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        Our connection began with an intense lust and a white-hot obsession. Then it deepened into an all-encompassing love affair that awes us both. But when Rafe’s jealousy reaches fever-pitch, I have no choice but to run. As it turns out, Rafe’s brother Max is my port in the storm…

      

        

      
        Will Max cross a line? And can I forgive Rafe for loving me too much?

      

        

      
        Our tangled web only gets more complicated when I return to Downtown to start my new job. Rafe has to somehow figure out how to balance his love with his overprotective urges. But will an ex from Rafe’s past and a colleague who has no idea what Rafe and his possessiveness are capable of be enough to drive us apart again?

      

        

      
        Or are we as destined to be together as our hearts insist?

      

        

      
        Find out in XOXX I Love You More, the explosive conclusion to the I Love You series.

      

        

      
        *This is the second book of a duet. It is recommended that you read the first book, XOXO I Love You, before reading this one.
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      To set the record straight, I’m not usually the kind of person who wakes up in a total stranger’s apartment, wearing a rain-soaked shred of a very-tight dress, drunk, lost, broke and as helpless as a girl can pretty much be. I’ve spent my entire life training myself to be an independent twenty-first century woman who’s fully prepared to take the world by storm—and avoiding situations exactly like the one I’m in right now.

      Things don’t always turn out the way you wish they would.

      I’m regaining consciousness after a record-breaking meltdown that I’m only now beginning to fully recall. And I’m starting to regret…a lot of things. One, letting myself get carried away by a hurricane of lust and a fairy tale of a love affair that promised from the very first second I saw him that it was way too good to be true. Two, possibly overreacting by chugging at least twice as much champagne as a reasonable person ever would. Three, not bringing my phone so I could at least call my best friend Tess to come and pick me up.

      As it is, I’m struggling even to open my eyes. My awareness feels overwhelmed by a thick, invisible fog.

      Someone is undressing me, with warm, strong hands. Peeling my wet dress away from my cold skin.

      Who?

      “Lexi, you need to get these wet clothes off. You’re soaked to the skin and you’re cold. Hold still.” I can’t do anything but hold still. My body feels like it’s made of lead. His voice sounds familiar, but I can’t place it. “I’m going to put this robe on you and wrap you in my duvet. You need to get warm.”

      It takes a gargantuan amount of effort, but I finally do it. I manage to open my eyes enough to see who’s here with me. As soon as I see his face, it all comes rushing back.

      It’s Max.

      Max Black.

      Rafe’s brother.

      Rafe, my intense, beautiful lover—and boss, possibly, although I can’t remember how we left it. I’d gone to the job interview at his company, Downtown, and I’d literally been swept away by a rush of lust and attraction neither of us had been able to control. It had been crazy. Wild. And totally unlike me. I’d fallen for him from that very first second. You read about things like that happening to people, love at first sight and all that, but you never expect it to happen to you. I’d spent the past two weeks with him, at his beach estate in Kauai, surfing, falling deeply in love with him, telling him things I’ve never told anyone, and having sex with him practically every hour of the day and night, in his bed, on his private beach, on his super-yacht, on his jet…

      But then, as soon as we arrived back in L.A., he’d proceeded to lock me in his bedroom before leaving me to go to his office.

      It was one of those things—actually, the one thing—I just really can’t handle. A hangover from a mess of a childhood I prefer not to think about.

      I’d escaped. And I’d run from him. I remember everything now.

      I left him.

      I’ve left Rafe.

      Max’s hands are on my body as he peels off my skimpy outfit. Slowly. Carefully.

      Am I wearing anything underneath my dress? A lacy bra and a tiny pair of La Perla panties. Rafe bought them for me, of course, as he’d bought me practically everything else I own, that day he took me shopping on Rodeo Drive.

      I can’t even speak. His hands are so insistent…and so warm.

      I’m shivering. I sigh as his hands touch me, I’m not sure why. It feels good to have the cold layer taken off. I can hear his breathing, like it’s heavier than normal. He’s pulling the dress away from my shoulders, adjusting me so he can pull the wet fabric away from my skin.

