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        Nailed Down

        Friends to Lovers/Workplace Romance

      

      

      He's the hottest handyman on TV, but he only has eyes for his best friend.

      Kit Carlyle isn't just some woman. Beautiful? Yep. Seductive? Damn straight. She's also my best friend and my co-worker. But, hell, I'm a guy with a pulse. Every once in a while, I look at her and think filthy things.

      But when her cousin dies and leaves her with a long as hell and sexy bucket list, Kit turns to me for a helping hand. What can I say? I'm a sucker for a woman in need. Besides, I'm not about to let another man steal away my girl, occupy her bed, or fill my shoes.

      But as the stakes get higher and the items become hotter, I'll have to face the toughest challenge of all: admitting I want more than Kit's friendship. I want to make her mine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Tied Down

        Second Chance Enemies to Lovers Romance

      

      

      Cara Carelli is a silver-tongued mafia princess, master manipulator, and the only woman I've ever loved. But she's also smokin' hot and my ex-wife.

      When Cara led me straight into a trap and pleaded for my help, I couldn't say no. She thought she had the upper hand, but this time, I was in control and planned to make her beg.

      They say all's fair in love and war and turnabout's fair play, but what starts out as a wickedly seductive ploy turns into a twisted game of the heart.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kneel Down

        Friends to Lovers Romance

      

      

      My job as a SEAL has always been to go in and save the day. But even heroes fall. Even heroes make mistakes.

      My only saving grace was Gin Sullivan. My knock out best friend who wasn’t afraid to tell me the truth even when it hurt.

      She’d pick me up when I was wallowing in my own stupidity.

      It wasn’t hard for me to fall for her. Any man would. She was beautiful. She was smart. She was everything I’d ever wanted.

      I had plans to tell her that, squash the pinning we’d both done for two years. But a bullet to the gut silenced me and Gin got tired of waiting.

      Now I have a new mission, one that I can’t fail: Do whatever it takes to make Gin mine forever.
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        Stripped Down

        Forbidden Second Chance Romance

      

      

      She was a saint's angel.

      I was the devil's son. I should have never touched her. Loving her made me the greatest sinner.

      Sammy was the only good I've ever had in my life.

      I want it again. I want her again.

      But how do I earn her forgiveness when I've done the unforgivable? How can I be a good man in a family of criminals? With redemption within reach, danger circles us. Soon a choice will have to be made... risk everything for redemption or walk away from the only salvation I could ever have?
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            KANE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I am the storm.”

      The guy only blinked at me, a little boy staring at something he didn’t seem able to place. “You’re… Wait, what?”

      It was a problem that reared its tiny head anytime the producers sent another intern to me. They tended to scare easy or, you know, not scare at all. Couldn’t let that shit slide. This was especially the case with the ones who had a dad or granddaddy or, Christ, girlfriend’s father who knew someone who knew someone in the damn business. Even if we were just a small DIY cable network show, we were still Hollywood-ish. That meant favors. That meant I got landed with punk interns who didn’t know a wrench from a garden hoe.

      “I asked what you do.” The kid closed his mouth, eyebrows up, hidden behind those thick black frames he wore. I didn’t need to look him over too closely. I’d figured out his type when he hurried onto the set and darted straight for me before I was able to get half a mug of coffee down my throat. He didn’t need my attention, not this damn early. Not looking the way he did—stupid glasses he probably didn’t need and a bowtie, a fucking green striped bowtie and suspenders, and it wasn’t anywhere near Halloween, God help me.

      Hipster bullshit. Hipster bullshit I didn’t have time for.

      “So, when you say you’re the storm…”

      Fingers tightening around my mug, I worked my jaw, ignoring the kid as Dale and Gin came onto the set, dropping an armful of cut 1x4s onto the wood subfloor. The sound moved around the wide-open cabin and echoing right against the framing and exposed windows.

      “He’s the storm,” the kid told Dale, a pathetic, forced laugh flicking that waxed mustache of his against his bottom lip. “Can you believe that?”

      Dale was Navy. Twelve years. I’d hired him four years back—he didn’t have a daddy or buddy in the fancy producer’s trailer. The guy was good and got the job because he knew his shit. We’d grabbed a few beers the night after his first day so he could ask questions. I gave all my crew that shot. One time, only one, to ask what they wanted about me. After that, curiosity was off the table.

      Dale had gotten the measure of me after three pints of Guinness. But the hipster intern? Yeah. That wasn’t going to happen.

      “He is the fucking storm.” Dale said that with a finality that made the intern frown. Had the kid staring between me, nursing my cooling dark roast, and Dale, glaring down at the kid, stare weaving over the damn bowtie, the thick, curled mustache before he flared his nostrils, disgusted.

      “The storm, kid. That’s Kane. He’s a hurricane when we’re on a deadline. He’s a tsunami when we fuck up. And if you do that too much, he’s a motherfucking typhoon. You either handle your shit or prepare for the storm.”

      Maybe it was Dale’s voice—that “Don’t. Just don’t.” vibe every SEAL threw off no matter how long they’d been out of the service, but that sage bullshit wisdom worked. The kid jumped up, hardly managed to bother with a nod at me before he followed after Dale, picking up his drill, tugging on a tool belt that dirtied his stupid hipster skinny jeans.

      I downed the rest of my coffee, holding back a laugh when the kid threw a glance over at me then jerked his attention away as I pointed to myself, mouthed “the fucking storm,” and shot him the bird.

      Damn straight. New season, the whole of which we’d spend a few miles from the entrance to Mount Rainier National Park renovating a huge log cabin, and a brand-new intern to torture. Hell, it was stupid, but I didn’t party like I used to. Had to find some kind of fun where I could.

      I gave the kid a day, maybe two. Once he realized this gig wasn’t grabbing coffee for the producers or standing in for the grips or camera people, once he realized there was a hell of a lot of work to do, then he’d get bored or scared and head out with his tail between his legs. Or suspenders. Or custom Converse.

      Dale barked orders at the kid as Gin fought with Mario, the floor contractor. The general bustle of bullshit that came along with the setup the crew did for shooting got louder, the noise annoying, gearing up to piss me right off. And then, somewhere about an hour into our day, all that shit went quiet. It was a silence I was familiar with; had heard it years before when kids at school back in Seattle saw me for the first time after my old man took a dirt nap. Funny thing about death. People are sorry for you, but they feel compelled to ignore you. Someone you love dies, and the world acts like you were the one who bit it. They don’t have a damn clue what to say. They only know they can’t mention death or dying or how much it sucks. So, in general, you get the silent treatment because, bottom line, people are self-centered, graceless assholes. Anyway, that was the thought I had, the familiar silent sting I recognized when all the noise on the set went still.

