yeah, actually, that would be fucking awesome.

      But I’m too much of a gentleman to do that. I unlock the door and crack it open, keeping my foot behind it so she can’t push her way in.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I have to be somewhere early this morning. Thanks for last night. You can let yourself out.”

      Fury turns blondie’s pale skin red, and she stomps over to the bed, searching the floor for her clothes—bare ass and tits shaking and bouncing with every movement. My cock throbs, reminding me of the impending blue-balls situation.

      Shit.

      I close the door and lock it again without an ounce of regret. She knew exactly what this was. No matter how drunk I get, I’m always up front with the girls I end up with. They know it’s a one-time thing, except with a few regulars I know I can trust not to get attached.

      Blondie may have been a miscalculation last night, but I can’t even remember where I met her, so it might have been an off night for me too. The evidence of the evening’s escapades glare at me from the mirror—scratches down my back, a giant hickey on my collarbone, and faint bite marks around my nipple ring.

      Fucking fabulous.

      I turn on the shower jets and crank the temperature to scald-my-skin hot. A cold shower would probably be more appropriate for my current predicament, but the need to burn off whatever happened last night is one I can’t shake.

      A door slams. Thank God she didn’t put up any more of a fuss. I really can’t handle that today.

      This is the only day in almost a month I don’t have any work obligations. That should make me happier than a pig in shit, but I have to go to the barbeque today, and I’m not fucking prepared to deal with that right now.

      I step into the hot spray, wincing when the water hits the torn skin on my back and then my hard cock when I turn around.

      I’m going to have to do something about that. If I don’t, today is going to be even more unbearable than it already promises to be. Sometimes, I really miss shooting those shitheads in the desert; it seemed easier than life here most days.

      The water beating down on my chest soothes some of my distress. I drop my head under the spray and take my dick in my hand. I can’t even remember the last time I had to masturbate. That was the whole point of last night, to get this need out of my system.

      Yeah, well, that was a miserable failure.

      Sliding my palm up and down my length, I close my eyes and picture blondie and what she must have looked like riding me last night, or bent over with my dick jammed inside her. My cock pulses in my hand, and I increase the pace, needing to get this done.

      A flash from last night returns, of the blonde towering above me, bouncing up and down on my cock with her perfectly round, silicone breasts bobbing with every move.

      I groan and jerk faster, gliding my palm over the head and against my piercing with every stroke, urging my body to give me the release I need.

      Her pussy clenches around my cock, and the orgasm I’ve been chasing finally starts at the base of my spine.

      But then, her blonde hair morphs into jet black, and her brown eyes become a familiar blue.

      No! Fuck!

      It’s too late to stop now.

      With two final tugs, I come, shooting my load against the tiles of the shower and down my hand. Each pulsing spurt should be blissfully mind-numbing, but even as my body shakes and my head spins wildly into the ecstasy of release, I know it won’t last.

      I pant under the scalding water, waiting for the post-orgasmic haze to clear and the inevitable regret and anger to take over. It will come. It always does right after I do.

      Godfuckingdamnit!

      Why the fuck can’t I get Skye Hawke out of my fucking head?

      Months of endless nights with brunettes, blondes, and red-heads, and I still only come harder than a freight train with her image in my head.

      Standing under the water, I’ve never felt so dirty—not even when I killed people for a living.

      That was war. This is my life.

      I have to find a way to fix this, to cure myself of the unhealthy obsession. If I don’t, it just may be the end of what little sanity I have left.

      The thought of ending up back in Doc Cochran’s chair makes me shiver despite the heat of the water. I’ve managed to keep my shit together, mostly, for the last six months without paying her to listen to me spill my guts. I’d like to keep my sanity and my money, if at all possible.

      It’s probably my own fault things have gotten this bad. I didn’t tell Doc everything the last time we had a session.

      But, how the fuck was I supposed to know I’d still be thinking about her seven months later?

      I went back to Doc to deal with the fallout from killing Abello’s men. For months afterward, I drowned in a gluttonous pool of booze, smokes, and women. I got up to a bottle, a pack, and a half-dozen a day, respectively. The tipping point was the same reason I’m dreading the barbeque today and hating myself for jerking off—Skye.

      After what happened with her at the wedding, I realized I needed to do something to get my head on straight. I would never have allowed it to occur if I were in my right mind…at least, that’s what I told myself.

      But I didn’t mention anything about Skye to Doc when I resumed my sessions. It’s not like she could have done anything about that anyway. She treats mental health issues, not I-want-to-fuck-my-best-friend’s-little-sister issues.

