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Blurb

 

She came back into my life, reminding me of a pact we’d made when we were kids. But she wants to shave a few years off the planned date…

Marriage? Right now? Not for us. What she wants is all fake.

I made a pact with her that if we hadn’t found true love with anyone else by the time we turned forty, then we would get married.

Pretending to be in love with someone whose smile melts my heart isn’t easy.

What I feel every time I touch her isn’t fake.

She’s not the same girl I used to know, though. Her manipulative ex made sure of that.

She used to shine so brightly, and he’s taken that light away nearly completely.

But there’s a glimmer I get to see in her now and then.

Love — real love — could make her shine again.

If only we could get rid of the threatening ***hole, who seems set on destroying her completely…


Chapter One

 

Chance

 

The sound of the waves crashing against the shore just outside my office window did little to distract me from my work. The soothing sound in the background, the perfect white noise, actually enhanced my thinking abilities.

I worked on a design that would enable our machine to not only use the waves of the ocean to generate electricity, but also to store the energy for future use. This was my dream, and it was my job to make it happen. 

My older brothers had given me all the time I would need to make my dream come true, which was great. It was much easier to think creatively without anyone breathing down my back. And one had to be on the creative side to invent something like I was trying to.

My computer dinged, telling me that my assistant in the reception area had messaged me. It seemed that I had a personal visitor, and he wanted to know if I should send her in now.

I had no idea who ‘her’ was, but still, I replied with a yes.

Closing my laptop, I looked at the door, wondering who was about to come through it. The door moved, and in stepped a young woman. It took me a second to realize I knew her. 

“Ruby Salazar,” I said in greeting as I stood and went to her.

I held out both hands and she took them, smiling at me with the biggest and brightest smile I had ever seen. “Chance Duran.”

Leaving a kiss on her cheek, I asked, “What do I owe the pleasure of this visit from one of my oldest friends?”

A blush colored her plump cheeks. “It’s kind of a long story. Think we can sit down and talk about it?”

Leading her to the sitting area nearest the open window, I sat down with her on the white leather sofa. “I love long stories. Please, tell me your tale, Ruby.”

“I should warn you that this tale does not have a happy ending.” A slight frown pulled her full, caramel-colored lips down into a horseshoe shape.

“Maybe I can fix that for you,” I said with a grin. “I hate to see you frown, Ruby.”

“Well, it’s hard not to. See, I came to you because I didn’t know who else could — or would — help me with this problem that I’ve gotten myself into.” She fidgeted in the seat, revealing that she was nervous about what she had to say to me, which was ridiculous. 

“Ruby, it may have been a while since we’ve seen each other, but we’ve known each other since kindergarten. You know that you can tell me anything.”

Her dark eyes lit up as she looked into mine. “Chance, this is exactly why I came to you. We have this long history between us. I feel closer to you than I have ever felt to anyone. So, try not to judge me too harshly.”

“I would never do such a thing.” She had me anxious to hear what she had to say. “Just dive right in and start talking, girl. You can trust me.”

“I know I can.” She closed her eyes and laid her head back on the sofa. “It all started two years ago. I met a man who’d moved into Brownsville from Matamoros, Mexico. He and some of his friends came to the fishing charter company that I work for. They wanted to go deep-sea fishing, and I set them up on a trip for that morning. I guess I made some kind of an impact on the leader of the group, a man named Logan.”

“Because he asked you out?” I took a guess.

Nodding, she sighed. “He did ask me out. And it was the best date I’d ever been on. He took me on a private plane, keeping everything a secret. It kind of made me nervous, but also excited.”

“I can see that. Where did he take you?” I thought that was risky behavior and not much like the Ruby I knew. But I could see the attraction of it.

“Marina Del Rey, in California. We had dinner on a private yacht. It wasn’t his, but it did belong to some group he was a part of. And we had the whole gorgeous thing to ourselves. Well, there was the crew, but other than them, we were alone. And they stayed scarce, you know what I mean?”

“I do. They kept to themselves, only popping out when they saw that you two needed something. I’ve been on a few of those myself. One of my brothers has one. It’s quite the adventure, and so luxurious, too. So, I’m going to venture a guess and say that this guy swept you off your feet from the get-go.”

