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	For everyone who stayed in the hallway a little too long.

	And for the ones brave enough to follow when someone said walk with me.

	You know who you are.

	 


AUTHOR'S NOTE

	This story begins in a bar on someone's last night in town, which is, I think, the best possible place for a love story to begin. Everything is already in motion. Everything is already about to change. The only question is whether the change finds you braced against it or open to it.

	Elara and Cole taught me — across many drafts and one very important maintenance closet — that the most reckless thing two people can do is not the night that changes everything.

	It's the morning after, when they choose to stay.

	I hope you find something of yourself in these pages.

	Claire Wringer
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CHAPTER 1: A New Boldness

	

	ELARA

	The neon sign above Mickey's Bar flickers twice before settling into its usual warm glow, casting amber light across the rain-slicked sidewalk. I push through the heavy wooden door and let the wall of noise hit me — laughter, clinking glasses, some country song I half-recognize bleeding from the jukebox in the corner.

	It's my last night in town. Tomorrow, everything changes.

	I shoulder past a group of guys in flannel shirts arguing about something sports-related and slip onto one of the empty stools at the bar. The leather is cracked, sticky in places I don't want to think about, and absolutely perfect. This place has been my refuge for three years — ever since I moved to Portland from somewhere else, looking for somewhere else again — cheap beer, cheaper therapy from whoever sits next to me, and a bartender named Dolly who never asks questions but always listens.

	"The usual?" Dolly appears with a knowing smile, already reaching for the tap.

	"Make it two. I'm celebrating."

	"Or mourning?"

	"Both." I pull out my phone and check my email for the fourteenth time today. Still there. Still real.

	Confirmation: Nanny placement effective Monday. Client name will be disclosed upon arrival.

	The agency's confidentiality policies border on paranoid, but they pay triple the going rate for high-profile families. Whatever billionaire's kid I'll be wrangling, I can handle it. I survived the Hendersons' five-year-old terror twins. I outlasted the Palmers' mother-in-law who criticized my every breath. I've taken every well-paying job without complaint, and this new one is just another step toward my goal.

	My fingers find my necklace — a small silver heart my little brother Danny gave me when I left home at eighteen. Ten years ago. A decade of being the responsible one, the steady one. The one who shows up.

	Dolly slides my beer across the bar.

	I lift it in a silent toast to the television mounted in the corner, where men in jerseys are slamming each other into walls on ice.

	Hockey. The sport makes no sense to me — why would anyone voluntarily strap knives to their feet and chase a rubber disc? But the Metro Raptors logo in the corner of the screen catches my eye. That's where I'm headed. Same city, anyway.

	"That seat taken?"

	The voice comes from my left — low, rough around the edges, like he's been yelling all day or hasn't slept enough. I turn.

	Oh.

	Oh.

	He's tall. That's my first coherent thought, though tall doesn't quite cover it. Built like someone designed him to make bar stools look small, and a few years older than me. Brown hair pushed back from a face that belongs on a magazine cover — if the magazine is about brooding intensity and jawlines sharp enough to cut glass.

	His eyes find mine, and something in my chest stutters.

	"It's all yours," I manage.

	He sits. The space between us immediately feels charged, like the air before a storm. He smells like cedar and something sharper — stress, maybe. Exhaustion. I recognize it because I wear it myself often enough.

	"Rough night?" I ask, nodding toward the whiskey Dolly places in front of him before he even asks.

	"You could say that." He doesn't elaborate. Just wraps long fingers around the glass and stares at the amber liquid like it holds answers.

	On screen, the hockey game cuts to a replay. A player in a Raptors jersey scores, and the announcer's voice pitches up with excitement. "Morrison with the game-winner! Jake Morrison cements the victory —"

	The stranger's attention snaps to the TV. A muscle flickers in his jaw, his expression otherwise completely unreadable.

	"You a fan?" I ask.

	"Something like that." He takes a drink, then sets the glass down. "You?"