      She wasn’t surprised to see me back in her chair, and I didn’t know if I should be pissed about that or not. I couldn’t tell her everything, because that would not only have been a violation of our agreement with Abello and my father; it would also have put her life in danger if they ever came after us again just by virtue of her knowing the truth about what happened. Even without all the details, she withheld judgment when I told her I had killed three people, and she reminded me I am not a cold-blooded killer and never have been.

      Every life I took, I did so with honor and without another choice. I remind myself of that every day and try not to let the memories take over my life.

      I live every day hoping my symptoms don’t return, and that I can keep my shit together.

      But with the passage of time, I only fall further down the rabbit hole of my fixation with Skye, and it’s taking a toll on my miserable ass.
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        * * *

      

      SKYE

      The mid-summer sun seeps into my skin and, combined with my third margarita, it warms me and helps me momentarily forget the clusterfuck my life has become.

      Lounging next to the pool in Mom's backyard, my earbuds blaring angsty alt-rock, I begin drifting off into the space between wake and sleep when a shadow falls over me, blocking out the rays and disintegrating any bliss I was so close to achieving.

      Fucking thanks.

      I reluctantly open my eyes and find my mother looming above me. Her lips are moving, and logic tells me she’s speaking to me, but I have zero interest in whatever it is she’s trying to say. She should know by now not to interrupt my sunbathing.

      Just as I’m about to close my eyes and ignore her, she reaches down and yanks the buds out of my ears.

      "Hey, what the fuck?" I prop myself up on one elbow, glaring at her even though I know she can't see through my shades.

      She scowls. "Skye, language…" Her eyes flit toward the pool where Angelina is swimming with Ben to ensure her young ears haven't been subjected to my foul mouth.

      Like she hasn’t heard it a thousand times at home.

      "What do you want?"

      "I was asking if you knew when Savage and Danika are supposed to get here. You spoke with him earlier, didn't you?"

      I sigh, dropping back down and grabbing my half-full third margarita. I take a sip before returning my attention to her. "Yes, I spoke with him. He said she wasn't feeling well. But they’re still going to try to be here before noon."

      She smiles and nods. "See, was that so hard?"

      "Yes."

      Her scowl returns, and she eyes my glass. "How many drinks have you had today, Skye?"

      "Not enough, apparently.” I drain the last drops of the delicious tequila concoction and set my empty on the small table to the side of my chair. Sometimes, I wonder how I would survive this family without alcohol. There’s always some sort of drama.

      I’m the only sane one left. Although, if you ask them, I’m the worst of them all…well, except maybe Stone.

      Mom ignores my comment and plows ahead with her agenda. "What about Gabe? Do you know if he’s coming with them?"

      Hopefully not.

      Leave it to my mother to bring up the one person I don't want to think about, let alone discuss. How she’s so oblivious to the tension between us blows my mind. She must be denser than she appears.

      "I don't know, I didn't talk to him, and Savage didn't mention him at all."

      She lets out an exasperated sigh. "Fine. I’m going to finish getting the burgers ready. Why don't you try switching to water for a while."

      "Thanks for the unsolicited advice, Madre."

      She retreats to the house without glancing back.

      I don't mean to be a bitch to her, but she grates on every last nerve I have. The only person who ever seemed to understand the dynamic with her was Star. Since the accident, things have only gone downhill, and the tension between me and the woman who gave me life has quadrupled. I know she means well, but we’re like oil and water, never going to mix.

      I pop my buds back in, close my eyes, and try to relax again.

      Deep, calming breaths, Skye. Enjoy the boozy bliss.

      A second loss of rays wakes me, and I shoot up, ready to tear my mother's head off with my bare teeth if I have to. "Jesus, what do you want this time?"

      The words are out of my mouth before I have time to register who I’m looking at.

      "Shit, I'm sorry." Dani holds her hands up in surrender and eyes me like I’m a rabid dog ready to attack—which isn’t far from the truth.

      "No, no, no, I'm sorry. I thought you were my mother again." She gives me a sympathetic smile and slowly lowers herself down onto the chaise next to me. Her normally bouncy and happy demeanor is gone, and she’s as pale as I’ve ever seen her. "Damn girl, you look like shit. How are you feeling?"

      She sighs, resting her hands on her protruding belly. “Okay. Better than this morning. I swear to God, this morning sickness bullshit was supposed to end when I hit the second trimester. I’m already twenty-six weeks along, and I still feel like shit. I guess I lucked out by not really feeling it until into my third month, but on top of the occasional queasiness, I’m also just exhausted all the time."

      Yet another reason I never want to have kids.

      “Did your doctor prescribe you Zofran?”

      “Yeah, it helps with the nausea, but it knocks me out. I’m so tired when I take it, I’m completely useless.”