      Max doesn’t try to take off more than my dress, and I’m relieved by this.

      He’s rubbing me with something soft. A towel. He’s drying me, and he’s so, so gentle. He’s muttering something under his breath. Fucking hell. If you were anyone else’s…anyone else’s…keep your fucking cool, Max. Jesus H. Christ.

      My consciousness wanders for a second. My eyes once again have become too heavy to open. But then I hear him speaking in a low, soothing voice. He’s talking to me. You know that day I first met you at the restaurant, Lexi—and I know what this sounds like under the circumstances—I wanted you for myself. I did. I’m not proud of it, but I did. I wouldn’t have acted on it, of course not. But Rafe knew it. There’s something about the two of us, you and me, Lexi, that just…meshes. We’re similar people. I don’t often meet people like me, so I noticed it. I think you did, too. If you were anyone else’s girl—anyone at all—I’d pick you up and carry you away with me, damn the consequences. Because it’s him, I won’t do what I want to do right now. I won’t cross a line even though I want to cross a fucking line. So bad it hurts.

      It’s hard to process the words. Maybe I’m dreaming. Maybe it is Rafe. Maybe I’m in his bed, wet from the shower or the beach. Maybe it’s him who’s touching me, and murmuring to me in the darkness.

      But no. His voice and his indecision…it can’t be Rafe. Rafe never hesitates.

      Max is wrapping something around me now. Something soft. A robe. He’s tying it at the waist. Then he lays me back and drapes a quilted duvet around me, tucking me in.  

      “There,” he says, and he sounds relieved. “You’re warm now. And safe. Can you open your eyes? Can you hear me, Lexi?”

      It takes some effort, but I finally do it. At first everything looks murky. The room is dark, but the light from the windows casts the interior of Max’s plush apartment with a low, twinkling glow.

      I’m on his couch and Max is sitting next to me. He looks…big. His broad shoulders look huge and his dark hair frames his face sort of wildly. If I didn’t know him, I might feel afraid of him. He definitely has the bad-boy vibe going on and I’m at his mercy. But his shadowed, stunning face looks concerned.

      “Hi,” I manage to say.

      He stares at me for a long moment. Then he shakes his head like he’s sort of exasperated with me. “Shit, you scared me. I’m calling a doctor.”

      “No.” I try to sit up a little but the room spins violently, so I lay back down. My voice sounds rasped and my throat is sore. “Please. I don’t need a doctor. Just a glass of water.”

      He goes to get one. After a minute, he comes back and helps me sit up enough to sip the cool water and swallow the two Tylenol he hands me.

      “Good girl,” he says, after I drink it all. “That’ll help.”

      I look at his face…so like his brother’s, yet also so unlike him.

      I miss him.

      “You passed out, do you remember?” he says.

      “A little.”

      “You were cold. I carried you up here and put something warmer on you, so you wouldn’t come down with pneumonia or something.” He’s justifying it, like maybe he feels guilty for taking my clothes off, but I’m glad now. I feel a little better. The haze is starting to lift at the edges.

      “Thank you, Max. I feel warmer already.” After a pause, I ask him quietly: “Did you call him?”

      “No. Not yet.” I remember pleading with him not to call Rafe. He listened, and I’m grateful. I can trust him, which means something. “I’m not going to call him until you want me to. But you know as well as I do that he’ll be insane with worry right now. He might hurt himself. Not intentionally but he goes into a rage when…well, when someone he loves is threatened or lost. He reacts badly to things like that.”

      I close my eyes again. I don’t feel up to having it out with Rafe tonight. He’ll be very intense, like he always is. All my anger has seeped out of me somewhere between bolting from Rafe’s apartment and finding myself here in Max’s. I could sleep for a while and insist that Rafe is kept in the dark while he meanwhile spends the night scouring the streets of L.A., desperately trying to find me. It would serve him right, maybe, after what he did.

      Then again, maybe he’s suffered enough. Max is right. Rafe will literally be going crazy.