      It meant Kit was back.

      The kid was the only one still yammering on. Hands around an extension cord, Hipster was boring Gin stupid about some shit I didn’t care enough to listen to. I only knew she was listening to him because she jabbed him in the rib as I walked through the set, bypassing gawking, awkward folk watching as Bill, our producer, spoke to Kit like she was a kid, not the talented badass host of our show. He was doing the bumbling, clueless shit. A glance around the set, the stares she got as she walked into the cabin, and I realized everyone did the same—stared and gaped and looked like assholes in the process.

      She kept her dark gaze on the top of the cup of coffee she held, listening to Bill as he patted her shoulder, as he made pointless attempts to distract her from the suck she’d landed in.

      “So, you…um…I…” Bill spoke in monosyllables, some freakish jackass language he clearly didn’t have a handle on. “What I mean is…”

      “Look,” Kit said, waving off his muttering stupidity with a shake of her head. “I get that this is weird, and you don’t know what to say, but I’m okay.”

      “You really don’t have to be back yet, sweetheart.” It was hard not to laugh at the glare on Kit’s face. She thought Bill was some reject from the seventies no one had clued in to the notion that it was definitely not okay to pinch a woman’s ass or call a professional “sugar” or “sweetheart.” I mean, shit. He was from California. Not Georgia. There was zero excuse for the sweet talk.

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled, hid those two words behind a long drink from her Styrofoam cup, and kept her gaze downcast, stifling the glare I knew was there.

      “Babe, I know it’s been hard.” Bill stood a little closer than I liked, and I thought about breaking it up, telling him to go fuck himself, but I knew Kit wouldn’t appreciate the big brother shit. She wasn’t a princess. She was a fucking general. She could cover her own ass.

      “I know you and your cousin were close.” Bill put that flabby arm around her, and Kit straightened her shoulders, taking a step to the right to slip out of his reach. “Losing someone you’re close to, well, I can imagine.”

      “Can you?” She didn’t wear a lick of makeup. The chicks in the back trailer with all the girl shit hadn’t gotten to her yet, and still Kit looked like something out of a Zeffirelli film; young, vibrant, skin like silk, eyes large and dark. Her face was heart-shaped, cheekbones pronounced, russet-colored eyes round with large lids. I loved her big eyes, how dark they were, how she kept everything she thought right behind them, never letting anyone see what went on in her head. She was beautiful, shaped with tempting curves and an athletic build, but her legs were long, and her ass was plump and spectacular. She looked like she belonged on the side of a B-52 bomber, inspiring fighting men to keep at it, not on some small DIY program that only drunks coming in from partying and newborn parents saw at four a.m.

      “If you need anything,” Bill tried again, but Kit cut him off, directing a wide, toothy smile at him that held more cyanide than sweetness behind it.

      “Thank you, Bill. Really. And thank you for the flowers. They were nice.” Then Kit grabbed his hand, dropping it from her shoulder. “But the only thing I want to do is get to work.”

      The quiet kept on, with the crew puttering with busywork shit that didn’t need handling, all in weak attempts to watch Kit and Bill. It pissed me off, especially when those nosy assholes kept at their staring even when I stepped into the center of the room.

      To my left, Kit was squaring off at Bill, challenging him with a glare to get any closer to her. She might not need me to do the big brother bullshit, but the crew did need reminding there was work to be done.

      “Enough of this!” I shouted, not bothering to keep the bite out of my tone. “Get back to work.” That staring moved from Kit and lingered on me, but only until I moved up an eyebrow and shouted, “Now!”

      They scattered like a bunch of ants whose hill had been kicked by a mean fourth grader, but at least they got moving. Kit came at me a half a second later, standing at my side while she looked over the cabin. Two slow sips from her cup and one swipe of her gaze up to the roof and she finally spoke.

      “You get the new header?”

      I watched right along with her, pushing back the slow whiff of something sweet I caught coming from her hair. “Be here on Thursday. First thing in the morning.” We stood there for several long seconds just watching the room, taking in the exposed beams and the looping wire curling through the walls. I could almost hear the gears in her head shifting, like she had something to say but didn’t need me to fish it out of her.

      When she went on drinking her coffee, I answered the questions she didn’t voice but knew she had. “That shop in Shelton had your stove.” She looked up at me then, and I thought I could make out a slow-working grin moving the side of her mouth. The woman liked her appliances. The older, the better. “It’s a 1930 Aga. Black with copper fixtures. Fully restored.”

      Kit turned then, full smile now, and I shifted a glance down at her, head shaking at the flash of something ridiculous and fucking sweet in her eyes. “Stupid expensive?”

      “Obscene.”

      That smile was lethal now, and if she’d been a less classy chick, I’d have sworn she was about to shimmy. Can’t say I’d hate seeing that. “And Bill knows how much it was and still let you buy it?”

      I shrugged, then nodded a thanks when Gin paused near us, close enough to hand over a refill on my coffee. She turned to Dale, offering him the same, and I cocked an eyebrow at the look he gave her. “I was convincing.”

      “Ha. You were intimidating,” Kit said, nudging me with an elbow. “Thanks. That makes me happy.”

      “It’s why I’m here.” I hid the smug grin I wore behind my coffee, telling myself it wasn’t stupid to feel like a chump for making the woman happy. I liked when she was happy. Mainly I liked being the man to do the job, but that shit came from somewhere I didn’t bother thinking about. No need to imagine things when I knew the truth: Kit Carlyle was my friend, but fuck, did I want to be a helluva lot more than that.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she admitted, and some stupid, ridiculous thing in my gut went all wobbly. But if Kit noticed the break in my composure—and the quick blink of my eyes and a long, slow sip from my mug to keep me from saying something stupid—she didn’t mention it. Instead, she looked around the cabin, nodding a greeting to Gin when she smiled as she moved past us before I felt another nudge on my arm. “I need to run something by you.”

      “Such as?” But she went all quiet again, out of character when Kit wanted something, enough that I turned to watch her, eyebrows shooting up when she cast a look all around, looking damn guilty or stupid nervous. I couldn’t tell which. “Something up?”

      “Well, it’s just that I need…”

      “Hey, Mr. Storm…” The intern started laughing at himself before Kit stepped back, clearing her throat as though she didn’t want this little punk to know she was about to say something only for my ears. That just pissed me off.

