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Chapter One

 


Sam

I wasn’t jealous, I told myself. Such
emotion was beneath me, as I walked around the gallery, and
observed the crowd of fashionable people there to admire Rosie’s
work. I’d always known she would make it big one day. All she’d
needed was for someone to take notice.

The day Tirath had breezed back into her
life and our bar everything had changed for the better, even if it
had meant that I had lost one of the best coworkers ever.

Still, I couldn’t begrudge those two their
happiness. As I swiped a flute of champagne off a passing waiter I
nodded toward the happy couple. They’d made it official only this
morning in a quiet registry office wedding that had me swallowing
down tears.

How I wanted that. To have one man
devoted to me and to each other.

I’d never say it out loud, but seeing Rosie
and Tirath make it work gave me hope for Hunter and me.

As though I’d conjured my old rugby mate up,
he suddenly filled my vision, and my chest tightened in
emotion.

Damn, he scrubbed up well. Since I
was more used to seeing him in sports gear than the tux he was now
wearing, my mouth went dry. The fine linen accentuated his broad
shoulders, and my ever-unruly cock twitched in need.

Down, boy, now is not the time.

I hadn’t seen Hunter in quite a while, and
he’d filled out even more. Always bigger and more muscled than me,
he had grown into a fine ass of a brawny guy. Just the way I liked
my men.

Ever since a knee injury had forced the end
of my own promising rugby career, I’d been confined to watching my
best friend from the sidelines.

His rugby exploits were only surpassed by
his playboy status. A different beauty seemed to grace his arm at
every event he attended, and I automatically looked around for his
bit of pussy for the evening.

Much to my surprise he appeared alone.

His brown eyes twinkled in mischief as he
gave me that one-armed bro hug us men liked to indulge in. I wanted
nothing more than to hold on and never let go, but as
photographers’ flashes went into overdrive, I knew I couldn’t.

Hunter Daniels was quite the rugby legend
these days and thus untouchable by the likes of me.

“Sam, you old dog. I haven’t seen you in
ages. Look at you all spiffed up.” Hunter grinned at me, and his
gaze rested on mine with something other than mild interest…

No, that had to be my imagination
surely…

To cover up my far too visceral reaction to
him, I mock punched him in the shoulder. Hunter winced under his
breath, and his smile didn’t reach his eyes, as he put both fists
up in the air in a “pretend to knock me down” move.

“Want some, boyo?”

Again, the flashes went off, and I held my
own hands up in surrender, while my chest tightened in worry at the
undertone in my best mate’s voice. He was clearly in pain, both
physically and emotionally, yet here he was playing the act for the
cameras. The least I could do for him was play along, even as worry
for him gnawed a hole in my gut.

“Oh no, I know when I’m beat.”

Hunter straightened up with his trademark
saucy smile and bowed to the photographers. The stiffness of that
move wasn’t lost on me. What had happened to him? It wasn’t a
sports injury. The papers would have been full of it, if it was. I
should know. I devoured every piece of info about Hunter I could
get my hands on, much to Rosie’s amusement. She chose that moment
to saunter over and wink at me, as she got on her tiptoes to
whisper into my ear.

“You never said he was coming? Holding out
on me, Sam?”

Before I could as much as grunt a reply,
Hunter turned his dazzling smile toward Rosie and, lifting her
hand, dropped a kiss on the back of it.

Rosie giggled, and an approaching Tirath
rolled her eyes in silent amusement.

“Ah, the great artist herself. I hope you
don’t mind me crashing the opening like this, but I had to swing by
and extend my congrats in person. On both the gallery and your
marriage. This the lucky lady who bagged you?”

Hunter released Rosie’s hand and turned his
charms on even more for her new wife. Tirath’s olive skin colored
under his silent appraisal, and I swallowed my grunt of
irritation.

“Lovely to meet you, Tirath. You don’t mind
if I call you that?”

“No, of course not, as long as you don’t
mind me calling you ‘horndog’. That is your moniker, right?”

Rosie burst into laughter, I groaned, and
Hunter… I’d have expected him to shrug that off with a grin, but
something almost like hurt flashed across his features before he
masked his reaction behind the killer smile reserved for his fans.
The one he was known for, yet, the one that looked even more hollow
than it usually did. Something was very wrong with my old mate, and
I’d have to find out what it was before the evening was over.