      “How’s Savage doing?" I peer over her shoulder at my brother talking with Storm under the back awning. He waves, but his eyes never leave Danika. He watches her like a hawk, ready to swoop in should something happen. I can only imagine what it’s like living with him hovering around 24/7.

      No fucking thanks. I don’t need a babysitter.

      She glances over her shoulder and waves before turning back to me. "He is…well, he’s Savage. It drives him crazy not being able to control this."

      "I don't doubt it." I know my brother, and I understand his need to be master and commander in every situation. Watching his wife suffer must be hell for him.

      As if summoned by the mere mention of his name, he appears next to us. "Hello, ladies."

      I lean over and give him a half-hug, ruffling his perfectly combed hair in my usual attempt to push his buttons. "Hey bro, how are you?"

      Running his hand back through his hair in an unsuccessful attempt to return it to its rightful place, he smirks at me, fully aware I did it intentionally. "I'm fine. How are you?"

      I shrug. "Oh, you know, the usual."

      Tired. Annoyed. Not drunk enough to do this today.

      He nods and reaches out to take Danika's hand in his. "You feeling okay?"

      She nods and smiles at him. "I'm fine, I think I'll go help your mom and Storm in the kitchen."

      "Okay." He pulls her hand to his mouth and kisses the back.

      Ugh. They are so disgustingly adorable and in love.

      I can practically feel the love they have for each other radiating from where they sit a foot away from me. I should be happy for them, especially after everything they’ve been through. We still don't know all the details of what went down last year. Everyone has been keeping their mouths shut about the shooting of Uncle Dom’s men, but we know Dani, Savage, and Gabe were there. No matter how many times Storm, Stone, or I ask Savage, he just won’t talk, and Mom doesn’t even bother to ask. We all know Dom’s involved in some questionable stuff, but he’s good to us, and she would rather live in blissful ignorance than have to admit he may not be squeaky clean.

      Whatever happened, it was bad. We know that much. Three people died and the media basically swept it under the rug saying it was a police operation against organized crime. But no details were released—all very hush-hush and super sketchy. No explanation whatsoever as to why Gabe, Savage, or Dani would have been there.

      The wedding was a new beginning for Savage and Dani, and the beginning of the weirdness between me and Gabe that threatens to make today utterly unbearable.

      Danika stands and immediately wobbles, grabbing her head in one hand and trying to steady herself on Savage’s shoulder with the other.

      "Dani? You okay? What's wrong?" Savage's voice is laced with panic. I jump up and wrap my arm around her to help her balance, taking her wrist so I can check her pulse.

      "I'm okay. I just stood up too fast, and I haven’t eaten today. Maybe a drink of water or juice or something would be a good idea."

      Storm appears behind Savage. "Everything all right?"

      Dani’s pulse is normal, and I release her when she seems stable on her feet. “Yes, she just got a little dizzy. She hasn’t eaten today. Why don't you take her into the kitchen and get her something to eat?" Storm nods her agreement and takes Dani’s hand, leading her back to the house with Savage close on their heels.

      I drop back onto the chaise and am about to return to my less-than-blissful relaxation, when the hair on my arms stands on end and tingles ripple along my skin. Turning toward the house, I find Gabe stepping from the backdoor. Even with his sunglasses on, I can feel his eyes boring into me, stripping me bare even though I’m already practically naked in my itty-bitty string bikini.

      My skin heats instantly, and I look away quickly, reaching for my drink as both a distraction and to hopefully help numb my fraying nerves knowing he’s here.

      Empty. Shit.

      I recline on the chaise, rest my arm across my forehead, and try to regain my composure as my blood pressure rises. At least he isn’t half-naked like he usually is when we’re hanging out by the pool. If I had to watch him walk around in nothing but board shorts all afternoon—all muscles and tats and that fucking nipple ring—I would spontaneously combust.

      Even though I tried to avert my gaze as fast as possible, I couldn’t help but notice his long-sleeve, button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to just below his elbows and the collar flipped up. Definitely a strange choice with his khaki cargo shorts on a ninety-five degree day; he must be sweltering.

      At least he’s suffering as much as I am.

      Angelina squeals and races past me, squirting me with her water gun. I shriek when the cold water hits my hot skin, and I whip off my sunglasses and glower at her. She pauses a few feet from me, gun raised and pointed in my direction, ready for another attack or to run if need be.

      Game on, little girl!

      I grin at her, and she giggles.

      "You little brat, I am so going to get you." I rise and step toward her slowly, and she squeals again before she takes off running around the pool toward the deep end where Ben watches her, laughing at my expense.

