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        MY REDEMPTION

      

      

      

      Love at first sight doesn’t exist. At least, Piper never thought so until she met Ethan.

      

      As a nurse, Piper knows what it means to work hard. She didn’t get to where she is by giving up. But taking a chance on love isn’t quite the same.

      

      Sexy as sin is a good way to describe the man she’s falling for. But he’s got demons to fight, which come in many forms. His life is at a turning point, one Piper is right in the middle of.

      

      Amidst them finding their way, a threat appears where they least expect it.

      

      No one said love was easy. Piper has struggled her whole life and hasn’t given up yet. She’s not about to start now.
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      Today was the day. Cali, his brother’s girlfriend, was finally being discharged from the hospital. After nearly being killed, she had been through more than any person should have to endure. Every single day that Ethan visited her, she was smiling. No matter what her pain level was or how tired she seemed to be, when Ethan arrived, Cali smiled up at him. Ethan never missed a day. He wanted to be there for her, and his brother, since he had been absent for so long. Every day he made sure to leave work at five o’clock on the dot to squeeze in some time with her before visiting hours ended.

      His brother, Owen, was head over heels in love with this woman and had been since they were kids. When Cali was hurt, Ethan didn’t know what would happen to Owen if she didn’t pull through. He had never seen his brother so broken.

      His line of thinking brought him to where he currently sat. In a hard, plastic chair in a hospital room that smelled like whatever cleaner they used, waiting for Cali to be discharged. Owen kept asking if she was well enough to leave. He also made sure to find the doctor and repeatedly ask if the love of his life was indeed, fine. She was and she was also more than ready to leave.

      The love between his brother and Cali was evident. When their eyes connected, you knew they existed in a world of their own. Owen would move heaven and earth for her and Ethan was sure she would do the same for his brother.

      Ethan was happy for him. Owen finally got the woman he had never forgotten about. The one who, once she walked back into his life, he never let go of. No one deserved to be happy more than Owen. No one.

      Ethan sat back in the chair and watched the interaction between the two of them. After Cali told Owen, yet again, she felt fine, there was a soft knock on the door. All their heads turned toward the door on instinct, waiting to see if it was finally the nurse with Cali’s discharge papers.

      When the door was fully ajar, the person standing on the other side was revealed. It was the nurse they’d been expecting, papers in hand. The nurse who, once Ethan’s eyes landed on her, made all the air in his lungs flee with a sudden whoosh. The raven-haired beauty gracefully entered the room carrying a small stack of papers. Her eyes met his briefly and he was left frozen in place. He suddenly felt as stiff as the chair he was seated in.

      The woman walked to stand before Cali. They started talking, but the words didn’t register in Ethan’s brain. The sound was muffled, as if he were underwater, fighting to hear her voice. Unsure of what was going on, he attempted to clear his throat, but no sound came out. On his second attempt, the slightest noise left his lips. It sounded more like a sultry groan than a cough. Great, that’s just what he needed. To sound like he’s in the middle of having sex rather than in a room with, shit, his brother. He needed to pull himself together.

      When the noise emerged from his body, Cali and the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, turned toward him. Her name was spoken by Cali in conversation–Piper. A name to go with a woman he wouldn’t forget for as long as he lived. It was crazy. How does someone he’d only just met hold his attention as raptly as she did? He had no idea, but knew deep down in his soul, there was something special about her.

      Piper took a few steps in his direction. Ethan couldn’t believe she’d fully turned her attention on him. She stopped a couple of feet from where he sat. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do or say. Sure, it was something, but what? All coherent thought had left his brain. When he looked around, he saw Owen and Cali watching him, too. Great, this was just what he needed. To have everyone watch him as he felt like he was on the verge of losing his mind. Ethan’s palms started to sweat under their scrutiny. It wasn’t like him to freeze up in front of a woman. He never had before.

      Shifting his gaze back to Piper, words started forming in his mind. Gentleman. Proper. Introduce. That’s right. He was supposed to greet this beautiful woman like a proper gentleman, not sit on his ass looking dumbstruck. First, he needed to stand. Stand and offer his hand. Sure, that seemed easy enough.