      “You see me standing here speaking to someone?” I asked the kid, tilting my head to glare at him. He nodded, then looked to Kit as though she might tell him it was okay to interrupt us. But the woman’s attention was on her phone when she took it out as a distraction. I snapped my fingers, bringing the kid’s attention back to me. “Go. Away.”

      “Look, Kane…” But Hipster didn’t get a chance to bug me any further. Dale approached, taking the kid’s shoulder to turn him, then gave the boy a gentle shove to lead him back toward a stack of 1x4s. The saws started up after that, and I nodded toward the door, getting Kit to follow me out of the cabin and down the driveway until we were at my silver F-150. She hopped right in when I opened the door for her, curling her arms over her chest as though she were frozen solid. The woman was always cold, no matter the temperature, and always bitched that I never ran the heat in my truck.

      “All right,” I said, my head shaking at how she blew on her fingers like we were in the Arctic and not in a small wooded area intersected by Copper Creek. “Jesus.” Then I flipped on the heater and moved the vents toward her. “Now. Whatcha got?”

      “Oh.” Kit went a little shy on me, way out of character, and I forgot about everything else but the small slip of fear that started crowding my head. This woman never shied away from telling me what to do or what she needed and the fact she wouldn’t look at me put me on edge.

      “Hey,” I said, leaning over my steering wheel and moving my head toward her, trying to catch her attention. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing… It’s just…” She exhaled and rubbed her eyes. I could make out the frown behind her hands when she scrubbed her face, and for some reason, that bullshit worry grew more intense. Finally, through a long breath, Kit looked at me straight on, licking her lips like I’d seen her do a thousand times. That shit meant trouble. I’d seen it firsthand. That slow, preparing for battle lip lick meant shit was about to get twisted. “Kane,” she said, squaring her shoulders, “I need you. I need only you.”

      Fuck me, I was in trouble.
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      “Ms. Carlyle.”

      Sunshine splintered off the top of the black lacquer box, scattering in different directions, and I winced against the glare. Everything around me, including the man at my side, sounded dull and distant. I felt trapped in this endless tunnel, surrounded by people I didn’t know on a day I’d prayed would never come.

      The crowd was thinning, most of the other mourners already driving away without so much as a backward glance, heading to a party Jess had planned in the event, obnoxious as it sounded, of her untimely death. That bitch planned everything in detail, even what happened the day of her funeral. I wasn’t following the rules, no matter how much I loved my cousin. I just couldn’t find the strength to walk away.

      “I was good friends with your cousin, ma’am.”

      I nodded but couldn’t bring myself to look at him or reply.

      A fresh wave of tears burned my eyes as I watched that black casket. Inside was my cousin, my best friend, and my mind could not organize thoughts and meaning with reality. She just couldn’t be gone.

      The man hovered, rearranging his feet, but otherwise, didn’t bother me. He seemed to know I needed a second to myself.

      Jess was the type of person people flocked to with her intoxicating laugh and charming smile. She never said a bad word about anyone and went out of her way to make those around her happy. The number of people who stood around her casket today was a testament to her character and infectious nature. Hell, even as a kid I was drawn to her.

      The wind kicked up, blowing my hair into my face, and I rubbed my eyes, irritated that I couldn’t keep from crying. But then, who could after their best friend died?

      Growing up, I followed Jess around like a lost puppy dog. She never once shooed me away or treated me like her little cousin, never once told me I was a nuisance for following behind her and emulating her every move. We grew older, and the age gap seemed to fade, and then we became closer than sisters.

      We were both alone and only had each other to lean on. Her parents passed in a tragic plane crash when she was in college, and my mother died a few years back from a sudden heart attack due to an undiscovered heart condition. We had no other family anymore except each other.

      The man at my side cleared his throat, probably tired of my quiet sniffling, and the noise brought my attention back to him. He had long, straight fingers with trimmed nails that I noticed when he offered me a plain white envelope. “She wanted me to give this to you.”

      The envelope had Jess’s neat, looping scribble on the front, but I couldn’t see any more than that in my peripheral vision, and I was still too numb to move much more than my eyes. I was struck dumb, zoning out on anything but the twist of the flower stem between my fingertips, even as it started to bruise from the movement. I couldn’t bring myself to let the calla lily go and place it on her casket with the others. The act was too final, too absolute. Letting it go meant she was gone, and reconciling that with reality just wasn’t happening yet.

      “I promised her I would make sure you received this.”

      Slowly, I dragged my gaze to his hand, spotting the crisp envelope he held between his fingertips. That scroll was clearer now, with “Kit Kat” across the front. She’d even written the little heart over the “I” like she always did.

      He pushed the envelope closer, slipping it between my fingertips. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said as my gaze swept to meet his. His eyes were red and puffy, similar to my own, I’d guess. That happened when you’d been crying nonstop for a solid week.

      “Sorry for your loss” was a weird expression I never understood. We lost things like purses, phones, and keys, but a person was never really lost. Jess was in that polished black casket covered in white calla lilies a foot from me. She wasn’t lost. Losing a person wasn’t the right term. It seemed so vague, so empty.

      The envelope crinkled as I gripped the pristine paper in my palm. “Who are you?”

      The man’s gaze dropped to the ground as his Adam’s apple bobbed, hiding beneath the collar of his dress shirt. “I’m Luke. Jess and I were…” He let the explanation die, shutting his eyes, and his features transformed, as though the thought of what they’d been was just too painful to explain at the moment. Finally, he exhaled, his expression relaxing before he said, “We were lovers.”

      It hit me then, looking at that handsome face. Despite the sadness of the day, the left side of my mouth twitched, recalling the things Jess mentioned about this man. She’d told me more than should have been allowed via text or email. Jess met Luke at a bar one night after work over six months ago, and their relationship moved fast, oftentimes too quick for Jess.

      “Jess spoke highly of you.” My voice didn’t sound like my own. The flat, lifelessness monotone words slipped from my tongue as if there were someone else speaking through me.

      Luke wiped the tears from his cheek, the back of his hand damp, and his cuff darkened with the motion. “I loved her, you know.”

      “I know.” I knew more than I ever wanted to know about Luke. My cousin had made sure of that. Jess didn’t keep a single fact from me, including the precise curve and girth of his penis, down to his favorite position during sex. She overshared, but I never stopped her. My insanely busy work schedule kept me off the market, and I was left letting my fantasies come alive vicariously through Jess’s filthy, filthy sexual encounters with Luke.

      “I thought we’d get married.” That seemed to pain him more than admitting he loved her, and I brushed his arm, squeezing it once.

