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      “You know what’s the problem with falling in love with your best friend?”

      Elle Winnick twirled the straw in her empty glass, the ice cubes clinking against the side, waiting for a response from Taryn, who’d just come back from the bathroom.

      “That he was also a man?” Taryn’s eyes twinkled as she rolled her shoulders. Black, tall, and gorgeous, she stretched her neck with all the grace of a Nubian queen. Even sitting at a high-top table in a bar, Taryn’s perfectly proportioned body radiated elegance.

      She probably could have been just as successful as a model instead of a dancer. “Stop stealing my punchline.” Elle feigned an injured look.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t recycle jokes.” Taryn smirked, then sipped her vodka soda. “You know, the whole man thing was probably the problem in the first place.”

      Elle snorted back a laugh. “You’re right. From here on out, no more falling in love with men.” She lifted her empty glass in a mock resolute cheer.

      Taryn scanned the evening crowd gathering post-happy hour. “Don’t say it too loud. Tomorrow the papers will announce ‘Country’s It Girl Comes Out.’”

      She’s not wrong. Last week, Elle had seen online pictures taken while she’d been leaving the gym. She still hadn’t adjusted to that downside of this life, where everything she did and said could and would be taken out of context. And she’d already signed three autographs since sitting down for drinks with Taryn. With a chagrined look, she lifted the glass again, then added with flair, “No falling in love at all.”

      Taryn gave an exaggerated slow clap. “Way to recover.” With a shake of her head, she said, “Actually, what I meant is your mistake was befriending a man when you already had the perfect best friend since kindergarten.”

      “Don’t be so envious.” Elle plucked some of the bobby pins from the back of her head. After days of rehearsal for the upcoming Grand Ole Opry performance, she was ready to go out with her friends and relax. Let her hair down, literally and figuratively. A dark blond strand of hair fell into her eyes, and she shook her hair loose, then pulled it into a messy and looser ponytail.

      “And I thought we weren’t going to talk about Quinn.” Taryn gave her a sharp-eyed look.

      Elle smiled. “Who is Quinn? I know no one of that name.”

      Taryn laughed, which was what Elle had gone for.

      I’m not going to talk about Quinn. Not on my birthday anyway. She would celebrate and ignore the fact that she should be in Georgetown with Quinn tonight.

      Except it’s eating you alive, and this is Taryn. You can confide in her. No one else was here yet, and she’d rather get it out before she had a few drinks and couldn’t keep it in.

      “But seriously. I just never expected him to be such a man about this.”

      Taryn rolled her eyes. “You just can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “I swear I’ve been so good. Just humor me.” She felt like a liar, but it wasn’t entirely inaccurate. She hadn’t talked about Quinn for a long time now. Unless the “I had a friend who once” small talk stories to random people counted, and . . . they totally don’t.

      And Taryn doesn’t have to know that I spent the past couple of weeks looking up flights for Washington, DC, for today.

      Taryn ducked her chin, lifting her hands in surrender. “Go ahead, but when you tell me later, ‘Oh, Tar, why’d you let me talk about him,’ I’m going to remind you I wash my hands of all of this. What’s getting you down?”

      Elle bit her lip.

      The way you can’t overanalyze everything with him listening sleepily on the phone.

      That he cut you out of his life.

      How nothing hurts more than not being able to share all the exciting things in your life with him.

      Her eyes must have reflected the self-pitying thoughts because Taryn sighed, then reached across the table and took her hand. “He didn’t call?”

      Elle shook her head, a thick lump rising in the back of her throat. “I mean, I didn’t expect him to.”

      The look of sympathy Taryn gave her was followed by a more pointed one. “But you didn’t call him, either.”

      “No.” But this time, she really was lying. She had called him. It had taken her about four months, but she’d called him. Turned out, he’d gotten a new number, and she couldn’t reach him on the old one. And Quinn was not someone anyone could get in touch with easily. Getting to him meant going through several other people—for strangers and acquaintances anyway.

      I’m just like everyone else to him now.

      “You should have called him.”

      She couldn’t bring herself to tell Taryn about that phone call. It had sent her into a tailspin for weeks. Maybe he wants to humiliate you the way you humiliated him.

      “You know what?” Elle flicked her hands around her head as though driving away the dark clouds that had threatened for a moment. “You’re right. I don’t want to talk about Quinn.” She looked toward the entrance. “Now, where in the hell is everyone else?”

      They’d chosen a slightly more upscale place to go out, not because Elle wanted to shy away from the dives she loved but because it was closer to her rehearsals. And since Taryn had been helping her with a dance routine, they’d walked over here together.

      The floor-to-ceiling glass windows gave the industrial-looking bar a light and open feeling, despite it being dark out already. Bare bulb string patio lights zigzagging across the ceiling added warmth, along with all the stacked piles of books everywhere—which reminded her of Quinn earlier. He would have loved the literary nod.

      Instead, Elle tried to focus her attention on the savory smell of the cheese fries the server had brought out, the sizzling sound of the open kitchen nearby, and how much she loved the size of this high-top table. It was like a rustic farm table in length and width, which also meant that if her friends didn’t arrive soon, strangers might ignore the sweaters and purses they’d set on a couple of stools and ask to share the table. Especially with how crowded it was getting.

      “Maybe they all got stuck in traffic. Oh, by the way. Don’t kill me. But I may have told Hunter to bring that cute state delegate that was at his Labor Day cookout.”

      Groaning, Elle made a face. Taryn had spent half of the past year trying to set her up. “I won’t date a guy in politics.”