“Yes, he did.” Her cheeks went scarlet, as she must’ve been remembering the night they had on the yacht. “He was sort of full of fire, and the passion was like nothing I had ever experienced before. And he didn’t let up on me either, which flattered me. You know what I mean?”

“Of course.” I knew that it could be hard not to be attracted to people with passionate personalities. But I also knew that passionate people could be over-the-top at times. “You’re here, talking to me, though. So, this whirlwind love affair must’ve gone haywire at some point.”

“It was a whirlwind. You got that right. He took me all over the place. He showed me things I had no idea even existed. He lived in a world that was as foreign to me as life on another planet. The opulence overtook me. I fell for the money, the lifestyle, all of it.”

“So, this guy is part of the billionaire circle?” I, too, was a part of that circle, but I preferred not to be too flashy about that fact. Not that I was cheap. I was just more down to Earth than others who were as fortunate as me.

“No, he’s not. But I didn’t realize that until it was too late. Not that I was with him only for the money. You know that’s not me. I was with him mostly because he was always there, scooping me up, taking me to exotic places, feeding me insanely good food, and the sex was on the amazing side as well.”

“You haven’t said one word about love.”

“We said the words to each other. I meant them. I don’t think he did, though. I think I was more of an object to him than the love of his life. See, he went from treating me like a queen to treating me like I belonged to him. He stopped asking me if I wanted to go with him places and began telling me about the things we would be doing. I had my job to think about, not that he cared about me making money to pay my bills. But he didn’t pay them, so what else was I going to do but keep working? He didn’t seem to understand that, though.”

“And this is what led to your breakup?” I realized that she had left out that ending. “Did you break up with him?”

She nodded then gulped. “In like the worst way ever, Chance.”

“And what is the worst way ever?” I really had no idea about that. Breaking up was never easy or nice, so they all seemed like bad ways to me.

“I left him at the altar. I was going to marry him. I really was. But when I stood there, looking at all our guests, I saw something that just didn’t sit right with me. It became clear to me who Logan really was.”

“And who was he?” 

“He works as the manager of a car dealership here in Brownsville. When we met, he had just moved into town to take the job.”

“Which dealership is it?”

“The Lamborghini dealership.” She shook her head. “But I think that’s just a cover. I don’t think he really runs anything there. His real job doesn’t have a thing to do with expensive cars. I think he’s involved with something much worse. Things I shouldn’t elaborate on, or it might put you in danger.”

“I’m not afraid.”

Her hand wrapped around mine as her smile beamed. “I know you’re not. But I’m afraid for you. So, let’s leave it at that. See, when I stood there looking at all the people who’d come to our wedding, I finally noticed something about Logan and his friends that I had never noticed before. They were exceptionally tight.”

“How do you mean?”

“So, Logan had only introduced me to his mother once. His father passed away a couple of years before we met. Other than his mother, there were no other relatives of his at our wedding. Instead, his half of the church was filled with men in black suits. Some had women with them, but most didn’t. His mother sat alone in the front, dabbing her eyes with a linen handkerchief.”

“A lot of moms cry at their son’s wedding.” I knew my mother had cried at all my brothers’ weddings. “It doesn’t mean she doesn’t like you.”

“No. I mean, I know she didn’t know me well enough to even form an opinion of me. Like I said, he took me to meet her only once. It was more like that she was the only one showing any emotion on his side. The others just stared at me. It was almost like they were sizing me up or something. It gave me chills.”

“What about the man waiting for you at the end of the aisle?” The groom mattered more than his guests, after all.

“Logan looked at me with no smile on his face. He showed no emotions either, which was odd to me. The man had been full of passion. Yet he stood there, stone-still, no evidence of happiness on his face at all. I’d been smiling all morning as I got ready for my big day. My family and friends were all smiles too. My mother had shining eyes as she looked at me with so much love. My father even smiled at me.”

“So, what made you turn tail and run?” 