      "Angel, no running." She stops immediately at her father’s warning and glances back at me as I close the distance between us rapidly.  With another giggle, she leaps into the pool, splashing Ben before her floaty arms cause her to pop to the surface with a laugh.

      I can't suppress my smile no matter how foul my mood. That kid is fucking adorable. The result of yet another blissfully happy relationship. Although, Storm and Ben aren't nearly as obvious as Savage and Danika. I think the newness wore off about the time Angelina was born, but the love is still very much there; I can see it every time they look at each other.

      I need another drink.

      At least if Star were here, I’d have someone to be miserable and alone with. Although, I never felt alone when she was alive.

      Ben pulls Angelina from the water and towels her off. Gabe and Savage man the grill on the corner of the patio and seem oblivious to the vicious assault that just occurred.

      A swim sounds like the second-best option since Mom is acting like the alcohol police today. I wander over to edge of the pool and take a deep breath before diving into the cool, crisp water, praying it will wash away the annoyance, awkwardness, loneliness, jealousy, and anger currently consuming me.
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      GABE

      Skye dives into the water, barely causing a splash when she disappears from view and takes my breath with her. She steals it every single time we’re in the same space. I’d have given anything to have been able to bow out of this barbeque today, but I can't disappoint the woman who is basically my mother, and I can't avoid Skye the rest of my life. After all, she is family, in a way.

      And therein lies the problem.

      I’ve been trying to put my finger on the exact moment things changed between us. The easy answer would be the wedding. I knew she was struggling—seeing Savage and Danika so happy, the first big family event without Star here—everything had to be slow, agonizing torture for Skye.

      The moment the ceremony ended, she disappeared, only to return for the photos a half-hour later smelling like whiskey with glassy, red, puffy eyes. I prayed the photographer would be able to retouch the pictures so Savage and Dani weren't faced with Skye's misery every time they remembered their big day.

      Frankly, I don't know how she made it through the reception—probably with the help of the free-flowing champagne, or something stronger. When I finally noticed she was gone, I went on a search and finally found her sobbing alone on the patio. By then, she was lost and there was no bringing her back. Picking her up from the floor and carrying her to my room seemed like a good idea at the time since she was incoherent, and I had no fucking clue where her room key was.

      She curled into me the moment I touched her, burying her face against my neck. Her tears trickled down my skin. When I entered my room and laid her on the bed, I thought she was gone to the world. But she resisted my attempt to pull my arms from around her and clung to me, wrapping her arms around my neck, as if her life depended on it.

      "Skye, you're okay, try to get some sleep."

      I grasped her wrists, trying to remove her hands from my neck, but she tugged me closer, her swollen, red-rimmed eyes boring into mine. "Gabe…" Her voice was nothing more than a whisper, but she said my name like a benediction.

      "Skye…don't…" I tried again to free myself from her physically, but the pain written across her face wouldn't let me pull away.

      She shook her head and inclined closer to me. "You’ve always been my rescuer. You’ve always been here for me, even when you were thousands of miles away. I need you now, more than ever." She leaned in slowly, giving me every chance to pull away.

      But, I didn’t.

      Instead, I let her press her lips to mine and did nothing to stop her from deepening the kiss until her hands were buried in my hair, holding me in place with a strength I didn't know she possessed.

      Somehow, despite the fog enveloping my brain, reality slammed into me. I jerked away, pulling out of her grasp and stepping back from the bed—her wide, confused eyes following my retreat.

      "I…I'm sorry…I…" Words failed me as I stared at her—no longer a little girl, no longer just Savage's little sister. She was all woman, and she was hurting in a way I could never understand.  I shook my head, turned, and fled the room without glancing back.

      Maybe I made the wrong choice. God knows I’ve second-guessed my decision to leave her every day since then. Especially when I realized I’d never be able to look at her the same way again.

      A flash of my solo session in the shower this morning has me cringing inwardly.

      Aww, hell…

      If I’m being honest, things changed between us long before that night, when she started writing me during my deployments. The whole Hawke family wrote me. It’s not like I was getting anything from dear ol’ Dad, and that’s the way I wanted it.

      Their letters kept me up-to-date with the people who had become my family and the world around them. They kept me connected. But, as the girls grew, their letters to me changed. Star was always so cerebral. She asked me the tough questions, and I was always able to tell her anything. Star was my confessor, but Skye, she was my escape from everything going on around me. She talked about her life, school, and asked advice on boys and dating. Things she should have been talking to Savage about, but she had never felt comfortable going to him with her problems, and I can’t really say I blamed her. Even at that age, Savage was a control freak and would have undoubtedly tried to interfere where he wasn’t wanted or needed. She kept my mind off the things that would have driven me mad and, in the process, made me feel like I wasn’t so alone.