      With his mind and body finally syncing, he stood before her. He was close. Close enough to notice the little flecks of gold in her warm, caramel-colored eyes. Close enough to catch a hint of the light perfume or shampoo she must use. Was it fruit it reminded him of? No, it was too sweet. Maybe a flower, but he wasn’t sure which one.

      Piper was shorter than him; a hell of a lot shorter, as a matter of fact. Ethan was used to being taller than most, but she was exceptionally small. Her navy scrubs weren’t exactly flattering to her petite, slender frame; however, his mind immediately went to work wondering what she looked like underneath those scrubs.

      She stuck her small hand out to him in greeting, but he couldn’t do more than let his mouth fall slightly open to let in some much needed air. He felt like a complete idiot standing before her, looking like a fish out of water, but her beauty had stunned him silent.

      A throat cleared, snapping him out of his haze. He shifted his eyes and saw Cali wink at him from behind Piper. Shit. She knew what was going on. There would be no hiding it now. Owen must have told her how much of ladies’ man he was, yet there he stood, rendered completely speechless.

      In all his life, he had never been affected in such a way by someone of the opposite sex. He was the one who affected them, not the other way around. When he was out, women would fawn all over him. The woman standing before him, he didn’t want her to fall at his feet. He wanted her to desire him for more than his reputation in bed and good looks. Ethan wanted her to know everything about him; leaving nothing out. He had no idea where those thoughts were coming from. Timid and shy weren’t part of his character, nor was caring about what women thought of him. Usually, he didn’t give a fuck as long as they wanted to sleep with him.

      Finally, he got his tongue working enough to form words. With a roughness to his voice he didn’t expect, he said, “Nice to meet you,” and extended his hand to grasp hers. The second his skin touched hers, time stood still. All he felt was the silky softness of her skin. All he could see were those gold flecks, the subtle curves of her cheeks, the suppleness of her lips, and her small nose. Her dark brown, almost black, hair hung straight from a ponytail on the back of her head. Each part of her was slowly etched into his memory. He took her all in, leaving nothing out.

      Then she spoke; only one word was uttered. “Hi.” That was it, he was done. Completely lost to her with one simple word. No matter the word, it was the way she said it that got to him–breathily and in a whisper. Did she feel it, too? The lack of oxygen in the room, the sudden time freeze, the way holding each other’s hands felt right? He wasn’t sure, but something about him was affecting her. That was for sure.

      They stood with their hands together for what felt like an eternity, but in reality, probably lasted mere seconds. Her hand slowly slid from his, going back to touch the small stack of papers she held. Then, in the blink of an eye, she was gone from the room with the door closing quietly behind her. His brain screamed at him to follow her, to find out as much as he could about her, but that was irrational. She didn’t even know him. The last thing she needed was to be followed around the hospital by some crazy guy she had met only moments ago.

      All he knew about her was that she was a nurse and had helped care for Cali. She wasn’t just a nurse, though. No. To Ethan, she was an angel sent from the heavens and placed directly in his path. He started feeling like that insane guy he imagined. Maybe he should find the psych ward and see if there was a doctor he could talk to, because none of this behavior was normal. At least, not for him.

      It went beyond lust, beyond the desire to get her into his bed. His feelings were something else entirely. Something foreign and nothing he wanted to dissect in front of his brother and his girlfriend. He enjoyed being a bachelor. He was free to do whatever he wanted. There was no one for him to answer to. But Piper had changed the game. Ethan started wondering if she had a boyfriend or was married. He didn’t even think to look for a ring on her left hand. Maybe she was single and simply wouldn’t be interested in him. One way or another, he was determined to find out more about the woman who breezed in and out of the room, and in a matter of moments, left a lasting impression on him.
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      One of Piper’s best friends was getting married and she couldn’t have been happier for her. Cali came into her life in a way she didn’t want for anyone. As a nurse, Piper saw many different patients, but what Cali went through was unimaginable. All the trauma, not just from the physical injury, but the mental ones, too, was almost too much to bear. Cali had confided in Piper all that happened to her, and hearing the story made her jaw drop. Piper had known of her injuries and what was in her chart. She felt awful for what Cali had endured.