      “Who said anything about dating? I’m just talking about sex. When⁠—”

      Elle cut her off with a mock glare. “Yeah, like that’s my priority right now.”

      “Oh, girlfriend. Sex—great sex—should be your priority. If you need a personal motto, make it ‘the more orgasms, the better.’”

      Elle chuckled. Meet Taryn Powell, everybody.

      Dipping her fingers into the plate before them, Elle lifted a fry with a grin. “Great food is almost a good substitute. Especially when it’s two of the world’s best foods—cheese and fries.” She took a bite and closed her eyes. “Mmm . . . and these are sinfully good.”

      “Should I get you and the cheese fries a room?”

      “Har-har.”

      “I mean, really, why stop at cheese fries? You can get a whole pizza delivered to a private suite, you know.” Taryn waggled her brows. “And if you’re lucky, that pizza could come with a delivery guy who can really show you the meaning of hot and fresh.”

      Elle winced, picturing a strange man hovering over her with a sloppy piece of pizza. Except her imagination was making the man look more like Luigi from Mario Brothers.

      “Oh, too far. The visuals I’m conjuring aren’t selling this as sexy. I might not eat pizza again if you keep this up.”

      “Who are you kidding? You give up pizza? The world might stop.”

      Before Elle could answer, her assistant, Rachel, came up to the table with a stack of folders in her arms. “I’m sorry I’m late,” Rachel said, adjusting her round glasses with her free hand. “I just kept getting phone calls. Real quick⁠—”

      “Rachel, no.” Taryn tapped the stool beside her. “This is a no-work-related discussion zone. Birthday year plans, happy dreams, and positive things only.”

      Rachel grimaced and sat. “I know. I know. I just have like three important things⁠—”

      “Shoot.” Elle shushed Taryn’s protests. Rachel was worth her weight in gold as far as assistants went, so if she said it was important, it probably was.

      “Your dad called. He wanted to know if your grandma can still come to the show on Saturday. She’s changed her mind about being there.”

      Of course she has. Because if Winnicks all did one thing well, it was being indecisive.

      “I don’t know. I can ask my manager. I’m pretty sure I told her to hold on to Grandma’s ticket, just in case.”

      “Good, because that was the next thing. Nikki called me and said she’s left a few voicemails with you this afternoon. She wants you to call her back right away.”

      Ugh. When her manager went around her to Rachel, it usually meant she was annoyed that Elle hadn’t called back in a “timely manner.”

      “Did you remind her I was in rehearsals all afternoon for the Opry show?”

      Rachel nodded.

      “Okay. I’ll call. What else?”

      Rachel fanned her face with a coaster from the table, her cheeks red. “Mrs. Waters wants to know if you’ll still be teaching the preschool class for Music and Movement. She heard your schedule was changing for some classes, but says Emma Lou won’t take classes from anyone else.”

      Elle’s heart fell, a deep sinking feeling dropping in her chest. She’d had to make the difficult decision just a couple of weeks ago to step back from most of her classes and was actively looking for someone to replace her at the studio full-time.

      All that time the three of us spent dreaming this place up, and then I barely get to work there.

      She had never factored in that some of the youngest students might be the most attached to her. Emma Lou was a sweet girl, a four-year-old with blond ringlets that reminded her so much of her sister, Lydia’s, when she was that age. She didn’t have Lydia’s scoliosis, but instead had Down syndrome and was especially attached to the people who treated her like every other little girl.

      Clearing her throat, Elle said, “Can you hold on to that one? I’d prefer to call Mrs. Waters and break the news myself.” It would be so much easier if she could hand over the devastating tasks to Rachel and pretend that the exciting changes in her own life weren’t negatively affecting other people.

      But it also wouldn’t be fair to people like Mrs. Waters and Emma Lou, however much it was going to hurt to tell her she couldn’t do the classes. Elle would make sure that Emma Lou was in wonderful hands, but Elle felt a special bond with the little girl.

      She searched the space for the server, wishing he’d come back and refill her glass. As well intentioned as Rachel’s last-minute “one more things” were, this wasn’t exactly the conversation she wanted for her birthday celebration. Bringing up Quinn had dampened her mood. Thinking about stepping away from most of her classes at Heartbeats was devastating.

      Like you have anything in your life to complain about.

      She attempted a cheerier smile than she felt. “Okay, that’s enough business for the night.”

      “Wait, there’s one more.” Rachel dug into her folder and then waved a message in her face. “There was a call from a lady at The Ritz-Carlton in Washington, DC. Said something about wanting to check the status of your reservation.”

      Elle’s hand jerked against her glass, tipping it. As ice cubes skittered across the table, she exchanged a glance with Taryn.

      Quinn didn’t cancel the reservation?

      She sopped up the ice cube mess with a cloth napkin, eyes still glued to Taryn. “He didn’t cancel.”

      Rachel gave her a confused look, then glanced at them. “Who? Do you want me to call⁠—”

      Taryn raised her chin and narrowed her eyes. She is not happy with this. “If he didn’t cancel, maybe it’s because he’s still planning to meet you there.”

      Elle covered her mouth with her hand, a strange mixture of anxiety, stress, and—most fearfully—hope rising inside her.

      Was Quinn still waiting for her? Do I want that?
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      The most humiliating thing about the guy hovering over Elle wasn’t that he might just be one of the hottest guys she’d seen in a while—or the fact that she may have been drooling in her sleep when he’d tapped her on the shoulder. Nope. The bigger issue was that he’d found her sleeping in a storage closet in Georgetown University, legs propped up on her giant yellow suitcase.