      I don’t want him to hurt himself.

      Also, against my better judgement, I crave him, like I’ve gone too long without my fix. He’s warm, warmer than anyone I’ve ever met. My mouth feels strangely thirsty for him, like I miss the taste of him. I miss the haven of all that he is.

      I feel a light touch on my hair and my face, and I open my eyes. Max is smoothing a strand of my hair, tucking it behind my ear in a familiar, almost absent-minded way.

      This might be another reason to call Rafe. Max has acted nothing but honorably. But he’s also a reckless soul. Rafe talked about it, and I can see it. The way he’s looking at me now, behind the mask of his fragile self-control and his loyalty, there’s something else. The thoughts flashing behind his eyes are…better left alone. I vaguely remember him saying something about carrying me away with him. And about us being similar people. It’s true, for better or for worse. We are. We were targets who refused to be victims. Neither of us came away unscathed. I can admit I feel a connection to him in a way I rarely feel.

      Either way, I don’t really want to test him.

      Or Rafe.

      “What do you want me to do, Lex?”

      I almost ask him to call Rafe and tell him to come tomorrow, so I can sleep for a while first. But that would never happen. I know Rafe well enough to know one thing: he won’t wait. That would be like asking a herd of rampaging bulls to ignore a sea of waving red flags. “We should make sure he’s okay.”

      My hair falls through Max’s fingers as he pulls his hand away, as though realizing his mistake. He’s watching my eyes. “You sure?”

      I don’t know why I hesitate for another few seconds. I’m scared of Rafe finding me here. I have no idea how he’ll react to that. But there’s nothing to react to. Max took care of me. He helped me when I needed him. “Yes.”

      With that, Max pulls his phone out of his pocket and calls his brother.
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      I almost don’t answer it. I don’t even know if I’m capable of talking on the phone right now. But then, maybe Max can help me. Besides, we have a pact. We always answer.

      “Max,” I say gruffly, my gaze still fixed on the sidewalk as we drive, looking for any sign of her. White-blond hair. Suede coat. In a city of four million, she has to be somewhere. My girl. Please, please be her. But it never is.

      “Lexi’s here,” he says. “At my place.”

      This information literally stuns me for a few seconds. “What?”

      “I found her at a bar. She was a little out of it and wet from the rain. It was shaping up to be…a situation. So I brought her home.”

      Fuck. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s okay. A little out of it, but she’ll be fine.”

      A million questions pummel through my brain like a barrage of exploding bullets. What happened? Did…anything happen? Did you touch her? What’s she wearing? I trust my brother with my life, but not much else. “Make a U-turn,” I bark at my driver, giving him Max’s address. “As fast as you can get us there.”

      Lexi is at Max’s?

      How? Why?

      The only thing I’m certain of is the fact that I’m going to beat my brother to a fucking pulp if there’s even the slightest possibility that he…no, it’s too bizarre and downright excruciating to even contemplate.

      Lexi’s safe, that’s the main thing. She’s at Max’s and she’s safe.

      I need to get there. Now. We’re not far. But traffic is heavy and we’re stopped at a red light that seems to last at least a millennium.

      So I jump out of the limo and start running down the street like a goddamn lunatic. I hate it when people run through the streets of L.A. Or anywhere else. But today, I don’t give a flying fuck what I look like. I just need to see her. To make sure she’s okay. I need to get to her before my brother’s shaky-at-best scruples break down, if it’s not already too late.

      Zig-zagging through the crowd at high speed without fatally injuring anyone (that I know of), I run the three blocks in world-record time, possibly. I get screamed at, grabbed and even punched at one point, but I hardly notice.

      The doorman of Max’s building opens the door for me and it’s a good thing he does. There’s no telling what I’m capable of. He even says something to me. Go right on up, Mr. Black. Your brother’s expecting you.