	"Honestly? I can barely tell which direction they're supposed to skate." I gesture at the screen. "Also, isn't everyone missing half their teeth?"

	A quiet laugh slips out of him. Unexpected. Like it surprised him too.

	"Anyway," I press on, "I prefer my men fully dentally equipped."

	His gaze drops to my mouth.

	Slow. Deliberate.

	My pulse stutters.

	"Good to know," he murmurs.

	I try to play it cool, like his tone doesn't land low in my belly. I gesture at the screen with my beer. "Why is that guy sitting alone in that little glass box? Is that a time-out? Do grown men get time-outs?"

	The ghost of a smile crosses his face. "Penalty box. He cross-checked someone."

	"Cross-checking sounds violent."

	"It is." He turns to face me fully then, and his eyes are intense — not just blue, they're focused in a way that makes me want to shift under it. Or lean closer. Or both.

	"You're really not a hockey fan."

	"I'm really not. I'm more of a watch-people-bake-stressful-cakes-on-television kind of girl." I extend my hand. "Elara."

	He hesitates for just a beat before taking it.

	His palm is warm, calloused, rough in a way that absolutely does not belong to a man who looks this put-together. My skin prickles at the contact, like my body clocked him as dangerous before my brain could catch up.

	"Cole."

	"Just Cole?"

	"Just Cole."

	I raise a brow. "Groundbreaking."

	His mouth twitches. Okay. So he does have facial expressions.

	"I needed to get out of my head," he elaborates.

	"That bad?"

	He exhales slowly. "Life's about to get complicated."

	"Join the club." I clink my glass against his without permission. "I'm moving tomorrow. New city. New job. New everything."

	"What about you?" I ask, forcing my voice to stay light. "What do you do when you're not drinking in bars?"

	His eyes hold mine for a beat too long.

	"I work," he says simply.

	"Wow. Another mystery solved."

	That almost-smile again. Smaller this time. More private.

	"You ask a lot of questions."

	"You answer like you're being interrogated."

	"Maybe I am."

	I lean in slightly, lowering my voice. "Trust me, if I were interrogating you, you'd know."

	His gaze drops to my lips again.

	Heat blooms low in my stomach, fast and unwelcome and — okay, not unwelcome. Not even a little.

	Who is this man?

	His attention shifts to his phone when it buzzes. I watch his face harden as he reads — jaw tight, that intensity sharpening into something almost angry. He types a quick response and shoves the phone back in his pocket.

	"Everything okay?"

	"Custody hearing," he says, voice flat, like the words cost him something to release into the open air.

	I don't push. I know how to read a door that's been left ajar versus one that's been shut and bolted. This one is ajar, barely, and I respect the gap.

	"You have a kid?" I ask instead, keeping my voice easy.

	Something shifts in his expression. Softer, instantly. Like the word itself rearranges him from the inside. "A daughter."

	"Then whoever's making you sit in a bar with that look on your face is probably exactly the kind of parent who should lose."

	He looks at me then. Really looks, like he's seeing me for the first time. The bar noise fades around us, and I feel the weight of his attention like a physical thing.

	"You don't know me," he says.

	"No. But I spent the last ten years taking care of other people's children. I know the difference between parents who show up and parents who don't." I hold his gaze. "You look like someone who shows up."

	The silence stretches between us. The song on the jukebox changes — something slower, more intimate. His knee brushes against mine under the bar, and neither of us moves away.

	"Why are you being nice to me?" he asks.

	"Severe case of optimism. No known cure." I say it lightly. "It's kind of my thing."

	That almost-smile tugs at his mouth again. "Sunshine."

	"Guilty."

	"I could use some of that."

	His voice is quieter now. Rougher. Something in my chest tightens, just a little. I don't know why, but it feels like he really means it.

	I should probably make a joke. Deflect. Keep it light.

	Instead, I hold his gaze.

	"Careful," I say softly. "I come with a lot of pep talks and baked goods metaphors."