      She rubbed her eyes, her lids feeling thick with sleep.

      She must look like an idiot.

      Still blinking hard, she lifted her gaze to him, then nearly took a double take. He could pass for, what is that movie star’s name . . . Henry Cavill’s younger brother. But not, like, white-haired, monster-slaying Henry Cavill. More like the Tudor sex god.

      Get ahold of yourself, Elle.

      She guessed he was about her age, probably still in grad school, but dressed in a custom-tailored suit—which fine, maybe he likes to make a good impression, but overkill? And his light-blue eyes studied her luggage. When she’d snuck in here, it seemed like the most reasonable place to sit because the lecture hall where the opening session of the conference would take place was locked, and this was one of the few places she’d found open.

      Plus, she was exhausted and the metal folding chair looked just as comfortable as a bed at that point.

      The hot guy frowned, those sexy lips pouting. Maybe he is Henry Cavill’s brother.

      She adjusted her baggy sweater, then sat straighter as several strands of her dirty-blond hair slipped out of the messy bun she’d loosely made before falling asleep in the chair. A pang tore through her neck, traveling to her fingertips.

      Yowch. I must have slept with my neck weird.

      “What are you doing in here?” he finally asked.

      Ahh, man. He had an English accent and the teeniest dimple in his left cheek, right above that sexy, firm jaw. Her roommate, Jess, would die if she heard him. She had a thing for guys with British accents. Especially a guy this hot.

      Elle could explain to him she was here for a damn conference but that her red-eye flight from Nashville had gotten her here at five thirty, and her hostel didn’t allow check-in until three. That she’d dragged her massive luggage onto the DC Metro while swearing that she’d never overpack again, then hauled it onto Georgetown University campus, looking like a train wreck because she couldn’t get in touch with anyone at the hostel to even see about leaving her bag. Plus, if she wanted to fix herself up before the opening session, she’d need her bag.

      But the explanation didn’t seem worth it. Instead, she went for the humorous, sarcastic route that seemed to make unexplainable situations easier for people to understand. “I was hanging around hoping you’d come,” she offered with a grin. “You got the memo about meeting me here, then?”

      A smile curved at the very corner of his lips, and she pulled her feet off the top of the suitcase. As she did, a half-eaten Snickers bar fell out of her lap and landed on the hot guy’s polished shoe with a thunk.

      “Oh . . . uh, I’m sorry.” Instinctively, she leaned down to grab it at the same time as he did. Their heads collided, and she cried out, “Ow!” Spots twirled in her vision as she fell back, holding the top of her forehead.

      “Bloody hell . . .” The guy rubbed his own forehead, right at his dark-brown hairline. He squinted at her, wincing. “Is your head made of steel?”

      Elle massaged her head. “That’s what my dad’s been saying most of my life.” She bent and fished the candy bar from his shoe, cringing as she saw the smudge of chocolate and caramel left behind. A similar stain was on her leggings from where the chocolate had sat while she slept. “Sorry about that.” She bit her lip, then wiped his shoe clean with her sleeve. “What are you doing in here, anyway?”

      By the time she stood upright again, forehead throbbing and face probably flushed bright red from how hot her cheeks felt, he watched her with a mystified expression.

      Had she really just tried flirting with him, smashed his head, then wiped chocolate from his shoe with her sleeve?

      Yes, yes, you did.

      He opened his mouth, his gaze shifting from her face to her suitcase, then to the bundled peacoat she’d used as a pillow. A sheepish expression crossed his face. “I was trying to hide from a woman.”

      She held back a laugh. Of course you were. She crossed her arms, quirking a brow. “The plot thickens. Just what did you do, Mr. Fancy Pants?”

      He chortled. “What did I do? I’m not the one sleeping in a supply closet, am I?”

      He had her there.

      “Don’t knock it until you try it. Metal folding chairs are tomorrow’s recliners, I hear.”

      He gave her a look as though he wasn’t sure if she was serious.

      Considering he’d been more forthcoming than she had, she offered, “I had an early flight and couldn’t drop my luggage off at my hostel until later. I didn’t want someone stealing my stuff while I slept, so I opted for this—it was dark and quiet. Till you came along anyway.”

      His fingertips skimmed his forehead. “Sorry to interrupt your sleep.” He cracked the door open a smidge, then quickly shut it, his hand still on the knob. “Blast it, she may have seen me now.”

      Elle edged closer to him, her curiosity getting the better of her. “Did you cheat on her or something?”

      “No. She’s been pursuing me relentlessly.”

      “Did you hook up with her and then walk out?”

      “No—” His eyes widened at the sound of a soft tap on the door. Turning toward her, he scanned her face. “Would you—I know it’s mad, but can I kiss you?”

      Kiss her?

      Just how badly did he want to get away from this woman?

      Well, he is hiding in a storage closet.

      And he just asked to kiss you, even though you’re a stranger, and he found you sleeping in the storage closet.

      The doorknob jiggled. And Elle didn’t know if it was compassion or impulsivity or whether she was dreaming all of this up and would wake up soon, but she reached into her purse, pulled out a piece of mint gum, and popped it in her mouth. Then she grabbed the lapel of his jacket. “Go ahead. I’m Elle, by the way.”

      For a second, all she could feel was the throbbing of her pulse in her neck. He didn’t descend on her like he was about to devour her, but something in the tautness of his muscular physique and the intensity of those blue eyes made her gut churn with anticipation as he lifted her chin with his thumb and forefinger.