“It was the look on Logan’s face when I failed to step forward while the wedding march played on and on. His jaw clenched. His eyes narrowed. And then I saw his hands ball into fists. He looked at the man who stood beside him, his best man — a man I hadn’t even met before — and he nodded just a little. That man began glaring at me, the same way Logan was.”

“Wow.” I couldn’t imagine anyone doing something like that at their wedding. “I mean, I get that he would become nervous when you didn’t start walking down the aisle. But being angry? So uncool.”

Despite the heaviness of the story, I couldn’t help but be glad that Ruby had come to me with this. Talking to her now, it was like no time had passed.

“Yeah, I know. I sort of froze with fear as he and his best man glared at me. And then I looked at Logan’s guests and found they finally were showing some emotion; only the emotion was anger, hatred even. So, I turned and walked away. I didn’t run. I had made a decision, and that decision was that I didn’t know Logan well enough to marry him. And I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to date him anymore.”

“So, did you see him again after you left him standing at the altar?”

“He came to the dressing room where I had already changed into the clothes I’d come to the church in. He was beyond angry with me. I told him that I felt that something was off and that this wasn’t the right time for me to make such a huge and life-changing decision. And I said that I was sorry. He told me that if I didn’t get my ass back into that wedding gown and back down that aisle, I would find out how sorry I was going to be.”

“Wow.” I didn’t know what else to say to something that horrible. “He seems like a total asshole.”

“He’s more than just an asshole.” She took a deep breath, closing her eyes. “He told me that if I didn’t marry him, things wouldn’t work out for me. And that is when he made a slight admission as to what he really was. He said that he could make it so I wouldn’t wake up the next morning if I didn’t do as he said.”

My adrenaline went crazy, and I jumped up. “No way!” I’d never been so mad in my life. I slammed my fist into my palm. “Where is this asshole?”

“No.” She reached out, taking my hand and pulling me to sit down again. “Chance, no way in hell. He’s dangerous. Far too dangerous for you to go beat up. I managed to talk my way out of things with him. I told him that I just wasn’t marriage material. I told him that I hadn’t thought about it before but that I wouldn’t be a good wife to him. I said that he deserved more than I could give. I wasn’t good enough for him. I said all those things to pump up his ego and to make him think that I’d finally realized things about myself that I didn’t like. And he went for it too. Which made me happy.”

“So, he left you alone after that day?”

“Pretty much, yeah. That was six months ago. But then, two days ago, I ran into him. He said that he hadn’t found anyone better than me and that we should give it another shot — which I was never going to do. So, I told him a lie.”

“About what?”

“About you and me.”

“Us?” I was lost as to what she was saying. “What about us?”

“I didn’t want him bothering me anymore. Like, not ever again. So, I told him that you and I had made a pact when we were kids. You do remember the pact we made, don’t you?”

“The one about marrying each other if neither of us had found the right person by the time we turn forty?” I remembered it well. But I hadn’t ever really thought it would come to us getting married for real.

“Yeah, that pact. Our one and only pact. But I changed up the terms a bit when I told him about it. I said that you and I had been in love since we were kids, and we had finally realized it. I told him that was why I couldn’t give him my heart; it had always belonged to you.”

“So, what are you going to do now?” 

“I know we’re fifteen years shy of being forty since we’re both twenty-five, but I’m going to ask you if you’ll marry me, Chance Duran. Marry me to keep that man away from me. That’s the only way I’m going to be safe.”


Chapter Two

 

Ruby

 

“You know, this is the first time I’ve been to your new house, Chance.” It was no house. It was a spectacular beachside mansion. “And let me say, it is astounding.”

“Well, I call it home.” He leaned against the doorframe of the bedroom suite he’d told me I could use during our engagement ruse. “If we’re going to do this, then we’re going to do it right. I have a porter bringing over the new Range Rover I bought for you. It’s pearl white, and glistens just as brightly as a pearl, too. All leather interior, also pearl white, with polished oak accents. There’s a sunroof, of course, because this is a beach town and wasting fresh air is like a sin around here.”

“I have my little Ford Escape, Chance.” I began unpacking my things to put them away.