	His mouth curves, slow and deliberate. "I can handle baked goods."

	"I don't know," I tease. "You seem more like a whiskey-and-bad-decisions kind of guy."

	He leans closer, his shoulder brushing mine. Not accidental. Not even pretending to be.

	"Maybe I'm trying to make a better one tonight."

	My breath catches.

	Okay. We've crossed into something else. He's definitely flirting. And between his attention and the fact that I'm moving tomorrow and will never see this man again, I feel bolder than I have any right to be.

	I glance down at my drink, then back at him. "And I'm part of that plan?"

	His eyes drop to my lips again, like he can't help it.

	"Maybe."

	Heat spreads through me, quick and reckless.

	This is insane. I don't usually act like this. I came to Mickey's to relax, have a drink. Maybe talk to one of the regulars one last time. Say my goodbyes.

	I didn't plan to meet a handsome stranger with intense eyes and a quiet voice and hands that feel like they could ruin me in the best possible way.

	And yet — somehow, he brings this new boldness out in me.

	"Maybe's not very convincing," I murmur.

	His fingers tap once against the bar, like he's holding himself back from something.

	"Then let me be clearer."

	The air between us shifts again. Tightens.

	I swallow. "Please do."

	For a second, he just looks at me. Really looks, like he's weighing something. Deciding. Then his gaze flicks past me, toward the hallway near the bathrooms. Dimmer there. Quieter.

	When his eyes come back to mine, there's a decision in them.

	"Walk with me."

	Not a question.

	My heart kicks, and I don't think I'm capable of rational thought, because I slide off the barstool like I've been waiting for him to ask.

	"Lead the way, Cole-just-Cole."

	His hand finds the small of my back as we move through the crowd.

	The contact sends a jolt straight through me.

	The hallway is narrow, dim, a little quieter than the bar. The muffled bass of the music pulses through the walls, steady and low, like a second heartbeat.

	There's no one else here.

	I turn to face him, leaning back lightly against the wall, crossing my arms just enough to keep myself from doing something stupid. Like grabbing his shirt and pulling him in.

	"So," I say, tilting my head. "Is this where you bring all your mysterious bar conversations?"

	His lips twitch. "First time."

	"Uh-huh."

	"Believe me or don't."

	"I haven't decided yet."

	He steps closer. I can hear my own breathing. Feel my pulse everywhere.

	He takes another step, closing the distance until there's barely any space left between us. His hand lifts, slow enough that I could stop him if I wanted to.

	I don't.

	His knuckles brush lightly along my jaw, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. The touch is gentle. Careful. Completely at odds with everything else about him.

	It makes my chest ache in a way I don't understand.

	His thumb grazes just beneath my ear, lingering. The touch is barely there — just the lightest brush of skin against skin — but it sends a slow electric ripple down my spine. My breath catches somewhere between my lungs and my throat.

	My eyes flick up to his, and that's a mistake.

	They're darker now. Focused. Like he's watching every tiny reaction, clocking everything about me. Like he knows exactly what he's doing to me.

	I've never been this undone in my life, and he's barely even touched me.

	"Breathe, Elara," he murmurs, barely more than a whisper.

	Right. Breathing.

	At his quiet command my body listens before my brain catches up. I pull in a shaky breath, and it feels like it scrapes all the way down.

	His gaze tracks it. Takes in everything. A slow, lopsided grin tugs at his mouth like he just witnessed something he liked very much.

	"Good girl."

	The words land low in my chest — and then lower.

	Heat rushes through me, sharp and immediate, and before I can overthink it — before I can talk myself out of this — I slide my hand up his chest and curl my fingers into the fabric of his shirt.

	His grin fades. His eyes darken, focus snapping back to me like I've just crossed some invisible line.

	Then his hand slides from my jaw to the back of my neck, firm and warm, his fingers threading slightly into my hair.

	My pulse spikes.

	"Last chance," he murmurs.