      As his lips met hers, she was faintly aware of the fact that she might taste like chocolate and man, he smells good.

      And . . . oh, God, did I forget how good a kiss can be?

      His lips were incredibly soft and warm, his hand settling into the small of her back, electricity seeming to crackle up every nerve ending in her body, sizzling where his lips molded perfectly to her own with gentle but firm pressure. Her forearm curled around the back of his neck, and she rose on her tiptoes to be closer to his level since he was so much taller than her.

      Maybe she was more into this than she should be, but as his hand slipped into the hair at the nape of her neck, her lips parted to receive his kiss more deeply.

      All right, Elle. Time to wake up from this sexy dream.

      Light and sound from the hallway flooded the closet, and a deep male voice cleared his throat.

      And she didn’t wake up because she wasn’t asleep, and she’d just been making out with a stranger. The guy pulled away from the kiss, and Elle turned, lips tingling, to see the custodian standing there, wearing an unimpressed look on his face.

      “Oh.” The guy didn’t disentangle himself from her, keeping her firmly in his arms. “Sorry about that.” He gave Elle a smile. “She’s only just arrived in town, and we haven’t seen each other for a while.”

      The man shook his head. “Do whatever you want, kids, just not in my supply closet. I’ll give you a few minutes to get yourselves together.” The door closed again.

      For the briefest flash, the guy’s eyes dropped to her lips again, and she almost wished they could pick back up again with that incredible kiss.

      Instead, he dropped his hands and stepped away, clearing his throat. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime,” she croaked out, then almost facepalmed.

      Anytime? Really?

      Elle’s cheeks flamed, and she cracked a smile. “You know where to find me.”

      He let out a laugh that broke some of their tension.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt your sleep. Honestly, I didn’t expect to find anyone in here.”

      “Apparently, the supply closet is the place to be around here.” Elle stepped away from him, feeling the need to put distance between them. Not from fear but just the sheer awkwardness of what had just happened.

      “I owe you one. Good luck with the suitcase.” With a wink, he left her standing there.

      Elle blinked.

      What the hell was that? They’d been in the middle of a conversation, and then he’d suddenly bolted.

      Her face burning, she grabbed the handle of her suitcase and backpack and bolted for the door.

      God, he’d been a good kisser.

      And when was the last time she’d enjoyed a good kiss? Not since her breakup with Alex last year. That feels like a million years ago now. She struggled to get her suitcase out of the door, feeling like an idiot.

      I can’t believe he found me sleeping in the closet.

      I can’t believe I kissed him.

      She felt strangely giddy about the experience and sort of wished she’d asked for the guy’s number. Once she was out in the hallway, she hurried toward the safety of the nearest bathroom.

      She went straight for a stall and closed the stall door. As she slid the lock into place with a squeak, she closed her eyes.

      What a way to start this conference. The closet had seemed like a good idea when she was cold and tired. When she’d gotten inside the building, it had still been five hours before the conference was supposed to begin.

      Like most things lately, she hadn’t been elected into her undergrad school’s chapter of the Inter-Collegiate Ambassador Association because of an intense desire to be in a leadership role. Five people had attended the first meeting, and she’d been one of them. And she’d mostly gone to that meeting because of the promise of a free dinner and the fact that her roommate was going. When the professor in charge had announced that they needed to elect a new president, Elle had been the only one who hadn’t shrunk into the walls.

      Maybe the other students in the room would have changed their minds if they’d known the position came with a $3,000 stipend.

      And that was why she’d stayed as president—even though the extra work was the last thing she needed in addition to being a resident assistant and her part-time jobs teaching ballet and bartending three nights a week. Most nights, she was down to five hours of sleep a night.

      Being president of Vanderbilt University’s chapter of the ICAA came with more responsibility than she wanted, though, including paying her own way to this mandatory, week-long conference. It forced her to miss an entire week of MCAT prep, which—let’s be honest—she needed. Medical school wouldn’t happen without a fantastic score on the test, but she was exhausted.

      Which was why she planned to ditch as many conference sessions as possible and go sightseeing instead. She’d always wanted to travel, so why not take advantage while she was here? DC was a tourist destination, and she may as well try to check some things off her list. She’d joined ICAA for the résumé polish on her med school applications, but it wasn’t like she was planning on a life of global influence. A small country clinic, where she didn’t have to compromise her dreams of having a career and a family, would suit her fine.

      She unzipped her bag and pulled out an outfit, then went fishing through her things for pantyhose. As she slipped out of her sneakers, she scrunched her nose at a suspicious wet spot on the bathroom floor.

      “Please be toilet water and not pee,” she muttered, then stepped closer to the door. Don’t be a wimp, Winnick. How often had she bragged to her friends about her love of being barefoot?

      Anyway, getting ready in a random bathroom wasn’t completely foreign to her. Fourteen years of dance recitals had taught her she could change anywhere and in front of anyone. When her mom and dad had bemoaned her lack of modesty as a teenager, she’d reminded them they’d practically dragged her to those first two years of ballet.

      By the time she’d changed, curled her hair, and put her makeup on, she looked every bit the polished ICAA president Vanderbilt University expected her to be—instead of a chocolate-wearing, closet-sleeping, stranger-kissing hot mess.

      You don’t kiss any guy for months and then randomly decide to lock lips with Mr. Fancy Pants? Then again, he was pretty cute. Maybe she needed to embrace the wild and spontaneous kisses more often.