      Cali’s life had been turned upside-down ever since Owen reentered her world. Even though she had been to hell and back, thanks to a crazy stalker, Piper knew Cali would do it all over again to be walking down the aisle toward him as she would be today. Seeing her with Owen was something that made Piper believe in true love. They had found their soul mates in each other. Maybe one day she would be as lucky.

      While Cali was in the hospital, she and Piper became fast friends. Since she was discharged, they had talked almost daily. With Cali came Avery, the CFO of Owen’s company. Piper was someone who had a hard time holding her tongue, and in the beginning, Avery pushed every button she had. She was the exact opposite of her. Where Avery was perfectly dressed, without a hair out of place, just to watch a movie at Cali and Owen’s, Piper wore yoga pants and a baggy t-shirt. Although, she did apply a little light make-up in case she happened to run into Ethan there. If she was aware he was going to be at her friend’s house, she would put on figure-flattering jeans and a nice top.

      Cali, Avery, and Piper were together often; becoming a trio of best friends. Yes, it took her a while to warm up to Avery, but once she did, she knew the three of them would always have each other. Whether they were hanging out at Cali’s house, or going out to dinner or a movie, the three spent a lot of time together. Owen would gripe every now and then about them monopolizing Cali’s time, but Cali would give him one sensual look, and he let her do whatever she wanted. Piper felt fortunate to have the two women in her life. She considered them sisters.

      Piper’s life hadn’t been easy. When her mind started drifting to not being able to have her mom there whenever she got married, she tried to push it all aside and focus on her best friend. Her stunning, beaming with so much happiness, friend. She loved being able to be a part of Cali’s wedding day. It was something she would never forget.

      The day didn’t come without any of her own nerves, though. From the moment her feet hit the steps of Owen’s private plane, she was a mess, and it all had to do with one person–Ethan. Every time she saw him, her stomach did flips. It had been six months since they first met. She would have thought some of those nerves would have gone away by now, but nope. They were there to stay, for a while anyway. She wasn’t able to say why she was affected by him. Okay, maybe it had to do with the fact that he was the hottest man she’d ever seen. Or that he always dressed casually, like her. But where she still thought he had that ‘just rolled out of bed’ look, he was sexy as hell in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. He was a man who worked with his hands and didn’t mind getting dirty. And she’d seen him dirty when he came over to Owen and Cali’s house straight from work. Her body reacted with carnal need every time he was near. If she was honest with herself, she was surprised she hadn’t jumped him by now.

      Up until the wedding, they had only spoken on a few occasions and always with others around. Her mind would go crazy with thoughts of getting him alone. She was dying to know if he felt the same connection she did. Cali assured her he did, but if he did, why had he never made a move? The way Cali spoke of him, Piper thought he would have asked her out on a date by now. Nope. Not even close. Their conversations were short and she always noticed how he tensed up when she was near. She was okay with the way their friendship was, because she was always busy with work, and spending time with her father, or at least, that’s what she tried to trick herself into believing. In the back of her mind, and in her heart, she knew the friendship wasn’t enough.

      She constantly tried to keep herself busy, but every moment of downtime she had, her mind would drift to the man she hardly knew. Sure, Cali told her all about him, but Piper wanted to get to know him on her own. She wanted to spend time with him.

      The nights were the worst for her. Her mind had a hard time shutting off to go to sleep, and Ethan would always appear in her mind. Each time they saw each other, he would stare at her intensely. When she would finally drift off to sleep, those eyes of his were there, plaguing her dreams with words unsaid.

      Then there was the way he always smelled of the wood from the yachts he worked on. It was truly a manly smell, and one Piper could happily surround herself with, like the arms she wished would wrap around her body.

      Cali mentioned he was a craftsman and worked on the interiors of the ships his brother’s company built. OLM Yachts was Owen’s pride and joy. Piper saw it in his eyes every time he spoke of his business. From what Cali had said, Owen worked hard to make it to the multimillion dollar company it had become. Celebrity clients, and the rich and famous, came from around the world to have them build their custom yachts.