	My lips part. "For what?"

	"To step back."

	I don't even hesitate. "Not interested."

	And that's all it takes.

	His mouth is on mine in an instant — and for a split second everything goes completely, perfectly still.

	Then it isn't still at all.

	He kisses like he's in control of everything — slow and deliberate for exactly half a second — and then something breaks loose. The kiss deepens, turns hungrier, more urgent, like whatever restraint he had is gone now, replaced with something raw and impossible to ignore.

	My back presses into the wall behind me, but I barely register it.

	All I feel is him.

	And I think — recklessly, stupidly, with every rational thought dissolving — that I could get very used to this.

	It's a good thing I'm leaving tomorrow.

	It's a very good thing I'll never see him again.

	 


CHAPTER 2: Reckless Hookup

	
	COLE

	This was not the plan. Not even close.

	I came here for one drink. Maybe two. Just enough to take the edge off after sitting across from my lawyer for three hours going over worst-case scenarios like they were inevitable.

	Custody schedules. Character assessments. Stability.

	You need to look solid, Cole. Predictable. Controlled.

	Yeah. That's going well.

	I was supposed to have a drink, clear my head, go back to the hotel, and catch a flight to New York in the morning. Back to Leila. And a new job. I need my head clear for this.

	My gaze drifts to the woman beside me.

	She's not what I expected to find in a place like this. She's a force of nature — all energy and light, and I can't quite look away from her. Her hair falls in soft waves over her shoulders, catching the low amber light, and her eyes are sharp and curious, like she takes everything in and turns it into something brighter.

	She smiles easily. Talks easily.

	Feels like sunlight in a room I've kept dark for too long.

	And when she looks at me — God, I can't help myself. I want her. Now.

	It's been too long since I've had any real warmth. Not the kind you can manufacture alone in the dark or under a spray of hot water. Real warmth. The kind that looks back at you. My body knows the difference and it's making that very clear right now.

	I should finish my drink and leave.

	I look at her again instead.

	She's in the middle of explaining why the penalty box looks like a time-out for grown men, and she's so genuinely unbothered by how little she knows about hockey that something in my chest loosens against my will. I spend every day surrounded by people who need me to be certain of everything. She's just — easy. Like breathing in a room where there's finally enough air.

	My gaze flicks past her, toward the hallway near the bathrooms.

	And I make my decision.

	I know it's reckless. I know exactly what my lawyer would say. I know this is the precise opposite of solid, predictable, controlled.

	I do it anyway.

	At my obvious proposition she doesn't even blink. Just slides off the barstool with that easy confidence, says lead the way, Cole-just-Cole, and the way she says it — like she's amused by me, like I'm a puzzle she's already two steps ahead of solving — does something to my self-control.

	I place my hand at the small of her back as we move through the crowd. Her warmth seeps through the thin fabric of her shirt, and I have to fight the instinct to pull her closer, to keep her right there against my palm.

	Instead I guide her through the bodies, through the noise, into the hallway.

	She turns to face me immediately. Leans against the wall with her arms loosely crossed — not defensive, just watchful. Those green eyes are on me, steady and curious and warm, and I'm barely following the conversation anymore because I'm too busy taking her in.

	She's beautiful. There's a strength to her, something toned beneath the softness. Her smile is devastating — all bright teeth and easy confidence, like she's comfortable in her own skin in a way that took me thirty-four years and still didn't quite get there.

	I have to touch her.

	My knuckles brush along her jaw, slow and deliberate, tucking a loose strand of hair back behind her ear. Her skin is soft in a way that short-circuits rational thought. I watch her reaction carefully — the quick flutter of her lashes, the way her breath shifts, the almost imperceptible part of her lips.

	She's turned on. I can see it in the way she looks up at me, in the hitch of her breathing, in the way her fingers twitch at her sides like she's fighting the urge to reach for me.

	The knowledge unravels something in my chest.

	"Breathe, Elara," I murmur, my voice rougher than I intend.