      Elle leaned into the mirror, threw on a peachy shade of lip gloss, and then stashed her bag in her carry-on. Grabbing her bags, she hurried back into the hallway, which now buzzed with students for the conference.

      Getting ready had taken longer than she expected, and only twenty minutes remained before the opening session. Rolling her bag toward the registration table, Elle felt the tension from her shoulders dissipate as she spotted Jess, who stood out because of her red hair.

      She and Jess hadn’t started out their freshman year of college as friends, and Elle would never have expected them to continue to room together or be officers in the same honor society together, but here they were, two years later.

      They came from opposite backgrounds: Jess had gone to private school her whole life, had a trust fund to provide for her college needs, and was the messiest person Elle had ever met—including herself. Elle had considered herself a slob until she’d roomed with Jess, who took it to a new level. Now Elle was the one who seemed to constantly clean. They didn’t have the same type of relationship that Elle maintained with her lifelong best friend, Taryn, but Elle was surprised at how much they’d been able to overcome their differences and coalesce.

      Jess and the three other officers from Vanderbilt had caught a flight to Washington, DC, the night before and made it to all the pre-conference festivities and parties. They were all rooming together at a hotel a few blocks away from the university—someplace Elle couldn’t afford, even split five ways.

      Elle waved as she drew closer, and Jess stood. “Hey.” Elle rolled her bags to a stop. “I’m so glad you’re working at registration.”

      Jess thumbed her way through the W’s. “Willis . . . Wilson . . . Winnick!” Then she laughed. “Apparently, they didn’t get the memo and went with your legal name, Ellis.” Jess crossed her off the list and handed her the badge and registration materials.

      Elle groaned and grabbed a pen from the registration table. Slipping the name tag out of the plastic case, she crossed out her first name and wrote her nickname above it. Her mom had thought giving her eldest daughter her maiden name for a first name would be fun. She hadn’t counted on the number of times that her classmates would find out about it and then call her “Island” or a “wretched refuse collector.”

      Elle pushed away the bad memories of kids teasing her about how she should dress up as the Statue of Liberty every Halloween and slipped the corrected name badge over her head. Hell, maybe now that you’re older, you should make that your next Halloween costume. “Hey, can I ask you a favor?”

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      “Is there any way I can stash my suitcase under the registration table? The hostel I booked didn’t have check-in until later, and I got in super early.” Elle ignored the questioning glance from one of the other students working the registration.

      Jess eyed her bag. “Um. Sure? I mean, don’t know if anyone can watch them for you but⁠—”

      “I think they’ll be fine here. Mostly, I just don’t want to lug them into the opening session. I didn’t think about the fact that the hostel might not let me check the luggage this early, and I’m not sure where else to put it.”

      Jess nodded. “Aw, bless your heart. If you’re fine with the risk, then put them here under my side.”

      Thank God for Southern manners. Jess was from deep in Georgia where they’d smile so sweetly while calling you an idiot. She was probably embarrassed to have Elle sticking such a giant yellow suitcase under the table.

      After Elle finished stashing the bags, Jess gave her a brighter smile. “I have to tell you all about the parties last night. You missed such a good time. But I’m sort of jealous about your hostel situation. That hotel room is not enough space for all four of us. I had to wait a half hour to use the bathroom this morning. Thirty minutes, Elle. After Hunter had been in there. It was hoooorr-i-ble.”

      Elle tried not to cackle. “That would be awful.”

      “You have no idea. I’m gonna petition we find another place. If I wasn’t in such a good mood, I might have thrown a tantrum.”

      Elle could imagine Jess throwing a tantrum over something like that.

      Amazing how a whole suite with a king-sized bed, a rollaway, and a pull-out couch wasn’t enough for someone like Jess, and Elle’s whole family of five had always crowded into a double with two full-sized beds when they’d gone anywhere.

      “Oh, yeah? And you won’t believe what just happened to me a few minutes ago.” Elle smiled, strangely giddy to share with Jess about the closet guy. Of all people, Jess wouldn’t be the one to judge her for it.

      “I want to hear all about it.” Jess eyed another registrant coming up and scrunched her nose. She looked at her watch. “Give me a few minutes, and then I’ll find you inside the auditorium. Hunter’s saving us seats in there.”

      Ignoring the wave of disappointment that came with swallowed gossip, Elle hurried toward the lecture hall. At least she wouldn’t have to find a seat by herself. Besides Jess, the only other friend she had in the Vanderbilt group was Hunter Green—whose similar woes hating his first name had been the source of their friendship since they’d been “elected” officers of the ICAA chapter.

      She started across the hall when she spotted the Vanderbilt crew. As she settled in next to Hunter, he furrowed blond eyebrows at her. “You look happy.”

      “I’m just relieved I found you.” She grinned and released a contented sigh that loosened all the stress from her shoulders. “I’m here, and maybe I can finally have some fun. You know the great thing about Washington, DC? Most of the bucket list places to see are free. And hot dog trucks are cheap. So I’ve decided to go sightseeing instead of sitting in boring sessions all day.”

      “Cheers to that.” Hunter raised his paper cup of coffee. “You sound like the picture of leadership. Don’t let the powers that be hear that. You’ll make a terrible first impression.”

      Elle rolled her eyes. “The powers that be don’t even know who I am. I can fly under the radar the whole time. Oh, by the way, I have a crazy story to tell you—and I swear it’s totally true.”

      Hunter chortled. “All the interesting stuff seems to happen to you.”

      Elle settled back in her seat and dropped her voice to a whisper. “I took a nap in a storage closet after I got here.”