      Her free, never-settle spirit and the burden of young loss would have likely hurt Luke, considering she might have turned him down. But then, Jess confessed that Luke was the first man who had her questioning her choice never to get attached. I understood her logic, knew it far too well. But with that loner decision came the loneliness. There was only so much work you could do to fill up your day.

      Luke cleared his throat again, reminding me he was still there, and I glanced at him, forcing a weak smile as I looked back down at the casket. “I think you were the one person who could’ve made Jess change her mind.”

      “I had a ring and was going to propose on her birthday.”

      I jerked my head up fully, and something quickened in my chest. The stabbing pain that had replaced my heart intensified. “I’m sorry.” I swallowed hard as the tears I’d thought had dried up blurred my vision.

      “She has it now,” he whispered, shaking his head as he inhaled. “I have to go. I can’t stand here anymore. It hurts too much.” He stepped back, his face contorted into something that made him look equal parts devastated and furious, and then Luke walked away.

      But I stayed where I stood, my feet rooted next to Jess. Despite the reason for being here, I didn’t want to leave and couldn’t make myself go. The thought of leaving her, of walking away, was far sadder than staying here with her.

      A worker moved in my direction wearing chunky work boots covered in mud and his hands tucked into his pockets, trying not to stare. “Ma’am, we were just about to close her up.”

      “Can I have ten more minutes, please?” I begged.

      “Sure,” he said as his gaze lingered a little too long. Maybe he knew my face but couldn’t place how he knew me, which was often the case with my being on late-night television.

      Kneeling on the ground, I clutched the envelope and flower in my hands, my attention on the casket. “Jess,” I whispered. “I don’t know how to do life without you.” Tears slid down my cheeks, dropping to the bottom of my black dress. “You can’t leave me like this.”

      The sadness morphed then, became something overwhelming, something that felt like a weight heavy on my chest. She was gone. With the snap of my finger, the blink of my eye, my best friend, my only family was gone. That sadness changed my cry; it grew, mingled into a guttural sob, and I became breathless, the grief hitting me in waves, growing with each second.

      “Why?” I asked the sky above me, feeling helpless, faithless, wondering if whatever higher power that was up there could hear me. If it cared at all that my heart was breaking. “Fucking why?”

      The flower broke in two as I doubled over, hands on my face. The stem bent in my palm, brittle now as the delicate white top tumbled to the grass. The envelope bit into my flesh, reminding me I still had one final piece of Jess left.

      The heavy scent of her perfume caught on the breeze when I tore into the envelope and pulled out the soft pink pages. There was a crinkle in the center, but I’d managed not to damage the letter too badly. I was hungry for her words, desperate for this last connection to Jess. I scanned the black ink, flipping through the pages, wishing there were more. I took a deep breath and blinked a few times and read the first line.

      

      My Kit Kat,

      If you’re reading this, that means I’ve kicked it. God, that must suck. Hopefully, I went out naked, orgasming so hard my brain melted. Possibly with a bottle of Jack in one hand and my fingers nestled in Luke’s deliciously wavy hair as he kneeled in front of me and… Well. I’ll try to retain some semblance of dignity seeing as how these are probably my last words.

      “Here lies Jessica. She died with a stupid grin on her face.”

      Sorry, couldn’t resist.

      If I have indeed bitten it, there are things I want to say to you. I won’t go on and on and write a monologue that is profound and tear-jerking because that’s not who we are, is it? We live to laugh and laugh to live. It’s how we’ve survived. But I will tell you the single most important thing I can…the thing I’ve wanted to tell you for a long damn time. The thing I worried you would never figure out on your own. So, here goes:

      Kathryn Carlyle, life isn’t a dress rehearsal, and you’re stuck backstage.

      I say this with love. I say it because I’ve watched you spend the past five years of your life working and plotting and generally making everyone else’s life beautiful. Meanwhile, you stay in that tiny rental, miles from the most beautiful mountain in the world, nursing a pint of Ben & Jerry’s (Don’t deny it. I’m the one who turned you on to Half Baked) petting your Himalayan tom who is so fucking Gandalf-old he doesn’t meow, he grumbles, and not once have you done anything remotely exciting with your life. Seriously, you are the only human person alive who can land a cable show and never show up to any of the fancy Hollywood bigwig, kiss your ass, oh aren’t you fabulous, shindigs they always invite you to. Is that little cabin really that appealing?

      You start project after project with the best of intentions and never finish them. I dare you to peek into your craft/storage/work-out room without having even the smallest amount of guilt.

      I won’t even discuss the below-average sex you’ve had and how long it’s been since even those pathetic activities have happened.

      You are dynamic and beautiful and funny and brilliant and so criminally talented, and the sad thing is you don’t know it. Not really. You can make a shack look like Shangri-la, but you live in so much fear that you have no idea how old you’re becoming and how quickly that’s happening.

      Kit Kat, it’s time to live.

      I love you, and because I do, I’m giving you a gift. It was something I gave to myself ten years ago when I wasn’t all that dissimilar from you. When I was so scared of everything out there in life that I wasn’t really living at all.

      This is your bucket list. If you love me, ever really loved me, then you will complete everything on this list. It’s my last wish. My final say-so. The last bossy thing I’ll ever say to you, but it’s the most important.

      Life is a journey, and you haven’t even gotten out of bed.

      Time to pack your bags and get started.

      Don’t be sad that I’m gone, Kit Kat. Be happy I lived and loved while I was here.

      I’ll be watching.

      Jess

      “Shit,” I said, trying not to laugh at my cousin as I kneeled next to her casket, her list of demands between my fingers. Wondering how in the hell I could pull this off. “Double shit.”
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      The ever-present crease between Kane’s eyebrows deepened as he stared at me, blinking slowly like I hadn’t just word-vomited a shitload of information his way. “Say that again.”

      This time, when I explained the letter, I talked slowly, hoping he caught on to the detail I gave. Wasn’t like it was difficult, but I wasn’t about to comment on that. Not to him. Not when he looked like I had spiders crawling out of my eyes.

      My dilemma explained, I smiled, hoping the big guy would think I was moderately cute, maybe feel bad for me because, clearly, I was still consumed by grief and not thinking rationally. “So, I need your help,” I told him as I rubbed my hands together as close to the vent as I could get. “You game?”

      Kane tightened his grip on the steering wheel, blinking like he still didn’t quite get what favor I’d asked as he stared at me. “I don’t know how I can help.”