      You’re goddamn right he’s expecting me. He’s expecting my fucking fist to connect with his fucking face. I’m already in the open elevator, punching the button for the top floor and the apartment that I helped him find, secure and finance. A fact that never bothered me at all. Until now. Until right fucking now, as I’m about to find the only two people I really care about on the entire face of planet Earth, together. I can only hope those two people aren’t going to reduce me to a shredded goddamn mess of torment when they make some twisted announcement, or admit some indiscretion that will rip my heart right out of my goddamn bloody chest.

      I deserve it, whatever I find in Max’s apartment, I know that.

      All I want to do is to see her.

      I pound on Max’s door and he opens it abruptly, causing me to almost fall into the room.

      I stand there, breathing heavily from my run.

      It’s dark in his living room. The only light comes from the glow of the city outside the expansive windows.  

      She’s lying on the couch, covered by a thick duvet that’s been tucked around her. The silk of her hair shines like spun gold in the darkness. Her eyes are open, and the pale green hue of them catches the light. “Rafe,” she says softly.

      I kneel down next to her and take her cool hand. The relief I feel at that moment is indescribable. The fizzing adrenaline pumping through my system seems to transform into pure, zealous devotion. Fuck, I love her. Every cell in my body is tuned in to the perfect vision of her. My senses drink in every detail of her face as she watches my reaction to her. The flawless curve of her cheekbone. The light dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Her golden hair, falling in mussed-up waves. The sound of her voice as she says my name, shooting an arrow of delight into my soul like I’m some love-struck romantic. Which I don’t even mind being, not for her. Her eyes, bright and pooling with tears.

      “You’re here,” she whispers. She sounds so tired.

      “I’m here.”

      She reaches out to touch my hair, smoothing a strand of it out of my eyes. “You’re hot,” she smiles weakly.

      “I ran to you. As soon as Max called.”

      As I say his name, I look up to see him standing there, next to me. My rage has cooled, now that I’ve seen her, like her presence is a calming elixir. The only thing that can calm me. “I found her at Jack’s,” Max says. “Just sitting there, alone, soaked from the rain.”

      I know my brother very well. He’s accusing me. It’s my fault he found her that way. He’s taken an interest in Lexi’s well-being and protection, clearly, and I have no idea how far it goes, or what it means. Either way, he’s right. It is my fault she ran. It’s my fault she got caught in the rain. Alone and upset (also my fault) and maybe even scared.

      “You just…ran into her?” I can’t help asking the question. I’ll tread carefully but the uncertainty is burning me.

      “It was a coincidence,” Max says, and I stop myself from breathing a sigh of pure relief. There was no prearranged meeting, no clandestine rendezvous or heart-breaking development, I can only hope. Remain calm, I command myself. Everything will be fine if you keep your cool.

      “It was lucky,” Lexi says, and the comment does nothing to soothe my precarious composure. “He’s been so nice.” And you weren’t. I don’t even know if she’s thinking that. But I am.

      “Lexi, honey,” I begin. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Lexi’s tears well up. She tries to sit up and I help her. She seems weak and unsteady. And I can see now that she’s wearing a blue bathrobe.

      Max’s blue bathrobe.

      A shot of ice jolts through my veins but I don’t immediately react. He would have given it to her, to change into. Her clothes were wet from the rain. I can see it there, the bunched-up scrap of the dress she’d been wearing, lying across the arm of a nearby chair.

      My focus shifts to Lexi. She looks…sad. I want to rip out her sadness, and make it up to her. All the terrible things I’ve done. I’ll fix everything. I’ll right my wrongs and everyone else’s. I’ll give her everything I have, until she smiles again.

      “I didn’t tell you much about my past,” she begins slowly.

      “You don’t have to, Lex. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “I want to.” She doesn’t seem to mind that Max is listening, too. Some kind of trust has built up between them. There are things they have in common. Terrible things. Maybe she’s taken some comfort in sharing the burden. “It was the threats. The man I told you about. It was finally going to happen, one night when my mother was asleep. He locked the door…he told me to wait. I didn’t want to wait. I jumped out my window and I left. It was winter and very cold and I walked a few miles until I found a barn I could sleep in.” Those green eyes are breaking my heart into tiny, shattered pieces. “I guess the sound of the lock took me back to all that… ”

      “You locked her in?” Max is disgusted, and I get it. He’s not the only one. But he knows my history as well as his own. He knows my hang-ups are a side-effect of protecting him at all costs. “What the fuck, Rafe?”

