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Chapter One

Farewell

Late January, Monroe, Connecticut

Trunk Mahoney stood by the window of The Savage Beast and watched for Harley and Shyla. The bar was packed with members of the Connecticut Kings football team and their wives or girlfriends. A big sign hung over the bar. It read, “Farewell, Harley.” Harley Brennan’s surprise retirement party awaited kickoff. Everyone was there but the guest of honor and his fiancée.

Trunk texted her one more time. A minute later, he got a reply.




Just left the house.





Trunk motioned for silence. “They just left. They’ll be here in ten minutes.”

A few whoops and clapping rang out.

Trunk, Bullhorn Brodsky, and Griff Montgomery had arranged the get-together. Trunk’s wife, Carla, was tending to the food. With such a large crowd, she’d had to hire a caterer, though she’d bought the booze herself. The Kings had taken up a collection and received more than they’d needed to pay for the refreshments and tip Doodles Kelly, who was working the kitchen, and Marla, the bartender.

The Beast looked great. Trunk had pumped some cash into it when he’d married Carla. She’d supervised the renovation. The wood floors had been sanded smooth, stained dark, and finished to a rich patina. Two coats of fresh cream paint had renewed the walls. Under the brush and roller, the ceiling had turned as blue as the sky. They’d installed softer lighting that could be dialed up or down.

There was a new bar of polished cherry stretched the width, black leather stools accompanying it. Tables with the same glossy wood tops dotted the room. The pool table was gone, giving more space for customers. The small bar piano had been painted a shiny black. A dartboard graced one wall, there was a large television screen behind the countertop, and framed posters of some of the Kings’ finer moments hung on the remaining space.

No longer a dive, the Savage Beast had become classy, but still the perfect hangout for the team and their ladies.

Carla filled pitchers with beer and put them on tables. Doodles brought out Sangria and placed it on the bar next to a stack of glasses. Trunk paced. He’d never thrown a party for someone before. His nerves tingled as he moved back and forth.

“What can I do? Put me to work.” He turned to face Carla.

She patted his arm. “Don’t worry, babe. The sandwiches are being put on platters now. Doodles has a dozen burgers on the grill. The cake was delivered. We’re set to go.”

He nodded.

Tuffer Demson, defensive linebacker, approached. “I’ve got four taxis lined up to drive people home tonight. You told them to be here at ten, right?”

“Yep. Perfect. Good job, kid.”

Demson smiled. “This is gonna be a great party.”

“Better be. I’m killing myself here,” Trunk said.

Tuffer laughed. “Yeah, right, Mahoney.”

“I am. Organizing this thing was a bitch.”

“You bitchin’ and moanin’ about getting this together? Shit, man, Carla did all the hard work. You just put up a sign in the locker room,” Bull Brodsky said, slapping his friend on the back.

“I made the banner there.” Tuffer pointed behind the bar.

“And a great job, too,” Bull said.

Trunk made a face. “And you call yourselves my friends, eh?”

“The idea was yours, Trunk. That’s what’s most important.” Bull winked at Demson and nudged him in the ribs.

“Damn right. And don’t you forget it.”

Bull and Tuffer laughed while Mahoney checked his watch. He hollered out, “Five minutes!” The crowd stopped milling around. People cozied up next to their loved ones. Carla put down the towel she was using to dry glasses. The place quieted down.

Trunk positioned himself by the curtains and pressed his finger to his lips. He pulled the fabric away from the glass just enough so he could see the sidewalk. He spied Harley’s fancy car ease into a spot. Shyla turned and waved in the direction of the bar before the running back got out.

“Here he comes!” Trunk said, in a stage whisper, as he watched the footballer’s familiar swagger. Late January, Willow Falls, New York

“Why are we going back to Monroe?” Harley Brennan, a running back for the Connecticut Kings, asked.

“Because you have a house there,” Shyla Hollings, his fiancée, replied, pulling a suitcase down from a closet shelf.

“We lost the play-offs, never made it to the Super Bowl. Because of me.” He paced, rubbing the back of his neck.

“You’re not responsible.”

“If I could’ve played, we’d have won.”

“You were injured. It wasn’t your fault.” Shy scooped up a handful of lingerie and tossed it in the valise. “Come on. Pack.”

He stared at his empty bag.

She sidled up to him, snaking her arms around his waist from behind. “Come on, sexy. I’m dying for a blue cheeseburger.”