      “Because, why not? It’s a perfect place for a nap.” Hunter snickered. “Though, you usually have better stories than⁠—”

      “That’s not the crazy part. The crazy part is that this guy woke me up. He jumped into the closet to hide from a woman, and when someone knocked on the closet door, he asked to kiss me and pretended I was his girlfriend.”

      Hunter gave her a slow blink. “Back up. You kissed this guy?”

      She winced. She nudged him in the arm with her elbow. “Keep it down.”

      “So how hot was he?”

      “Who says he was hot?”

      “The fact that you kissed him. If some creepy half-ape man had gone into a closet where you were sleeping and asked to kiss you, you wouldn’t say yes. Was it a good kiss?”

      He has you there.

      Elle smiled at the memory. Why not let it be a good one? She would never see the closet guy again. The daydreams could be endless. “It was an incredible kiss.”

      The lights dimmed, and Jess hurried in, signaling to them that the session was about to begin. Jess dropped into the open seat beside Elle. “Thank God that’s over. But the good news is that I can now put a name to a ton of faces. I’ll have to remember that if I ever have to volunteer to work registration somewhere again.”

      “You missed Elle’s exciting story about a mysterious stranger who had his tongue down her throat,” Hunter hissed, leaning forward to see Jess.

      Elle swatted him. “Hey, I never said anything about tongue.”

      “You said it was an incredible kiss.” Hunter shrugged, a mischievous twinkle in his brown eyes.

      Jess gave Elle an expectant look. “Are you going to see him again?”

      Hunter shook his head. “Look at the two of you. Both trying to hook up at this conference.” He dabbed the corners of his eyes. “I’m so proud.”

      “I’m not trying to hook up with anyone.” Elle set her phone to vibrate as the room lights darkened a bit more. “We kissed, he left, that’s it. I’m not going to see him again.”

      “Yeah, well, Jess is. Did you tell her about your new boyfriend? She’s in love, Elle. She told me so this morning. While banging on my bathroom door. She had no respect for the rules of the throne room.”

      “That’s about the only throne you’ll ever be occupying with the noises coming out of there.” Jess made a face as she pulled out a notepad and pen. “But speaking of royalty, you should have met this guy, Elle. He’s totally not your type, but he’s really, really hot. And, like, actual royalty or something—so I’m not trying to ‘just hook up,’ either. We spent like three hours talking at a party. It was so intense—a total soul-to-soul connection. I’m pretty sure we’re soul mates.”

      “Welcome, welcome, to the fortieth annual Inter-Collegiate Ambassador Association Conference, folks!” A man stood at the podium, and the room hushed, all eyes trained on him.

      “I’m George Linkletter, the chair of the board for the ICAA, and I’m so honored to be here. Before we go any further, I’d like to introduce the student body president for the entire ICAA, hailing all the way from Oxford University, where he’ll be graduating from their prestigious PPE program this spring . . . just a regular James Bond for those of us on this side of the pond who have admired his work for the organization from afar. I give you Quinn Camden, Viscount Bancroft.”

      The room burst into applause, and Elle’s heart rate slowed as a smiling, handsome young man approached the podium.

      Oh, God. Mr. Fancy Pants.

      Her stomach lurched, and she was painfully aware that the only thing she’d eaten that morning was half of that damn Snickers bar.

      Elle’s eyes widened, and she sank deeper into her seat. Hunter turned and gave her an amused look. “What’s wrong?”

      “That’s the closet guy,” she whispered in his ear.

      “Oooooo . . .” Hunter’s expression melted into a mix of horror and glee. “You did it now, Ellis.”

      Jess tugged at Elle’s sleeve, then leaned over and yanked her back from Hunter. “Oh my God, that’s him,” she said, pointing at the guy who kissed Elle. “My soul mate.”
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      In retrospect, the giant yellow suitcase wasn’t the smartest choice of luggage to haul through the streets of Georgetown, but as Elle dragged it down the steps of the townhome, it gave her something to focus her attention on. Besides considering arson.

      The suitcase bounced against her Achilles tendon on her left heel painfully, and she yelped, letting it go, then watched it as it slid down to the bottom step with a thunk.

      Elle rubbed her heel. Even though she felt on the verge of tears, she laughed helplessly and sank onto the bottom step with a facepalm.

      Something like this would happen to me.

      She wrinkled her nose and glared back at the hostel behind her.

      She’d been wary when she’d arrived and found no discernible host in sight. Unlike almost every other townhome on the block, the front garden was poorly tended to, mostly crabgrass, a soft velvet of green algae on the bricks in the shade, and the screen door appeared to be askew.

      When she’d finally found the host of the hostel, she’d learned it had been overbooked, despite her payment already having gone through. And when she’d called the owner, the dick had hung up on her.

      I don’t know what I need more—a drink or a pillow.

      A cold gust of wind sent leaves spiraling around her.

      A pillow. Definitely a pillow. Preferably one attached to a bed.

      After an early morning, a flight, a long afternoon of conference sessions, and being forced to lug her suitcase everywhere, she just wanted to sleep—even if the sun had barely set.

      Sobering, she stood and dusted her backside, trying to feel resolute and confident.

      But really, what the hell am I going to do now?

      She pulled out her phone and thumbed through a few apps to get to her bank. The balance was low—definitely not enough for a hotel in DC or even another hostel. She’d budgeted her food for the weekend based on going to the provided lunch every day and surviving off coffee and a bagel with cream cheese for breakfast.