“So, I’m told, but I dare say my charms
would be lost on you, right? Maybe I should practice them on Sam
instead?”

Even though I knew he had to be joking my
damn dick twitched at that statement, and I swallowed hard past
that lump of yearning lodged in my throat.

Tirath frowned and Rosie opened her mouth as
though to give him what for, but I shook my head at her. She was
always only too ready and willing to go into battle for her
friends, but here and now was not the right moment for that.

“Take it easy, Hunter. Those two aren’t used
to your oddball sense of humor.”

There it was again, that flash of emotion
too brief for me to put a name to it.

Hunter mumbled something and then turned his
attention to the wide-eyed youngster who approached him autograph
book in hand.

“It’s you. Would you mind?”

That interchange set the mood for the rest
of the evening, as Hunter worked the room.

“You sure you’re okay, Sam?” Rosie
asked.

I forced my attention away from the way
Hunter’s tailored trousers hugged the contours of his ass and
nodded at her. “Sure thing, sweet cheeks. You know me.”

Rosie took the flute I’d just snared to
replace the empty one in my hand and shook her head. “Yes, I do,
hence I’m asking, and I think you’ve had enough. Getting drunk
isn’t going to help you deal with that snarky comment he made. Who
the hell does he think he is, playing with your emotions like
that?”

My stomach lurched as Hunter’s gaze
connected with mine across the crowded room. There it was again,
that flash of interest, as though he saw me, the man, for the first
time. Maybe Rosie was right, and all that champers was rattling my
brain.

“Ah, you know he didn’t mean that, Rosie.
And I’m okay, honestly. I suspect he’ll leave soon with one of
those bimbos he likes to pick up at these kinds of things.”

Rosie snorted and raised her eyebrows. “How
dare you. I handpicked the attendees.” She scanned the room and
giggled. “Okay, maybe a fair number of bimbos but at least they’re
rich ones, and their daddies, sugar or otherwise, have deep pockets
and like my art, so don’t knock it, dumb-head.”

I put my hand over my heart and pretended to
swoon. “Oh, Rosie, you wound me.”

“Hardly.” She stuck her tongue out at me and
resumed circling the room herself. Hunter laughed at something one
of said rich bimbos whispered into his ear, and I scowled at the
way she clung to him.

Always the fucking same. Suddenly
there was no air in the room, and I needed to get out of here.
Reading about his exploits in the paper and witnessing him score
his pussy for the night in person were two entirely different
scenarios. Turning my back on the spectacle, I pushed through the
throng and breathed a sigh of relief when the cool night air hit my
lungs, as the back door banged shut behind me.

Finally, some peace. I pulled my phone out
of my back pocket, and having summoned a taxi via the app on my
phone, I fired off a message to Tirath.

Had enough of the circus. Hope Rosie sells a
ton of her work, and you two enjoy your honeymoon. S xx

Her reply was almost instantaneous, and I
grinned in the dark.

Circus is damn right. Can’t wait to get my
wife into bed and under me where she belongs. Also, a certain
asshole friend is heading your way. Good luck!

Before I could wonder as to why she’d wish
me luck, the back door opened. Hunter’s tall frame was briefly
illuminated against the backdrop, and I swallowed hard at the width
of those shoulders. Before I could make my presence known, his
phone vibrated, and he answered it with a curtness very at odds
with his usual carefree self.

“What the fuck do you want now, Lisa?”

A shiver went down my spine not caused by
the cold breeze, which kicked leaves around the courtyard, but by
the utter contempt in Hunter’s voice.

Lisa was his current girlfriend, was
she not? At least she’d hung around longer than most, and I—along
with the rest of the nation—had started to wonder if she was the
one to finally tame the horndog.

“I’ve told you already, I don’t fuckin’
care. Do what you have to do. I’m not going to be blackmailed
into—”

I winced along with him as a woman’s annoyed
screech carried across the short distance separating us.

“Good luck with that, cunt.”

The sheer venom behind his words as he ended
the call left me somewhat stunned and also rather awkward feeling.
Clearly, Hunter had come out here for some
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