      I never felt closer to her than when I was thousands of miles away.

      Why? Who the hell knows?

      Mrs. Hawke always treated me like a member of the family, but I never thought of any of the Hawke girls as sisters, not really. I would die for them, or kill, and they know that, but I was also able to appreciate the beautiful women they eventually became. And I knew she was no longer the fifteen-year-old girl she had been when I left for boot camp after high school graduation.

      I just never thought I would have this kind of a reaction to one of my best friend's little sisters.

      The crystal blue water of the pool returns to smooth, glassy perfection.

      Skye hasn't surfaced yet.

      "Gabe!" Storm's voice draws my attention away from the water, and I turn to her.

      "What?"

      She steps from the sliding glass door of the house and approaches me, pointing to the grill. "You going to flip those burgers?"

      I follow her eyes to the grill and scramble to flip them all before we end up eating some very well-done meat. "Sorry, got it."

      How long did I space out for?

      As soon as the meat is safe, I return my attention to the water. Still no Skye. I'm not worried, not really. Skye was an all-state swimmer in high school and is as at home in the water as she is on dry land. But, still, she has been down there a while…

      Setting the tongs on the side of the grill, I glance over at Storm, who’s busy setting the table with plates and silverware. "Hey, can you watch the burgers? I’m going to let Skye know it’s almost time to eat." She nods in agreement and heads toward the grill as I set off toward the pool.

      Good excuse, Gabe. Real smooth.

      I groan inwardly and run my hands back through my hair. It’s longer than I normally keep it. I’m so used to having it high and tight, I usually never let it get like this, but I’ve been insanely busy, not to mention distracted, since the wedding.

      When I reach the edge of the pool, I see her lying on the bottom. Her black curls spreads around her like a dark halo, and her cornflower blue eyes stare into the sunny sky.

      Fuck…she’s not moving.

      She blinks and shifts up onto her feet before pushing off the bottom and swimming toward the shallow end of the pool where I’m waiting.

      I don't know if she saw me through the water, but as she emerges, she seems oblivious to my presence—her head dropped back, eyes closed, face turned to the sun. Water flows off her body, trickling down the flat expanse of her stomach and long, lean legs. She shakes her head and slides her hands back through her hair, wringing it out as she walks toward the stairs.

      Her eyes open and immediately find me. She assesses me, and her mouth turns down slightly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      SKYE

      As if it isn’t bad enough I can’t escape him in my dreams, now I’m stuck here with him in all his glorious flesh all afternoon.

      I’ve been avoiding Gabe like the plague ever since the wedding. Unfortunately, Sunday family dinners, or barbeques, are not optional. The agony of his rejection stabs at me over and over again just being in his proximity, at least once a week.

      Joy of fucking joys.

      The cool water of the pool is doing nothing to temper the flame on my skin. When I opened my eyes on the bottom of the pool and found him watching me—his image wavering through the water—I would have given anything to be able to stay down there eternally.

      But eventually, someone would have jumped in to save me—with my fucking luck, it would have been Gabe. And then, I would have had to feel his smooth skin and tight as fuck muscles pressed against my body as he swam up with me, and God knows I can’t survive that.

      I slowly step toward him, unable to tear my eyes away even though all I want to do is swim back to the bottom and wait until my lungs burn again. He appraises me through his sunglasses and then reaches up and nudges them down his nose so I can finally see his eyes.

      The sea green storm staring back at me surprises me, and I momentarily halt my approach.

      Why does he look so pissed? Or is it annoyed? Or confused?

      His intense gaze holds mine for a moment before he pushes his glasses back up and clears his throat, shoving his hands into the pockets of his shorts. “Uh, food’s almost ready.”

      “Thanks.” I mumble my response and ascend the stairs, brushing past him without making eye contact again.

      I swear, that man’s eyes have hypnotic powers.

      My towel is draped over the back of the chaise I’ve been lounging on, and I beeline for it, desperate to put as much distance between myself and that beautiful, frustrating hunk of man meat as possible.

      I grab it and quickly dry off, bending down to reach my legs. A strange groaning noise floats across the water to me, and I whip around, searching for the source. Gabe has returned to the grill, and he’s focused on piling the burgers on a plate. No one else is looking in my direction.

      Must have imagined it.

      I wrap the towel around my waist, pop my sunglasses back on, grab my phone, and make my way to the covered patio. It’s inevitable. I just can’t avoid him, or the awkwardness, anymore.

      There’s an open seat at the table between Savage and Storm. I rush to it before anyone else can take it, forcing me to sit closer to the source of my daily torture.