      Calling Mom and Dad and asking them to lend her the money might work, but she’d already borrowed from them for a new laptop at the end of September when she’d opened hers to find the blue screen of death glaring at her. At one hundred bucks a night—which might put her in a hotel in a shady part of town—she’d owe them almost a grand. They didn’t have that type of money, and she wasn’t about to be the one who put them under financial stress.

      There’s always supply closets with dreamy British guys.

      She bit her lip, thinking of the unexpected problem he’d presented with Jess, but what were the chances? Anyway, from the way he’d jumped into the closet in the morning, it sounded like Jess wasn’t the only girl at this conference interested in him.

      But really, it was all irrelevant. She needed a place to spend the night.

      Unless she wanted to sleep in a closet again, her best option was to find Hunter and Jess and ask if she could crash with them. She cringed, thinking of the many times she’d shrugged off their offers to room together. She couldn’t have afforded their hotel before . . . and now she would have to write them an IOU anyway.

      She stomped, giving the hostel a glare. She needed a damn refund from the hostel owner. But even if she got one, it was the weekend. The soonest a refund would hit her bank would be—what—the middle of the week? If that.

      An IOU it is. What else are you going to do, Elle? Sleep on a bench?

      Hunter and Jess had told her they were headed for The Tombs, a bar on the edge of Georgetown’s campus that was popular with the students. She fired off a few quick texts to let them know she was coming their way, then started down the sidewalk, her backpack bouncing against her back with each step.

      According to her maps app, The Tombs wasn’t a far walk, but she was notoriously terrible at following directions. When they had been together, Alex always told her that her inability to pack lightly would someday haunt her.

      If he were here, he would have been laughing at her.

      She quickly cut that thought off.

      This is not the time to start thinking about Alex being right about anything.

      She’d just have to laugh at herself because she truly needed to learn how to pack light. Elle chuckled, thinking about how many pairs of underwear she’d packed—like twenty for a seven-day trip. Why? Who knew. It hadn’t seemed excessive while she was packing, but with her wrist aching, she was rethinking all of her life choices, especially that fifth pair of jeans and her cowboy boots.

      Because who knows when you’ll need to go line dancing in Washington, DC? She giggled.

      Fortunately, she found The Tombs more easily than she expected—and a line out the door. She groaned as she scanned the bright cream façade of the building. It was cute with turquoise-painted accents on the window wells and caps. A blue and white sign with an oar hung above the entrance—a cheerful-looking location for a place with such a grim name. She’d imagined a stone-faced bar in a dark alley with a yellow gas lamp lighting the way.

      Hunter still hadn’t answered her text, so she dialed his number, shivering as she crossed the street. No way she was going in that crowded bar with the suitcase. She doubted they’d even let her in with it. Hunter’s and Jess’s phones both went to voicemail, and she gritted her teeth.

      Elle hung back, then hauled her luggage around the corner to wait on the other side of the building. She called Hunter again with the same result, then texted Jess.

      What was she going to do if they didn’t pick up or text her back? She couldn’t stand out here all night with her suitcase.

      “Still wandering the streets of Washington with your luggage?” a voice said from behind her, and she turned on her heel to see Mr. Fancy Pants aka Quinn Camden standing there. His eyes twinkled with amusement. He’d changed into khakis and a navy-blue Henley paired with a dark brown suede jacket.

      She couldn’t help the strange relief she felt at seeing him, even though they were little more than strangers. Then again, he’s bad news. Whatever fairy tales might have ballooned into her imagination with that kiss, they had all been popped by the news that Jess had met him first and was already smitten.

      And as much as she’d sworn Hunter to secrecy, Elle couldn’t help the rise of panic that tingled up her neck as she thought of Hunter and Jess drinking together. What if Hunter was less than discreet? He wasn’t exactly the best at keeping secrets.

      So you should have gone with them when they invited you out tonight.

      If Hunter told Jess about the kiss, Jess would be so hurt. She and Elle rarely went after the same type of guys, which had been helpful to their friendship. And Jess already thought Quinn wasn’t Elle’s type, which would make the news even more⁠—

      This man is not your boyfriend, Elle.

      Stop getting carried away. It was one meaningless kiss, not a marriage proposal.

      Maybe Quinn could help watch her bag or something while she found Hunter and Jess.

      She needed to get inside. The distress on her face must have shown because Quinn frowned and came closer to her. “You all right? In some sort of trouble, Ms. . . .”

      Great. He doesn’t even remember my name. “Winnick. But just call me Elle.” She bit her lower lip, knee bouncing, as she weighed telling him the problem. Between the closet nap and this, he was going to think she was a dumpster fire. She tried hard not to chuckle at the thought. But that’s sort of true, isn’t it?

      Better to embrace the chaos that seemed to follow her.

      She gestured with her other hand toward the direction of the hostel. “It’s . . . the hostel I was supposed to stay in. They overbooked. They don’t have a room for me, and when I called the owner, he hung up on me.”

      Did she imagine a smile at the corner of his mouth? Maybe a hint of that sexy dimple?

      Stop. Stop thinking of his sexy dimple, you nitwit.

      “Sounds like a dodgy place. Would you like help finding some other accommodations?” He pulled his phone out. “I’m sure there are vacancies around.”

      “Oh, I’m fine. Really.”

      “I’m happy to help. I owe you one, remember? Are you looking for someplace close to the conference?” He started typing into his phone.

      Elle shifted her weight onto her back foot. “Unless they’re offering rooms in exchange for housekeeping services, I don’t think most places around here are in my budget.”

      He glanced up, a faint look of curiosity in his gaze, then understanding dawning.