	She pulls in a long, shaky breath, her whole chest rising with it, and I like that more than I should — watching her come undone when I've barely touched her.

	A crooked grin pulls at my mouth before I can stop it.

	"Good girl."

	The words slip out low and instinctive, and I watch the heat flash across her face — immediate, sharp, her whole body reacting before her mind can catch up. Her hand slides up my chest and her fingers curl into my shirt, pulling me closer.

	Whatever restraint I had left snaps clean in two.

	My grin fades. My hand moves from her jaw to the back of her neck — firmer now, fingers threading slightly into her hair. Her pulse jumps beneath my palm and I feel it like a current running straight through me.

	"Last chance," I murmur.

	Her lips part. "For what?"

	"To step back."

	"Not interested."

	Yeah. That's what I thought.

	In an instant my mouth is on hers.

	The kiss is sharp and hungry and I can't remember the last time I felt this alive — not in a game, not in a victory, not in anything that's happened in the last two hollow years. She tastes like cherry lip gloss and something warmer underneath, and she meets me halfway with a desperation that mirrors my own exactly, like she's been waiting for this as long as I have even though we met forty minutes ago.

	Her fingers knot in my hair, pulling me closer, and I groan against her mouth — a low, raw sound I don't quite recognize as my own.

	I break away just long enough to drag my lips down the line of her throat and find that sensitive spot just below her ear. I bite down, soft enough to tease, hard enough to mean it.

	"Cole." My name comes out breathless and broken and it's the last coherent thought I have.

	I pull back just enough to find a better option than a dim hallway. My eyes cut sideways — a maintenance closet, a few feet down, propped open with a wooden wedge.

	"In here," I rasp.

	I don't wait for an answer. I hook my arm around her waist and guide her through the gap, my body shielding hers until the door thuds shut behind us.

	The room is small and warm, smelling of floor wax and the distant hum of the building's machinery. The darkness is almost total.

	Perfect.

	I find her in the shadows and pin her against the cool metal of a shelving unit. She reaches for me immediately — both hands finding my face, pulling me down — and I realize she's as far gone as I am, which should not be as satisfying as it is.

	"I've got you," I mutter against her jaw.

	My hands roam the curves of her, tracing her hips before hooking beneath her thighs.

	She jumps, wrapping her legs around my waist instinctively, locking me in, and the friction makes rational thought fully impossible.

	I hike her higher, my back against the opposite wall for leverage, and start pressing my mouth to her jaw, her collarbone, everywhere I can reach. She makes a soft broken sound that vibrates through the small space and tightens everything in me.

	"Please," she whispers, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

	"Please what, Elara?" I keep my voice low, deliberately controlled, even though control is the last thing I have right now.

	"Touch me. Actually touch me."

	All the permission I need.

	One hand stays firm at her hip. The other works between us, shoving her dress up. She shivers as my fingers hook into the edge of her underwear.

	I slide beneath.

	She's slick and warm and completely ready, and when my thumb finds the right spot she bucks against my hand with a sharp gasp that I feel in my spine.

	"That's it." I pull back just enough to see her face in the shadows. Her eyes are blown wide, dark and hazy with want. "Show me what you need."

	"I want you inside me."

	I reach for my wallet, pull out a condom — efficiency born of the last shred of sense I have left — and once I'm set I hook my hands beneath her thighs and hoist her higher against the shelving.

	I push into her in one long, heavy stroke.

	She gasps, fingers digging hard into my shoulders, her whole body tightening around me. I hold still, forehead pressed to her temple, heart hammering.

	"Okay?" I grit out.

	"Move. Move."

	I obey.

	I start slow — testing, finding the angle that makes her head fall back against the metal. She doesn't care about the cold surface or the dark or the fact that we barely know each other. She's chasing the friction, her heels locked against my back, demanding more.

	"Harder."

	I snap my hips forward and the pace turns primal — the sound of it filling the small
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