      Gabe arrives with a platter of burgers and reaches to the center of the table to set it down. I find myself unable to stop ogling the flexing muscles of his forearms and the twinge in my core makes me clench my teeth.

      Every fucking time I see him.

      He sits across from me, between Mom and Ben, and everyone starts passing the dishes and chatting.

      I avoid any of the conversations. I don’t want to hear about Savage and Dani’s baby or Storm and Ben’s new house any more today—I just can’t deal.

      How could you leave me here alone with these people?

      Things were so much easier when Star was around. I never had to force myself to converse with anyone, and no one bothered to try to make me because Star was always there, ready to jump in and engage everyone. She knew I needed my space, and since she died, things have only grown more unbearable.

      My family practically smothers me with love and attention. I know they mean well—they’re just concerned about me. But sometimes, it feels like I’m drowning—that same burning in my lungs and foggy head I get when I stay at the bottom of the pool too long. If only I hadn’t blown off the ski trip for that dumbass, Aaron. I would have been in that car…

      “Skye, did you hear me?”

      I hear my name but completely missed whatever came before that. “Huh? Oh, sorry, no. What?”

      Mom eyes me judgmentally for a moment before she continues, “I was just telling everyone that Stone called a few minutes ago and said he is coming for a visit next weekend. Apparently, he has some business to take care of with Dom.”

      Gabe, Savage, and Dani all stiffen, and a look passes between them that tells me they are less than pleased with the news Stone is going to be meeting with Dom. I, on the other hand, am thrilled he’s coming.

      Thank God!

      He is the only one left in this family who actually gets me and doesn’t push me to be someone I’m not.

      “Oh, that’s awesome. I’ll call him later and find out his plans.” I’m definitely going to need some serious one-on-one time with him so I can vent. Why does he have to live in fucking California? We need lawyers in Louisiana, too.

      The awkward glances between Savage, Dani, and Gabe continue, but I know I’ll never get any information out of them, especially in front of Mom, so I concentrate on my lunch and take a bite of my burger.

      Gabe leans forward and reaches across the table to grab the potato salad. The collar of his shirt shifts toward one side, exposing the now-obvious reason for his odd apparel today—a giant hickey on his collarbone.

      My body temperature skyrockets in a second, and the bite of the burger I just took sits like lead in my throat. I swallow it down and grit my teeth together.

      I wonder what whore gave him that…

      “…I swear he was on something…”

      “What? No, he was just tired and overworked and letting loose a little.”

      The conversation between Mom and Storm makes its way through the green wall of jealousy, and I know they are talking about Stone and the wedding.

      Of course he was on something.

      But it’s not like either of us were out of control. Stone was in-check and so was I…well, until I had my breakdown and threw myself at Gabe.

      “Stone is fine, guys. He was fine at the wedding, and he’s fine now.” I don’t know why I feel the need to defend him. Stone is perfectly capable of defending himself, but he’s not here, and the family ganging up on him behind his back just feels so familiar and wrong.

      Everyone stares at me, and I realize that may have come out a bit more intensely than I had intended.

      “Skye, calm down, we’re just worried about him, that’s all.” Leave it to Savage to try to be the peacemaker, but all his calm voice does is push my frayed nerves even further toward the breaking point. He’s always treating me like a petulant child who doesn’t get her way, and I’m fucking sick of it. I’m twenty-eight years old, for Christ’s sake.

      I grab my phone, shove away from the table without another word, and storm into the kitchen through the slider. I’m getting out of here.

      Fuck them. If they want to sit there and bash Stone when he’s not here to defend himself, I want no part of it.
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      GABE

      I can practically see Skye’s blood boiling. Why the rest of the family can’t understand they’re about to set her off, I’ll never know. I can always see it from a mile away.

      She slams the slider closed behind her and disappears into the house. Storm moves to get up and go after her.

      “No, don’t, I’ll go.” I don’t know what possesses me to volunteer, apparently my lack of sanity is directly tied to how little clothing Skye is wearing.

      When she bent over to dry off after climbing out of the pool, I couldn’t even choke back my groan of appreciation. She’s so fucking beautiful and such a pain in my ass. I didn’t know it was possible to want to fuck someone so much and yet still want to strangle the life out of them. God knows, I want to do both to Skye most of the time.

      The silence of the house is odd. It’s usually so busy and loud, but I can hear my own breath and it’s a little unsettling. I search for her, making my way through the familiar rooms and halls. I finally find the locked bathroom door down the back hallway.

      Here goes nothing…

      I knock. No response. I knock again. “Skye, it’s me, open up.”

      Something slams. “Fuck, why can’t you people just leave me alone?”