      Leaning forward, I reached into my back pocket and fished out the letter before pushing it toward his face. “Read it. I can’t do all this stuff by myself. I need a wingman.”

      He stared at the paper like it was going to jump up and bite him. “So, you want me to be your wingman.”

      Seriously, it wasn’t difficult, but I pushed a smile onto my face, this one wider, and nodded toward the letter in his big hands. Kane was fearless; he never quit a job once he started it. I needed him to help me when I chickened out on completing Jess’s list. And I knew I would. She wasn’t wrong. I’d start but rarely end things I wanted for myself.

      Kane squinted, and the same, “What shit does she want me to do?” look crossed his face before I cocked an eyebrow. With a little prodding, I’d get him to agree. I always could.

      “Read it. Stop being a punk.”

      He snatched the paper from my fingers, black eyes on me as he unfolded the sheets. “You sure you want me to read this?”

      “Yes.” I sighed and rolled my eyes, pushing the paper closer to him.

      He leaned against the window, facing me as his eyes moved across the page. “I don’t know about this,” he said, glancing over the paper at me with uneasiness.

      “Did you read it all?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Keep going.”

      His profile was striking. Kane had always had the face of someone fierce. All those hard edges, all the strict discipline he used in his life—managing the crew and construction on set or handling his brother, all the work he did in the gym or on the track—showed on his angular face. His lips were large, wide, and he had a deep crease in his cupid’s bow. But his eyebrows were on the heavy side, making him seem dangerous, and there was always a smattering of stubble, all jet black, on his chin. Kane had wide shoulders, big hands, and thick thighs and not an ounce of fat on him. He reminded me of someone ancient, old features you’d see in black-and-white pictures in history books. His skin was dark and smooth, probably both from the amount of time he spent in the sun and the rich heritage given to him by his Samoan family. He was proud of who he was and where he came from, something I’d always admired about him.

      I had a pulse. I was a woman. No way anyone could look at Kane and not see how rugged, how beautiful he was. Even me, his platonic friend.

      He went still, quiet, his eyes rounding, narrowing, then growing huge again as he read, and I knew why. There was shit on that list Kane would flat out refuse to help me with because, well, that was Kane. That list scared me too. Kane took a breath, released it, then flipped the first sheet over and continued reading Jess’s last words that were only meant for me.

      
        
        Jess’s Final Say-So:

        Ten Things Kit Must Do Without Question:

      

      

      1.Go zip-lining - conquer your fear of heights, you little chicken.

      2.Buy something frivolous, and I don’t mean ice cream - See my stash in the closet safe. You know the combination. $1500 minimum.

      3.Go Whale Watching - Because I know you’re stupid for them.

      4.Find someone to give you a mind-numbing, toe-curling, can’t breathe, moan-worthy kiss that ruins you for all other men.

      5.Run the half marathon you keep saying you want to train for.

      6.Shake hands with the president.

      7.Camp out in the mountains - no RVs or campers allowed.

      8.Sing in front of a crowd of more than twenty people.

      9.Have sex with someone other than yourself.

      10. Fall in love.

      One wide eye shot at me, and Kane folded the letter in half, shoving it back at me like he couldn’t get it out of his hands fast enough. “Sorry, Kit. Can’t help you.”

      “What?”

      “I just can’t.” He was out of his truck, door shutting closed before I could stop him. I grabbed his keys, trailing behind him as he stomped back toward the cabin.

      He wore a worn, brown Carhartt jacket that was thick and scratchy, and I managed to grab the point of his elbow, pulling him back before he made it too far from the truck. “What exactly do you mean, you can’t?”

      I’d never heard Kane say those words. Even the most impossible designs, the most elaborate architectural elements he’d take on, never batting an eye even if he’d never attempted it before. “Can’t” wasn’t in the man’s vocabulary. But there it was, flying right past his full lips all rude and obnoxious.

      “The answer’s no, Kit.” He stalked across the yard, gaze on the cabin as I shook his keys at him, trying to get him to stop.

      “Kane!” I yelled, stunned and a little pissed off.

      He raised his hand high in the air but kept marching toward the cabin. “Nope. Can’t do it.”

      “What the fuck?”  

      With my hands at my sides, I strode across the yard, making my way to the cabin in half the steps I normally took just to keep up with him, and nearly crashed through the closed door.

      Kane had already forgotten me and my request, had busied himself by torturing the new intern with the dumb suspenders, bellowing orders and demands in a tone that told me Kane was lashing out, avoiding even looking in my direction.

      It took a few minutes of deep breathing and waving my assistants off as they fluttered around me to get my irritation under wraps. I still couldn’t keep the small curl from my mouth as I gave them one-word answers. Kane went back to work, hazarding small glances my way, but he wouldn’t look directly at me.

      “Sweetheart, you okay?” Bill asked, interrupting the perfectly good glare I was giving Kane as I debated walking right up to him and demanding he explain this foreign “can’t” word of his. Bill gave me the creeps, was a little too touchy-feely for my taste, and I stepped back, diverting the brush of his hand on my shoulder as he smiled at me. That look was condescending, a little pitying, and it pissed me off. “You look frazzled.”

      “I need to talk to Kane.”

      “You don’t need Kane. Let me help,” Bill said, his voice gentle, utterly annoying as he managed to rest his hand on my shoulder. “I’m a good listener.”

      Kane shot another glance at me, this one landing as he spotted Bill, looking at him, then me. Kane hated Bill more than saying “can’t.” They were oil and water but somehow coexisted for the sake of the show. It was no surprise when Kane pushed the folder in his hand to Gin and stepped toward us

      “Maybe you can help,” I said loud enough that I knew Kane would overhear.

      I repressed a shudder when Bill moved his hand from my shoulder to my neck and started to knead my muscles. “I’m your man, babe.”

      Every time he called me “babe,” “sweetheart,” or some other demeaning nickname, I had to restrain myself from kicking him in the balls. He was only palatable in small doses because Kane was always there to make sure Bill kept his ass in line.

      I peeked over his shoulder, and like clockwork, Kane’s steps got quicker, his features sterner, his fists clenched tightly at his sides.

      “Well…” I started to say, stalling because I wanted to wait to see if Kane would take my bait.

      Kane loomed over Bill, standing at his back with his arms crossed. “It’s fine,” he said, voice low, dangerous, and I had to push back the small thrill that shot through my stomach at the sound. “You’re not needed, Bill.”

      Bait taken. Mission accomplished.
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      Kit made a damn list. On top of the one left to her by her dead cousin. A list of the list and a fucking schedule. I was tempted to crumple “my copy” between my fingers as I glanced down at it.