“My fiancé does not drive a ten-year-old car.” He reached into the pocket of his shorts, drawing out a credit card. “Here, take this.” He walked over to the bed where I was unpacking my things and handed the card to me. “This is an unlimited credit card. Use it for everything. I’ve made an appointment for you at Harry’s Beauty Salon too. I told them to give you the works.” He ran his hand through my hair. “Some golden highlights for your dark hair will make you look even prettier than you already are.”

“You don’t have to do all this. Just pretending to be my fiancé is more than enough, Chance. Really. Don’t go spending tons of money on me.”

“Too late.” He slipped the credit card into the pocket on the outside of my purse, which lay on the bed. “Just so you know, I think a coral color would look great on your fingernails and toenails. You know, in case you want to make your fiancé happy.”

“Chance.” I wasn’t liking him going overboard the way he was. “I don’t see a need for all this.”

“Well, I do.” He chuckled, sitting down on the bed. “Everyone has to think this is true, Ruby. The people you work with. Our friends and family too.”

“I’m not about to lie to my family.” That was taking it too far.

“I thought you said this guy was into bad things.”

“He is.”

“If he’s into bad things, then chances are he’s got eyes and ears everywhere. I just think it would be best to make everyone — and I do mean everyone — think that we’re going to get married. And that we’re hopelessly in love with each other, too. That part is key. I’m going to take you out, show you off, make sure everyone knows that we’re a thing. A great thing.”

“I’m keeping my job. I thought I should make sure you know that. Like I said before, Logan didn’t think anything of me missing work. And my boss came close to firing me for that. I’m not about to tempt him a second time. We can do whatever you want, only make sure it goes along with my work schedule.”

“Which is?” he asked, pulling out his cell phone. “I’ve gotta make a note of when you’ll be working.”

“Six to ten each morning, excluding Mondays and Thursdays. I’m off until three in the afternoon then I go back and work until seven. Most weekends, I work overtime hours, rarely getting even an hour off for lunch.”

His brows raised and his green eyes twinkled as he asked playfully, “And how did you do this gruesome schedule while you were dating the asshole?”

“I wasn’t doing it well at all. I worked mostly mornings and found someone to cover my shift most evenings. And weekends were a problem for me too. I lost tons of hours in the two years we were together. I’m not going to make that mistake again. Especially since I will be going back to my life once Logan moves on with another woman or moves out of Brownsville and forgets about me. Whichever comes first.”

Chance laid back on the bed, looking at me from under those thick lashes of his. “Who knows, Ruby? You might end up never going back. I’ve got a pretty sweet place here. Much bigger and better than that little apartment I just moved you out of.”

“That you do, Chance. But I’m keeping my car, and I will be moving somewhere once this ruse is over. I let the apartment go, so I can’t go back there. But I can get another place.”

“Don’t forget you sold all your furniture to the landlady too. So, you would have to buy a whole house of furniture and all the other stuff you let her have. I just want you to know that you’ve got a place to live for however long you want.”

Chance was the best friend anyone could ever have. “That’s why I love you so much. You’re the most generous person I know.”

“Aww, shucks.” He sat up and looked around the bedroom. “You can use that card I gave you to do anything you want in here. Make this your space. I mean that.”

The suite was decorated beautifully already. “I don’t think I’ll be making any additions or subtractions from this gorgeous bedroom suite. The decorator you hired to do this place has outdone herself. I love it just the way it is.”

“Well, if you do find anything that will make this room — or this home, for that matter — more like your own, don’t hesitate to buy it and bring it on home, baby.”

“Baby?” I asked as I arched one brow.

“Well, we’ve gotta make it look and sound real. Baby.”

“So, what should I call you?”

“Hot stuff? Handsome? Lover?” He wiggled his eyebrows as he grinned at me. “So, what are we going to say about our physical relationship?”

“I don’t think we should say anything about that.” I went to the closet and opened the door to find another room inside. “Holy cow!” I looked back at him. “You call this thing a closet? It’s bigger than my apartment.”

“Yeah, I know. And it has a washer-dryer combo in there too. If you leave your dirty clothes in the built-in hamper beside it, the maid will wash them and put them away for you. She comes on Fridays and Wednesdays.”