      I ask myself the same question every damn fucking day.

      Her nasty comment may have dissuaded the rest of the family, but not me. I’ve never been afraid of Skye or her attitude. Maybe that’s a huge mistake on my part.

      “Knock it off and open up, Skye.”

      A resigned growl slips from under the door and the lock clicks. I push it open and enter just as she sits on top of the toilet. She pulls her knees up to her chest. Anger radiates off her in waves.

      I pull myself up onto the counter next to her and wait for her to say something.

      She doesn’t speak, or even acknowledge my presence.

      Well, this is going to be fun. I might as well just dive right in.

      “So, what’s your problem?”

      “I don’t have a problem.” Her reply is cool, and she keeps her eyes locked on the tile floor.

      Her dark hair is still damp from the pool and a strand clings to the side of her face. I have to consciously force myself not to reach out and brush it off.

      Concentrate on why you’re sitting in a fucking bathroom.

      “You’re going to kill your mother going off on her like that. You should ease up a bit.”

      Her hard eyes snap up to meet mine with an icy glare. “Mind your own fucking business, Gabe.”

      I refuse to look away despite the fact that my eyes naturally want to slip down to her exposed cleavage. The towel she has wrapped around her doesn’t conceal much of anything. “It is my business, Skye. I love your mother, and sometimes the way you act around her is just…well, childish. It upsets her, and I don’t like seeing her upset.”

      Her eyes narrow on me and a sneer overtakes her perfect lips—lips that have been on mine, lips that taste like fucking vanilla and everything I shouldn’t have.

      “Maybe she was upset because she saw that damn hickey on your neck. Maybe she’s sick of you being a total manwhore, and just doesn’t have it in her to tell you how much she hates the way you go through women, the way normal people go through underwear.”

      Well…Shit.

      She saw it.

      It terrifies me how much I hate that she’s viewed the evidence of last night’s fuckfest. The feeling in the pit of my stomach is new to me—it burns and twists and stabs at me from the inside. I think it might be guilt, and that’s something I certainly have no reason to be feeling in this particular situation. There are a lot of things I’ve done in my life I should and do feel guilty about, but sleeping with that completely willing woman is not one of them. And I certainly shouldn’t feel guilty about Skye being upset by it. I’m nothing to her. Not really.

      Before I can even contemplate a response to her outburst, she jumps up from the toilet and stomps out of the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind her, and effectively, in my face.

      That went well.

      I slide off the counter and turn on the tap, waiting for a minute until the water gets ice cold before splashing it on my face. The freezing spray cools and feels incredible on my heated skin.

      Getting called out like that by Skye, my best friend’s little sister, would be bad enough under normal circumstances, but knowing it’s making me actually feel guilty is a whole new fucking ballgame.

      Talk about fucked.

      I dry my face with my sleeve and pull my collar down, exposing the offending mark.

      Jesus, what adult gives someone a hickey like this?

      Quick flashes of stumbling into my condo with blondie last night come back to me, and I cringe.  I actually fucking cringe remembering a hot night of sex.

      Fuck.

      The door to the bathroom opens, and Storm stares at me with a slight smirk on her face. “Given the way Skye flew out of here, I imagine it didn’t go well.”

      I drop my collar back into place, praying Storm didn’t see the evidence of last night. The last thing I need is judgment from her too. “Yeah, not exactly.”

      She leans against the jamb. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      “Where is she, back outside?” Storm pushes away from the door, and I follow her down the hallway toward the back patio.

      “No, she’s gone. She was supposed to catch a ride home with us since we picked her up, but some guy pulled up out front in a brown Jeep, and she left with him. Of course, she didn’t bother to say goodbye to anyone. I only know this because I saw her leave when I heard a car door slam and looked out the front window.”

      Some guy?

      My stomach roils at the thought of who that “some guy” might be and what they might be on their way to do. I wish I could say it was some altruistic, brotherly, protective feeling, but I’d be lying. I’m jealous, and fuck if that doesn’t make me want to break something.

      Storm heads outside, but I stop in the kitchen to grab another much-needed beer from the fridge.  I gulp it down in three swallows, praying the cold brew will help calm my heated temper. This isn’t right. I can’t be jealous of Skye’s boyfriend, or whoever he is, because she’s nothing to me—nothing more than my best friend’s little sister.

      Placing my hands on the counter, I drop my head down and close my eyes, trying to picture her as that little girl with dark pigtails instead of the voluptuous woman she is today.

      Total. Miserable. Failure.

      All I can see is the pain in her eyes when she kissed me and the way her lips glistened and called out for me to take them with mine. I don’t know what would have happened if I hadn’t stopped that kiss—probably something we would have both regretted in the morning and every single day after that.