      “This will keep us on schedule. Every weekend that we don’t film. Without fail until the list is done. Agreed?”

      I’d half expected her to spit in her hand before she offered it to me for a shake. But Kit was funny, not goofy, and though the list was damn redundant, it somehow made her feel better. I had gotten a little freaked when I read that stupid list. Especially when it came to the kiss and the sex part. I couldn’t get my head wrapped around the last item.

      Fall in love.

      Fuck me.

      The low grunt I made must have alerted the waitress, and the tiny redhead turned toward me, a ready grin waiting as she pushed a hip against her tray.

      “You want another one, gorgeous?” She took my nod, offering a wink that made her heavily wrinkled eyelid twitch, and then sashayed away. Crystal. Good lady. The sort of woman who had spent a lifetime slinging beer in the shiftiest looking water holes imaginable. But this place, Lucky’s, had been my home away from home since we got stuck in Ashford for this project. The town was nice enough, but small. Nothing like the life I led in Tacoma or even Seattle, where I grew up. But Lucky’s had a good staff, and the lights were low. Worked wonders when you wanted to keep a low profile.

      “Why are you sulking?”

      Home away from home, but not away from my brother.

      “Don’t start,” I told him, pushing his chair back when he hovered too long. Crystal set a Guinness in front of me, then squinted at my brother. The asshole smiled, standing too close to the old lady, but she didn’t back down.

      “I guess you want that domestic shit? Bud or Miller?”

      “I’m a Blue Moon man, actually.” Kiel laughed at the waitress when she clicked her tongue at him, disgusted, walking behind her a half a step as she headed toward the bar. “Crystal, run away with me. I’ll treat you so good.” He thought a lot of himself, hitting on anything that wiggled just right. But Crystal wasn’t buying it. She shot Kiel the finger, calling him something not many would have the stones to as she disappeared toward the cooler.

      “Leave the old woman alone and sit.” He caught the chair when I pushed it again with my foot, but he sat down, still laughing to himself. “Why are you here?” He never left Seattle if he could help it, and Ashford wasn’t exactly some hopping bedlam for pretty boys like Kiel.

      “What?” my brother said, faking a concerned frown. That asshole wasn’t concerned about anything but landing a story that would put his byline front and center of the Seattle Times. Still don’t know how the hell he’d managed to land that gig. “I can’t check in on my big brother?”

      “Not unless you want something.”

      He waved me off. “On my way to Portland for a story. Thought I’d check up on you.”

      When Crystal appeared again, not bothering to give more than an eye roll to Kiel as she slid the Blue Moon in front of him, I kicked his leg, knowing he was about to fuck with the old lady again.

      She was halfway to the bar before my brother ignored my warning glare and called over his shoulder, “Where’s my orange slice?”

      Crystal didn’t miss a beat, yelling back, “Up your ass, bitch,” before she tended to the group of dockworkers who’d entered.

      “I don’t get why she doesn’t like me,” he said, grumbling a little while he downed his punk beer. “I’m way manlier than you are and not nearly as mean.”

      “Whatever you gotta tell yourself.”

      He watched me closely, leaning over the table as he scratched a line with his thumb into the label. I knew I should have expected the question before it came, but it still took me by surprise that my brother could do the job he did and still have no clue how to read me.

      “Dude, you look like shit.” He moved back against the table, pulling on his beer. “You still moping about Kit being gone?” Kiel shifted in his chair, eyebrows shooting up when I ignored him. “She’s still out?”

      “She’s back,” I said, my gaze shifting around the bar to the dockworkers hassling Crystal for taking too long with their order. My attention was on alert, sharp as the biggest of the workers yelled something rude at Crystal because his beer wasn’t cold enough. “Got back today.”

      Kiel followed my stare, swinging his legs around as though he was ready to pounce if those assholes got to be more than the old waitress could handle, but my kid brother was clueless.

      “Easy,” I told him, shaking my head. “She can handle that shit.”

      And before the words had left my mouth completely, Crystal had an empty bottle in her hand, raising it overhead when the dockworker grabbed her arm. He had enough time for a cool, vicious curl to move her top lip before she knocked the jackass across the face.

      “Out!” she called, clearing the bar top as the guy’s friends helped him to his feet. “Right now, assholes, and don’t come back!” Crystal was little, but loud and scary as hell. I was a big dude, but I still knew better than to mess with her.

      “Told you,” I said, giving the old waitress a nod of approval as she glanced in our direction.

      Kiel went white, and when the old lady stared at him, my brother turned around, suddenly interested in his Blue Moon.

      “So,” he tried, “you look like shit because…”

      I knew I couldn’t divert him for long, but I didn’t want to cry into my beer, blabbering to my kid brother about Kit and the shit she wanted from me. I kept what I thought locked down tight. Kiel was slick, always had some woman on the side because he was a good-looking dude and he could talk a preacher into a porno subscription. But he was nothing like me. We looked alike, had the same wide frame, the same high cheekbones and mouths that stretched across our faces, even the same thick, unruly hair, though Kiel knew how to work his. I just kept mine short. But Kiel was smooth, gave a shit about what he wore, what label was on his clothes, when I was good with Levis and flannels. But how we lived, what we cared about, or what mattered to us? Nah, that’s where we differed.

      “She’s got a bucket list she wants help with,” I finally told him, ignoring the slow grin that moved across his mouth.

      “And what’s on this list?”

      I waved him off, sighing hard when that grin turned into something ridiculous that made him look like the fucking Joker. “Shit she wants to do.” Kiel went on smiling, that expression fracturing only a little as he shifted his weight against his elbows. He’d do that shit forever—watch, waiting for me to fess up. The jackass had the patience of a priest, and when he went on gawking, expecting, I decided to give up a little of what was bothering me. Shoulders lowering, I downed the last of my Guinness and pushed the glass aside. “Fine. On that list is shit that could make things…complicated.”

      “Ah,” he said, crossing his arms as he watched me. “Like sex things.” I grunted but didn’t confirm a thing. “And no matter how many times you hand me that bullshit about not wanting anything with her, I’m not blind. You get that look anytime she’s around.”

      “What look?” The guy was off his meds or something. Like I said, I kept everything locked down, even how I looked at her.

      “Dude, give me a break.” Kiel shook his head, pulling a mint from the roll in his pocket. He’d stopped smoking five years back but still needed the mints to do something with his hands. “Kit comes around, and that grumpy-ass frown on your face vanishes. You look at her like you’re lost in the desert and she’s just the right amount of wet that will quench your thirst.”