      Cali didn’t say much about Ethan’s personal life. Their conversations were about how he looked at Piper, how good he was at his job, and how great of a guy he was. She did once mention that he turned his life around, but they were in the middle of a girls’ night out, and she didn’t want to pry in front of Avery. Not that they couldn’t talk about him, but she didn’t want to draw attention to him at that moment. Avery worked for Owen as well and Piper didn’t know if she wanted to hear her opinion on Ethan. In the back of her mind, she wondered if Ethan had ever slept with Avery. The woman was built like a model. Most men would be crazy not to want her. But Ethan, yeah, she didn’t want to go there. She’d rather think of him as never having his hands on her friend.

      One of the few things Cali told her was that Ethan’s hard work gave the yachts the attention to detail the customers desired. She raved about his skills and the way customers would specifically ask for him to work on the interior of their build. The thought of him working with his hands sent a shiver up her spine; all her senses came to life. She wondered what those hands could do to her. Would they make her feel good? Bring her to the brink of ecstasy then carry her over the edge? Damn, she needed to get a hold of herself. Now wasn’t the time or place.

      The wedding planner knocked gently on the door before peeking her head in. She slipped inside, saying it was almost time to go. Only a few minutes left to get ready.

      Cali was fidgeting with her hair, pushing wisps that had broken loose back into their place. Piper noticed that her hands shook as she smoothed them over her organza dress.

      “You look beautiful,” she said to Cali.

      “Thank you. I’m nervous. I just want to get down the aisle without tripping or throwing up.”

      “Stop, you’ll be fine. Everyone gets nervous on their wedding day. It’s one of the biggest days of their lives.”

      Cali looked breathtaking in her white dress. It had a sweetheart top and was strapless. The organza wrapped around the bodice and was bunched in layers down to the floor. There was a mauve sash, which hugged her waist, adding the perfect amount of color. It was ideal for a beach wedding–light and airy. Her chestnut hair was styled professionally, with the sides pulled up, to keep it away from her face while the rest was curled and left cascading down her back.

      Cali was happy and that’s all that mattered to Piper. The day was about Cali and Owen, no one else. They both deserved this, and much more, after all they’d been through.

      When it was Piper’s turn to walk down the aisle, she found that she was nervous as well, but for a different reason. Her gaze locked on Ethan. There was a magnetism between them, as if her body was being pulled toward him on its own accord. His heated eyes slowly looked her up and down, drinking in every detail. Damn, if she didn’t love the way he looked at her.

      Piper’s dress was a blush-colored chiffon gown, which accentuated her curves, making her feel sexy and desirable. It was nothing she normally would have worn, but it wasn’t overly extravagant either. Her dark hair was piled loosely on her head with a few curls hanging down to frame her face.

      Ethan, well, he looked amazing. The tan suit and white, collared, button-down shirt he wore matched Owen’s in color, but their ties differed. Where Owen’s was mauve, Ethan’s was blush to match the bridesmaids’ dresses. Piper was used to seeing him more relaxed, but this was a nice and welcome change. Looking at him then, all dressed up for his brother’s wedding, it made her wish he would dress like that more often.

      His golden-brown hair was styled away from his face and appeared lighter with the sun casting rays down upon it. Usually it fell forward, occasionally obstructing his eyes. His beautiful brown eyes. Not a dull brown, but a deep amber color. The kind of eyes that left her weak in their wake. When they were on her, she felt as if they possessed her. As if he was staking his claim, making sure no other man looked at her twice.

      Steven, Owen’s personal bodyguard and close friend, also stood under the arbor with them, dressed identically to Ethan. She had to admit the older man looked good. His brown hair had a bit of grey sprinkled in, but it made him look sophisticated rather than aged.

      The groom’s blond hair was short on the sides and a little longer on top, blowing gently in the sea breeze. He had a wide smile plastered on his face, which accentuated his dimples. The man was completely, totally, head over heels in love for his soon-to-be wife. He was beaming under the white arbor as the waves gently lapped the shore behind him.

      Having the wedding at Owen’s home in Kauai made it truly a fairy tale. The sun was setting, causing the sky to light with purple and pink hues. The temperature was warm, but not so hot everyone felt sticky and sweaty. Plus, it helped with the wind blowing in off the water to keep them constantly cool. What Piper wouldn’t give to live here permanently.