      Great, he’s probably rich, too. Hot and rich. And royalty. No wonder Jess liked him.

      Please don’t feel sorry for me.

      Before he could say anything, she went on in a rush, “My friends are inside this bar, but I can’t get in touch with them. I might be able to crash in their hotel room or something for the night, but even getting inside this place seems like a logistical nightmare.” With a smile, she added a bit more lightly, “And I’m so hangry I might eat someone’s arm off waiting in that line. Which, it occurs to me, might just earn me a place to sleep for the night. Or for twenty years to life.”

      Quinn choked back a laugh. “That seems like quite a dilemma. So . . . why don’t we take your bag back to my hotel, and you can stash it there? Then we can find your friends without the enormous luggage, and I’ll buy you dinner or a drink—as a way of making it up to you. Slightly. I know it isn’t sufficient.”

      She blinked at him. It wasn’t a terrible suggestion. And he wasn’t exactly setting off her alarm bells even though he maybe should be. Then again, would Jess kill her for spending time with “the man of her dreams”? Elle didn’t want to have to explain to Jess how she knew him. “How do I know you’re not secretly an ax murderer?”

      “To begin with, it would be terribly difficult to get an ax through airport security.” A smile brightened his expression as he glanced at her, then gave an appreciative glance at her suitcase. “Or my rucksack. I didn’t pack quite so much as you did for this week.”

      “Oh, laugh now but I do have room for an ax in here.” At his incredulous look, she added, “I mean, or something else that doesn’t make me sound like a serial killer. Which I swear, I’m not.”

      He ducked his chin. “Until five seconds ago, I can safely say the idea never occurred to me. The offer still stands, though.”

      She scanned his face, hoping to find an answer to her dilemma there. He actually seemed like a decent guy—minus the apparent inability to tell women that he just wasn’t interested in them—and Jess really liked him, so there was that.

      Leaving her stuff with him wouldn’t be stupid, right? She had a phone and could text her location to her parents or something. If Quinn did turn out to be an ax murderer, then at least they’d know where to look for her body.

      Unless Quinn had ulterior motives for inviting her out. Maybe he’d felt that spark that she’d sworn existed during that kiss.

      She should at least let him know that this wasn’t going anywhere in case he was interested. She couldn’t even accept his offer to go out with her friends because—once again—she’d have to explain to Jess how she knew him.

      Urgh.

      She shook her head at the absurdity of her thoughts.

      Stop catastrophizing.

      When her anxiety worsened the year before, her therapist seemed to repeat those two words more than anything else. Elle hadn’t gone to a session for several months now, but every time she thought about the worst-case scenario, she tried to remind herself to snap out of those toxic thoughts—sometimes unsuccessfully.

      It would be a relief to have somewhere to leave her bag while she figured out her sleeping arrangements. “I guess I can leave this suitcase in your room. But that doesn’t mean I’m planning to sleep with you, just so you know. I may have kissed you but that’s about as far as things go between us, got it?”

      He raised his brows at her as though her forwardness shocked him. He held a palm up to lead the way, and they started walking. “Glad we have that out in the open. Was it my asking you to pretend to be my girlfriend that turned you off?”

      She couldn’t help laughing. “More like I’m just not the one-night stand type of girl.” And that my roommate is supposedly in love with you.

      “Ah, I see. You prefer moonlit walks on the beach, candlelit dinners, and long-term commitment?”

      “Well, those do pale compared to florescent-toned cramped spaces surrounded by bleach and dirty mops, but I’m just kind of picky like that.”

      Yeesh, Elle. You’re totally flirting with this guy.

      He gave an amused chuckle, which was what she’d wanted since he dropped the subject. She didn’t really want to get into her romantic troubles and battered heart with him, despite the strange level of comfort she felt around him. Somehow it was as if she’d known him for much longer than a few hours. As smoothly as possible, she asked, “So what would I find if I googled Quinn Camden, Viscount—what was it again? I don’t really know royal titles.”

      Quinn grimaced. “Bancroft. And I’m not royalty. It’s just a hereditary title, but I never use it.” Something she said seemed to have struck a nerve, though, and he frowned, rubbing the back of his neck. “I suppose you’d see the details of my most infamous one-night stand.”

      Most infamous? “You have a lot of famous one-night stands?”

      Maybe he wasn’t the nice guy that Jess thinks.

      He gave a rueful chuckle. “No. Just that one and—well, it’s hard to explain.”

      “Now I’m really curious. You can’t just leave me with that juicy tidbit.” They took a path down toward an alleyway, and a long flight of stairs lurked below them.

      Quinn set a hand out to stop her. “You sure you want to take these steps at night?”

      The steps down were steep, which could be problematic with her suitcase, but if it was the easiest path, she didn’t want to go the long way. But maybe he assumed she’d want him to carry it? “I can carry the suitcase.”

      “No, that’s not it. These are The Exorcist steps. I’ve always avoided them at night.”

      “The Exorcist steps?” She peered down them. They didn’t look any creepier than other steps. A brick wall flanked one side, with yellowed lights tossing a warm glow from outdoor lamp fixtures, the other wall covered with ivy.

      “From the movie. The one the priest throws himself down at the end.”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t seen it, but thanks for ruining the end.” She jabbed a finger at him teasingly. “Are you telling me you’re superstitious?”

      “No, not superstitious, just⁠—”

      “Easily frightened? Both by aggressive potential lovers and Hollywood movie locations?”

      He shook his head at her, then took the suitcase. Lifting it, he started down the stairs with one hand
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