“The maid?” I had no idea Chance had spoiled himself so much.

“Yes, the maid. You don’t think I have time to clean and do laundry, do you? I mean, this place is over eight-thousand square feet. I had to hire someone. I think she brings a small crew with her. I’m not sure, though. I’m always at work when she cleans the house.”

Looking around the closet, I asked, “What else do I need to know about living here?”

“Only that I’ve hired people to do all the work around this place.” He came up behind me, gesturing to the padded bench that ran along one wall. “There’s even seating in here. I think it’s so you can sit there and look at all you have to wear before coming to a decision.”

I pointed at the front section of the empty closet. “All the things I own will fit right there. So, I will use this bench little, if at all.”

“You have that card. Fix that situation.” He sat on the bench, looking around. “Shoes go into those cubbies over there. And the larger cubbies are for boots.” He pointed at a line of hooks. “Those are for hats, I think. That’s what I use the ones in my closet for, anyway. You might use them to hang purses. I know you’re not into wearing hats.”

I headed out of the closet and grabbed an armful of clothes and went back in to hang them up. “Sweetie,” I said. “How do you like that little term of endearment?”

“Not much at all. Did you even hear the ones I suggested?” He got up and went to grab the rest of my clothes. “I want something sexy, manly, rugged. You know, I want it to sound like you think I’m super hot and super great in bed.”

“Ah, that’s why you brought up lover.” I wasn’t into saying things like that much at all. I had called Logan babe. But I didn’t want to call Chance the same thing I’d called Logan.

“Yes, that is exactly why I brought up that one.” He hung the clothes up as they were still on the hangers they’d been on back in my closet at the apartment I’d left behind.

“I don’t much care for lover.” A word sprang into my mind. “Oh, but I do like corazón.”

He looked at me with a grin. “Heart?”

Nodding, I knew I had my term of endearment for him. “Mi corazón. You like?”

“I like.” Laughing, he went back out to the bedroom, then over to the other door and opened it. “Come see your private bath, baby.”

“I don’t think we have to use our little love words when no one else is around, Chance.” I walked up to him, glancing into the bathroom. But then the grandeur of it took my full attention, and I walked inside. “Oh, my gosh!” Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out at the blue ocean. It felt like the seashore came right into the bathroom. The walls were the color of the water that moved in waves outside. The tiles were the color of seashells. “This shower is big enough to fit a whole party of people.”

“I know. Cool, right?” He walked over to the bathtub, pointing out the control panel. “So, this is a jacuzzi tub, and it’s got loads of things that it can do. The best one, in my opinion, is the endless hot water. You can heat it up to any temperature you want, and it will stay there.”

“It’s gonna be hard to leave this bathroom, Chance.” Scanning the large room, my eyes rested on the toilet that certainly looked as if it were made for a king. “It’s elevated.”

“They call it a throne for a reason. At least, the developers of this home thought that anyway. I know it’s over the top, but I call it home.”

I had to do something nice for Chance, since he was doing so much for me. “Since it’s my day off, I want to make you something great for dinner tonight. Do you still like barbeque ribs?”

He walked back to the bedroom and I followed as he said, “I want to take you out tonight. We need to start making appearances in public. This has to look real. I honestly don’t want that asshole even thinking about you, Ruby. What he did to you was really bad. I mean, really, really bad. I can’t promise you that I won’t rip his head off if I ever meet the prick.”

That worried me, so I grabbed his arm, turning him to face me. “Chance! You have to promise me that you will never, ever do anything like that to him. I can’t tell you much about what I saw when I was with him. But I can tell you that he’s part of a group that’s very dangerous. People go missing all the time. He and those he’s associated with are part of the reason behind it.”

“I can start carrying a gun.” He put his hands on my shoulders then pulled me closer and closer until he had me wrapped in his strong arms. His lips pressed against the top of my head, making my heart speed up. “I can protect myself and you.”

Can you protect me from actually falling in love with you?

I tried to push the thought aside, but it was stubborn.

The thing about Chance was that I’d had a crush on him all throughout our school years. He was way out of my league, even back then.