      Avery was already standing on the opposite side of the arbor when Piper made her way toward them. Avery’s dress was identical to hers, but that’s where the similarities between the two women ended. Avery was tall and slender. Her long blonde hair had been left down and her makeup wasn’t heavy, although it was done in a way that brought out her eyes. Cali and Piper continuously joked with her that she should be on a runway somewhere, strutting her stuff, not the chief financial officer for Owen’s company.

      Piper’s eyes drifted back to Ethan as her feet sank slightly into the sand when she walked. She was helpless to his pull. She wondered if it was time to finally make her move, see what he would do if she approached him wanting more than this dance they’d been doing around each other for months. The whole heated stare thing was getting old. Now, if he were following it up with a trip to the bedroom, that would be an entirely different story.

      For the rest of the ceremony, she mentally debated on what to do with him. Did she want to take a leap of faith and pursue something with him, or continue to sit on the sidelines watching him from afar? She only hoped he would be open to it if she approached him wanting more. There was one thing she was going to do differently with him than the past men in her life, and that was take it slow.

      All her previous boyfriends were the opposite of what she wanted long-term. They were flings, and each man knew it going in. There had only been a few, but she told them from the beginning it was purely casual and could never be more. She had too much going on in her personal life to make time for a serious boyfriend.

      She wanted to have fun and be with someone who could help her forget her troubles for a while. It worked for her back then, but she had stayed single for the past year. No men, not even one. Work had picked up and she found herself exhausted when she got home each night. Twelve-hour shifts weren’t easy.

      Her feelings changed, toward only having flings, after meeting Cali and witnessing the way Owen treated her. Piper longed for someone to look at her the same way. To be the center of someone’s entire world. Books and movies were the only bit of romance she had in her life and those weren’t even real. That romance wasn’t hers. Living vicariously through other characters didn’t count. If anything, it made her long for it more.

      The reception was now in full swing. Dinner was served and devoured by everyone in attendance. She had no doubt Owen found the best chef on the island to prepare the food. Once their stomachs were full, almost all the guests moved to the dance floor. Piper sat back, laughing to herself at the moves a few of the men had. It didn’t matter that they weren’t professional dancers, or even moving to the beat; they were having fun, which was currently more than she was doing.

      Even amidst all the fun the other guests were having, she kept track of Ethan for a time. Somehow, he managed to slip away, though. After leaving their table, once dinner was done, he spent time with his mom, talked with Cali’s family, and a few members of his; then poof, he disappeared.

      The band started to play a slow song. A tingle made its way across her skin. When Ethan stepped around the back of her chair to stand before her, she was sure that tingle was brought on by him. He held out one of his large hands in a silent invitation to dance. Glancing at his hand, she took in the rough look of his skin, but she had a feeling he was gentle when he wanted to be. He must be when he worked on the intricate details of the wood inside the yachts.

      Her eyes slowly traveled up his arm where his sleeve was rolled up to his elbow, then to his wide bicep and the way the shirt pulled taut over it. When her gaze met his, he looked unsure. Maybe he thought she was going to reject his offer. Hell, she’d been sitting there staring at him, instead of putting her hand in his like she should be. Finally, she lifted her palm, lying it in his. Hesitant fingers curled over hers and tugged softly to help her stand. She noticed his shoulders relax marginally when she was by his side and a small smile played on his lips. Time to finally have some contact with him. It was exactly what she wanted, but now that he was here, with his hand holding hers, butterflies began to flutter in her stomach as her nerves kicked in.

      Not having a chance to make a move on him before this, she felt like she was on a cloud, walking out to the dance floor with him. And he had asked her. No other women, even though Piper saw them staring at him with hunger in their eyes.

      Amid a packed floor, he kept her hand in his and moved his other to her waist. Their eyes met as their bodies began swaying to the music. She didn’t know what song was playing; it didn’t matter. Everything was tuned out except for him and the way his hand felt on her hip. He was gazing down at her with those intense amber eyes. His breathing seemed a little fast, but then again, hers did as well. It felt amazing being so close to him. Like she was always meant to be with him. Her body started to relax for the first time since she reached the tarmac, and her mind stopped racing with questions of what if, or what now. Piper was content being in the moment with him.