      Lexi defends me, of all things. “You couldn’t have known that. I didn’t tell you that part.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “You shouldn’t have to tell me. I should never have done it. I just wanted to…keep you safe.” It’s fucked up. It sounds fucked up, the similarities between my behavior and some monster who wanted to possess her for his own pleasure and his own power. Exactly as I had. I’ve become one of the monsters I’ve been so determined to protect her from.

      “It’s not the same,” she says. “Not at all. Not even close. Of course it isn’t. But it scared me. I can’t handle it. I just can’t.”

      “Of course you can’t. You shouldn’t have to.” I want to apologize again, but the words seem too small and too inadequate. And something occurs to me. “Where’s your coat? Why weren’t you wearing it?”

      “I left it in a restaurant when some guy—” She stops when she notices my expression.

      “What guy?”

      “A guy who bought me a few drinks and let me use his phone. I ended up leaving through the back door. Through the kitchen. God, I need to call Tess. She might still be waiting there.”

      “You were in such a rush you forgot your coat.” I’ll kill him. I’ll kill all of them.

      “It doesn’t matter now, Rafe. Max let me use his.”

      Keep your cool, Rafe. Do not go fucking ballistic.

      “She was a little out of it,” Max says. I don’t have to ask why he didn’t call me as soon as he found her. I remember what Bennett said. She begged me not to. I can hardly blame her. Even so, as I hold her hand and contemplate her face, I know I’ll never give up trying to convince her to forgive me, even if it takes me the rest of my life to do it. “She fainted, and I brought her back here and got her out of her wet clothes so she could get warmed up.”

      He’s pissed off, and so am I.

      I’ll admit I can be an overbearing, volatile, hot-headed asshole from time to time. As it happens, this is one of those times. Max found Lexi and possibly even talked her into allowing him to call me. I’ll thank him for that at some point. But the only detail I can concentrate on right now is this one: he stripped her out of her wet clothes. As she was unconscious. He’s seen her practically naked. And I know what he was thinking: she’s beautiful and perfect and I wish she was mine. Goddamn it!

      My nerves are shot twelve times over, and as much as I might try to cling to the last shreds of my own self-control, it’s a lost cause. Very carefully, I ease my clasp from Lexi’s hand. I stand up.

      And I lunge at my brother.

      It’s definitely not the first time I’ve taken my frustrations out on Max and probably won’t be the last. He uses me as his punching bag too sometimes, like a form of therapy, and always has. He might even be doing it now, for his own reasons. I still outweigh him, though.

      He’s expecting it. He knows he’s guilty. He knows he enjoyed salivating all over my perfect girlfriend—and if she’ll have me, soon-to-be-fiancée.

      I get a good left hook in before he punches me in the face. We roll and growl and knock over a table. I get in a few more solid hits but Max is a scrappy fighter and we’re evenly matched. And he’s as fired-up as I am tonight. I get Max pinned down and get in another good shot before I feel her hand on my shoulder. “Rafe. Stop it!”

      I freeze. Max does, too. She’s too close to risk any more violence. She can’t be harmed.

      “Stop it right now, both of you.” Lexi’s expression is stern and her face is mind-numbingly beautiful. Like an angel, crouched there, scolding us. “Rafe, you leave Max alone. He’s been only kind to me. He found me, and he helped me. He’s done nothing wrong.”

      When Max speaks there’s a sincerity in his voice that’s unusual. He almost sounds like he’s getting all emotional. “Fuck, Rafe. I wanted to, of course I did. But I wouldn’t do that to you, even if you are a fucking bastard. She’s yours, obviously. She’s good for you. You deserve her. You two deserve each other.” Then he adds, “If you can treat her right and stop doing dumb shit, for fuck’s sake.”