“The Savage Beast? How can we go there?”

“How can we not? Your friends are there. Come on. Besides, I promised Stormy.”

“Promised her what?”

“That we’d visit Devon.”

“At least his broken leg’ll heal. He’ll be able to play next season. I’m done. Finished forever,” Harley said, gripping her hands with his.

“Starting chapter two. Remember?”

He smiled and moved away, easing down on the bed, still staring out the window of their large, Victorian home. “I know that’s what I said. Still...”

She pushed him back, until he was lying down, and straddled him. The winter sun brought light, but little warmth, and she shivered in the drafty room. He gripped her hips to steady her.

“We’ve got plenty to do. Renovating this place isn’t going to be a piece of cake. You’ve got to handle the Kensington State team. Whip them into shape. And I have to write a syllabus. I don’t even know what that is.”

He chuckled. She cupped his cheeks and leaned down to kiss him.

“At least I have you,” he said, running his hands up and down her back.

“That you do.” She flattened her palms on his pecs.

“Speaking of having you.” He pulled her to his chest and rolled them over until he was on top, on his knees. “We don’t have to leave right this minute, do we?”

“Nope.”

“Good,” he said, sliding her sweater up.
Excitement bubbled up inside the defenseman. He had wanted to do something to help his down-in-the-dumps friend, and he hoped the party would do the trick. The idea was to show Harley how much his teammates cared about him and would miss him on the gridiron.

Trunk and Harley had become close during their last year. Heartbreak over the loss of the playoff game that would have sent them to the Super Bowl had affected every man on the team. Trunk knew Harley took it to heart more than the others. He had been a key player, and with the team down a top running back, winning was no longer a sure thing. Then, Devon Drake broke his leg—thanks to that monster Horse Jackson of the Columbus Bobcats—which had sealed the deal. The Kings had finished second in their league.

Before he could blink, Shyla’s hand was on the doorknob. She fumbled with it, Trunk guessed on purpose, giving them a moment, and everyone froze. Silence blanketed the room.

“Let me do it,” Harley said, moving her aside. He twisted the handle.

The door swung open, and he walked into the darkened bar.

“Surprise!” rang out, making him jump. Lawson Breaker, offensive linebacker, flipped on the lights. Laughter filled the air as the Kings and their women spied the look of shock on Harley’s face.

* * * *

Harley gasped as the shouted word made his ears ring. Startled, he flew a foot in the air. He cast his frantic gaze around at the smiling and laughing faces of his teammates.

Shyla, on his left elbow, nudged him and pointed to the sign. “It’s a surprise retirement party for you, honey,” she whispered in his ear.

He blinked several times. As he stood, frozen to the floor, Mahoney ambled over.

Trunk gave his friend a strong slap on the back. “Didn’t think we’d forget, did ya?”

Unable to get control of his breathing, Harley simply turned and stared.

“Aw. He’s all choked up,” Trunk yelled to the crowd.

They gave their team cheer. Then, Trunk snatched a beer from the bar. He raised his glass and sang, “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow,” motioning for the others to join in.

Harley remained motionless, during the song. Tears gathered in his eyes, but he was powerless to stop them cascading down his rough cheeks. Shyla slid her hand into his, and he squeezed it. Never in a million years had he expected this outpouring of love from his teammates. He was in shock as he realized that leaving this crazy group was going to be harder than he thought.

His heart swelled as emotion flowed through him. He didn’t know how to handle this. Feelings he’d ordinarily tamp down floated to the surface. Sure, he’d miss pro football, but it was these guys who made it meaningful. The pleasure of their adoration intensified, morphing into pain in his chest. It was a good pain, the pain of being loved too much.

Shyla took a tissue out of her bag and slipped it into his palm. He wiped his face. When the singing was over, he found his voice. It cracked and broke as he tried to speak.

“Hey! You guys. Stop. Really. Stop.” He raised his hands.

“Three cheers for Brennan,” shouted out Bull Brodsky. “Hip, hip, hooray!”

Shy had obtained a shot of whiskey from the bar and handed it to Harley. He downed it in one gulp. Fortified, he grinned. Sadness flipped to joy inside him.

Platters of sandwiches and side dishes were put out on tables. Guests were lining up to get food when the door burst open. It was Coach Bass.