      No words were spoken between them as their bodies flowed as one. The heels she wore moved smoothly over the wooden dance floor. Piper’s eyes never left his. Ethan’s were dark under the round lanterns that hung within the tent, casting a gentle glow onto them. His face was serious, but not in a way that scared her. She wasn’t easily intimidated by others and had nothing to fear where he was concerned. If there were any issues with him, Cali wouldn’t have gently tried to nudge them together.

      He looked at her like he was staring straight into her soul, and the sexual tension made the air crackle around them. She was sure that at any moment, others would start watching them, waiting to see what was going to happen next. Two people didn’t look this intently at one another in the middle of a crowd, or maybe they did. Darting her eyes over the other couples near them, she saw everyone was lost in their own little worlds, like they were. However, she and Ethan seemed to stand out. No one else appeared as if they were ready to rip each other’s clothes off. Or maybe that was only Piper, since her mind always seemed to go there where Ethan was concerned.

      The song ended all too quickly. They didn’t break apart when it was over, but they stayed in each other’s arms, their bodies coming to a halt. An upbeat song came on next. He dropped the arm resting on her waist and took a step back. Immediately she missed his warmth. Luckily, he still held her hand in his. Bringing it to his mouth, he placed a chaste kiss on the back of it and let it fall to her side.

      She didn’t move or speak. Her feet felt like they were in cement. What she wanted to do was throw her arms around his neck and kiss him deeply, but she refrained. The corner of his mouth lifted. For a moment, she wondered if he could read her mind. A second later he was walking away from her. As quickly as he had appeared, he was gone.

      She wanted to follow him, but decided against it, not knowing if it would be the right move or not. He was a mystery to her, an enigma. If there was going to be something between them, the last thing she wanted to do was rush it.

      Both were staying at Owen’s home for a week, along with a handful of other people. Most the guests were staying at a nearby resort. Fortunately, the home was big enough that everyone could stay comfortably, without feeling like they were on top of each other. Piper didn’t expect anything different since Owen’s regular residence was enormous. She figured the one he had on the island was as well, and she was right. The newly married couple were only staying for one night, before leaving on their honeymoon in Italy for two weeks. Cali said Avery and Owen’s other executives and managers could run the company while he was gone. It was a much needed break for both.

      Steven and his wife, Adeline, were going to be accompanying them on the trip. While the threat to the couple was gone with the death of their stalker, Owen always traveled with his bodyguard, and where Steven went, his wife went. Erik, Cali’s personal security detail, was hanging back at the house in Kauai with everyone else for the week.

      Erik wasn’t a man of many words, much like Ethan, but Piper could tell Erik was always vigilant when it came to Cali. He took his job very seriously. Even during the ceremony and reception, Piper noticed he never let his guard down. He was good-looking, with dark brown hair and a lean, muscular build. His height was almost the same as the Matthews’ brothers, which made him intimidating if you didn’t know him better. Getting to know him wasn’t easy; however, with all the time Piper spent with Cali, she became friendly with him in a strictly platonic way.

      When the reception was over, they all took the short walk back to the main house. The guests, who were staying at the resort, got into large black SUVs that were waiting out front. Those who were staying at the house were heading back to their rooms. Most were a little tipsy or more, and she was sure they were tired. There was a lot of dancing tonight.

      Piper hadn’t seen Ethan since he left her on the dance floor. Their rooms in the house were right next to each other. That was done on purpose, and shouldn’t have been surprised, even though she was. When she asked Cali about it, all she got was a wink in return, causing her to roll her eyes at her friend. On the inside however, she was excited to be close to him, but she didn’t let Cali know.

      Slowing her pace as she approached their rooms, she noticed his door was open, so she glanced inside quickly. Curiosity had gotten the better of her. She knew she shouldn’t be peeking into his room. To her disappointment, he wasn’t in there. She turned to go to her room and gasped. Ethan was leaning against her doorway with one eyebrow quirked up in a silent question. She didn’t know where he had come from, or how he appeared so quickly, but her face became heated in embarrassment at being caught looking for him.

      “Ethan,” she said in a rush of breath. “You scared me.”