      Another grunt, but this time, I shot a glare at my brother for mentioning shit that shouldn’t be in his mouth. He shrugged when I flipped him off, but he didn’t give me hell about Kit.

      “So you wanna help her out, but you think things will get…iffy?”

      My brother had a way with words, no shit there. But I still didn’t want him knowing what was in my head. I damn well didn’t want anyone to know. “Something like that,” I finally admitted, figuring he’d badger me until I gave up even the smallest detail.

      Kiel nodded, moving his lips together like he needed to smear the words around before he set them loose. Then, he snapped his fingers, like he’d just come up with some grand idea that was the greatest shit any bastard ever thought up. “Distract her.”

      “And how should I go about that shit?”

      “There aren’t any rules about what gets done first, are there?”

      Kit hadn’t mentioned it, though if I knew her, and God help me I did, she’d be a stickler for staying in order. “No, but she’ll probably…”

      Kiel waved his hand, shutting me up. “You can distract anyone, man. You’re a bully when you want to be, when it’s something you want. And if I’m hearing you right, what you want is to keep what you’re thinking about her out of the equation.”

      “Fuck you, I’m not a bully.” It was insulting for him to say shit that wasn’t true. But then Kiel leaned back, stretching his long legs out in front of him as he shook his head, and a quick flash of stupid shit I’d done as a kid came back to me. “Locking you in the girls’ bathroom freshman year taught you a lesson.”

      “I got suspended.”

      “Yep, but did you ever try sneaking peeks at the girls’ shower after that?” He didn’t respond, and I took that as denial. “Thought so, asshole. Shit I did was to keep you in line.”

      “Never mind that,” Kiel said, avoiding Crystal as she walked around the tables, cleaning up the mess left over from the afternoon crowd. “Distract her. It’ll buy you some time until you figure out what you wanna do.”

      “Nothing to do,” I told him, moving my hand to the exit to signal Crystal to close out my tab. “What kind of bullshit friend won’t help out when she’s just lost her best friend in the world?”

      “The kind that doesn’t want her to know he’s gone all stupid for her.”

      I stuffed my card into my wallet when Crystal laid the bill on the table and scribbled my name and a hefty tip on the bill. “Not stupid,” I told Kiel, ignoring his low laugh. “Just…a little dumb.” That was the word that best described how Kit made me feel. Dumb. Awkward, a little helpless, and I hated feeling that shit. As my brother nodded at Crystal, this time neglecting to make a smartass comment or flirt with her, I followed him to the door, waving at the old waitress with my head full of stuff that might work as a distraction. I only hoped Kit would be down for avoiding shit I just wasn’t ready to deal with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            KANE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nope. Nope… Changed my mind.”

      I had a feeling Kit would chicken out. She did that a lot. The woman was full of great intentions but not much on the follow-through. I knew her limits. I knew when to push and when to back away. You couldn’t be friends with someone, work with them as closely as we had for the past five years, and not know how to read them or figure out when their limits were met.

      Her running away from the suspension bridge, that stupid hard hat and the goggles on top of it jostling as she walked back toward the gate, told me Kit’s limit wasn’t quite in the rearview, but it was inching closer.

      “Hang on a second, you crazy woman.” Three long strides and I caught up to her, touching her arm to get her to stop. Her eyes were wide, a little frantic, and for a second I wondered if she’d bother to blink before the tears started to form. “You told me this was okay, remember? You told me you wanted to get this one over with.”

      There was a small crowd and a few stragglers who must have recognized us. But the thing about Ashford was that even local celebrities, for the most part, got left alone. One, maybe two double takes, then Kit and I were on our own, secluded a bit by a large Douglas fir tree with browning leaves and heavy limbs. Overhead, though, there were high-pitched screams releasing, muffling, and turning into shit that sounded like something from a horror flick as the zip-liners took off from the deck at the top of the suspension bridge and shot away going at least thirty-five miles per hour.

      Kit took her wide, scared gaze from my face, finally blinking, lashes moving like a hummingbird’s wings as one particularly loud zip-liner screamed at the top of her lungs, “Holy shit, someone stop!”

      “Oh, hell no!” Kit yelled, stepping back and away from me as she kept her gaze on the screaming woman overhead. “Fuck that!”

      “Calm down,” I told her, blocking her when she tried hightailing it away from the bridge. “Would you listen for a second?” She skirted around me, like a damn ball player readying a lay-up, but I kept up with her, managing to spread my arms to keep her from hitting the narrow trail that led to the parking lot. “Shit, woman, you’re acting ridiculous.”

      “Move, Kane. I changed my mind. I can’t do this. It’s…” She threw another glance up toward the zip line, then took to shaking her head, repeating “Nope, nope, no” under her breath. “No way. I just… I can’t…”

      “Stop right there,” I told her, not moving. I made my features tighten, shot her the frown I knew she hated. That disappointed tension on my face usually showed up when the PAs or interns got on my nerves or when Bill wanted the impossible and my crew couldn’t deliver. Kit had always mentioned how that expression made me look vicious and mean. I didn’t want her to see it, but I’d made her a promise. We shook on it, and I kept my word when I gave it. “You wanted my help. You wanted me to push you, remember?”

      She swallowed, and the smallest line moved between her eyebrows, like she was only just remembering the deal we’d made. “But, Kane…”

      “Your cousin knew you could do it, Kit. She wanted you to.” I stepped closer, not liking the shake in her fingers or how every time a loud shriek sounded overhead, Kit scrunched up her face, wincing like the sound hurt her. “It was her last wish, right?”

      The blink was slow, and when she moved her lids up, I caught the gold flecks that glinted against the sunlight in her big eyes. “Low blow, Kane.”

      I shrugged, not remotely sorry for playing the dead cousin card. “Come on.” I turned her around, resting a hand against the small of her back in case she thought of taking off again. “I promise, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      The nerves must have kept her silent, because Kit didn’t speak as we navigated the hike toward the bridge, then the thin, swinging rope itself. She made white-knuckle grips against the twisted railing, footsteps heavy and sure as she walked in front of me.

      “Few more feet,” I told her, holding back a laugh when she nodded her head, a quick affirmative motion that made her long hair slap against her face. “You’re okay.”

      Around us, the tall trees seemed to stretch on forever. There were huge clusters of limbs and branches that reminded me of the tree house Kiel and I built when we were fifteen so our little cousin Shawna could have camp-out sleepovers with the other eight-year-olds in the neighborhood. It had taken us a solid month to finish it, and I did most of the work myself, but when it was done, Shawna spent every night that summer sleeping under the stars. Her smile alone was worth the work we put into it.