      My brother, as close as we’ve been over the years, is not a sentimental kind of a guy. He keeps his emotions close to his chest. It’s sort of a defense mechanism of his. This is the most heart-felt thing I think I’ve ever heard him say.

      And I believe him.

      Then he turns to Lexi and says, “You should forgive him. He saved me, and it wasn’t easy. That’s why he acts the way he does. He had to. I was a fucked-up kid who needed help. And he helped me. Every day. Every single day of my miserable fucked-up life. He never gave up on me. He still hasn’t given up on me, and that’s saying something. He’s the best person I know and you should forgive him. He didn’t mean to do anything wrong.”

      Max’s words resonate in the sparked night, inking everything.

      With that, Lexi kisses Max’s cheek. “Thank you, Max, for saving me tonight.”

      Then she turns to me, and she’s not crying anymore. “Rafe, can you take me home now?”
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      I use Rafe’s phone to call Tess.

      “I was about to call the police, Lexi. Where the hell are you?”

      I explain everything, apologize a thousand times and assure her again that I’m okay.

      “I’m still parked outside the restaurant,” she says. “I’ve been waiting here for over an hour, Lex. Come home with me.” I can tell she’s worried about me. About how swept away and in-at-the-deep-end I’ve been. And still am. I’m a little worried about me, too, come to think of it. I actually consider taking her up on her offer. A few days of sleeping on Tess’s couch, being me again and existing in my normal, regular world could be just what I need. This whole thing has been beyond intense.

      I won’t, though. Of course I won’t. Rafe’s watching me, holding my hand as he waits for me, and he’s more beautiful than he’s ever been. I can’t expect him to be perfect. I’m not perfect, no one is. He’s going to make mistakes sometimes and so am I. And there’s something about his presence—after being apart from him for four or five hours—that’s just such a relief to me, I feel overwhelmed by it. It’s indescribable. And it’s hard to know how to feel. “I’m going to go back to Rafe’s for a while. I’m so sorry you had to wait so long, Tess. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

      “You’re worrying me now, Lexi. Are you sure you’re not taking this whole thing way too fast?”

      “Probably,” I admit. “But I’ll be fine. Let’s do dinner tomorrow night, okay? I’ll call you and we’ll plan something. You could come over and we can talk.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good. But, Lex, are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes. I’m sure. Please don’t worry about me, okay? How’d your meeting go?”

      “Good. I landed the client. And stop trying to change the subject. You just seem…a little out of control. This whole thing has been so…intense, Lexi.”

      She doesn’t know that half of it. “It’s fine, Tess. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

      “Just be careful, okay?”

      “I will. And I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      After we end the call, Rafe picks me up and carries me to the elevator, holding me against his chest, like I’m precious cargo. My emotions are still on overdrive and I don’t know if I’ve completely forgiven him, but I can’t help it. I weave my arms around his neck as the elevator doors close. I curl my fingers through his thick black hair. His muscles are flexed and hard. There’s a bruise forming around his eye where Max punched him. He looks relieved but also sort of wild and unruly.

      “I love you,” I tell him, without even planning to, as I look into the depths of his dark blue eyes. I do love him, so much, and I want him to know that, despite everything. I know he’ll try harder. The last thing I want to do is start crying again, but with Rafe, everything feels so close to the surface all the time, always ready to spill over.

      “I love you more, baby. I’m sorry I scared you. I won’t do it again.” His voice is rasped with emotion and his eyes are bloodshot. If I didn’t know better, I’d almost wonder if he was about to cry, too.

       “I guess I’m pretty messed up. Maybe you’d be better off without me and all my baggage.”

      He spears me with a look. “I don’t give a fuck what your baggage is, honey. I’m all in, baggage and all. So bring it on. There’s nothing you could do that would scare me away.”

      He does have a knack for saying exactly what I need to hear, damn him. I pull his face to mine and kiss his lips softly. He groans, as though my kiss is breaking his heart.

      “You know what I want to do with you?” he says, that dark husk in his voice unfurling something in me. “After we’ve worked out your schedule and you get acclimatized at Downtown, I want to take you to my Malibu estate for
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