      He smiled ever so slightly. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to.”

      His tie and jacket were gone, leaving her wondering if he had already been to his room to put them away, or maybe they were lying somewhere in the house. Does that mean he came up here, noticed she wasn’t back yet, and went looking for her? She couldn’t be sure, but she’d love to think it was the reason he wasn’t in his room. He was still wearing his white dress shirt with the top few buttons undone. Her mind immediately went to what it would feel like to grip each side of it, and rip the shirt from his body, to discover the way he looked underneath. God, she would love that.

      He caught her looking at him and she began to blush even deeper. Bringing her hand to her neck, she gently rubbed the side and back of it in embarrassment. She’d never blushed so much in her entire life as she did when he was near. It was like she was a dorky teenager facing the hot guy in school.

      “I’m going to bed,” she said, trying to divert attention away from being caught. “Will I see you tomorrow?” The question had left her lips before she had time to think about it.

      “Yes, dove, you will.” Dove? The word alone made her insides all gooey. None of the guys she was ever interested in called her a pet name. Maybe it was the timbre of his voice when he said it that had her going weak. She didn’t know and didn’t want to spend time dissecting it. What mattered was that he gave her a pet name and she loved it.

      He stepped past her in the hallway, letting his arm brush against hers. The brief touch ignited a fire in her that she wanted to explore. She turned to reach for him, but he was already gone behind the closed door to his room. Shaking her head, she thought maybe it was for the best. What was she going to do when she stopped him? Throw herself at him? While she was always bold in relationships, and went after what she wanted, Ethan was different. All her usual tactics weren’t going to work with him. If he wanted to rush things with her, they would have explored things between them long ago.

      Stepping into her room, she closed the door with a soft click and sagged against it. She needed to clear her head. After a minute, she reached for the lock on the door but hesitated. In the back of her mind, she hoped he’d come to her while she slept. More wishful thinking on her part.

      Taking a few steps, she looked around her room. She had seen it earlier but was focused on unpacking and spending time with the girls, rather than in her room. The bedroom she had been given looked like it belonged in a five-star hotel, not in a house. Although, did she expect anything different from Owen? The king-sized bed had a scalloped, white padded headboard, and the bedding was a soft blue to compliment the ocean view. There were two white end tables with brushed nickel finishes. A flat-screen television was mounted on the wall across from the bed and a large dresser was situated beneath it. A couple of light beige chairs sat in front of the sliding door that led to a small balcony.

      She knew from exploring the room before that the balcony was shared with the room next to hers–Ethan’s room. For all she knew, he could have been sitting out there at that very moment. It was very tempting to go and find out. Deciding against it, since he seemed to want to get away from her so quickly in the hall, she entered the en suite bathroom to get ready for bed.

      The bathroom was just as opulent as the bedroom, with a large jetted tub and a stall shower. The shower door was clear, solid glass with a square rain showerhead. Piper couldn’t wait to get under it and feel the hot water cascade over her. She needed to relax and had known the shower would help. There was a double vanity on the opposite wall, with a black granite countertop with beige swirled in it. She was thrilled to be staying in the house and had a feeling it was way better than the resort. To feel at home but still get a luxurious setting. Yeah, this was perfect. Plus, Ethan was her neighbor. That alone was a bonus bigger than the posh room.

      After taking a long, very hot shower, she blew dry her hair and brushed her teeth before collapsing into bed. The day had been long and it was almost four in the morning. No matter how tired she felt, she couldn’t get her mind to shut off. Ethan was next door; only one wall separated them. Could he be thinking of her?

      She tossed and turned to the point the long t-shirt she wore began to bunch up around her waist. She threw the blanket aside. This was crazy! She stood and went to the sliding door, thinking the sound of the waves would have a calming effect on her.

      Gently, and as quietly as possible, she slid the door open, not wanting to disturb her neighbor. Out on the balcony, the wind blew her long hair around as she inhaled the salty scent of the ocean. When she turned to go back inside, she saw him. He was outside as well, sitting in one of the balcony chairs.

      Her eyes went to his feet and slowly worked up his body. Wearing only a pair of black, loose cotton shorts, the breeze was
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