“Sorry I’m late. You know how it is with new babies. Well, some of you, anyway. Jo’s home. She’s sorry she can’t come, but Butch keeps her busy.”

“You’re calling the kid Butch?” Carla raised her eyebrows.

“Jo calls him Trevor. I call him Butch. I brought the DVD. Who knows how to set this up?”

Lawson Breaker and Tuffer Demson, the two youngest men on the team, retrieved a laptop from under the counter. They used it like a projector, connected to the big screen television. Tuffer took the disk from the coach. They discussed where to begin.

“Attention, attention!” hollered Coach Pete Sebastian. “We have a little tribute to Brennan here. So, fill your plate, find a seat. This show is a real treat.”

Curtains were closed, Harley and Shy were given the best seats in the place, and the young men started the DVD. They paused for a second as Coach waved his hands.

“Apologies to the ladies for the language. You know these guys.” Then, he sat down.

On the screen appeared the words, “Life and Times of Harley Brennan,” and then music played—“We Will Rock You.” The movie opened with cuts of Harley in various stages of dress and undress, both in the locker room and on the field—the time his shirt got ripped off by a defenseman, Harley covered in mud, after a game played in pouring rain. With a few parts censored—peeks into the locker room, the shower, the ice tub, and getting a massage by a trainer.

Then, there were action shots. When the first game Harley played for the Kings against the Nevada Gamblers came on, the team booed. Harley and his best friend, Mark Davis, quarterback for the Delaware Demons, had a hate thing going with Darvin Sweetwater, the Gamblers’ quarterback. When Harley had come to Connecticut, that grudge hadn’t faded. After enough dirty plays by the Nevada team, the Kings had hated the Gamblers too.

The video showed the line-up and the snap. Griff faded back to throw, but a couple of the Gambler defensemen head butted the Kings’ offensive line and headed for Montgomery. As he was being taken down, Griff lateraled the ball to Harley on the left. Brodsky, the only offensive lineman still standing, blocked, creating a hole between defenders, and Brennan high-tailed it up the left field line for a touchdown. 

The next clip showed the Kings’ playing “hot potato” against the St. Louis Sidewinders, a play they had used before, but only when desperate. The clock was down to a few seconds, and the Kings were losing by three. Montgomery ran, but shoveled the ball behind him to Carruthers, who took off heading right. As the Sidewinders’ cornerback closed in on him, he tossed the pigskin behind him. There was Harley, five feet away. He plucked the ball out of the air. Center field was empty, so Harley sped up the middle to score the winning touchdown.

The DVD brought laughs, cheers, and hoots from the team. Harley was still speechless as his closest friends ragged on him about him mooning the camera and other X-rated shots, hollering “take it off!” Harley laughed until he cried.

The action sequences from actual games were intense. He’d never seen himself play, except during sessions with Coach Bass for the team. Pride in his skill and performance filled him. He couldn’t believe how quick and graceful he was, maneuvering around big defenders.

When the lights went up, there was a round of applause.

Coach stood up. “I’d like to give a special hand to Tuffer and The Kid for putting this together. Under my direction, of course.”

Harley rose from his seat and hugged each young man, while the rest of the guys gave him a standing ovation. Shyla slipped him a beer.

“Thanks, babe.”

“Hungry? There are some great sandwiches over there.”

“Nah. Couldn’t eat a thing.”

“I’ll wrap one up to take home.”

He leaned over to kiss her.

Each member of the team shook Harley’s hand. There were so many toasts, he lost track. His connection to the Kings wasn’t lost, but remained, and would be there for as long as he lived. Harley had broken some records, made a name for himself, and that would stand.

In the corner, Trunk and Bull argued about a play.

Harley joined them. “I can’t believe you guys did this.”

“Why not? You’d do the same for us, right?” Bull said. 

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Come to the games. Hang out with us at practice,” Trunk said.

“Yeah. We need someone to tell us what we’re doing wrong,” Bull added.

“You mean, besides Coach Bass?” Harley grinned.

“Did I hear my name?” Coach moseyed over.

“Just telling Brennan we expect him to come to practice and give us a hard time.”

Coach took a swig of his beer. “Seriously, Harley. Great to have an extra pair of eyes.”

“You guys gotta remember—I’m coaching my own team now. But when the season’s over, we’ll be at every playoff game.”

“You’d better, or I’m gonna beat your ass,” Trunk said.