      So why the hell can’t I forget it, and her?
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      SKYE

      “You okay?”

      I glance over at Lucas and offer a half-hearted smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just family stuff, ya know?”

      He grins before returning his eyes to the road. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Fuck no.

      Lucas is funny, sweet, and pretty damn good in bed, but the last thing I want is to go down the “feelings” road with him. It’s the one thing that has made this work for the last couple months—he never pushes me to talk. I tell him what I need, and he gives it to me without getting bogged down in the whys.

      He’s certainly not what I anticipated when he invited himself to sit at my table in the hospital cafeteria. I was ready to tell him to buzz off when he introduced himself, but instead, I found myself laughing within minutes and easily falling into conversation with him. Despite the fact he worked in human resources, he wasn’t a total nerd, and his background as an EMT before he went into HR, and mine as a nurse practitioner, gave us a lot to talk about. It helped me avoid discussing anything too personal.

      He doesn’t know about Star. He doesn’t know what agony it’s been without her the last four years. He doesn’t know that I go to her grave once a week to talk to her like a fucking crazy person. He doesn’t know I should have been there—in that car with Savage and Star. He doesn’t know how that guilt eats away at me every fucking hour of every damned day, and I don’t plan on telling him. Lucas is easy, and I want it to stay that way.

      “Well, I’m glad you called. I didn’t think I’d see you today.” His hand slides across the center console and finds my thigh. He rubs it gently, and it reminds me of how good he is at releasing my tension.

      “Me too.”

      Thank God he was in the area and able to pick me up from Mom’s. A good fuck should help me forget about the family drama, and Gabe, and that goddamn hickey. My hands curl into fists just thinking about it.

      What adult walks around with a fucking hickey on their neck?

      We pull up and park on the street in front of my apartment building.

      Lucas turns to me. “Are you working tomorrow morning?”

      “Yeah, I’m seven to seven tomorrow.”

      He grins and turns off the ignition. “Excellent. I go in at seven thirty.” His door opens, and he climbs out then pops the back door and grabs a bag. I watch him over my shoulder, unease overtaking the anticipation of awesome sex tonight.

      Before I can open my door, he comes to my side and does it for me, holding it like a true gentleman.

      What exactly is going on here?

      First, he’s asking me if I want to talk about my family drama, and now, he has an overnight bag and is opening doors for me?

      It’s not like we haven’t spent the night together before, but those were usually sloppy drunk nights when we came back and fucked and passed out. This is different. This is something he apparently thought out and planned for.

      His hand settles on the small of my back, and he guides me up the walkway to the outer door. “We can ride to work together tomorrow.”

      I stiffen at his words, freezing with my keys midway to the lock. He leans forward and searches my face. “Is that a problem?”

      Hell yes, it’s a problem.

      We aren’t exactly public about our relationship at work, and there’s a good reason for that. Even though I work in one of the private family practice groups affiliated with the hospital, and am technically not a hospital employee, the last thing I want or need is all the gossipy nurses discussing my love life and questioning me incessantly about it every time I go in.

      If I say it’s a problem, I have a feeling it will start a fight I’m not ready for and will also mean I’m not getting laid tonight. I don’t want or need either of those things to happen.

      “No, Lucas, it’s fine. I’ll just catch a ride home when I’m done.” He almost always leaves before five—one of the perks of an office job instead of direct patient contact. I play off my momentary concern for being worried about getting back here after my shift. He grins and seems to buy my quick lie.

      The moment I close my apartment door behind me, Lucas tosses his bag onto the couch and pulls me against him. His lips find mine, and the heady rush of anticipation for sex momentarily makes me forget the drama of the day.

      He’s pretty good at that and, on a day like today, I can really appreciate it. With a nudge, he urges me to walk backward toward my bedroom.

      Guess we aren’t wasting any time. Thank God.

      Time means talking; talking means thinking; thinking means examining the weirdness that’s going on with him today, and I just don’t have the fucking time or energy for that.

      We fall on the bed. He sits back long enough to pull his shirt up over his head, exposing his great body—tanned skin, hard, cut muscles—and I let myself drink it in. I grin at him, and he smirks.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, just enjoying the view.”

      He drops back down to me and slides a hand over my bare stomach. “I think I like you in nothing but a bathing suit and a towel.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “Makes for easy access.” His fingers slip under my bikini top and find my right nipple.

      I groan, and he catches the sound in his mouth. He twists my sensitive flesh, and I drop my head back with a gasp.

      Yes!

      Forget about Gabe, Skye. Enjoy yourself.
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