Chance was a cute little boy, and he just kept growing taller and getting cuter as the years went on. Meanwhile, I had been a chunky little girl who was on the plain side, and I’d stayed that way.

Chance had light blonde hair that had turned into a darker shade of blonde by the time he was in high school. With those blonde waves and green eyes, he stole all the girls’ hearts. He still did, as far as I knew.

My dark hair and eyes made me blend it, while his looks made him stand out. He was muscular, and I was still chunky. Basically, he was hot, and I was not.

He held me in his arms, not letting me go. “Do you know why I made that pact with you about getting married?”

“I really don’t have a clue.” I pulled my head off his shoulder and looked up at him. He was at least a foot taller than me.

His eyes turned soft as he spoke quietly, almost in a whisper, “You were sitting at the second desk in the second row of desks the first day I walked into our kindergarten classroom. I had butterflies swarming my stomach that day. I thought for sure that I was going to blow chunks right there in front of everyone. In the sea of faces that looked a lot like mine, nervous and shy, I found yours. Your smile was as bright as any beacon. Your eyes held mine, drawing me to come and sit right in front of you. To me, it had seemed that you had left that desk empty just so I could sit there.”

“I didn’t want to sit in the front row, that’s why I left that desk empty and sat in the second one instead. I was afraid the teacher would call on me often if I was right up front. And when I saw you, you were tall already, even though you were just five. I knew your body would hide me. So, I smiled and hoped you would come and sit in front of me. And when you did, I knew the teacher would always pick you to answer questions and leave me alone.”

He let me go, looking a little upset. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah.” I hadn’t meant to upset him with the truth of why I’d been smiling at him that first day of kindergarten. “My older sister had told me about the teacher asking kids in the front row most of the questions throughout the school year. And she told me to look for a kid that was bigger than me and to smile at them, and they would hopefully come to sit in front of me to hide me from the teacher’s view.”

“You only smiled at me because of my size?” He turned away from me and walked toward the door.

I didn’t know what else to say. “Chance. Don’t be mad.”

“I’m not mad.” He stopped and looked at me over his shoulder. “Disillusioned maybe, but not mad.” He turned to face me. “I thought you liked me. I thought that you had been the first girl to ever like me. And that’s why I asked you to make that pact with me.”

“I came to like you.” I thought that meant something too. “I really did. You know that I did. We sat next to each other every day at lunch that year. Don’t you remember that?”

“Because we lined up according to where we sat. That’s why we sat next to each other, Ruby. It wasn’t like either of us chose to do that.” He looked at the floor, and I knew I had screwed up what he’d considered a good memory.

I began to wonder about something and asked, “Chance, you thought I smiled at you because I liked you from the moment I saw you. But did you like me from the moment you saw me?”

He turned and walked away. “None of that matters anyway, Ruby. Welcome home. Let me know when you’re ready to go out to eat. We have to make this look real.” 

And then he left me standing there, my mouth slightly ajar and my mind filling with questions that he wasn’t going to answer.

Did he really like me from the first moment he saw me?


Chapter Three

 

Chance

 

Our first week together as a fake couple was better than just nice. I’d never spent that much one-on-one time with Ruby. So far, I loved it.

Her job had its perks, fresh fish being the main one. She came home about eight each night, usually with a fresh catch in the cooler she took to work with her. “Mahi-mahi,” she called out as she came in through the back entrance.

My mouth watered as I jumped up from where I’d been chillin’ to get to the kitchen. “Great! I brought home some sushi and pickled asparagus that we can have with it.”

She laid out the plastic bag with the chunks of fish in it. “Do we have any rice?”

“I’ve got some in the pantry.” Putting on my apron, I turned the gas stove on and found my favorite iron skillet. “I’m thinking blackened fish. What do you think about that, Ruby?”

“Sounds yummy to me.” She filled a pot with water. “I’ll get the rice going.”

We snacked on the sushi and asparagus and had some white wine while we cooked together. “You know, before you came to live here, I usually ate out. I bet this kitchen hasn’t been used more than a handful of times before you moved in.”

“It’s such a great kitchen.” She looked around. “How could you have not used it more often?”

A brilliant idea popped into my head. “You know what we
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