Shyla wandered over and pointed to her watch. “We have to leave early tomorrow.”

“I know,” Harley said, draining the rest of his glass. He smacked his lips, grinned at her through a beery haze, and turned to his buddies. “I hate to leave, guys. But I have meetings with the dean tomorrow afternoon, and a playbook to work on.”

“Oh, yeah. You’re a coach now.” Bull nodded.

Slowly, the bar was emptying out. Harley hated to go, but Shy kept giving him looks, and she was right. He embraced his teammates and their wives. Shyla had nursed one drink all evening, so she plucked the car keys from Harley’s paw.

“You’re driving? Good idea.” He slid onto the passenger seat.

As they drove home, tears again clouded his vision. “What did I do to deserve that party?” he mumbled, but not low enough to escape her ears.

“You were you. The best possible running back in the world, and nicest guy.”

“Me? I’m not so nice.”

“Guess your team would disagree.”

He faced her. “What about you?”

She pulled off onto the shoulder and switched into park. “You have to ask?”

Two tears ran down his cheek. His throat closed up, so he nodded.

“I think you’re the greatest man in the whole world. Does that do it for you?” Her grin was warm, and her eyes shone in the light from the street lamp.

His heart swelled. He kissed her gently. “I’m the luckiest man in the world to have them...and you.”

“Damn right, you are,” she said, throwing the car into drive and getting back on the road.

Harley sat back, staring, but not seeing. He’d had the best night of his life. Now, he’d be returning, with the woman of his dreams, to a beautiful home and a challenging job.

“Doesn’t get any better than this,” he said, shutting his eyes.
Chapter Two

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Harley Brennan


[image: ]


Early February

Shyla bundled the fleece blanket around her legs and tucked it under the seatbelt. Even though it was an unusually warm day in February, with the top down on Harley’s Maserati, there was a wind chill factor. She peered at her lover, his hair blowing in the breeze as the car sped along the highway, taking them back to Willow Falls after another visit to Monroe.

As if he sensed her stare, he glanced over, smiled, and patted her knee. The wind made conversation impossible. Shyla didn’t mind. Happiness flowed through her. Being alone with Harley, formerly a rare thing, had become an everyday event. Warmth penetrated her heart as safety surrounded her. 

The fresh air revitalized her. She snuggled into the fine leather and watched the scenery whiz by. The sign for their exit appeared, and he maneuvered the vehicle onto a two-lane country road. She pushed the blanket down as they made their way through tiny towns nestled among the pine trees and farmhouses in Sullivan County.

Harley pulled into the driveway of their Victorian home on the edge of the Kensington State campus. Only five blocks from the building where her classes were, the house was six to the gym and the football field.

They’d agreed the modern furniture from his Monroe abode would not do for the elegant, drafty, old place they now called home. Harley had opened a joint credit account and given the card to her. Shyla had hawked all the local antique stores and purchased perfect furnishings for their new digs. She’d enjoyed every minute, picking out tables, chairs, two sofas, and brand new kitchen equipment.

Harley carried their luggage up the stone path with Shyla by his side.

“I have to check my list, but I think we’ve got a couple of deliveries coming.”

“Oh? Better get it all done before the fifteenth. I have a surprise for you.”

“Next week?”

“Yep. Clear your calendar, babe. And pack a suitcase.”

She grinned. “I love surprises.”

Before she could open her valise, the doorbell rang. A large, oak dining room table had arrived.

After the men got it set up, Harley plopped his laptop down. He needed to get his starting line-up and roster straight, as well as plans for plays, practice, and warm-ups. Shy shared the space with him while she created a syllabus. Raising her gaze, she saw him deep in thought, typing madly with two fingers.

When she had been working at the Playhouse, visiting Penny, or pining for Harley, time had seemed to stand still. Now, her days were filled with painting rooms, preparing for classes, accepting deliveries, and moving furniture. At the second hand bookstore in town, Shyla picked up a volume on the history of Victorian homes to help her select colors. She ended up using her own talent and instincts to choose elegant shades for their new house.

She roped Harley into helping. Surprise, surprise—he was as talented with a paint brush as a football. He complimented her on her decorating ability. Having not been exposed to her professional work, he marveled at the transformation of the aged, lonely structure into a warm, inviting, comfortable home.

However, when he had to rearrange the living room furniture for the fourth time, he balked. “You just had this damn thing in that corner.”