      Kit, though, was making me doubt the wisdom of agreeing to the bargain. She really was a chickenshit about heights and hadn’t managed to look over the bridge to the forest around us the entire time we navigated it. I leaned forward, peeking around her shoulder, and shook my head. She had her eyes closed and felt her way over the bridge.

      “You gotta check out the view, Kit.”

      “No thank you!”

      I sighed, stepping closer, and I touched her elbow as we walked two more feet, then met the landing. “Step up, drama queen.”

      She went quiet then, and each instruction we received, she obeyed. But she did that with nothing more than head nods and low grunts right until the point that she was strapped to the line with a harness surrounding her. That’s when the waterworks started.

      “No, no! No, I can’t…” She turned, grabbing for the latch to unfasten herself from the harness. I stepped forward, waving off the kid who went to help her out of the contraption that kept her fastened to the line.

      “Hold on. Wait a second. You want to…” She wouldn’t listen and kept a death grip on the railing, putting her forehead against the metal as she took quick, uneven breaths. “Kit…”

      “I know I’m a coward. I know it. Jess was right. I’m a chicken. I know, Kane, you don’t have to… But…God!” She straightened, turning her back on the landing and the stretch of forest around us as she glared at me. “This was an intensely bad idea.”

      “If you don’t do this, you’re gonna regret it.”

      Kit knew I was right. She understood that I was pushing, that I was only trying to help do the thing she wanted. It was written on her features—the disappointment mixed up with the fear. So, I kept pushing, hating the way her fear, her wild, manic worry, twisted up something inside my chest. I’d do any damn thing she wanted, and I knew, no matter what she said, this was the thing she wanted. This was an item she had to tick off her bucket list.

      “Kane, I’m scared.”

      Those three words did me in. Something shifted inside my head and pushed aside the worry I had over letting Kit see anything in me that would make her think our friendship wasn’t enough for me. I’d admit to myself and no one else that I felt something old and primitive for her, something I hadn’t been able to shake for five years. But damn if I’d let even that get in the way of keeping her safe. More than anything, I wanted to take that fear out of her eyes.

      “I got you,” I told her, motioning to the kid running the zip line. “We’ll go tandem.”

      “That’ll cost extra,” he tried, but I stopped his explanation with a quick glare. “Your choice, man.”

      And it was. I knew it. Even if there was a loud, bitchy voice in my head telling me not to get too close, telling me strapping myself to her was an epic level of dumb, I tuned it out. Kit needed me to take the worry from her, and I’d damn well do that.

      But I hadn’t expected her to be behind me. I hadn’t expected her to wrap her legs around my waist and her arms over my chest. I damn sure didn’t expect the heat from her panting mouth to move between my shoulder blades as she buried her face against my back.

      “Go on three,” the kid said, tapping my shoulder. He nodded at my thumbs-up and then started the countdown.

      “One…”

      “Kit, you gotta give me a little room to breathe here.” But Kit didn’t budge.

      In fact, when the kid shouted, “Two,” her grip got tighter and her nails sank into my chest.

      “Come on, don’t be a chicken…”

      “Three!”

      There was a small tug, and then we pushed off the landing. Kit pressed tighter against me, ankles locked, pussy warm against my back.

      “Fuck,” I muttered and, of course, she managed to hear that.

      “What? What’s wrong? What is it?” Her voice was loud, panicked, and she was breathing like she’d just run a marathon. “Kane, what’s wrong?”

      I couldn’t admit a damn thing to her. What the hell was I supposed to say? Oh, nothing, Kit Kat. I just like the way you feel wrapped around me, that hot little pussy of yours warming my skin? She’d claw my eyes out.

      “Nothing,” I finally said. “Except you’re missing all this.” I slipped my hand over hers, smoothing my thumb against her skin, hoping it would calm her a little because she was missing something remarkable. The trees sped by, shooting out a rainbow of greens and browns, like some sort of Technicolor cascade right out of a painting. The only thing that made that mad riot of colors look pale and simple was the arch of Mount Rainier straight ahead of us. We careened toward it; those peaks and streaks of white from the snowcaps were brilliant against the midday sun. All the beauty mingled with the sweet sensation of Kit wrapped around me, and I felt a little punch-drunk.

      “Fuck’s sake, Kit, open your damn eyes and trust that I won’t let anything happen to you!”

      My shouting got her attention, and I felt the slide of her cheek, then her chin against my back. The warmth from her open mouth moved up my back to my shoulder, and the vise grip on my chest went a little slack.

      “Oh,” she said, though I could barely make out the word. I glanced over my shoulder, squinting as I watched her profile. She looked around us, to the landscape and forest below, then to the mountain as she turned her head. She was beautiful. So fucking beautiful, and in that instant, I realized there was no way in hell I could push down what I felt for her. There’d be no gullet deep enough, no part of my brain dark enough to keep the light and color of Kit dim.

      “Oh God,” she said, sounding amazed. “Kane…”

      The ride took minutes, maybe, but I prayed it would last forever. Being there with Kit, having her body pressed against mine, watching that awed expression over her face, how the fear left in segments, from fright to worry to dread that shifted and blinked out of her eyes. Then came the calm, the swell of wonder and a bunch of other things I wasn’t poetic enough to describe. I only knew that she’d never looked more beautiful to me. Not with a shit-ton of makeup on her face or her sporting some designer gown the studio made her squeeze into that one time she’d agreed to make an appearance at the Emmys.

      Right then, with Kit watching the majesty around us, I knew I loved her. And I knew, as we slowed to a stop, as she jumped and squealed when the workers released her from the harness, when she went straight at me when I got the harness off, I just knew there wasn’t anyone else I wanted but Kit Carlyle.

      “Kane, thank you,” she said, hugging me tightly, tugging my face down between her fingers before she kissed my cheek. “Thank you so much.”

      Yep. I was well and truly fucked.
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        * * *

      

      Lucky’s was packed by the time we left the mountain. Kit hadn’t taken a breath the entire time we drove back in my truck, jabbering away about the adrenaline rush and the mountain and how she thought the world “went by in a fucking whirl,” as she put it.

      We’d spent an hour at the bar, drinking our way through three beers each, and now Kit was on to some fruity pink drink she swore was the best thing she’d put in her mouth. It took fucking effort not to make a comment on that one.

      “To the bucket list,” she said, offering
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