“But it was turned the other way.”

“You’re a flake, you know that?

“Never said I wasn’t. Just move the sofa, please?”

“This is the last time,” he said, giving the overstuffed arm a shove.

“Let’s see.” Shyla stood back, her chin resting in her palm, her tongue swiping her lower lip as she stared.

“Well?” He raised his eyebrows.

“That’ll do for now.”

“For now?”

She nodded. “Come on. I’m thirsty.” She pulled a pitcher of iced tea from the fridge.

“It’s friggin’ thirty degrees outside, and you’re drinking iced tea?”

“Want some?” She took down another glass.

“Yeah. You always know what I want, don’t you?” He grinned as he picked it up. After studying the living room for a moment, he faced her. “You were right. Sofa’s much better this way.”

She peered at him over the rim of her drink, her eyes smiling.

Nights were spent snuggling on the couch, watching television, and then adjourning to their king sized bed for steamy entanglings between the sheets. Harley insisted on breaking in new tables and sofas. He wanted to have sex on every surface and in every room—said he couldn’t feel the house was truly theirs if they hadn’t done it everywhere, including the powder room on the first floor. 

The tiny place was a challenge, but Harley displayed his creative side, finding ways to delight her in small spaces. Shyla reined in her wish to have a gazebo in their backyard.

Shyla loved it. His passion ignited her fires as they coupled up, night after night. 

Saturday morning, she slept ’til nine. The smell of brewing coffee met her nostrils. The empty bed still showed the outline of her lover’s delicious body. She grabbed her robe and padded downstairs to the kitchen. Harley handed her a mug of her favorite flavor, hazelnut, prepared just the way she liked it.

“After breakfast, pack your suitcase and put on your best dress.”

“Can I ask why?”

“You can ask anything you want. Not telling. Just do it.” His eyes danced with mischief. He pulled out a frying pan. Shyla took a seat at their new, shabby chic, country kitchen table and watched him master scrambled eggs.

After eating, she marched upstairs, under his orders. While she was in the bedroom, searching for the right outfit, Harley wandered in. He was wearing a black suit, white shirt, and gold tie.

“Got anything in white?” he asked.

“A suit. Why?”

“Wear it.”

“Is that an order?”

He nodded.

She shrugged and slipped on the slim, white, eyelet skirt then searched for the right top. An aqua, silk shell caught her eye. She put it on then the jacket that matched the skirt. Gold heart earrings finished her look. “How about this?”

“Perfect,” he said.

The honking of a car horn drew their attention. “Let’s go.” Harley picked up her valise and took it to the front door. A silver SUV idled outside. Harley loaded the luggage in the back.

“Shyla Hollings, this is my wife, Callie,” said Mac Caldwell, the dean of Kensington State.

The women exchanged greetings then Shy joined Harley in the backseat. Mac drove to the university chapel.

“What’s going on?” Shy asked the running back.

“It’s about time we did this.”

“Did what?”

“Got married.”

Shy sucked in a breath then let it out slowly. “Now?”

“Why not now?”

She thought for a moment then shrugged. “I dunno.”

“Good. Then, now it is. Mac and Callie are our witnesses. You can sign the paperwork inside.”

The foursome walked to the front of the old, stone church. The big, wooden doors were open, and a chaplain greeted them. They went inside, where Shyla signed documents. Callie handed her a small, white bouquet. Mac offered his arm. Harley loped down the aisle to await the arrival of his bride. Callie, dressed in light pink, followed.

The organ struck up the wedding march, and Mac, smiling down on Shyla, spoke, “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said, grinning.

Mac was strong and steady, helping Shyla keep from wobbling on too-high heels. When she looked up and saw Harley’s beaming face, peace swept through her. This is the right thing. Not totally calm, but not crazed, Shyla started down the aisle, clutching the flowers and smiling.

A horn honked, and then kept honking. Shyla stopped and looked at Mac.

He shrugged. “Some student. Crazy person.” He took another step.

A faint voice called Shyla’s name.

She tugged on Mac’s arm. “Wait. Wait a minute. I could swear someone is calling me.” She turned to face the front of the chapel.

There was silence then the door burst open.

“Oh, thank God. I’m not too late,” a man said, huffing and puffing. He bent over to catch his breath.

“Jonathan?” Shy stepped closer.

The young man righted himself and grinned at her. He took two more breaths before speaking. “Harley sent me a text. Said you were getting married. I didn’t have time to tell him to wait. I didn’t know if I could get a flight out, but I begged at the airport, explaining, and a very kind woman gave me her seat. So, here I am, to give away the bride.”

It was Shyla’s brother, Jonathan Hollings, all the way from Paris.

Shy’s hand flew to her chest as emotion closed her throat. Her eyes watered, and there was no stopping the tears. “You came all this way?”

“Of course. You’re my sister. My beloved sister. It’s the least I could do.” He brushed off his black pants and charcoal gray sports jacket then straightened his tie. “I’m not too late, am I?”

Shy shook her head. “Nope. Just in time.”

Jonathan looked up at Mac, who stood well over six feet. “I hope you don’t mind?”

“Not at all,” Mac said, stepping back.

Jonathan presented first his handkerchief, then his arm, to his sister, who took both. She blotted her face before shoving the cloth in her brother’s pocket. She curled her fingers around his biceps. He hugged her hand close and patted it.

“You look beautiful, Shy.”

“Thank you.”

“I wish Dad could see you now.”

There was the sound of a throat clearing at the back of the church. The bride looked up.

Harley waved. “Hey, remember me? The groom? Aren’t we supposed to get married now?”

“Oh, yes. Harley. I’m sorry,” Jonathan said. “Where were you?”

The organist restarted the Wedding March and the Hollings siblings proceeded slowly down the aisle. When they reached the end, Jonathan teared up. He raised Shy’s veil and kissed her cheek then hugged her before he took her hand, placing it in Harley’s.

“Take good care of her,” he said, as he handed her off to the new coach.

“I will. I promise.”

Shyla kissed her brother then moved up to be by Harley’s side. He took her other hand too. His were warm and dry. The ceremony didn’t take long. Her pulse kicked up at the “I do” part, but she managed to squeak out the correct words. He kissed her with passion. Mrs. Harley Brennan.

They thanked the minister and took their time up the aisle. There were hugs all around.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? We’ve got plane tickets outta here and have to leave now,” Harley said, turning to Jonathan. 

“I didn’t know until the last minute. Once you guys are settled, I hope you’ll come to Paris. I’m planning to stay for a bit. I’ve got some freelance gigs lined up. You’re welcome anytime, brother. God, it’s funny to say that.” Jonathan grinned.

Harley hugged his new brother-in-law. “We’ve got a huge house. Stay with us. I’ll teach you to throw a football.”

“Good. I’ll teach you to draw a straight line.”

Shyla and Jonathan hugged a half dozen times then bid an emotional farewell while Mac and Harley transferred their bags to a limo waiting in the parking lot.

Harley opened the door for Shyla. Once inside, they waved goodbye and headed for the airport. He laced his fingers with hers.

“Today is full of surprises,” she said, sighing. She leaned back, resting her head on his shoulder. Her eyes drifted shut as her body relaxed.

He closed his arm around her, drawing her closer, and kissed her hair. “It’s you and me, now, Shy. Forever. You and me.”

“Finally,” she breathed, before she dozed off.

On the plane, they eased into first class seats. Harley wasn’t able to keep their destination a secret.

“St. Thomas?”

“Yep. Honeymoon.” He folded her arm with his.

“Uh oh. Are we gonna get in trouble there?”

“Nope. We have a private place, with our own pool.”

Before she could reply, a stewardess arrived, offering them champagne.

“To my bride,” Harley said.

* * * *
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BRIGHT SUNSHINE STABBED the newlyweds in the face when they got off the plane in St. Thomas. A taxi took them to a secluded villa. Shyla’s gaze bounced from the lush greenery to the shiny, gold band on her finger to Harley’s face.

The driver carried the luggage in, and Harley tipped him generously. Then, he swooped Shyla up in his arms and inside, dumping her on the bed. He joined her, stilling her hands with his while he kissed her silly.

He took her in his arms. “You can’t get away now. You’re my wife. Legally. You belong to me. No more running away.”

She thought he expected an argument, but his words were music to her heart. “Nope. No leaving. I’m here to stay.”

“’Till death?”

“’Till, death, mister,” she said, lacing her fingers with his.

“Mine. You’re all mine.” He released her.

“Ain’t it grand?” she muttered, sitting up.

“Take it off.”

“What?”

“Your clothes. Take them off,” he said, reaching for the waistband
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