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      Audrey

      What am I doing here?

      It wasn’t the first time such a thought had popped into her mind while at one of her parents’ parties, but it was the first time she felt like she might actually do something about it. Her fingers tightened around the champagne flute she was holding as she kept the smile plastered on her lips. At least the champagne was good.

      Of course, it was. Her mother would accept nothing less at one of her parties.

      The ultimate hostess. That was her mom. Or at least what her mom aspired to be among their social set. Audrey eyed the dessert table across the room. None of the women was venturing near it. If she dared to, she would have to listen to some targeted comment about her weight. Either a direct one from her mother or an underhanded one from someone else, about how ‘brave’ she was to eat sugar.

      At least her boyfriend, Cash, was smart enough not to make a comment, not after that one time. Audrey didn’t lose her temper often, but that had been their first and only fight.

      The men didn’t have that problem. They got to eat as much as they wanted at these things, regardless of their size.

      Audrey just wanted to know if the little bite-sized delectables were good or not. If they were, she might have a few questions for the caterer… but how to get to them without notice?

      Easing her way to the side of the room, smiling and nodding, she slowly crept closer to the dessert table. Profiteroles, petit fours, macarons, and something she thought might be a stickless version of a cake pop. If it was, she was curious and also amused that the caterer had gotten any kind of cake pop past her mother.

      Cake pops were not up to Francie Bower’s standards.

      Not much was.

      “Hey, Audrey.”

      Audrey turned, trying not to feel guilty. She hadn’t done anything wrong, after all. Yet. She hadn’t even gotten to the dessert table.

      Beside her was the rebel of their social set. Lorelei was Cash’s older sister and Audrey’s favorite of his family. Unlike Cash and his younger sister Emily, Lorelei didn’t toe the family line. She rarely showed up at these events, and when she did, she had a tendency to drink too much, talk and laugh too loudly, and call the old men out when they said something misogynistic. The older generation shuddered to see her coming.

      “Hi, Lorelei, I didn’t know you were here.” Audrey felt her smile relax into a more natural one. Lorelei could be very judgmental of the people around them, but she’d always been nice to Audrey. Often, Audrey had the thought that Lorelei and Audrey’s brother, David, would get along well. Neither of them fit in with their parents’ plans and social maneuvering. Of course, David had moved away from their parents and this whole social scene and had a new girlfriend he seemed to be enamored of. Lately, Audrey had been envying him more and more.

      “Yeah, well.” Lorelei huffed, looking around and flipping her dark hair over her shoulder. She looked uncomfortable in the conservatively cut dress she was wearing. Whenever Audrey had seen her casually, she tended toward ripped jeans and vintage t-shirts. If she dressed up, it was in more of a pin-up style. In fact, she’d been the one to show Audrey how to do her hair and makeup that way when Audrey had wanted to try it. “Your mom always throws a good party. But what happened to the crab puffs?”

      “Mom switched caterers.”

      “Damn. The crab puffs were good.”

      “I can give you the caterer’s contact information if you want,” Audrey offered.

      “Sadly, I don’t think I’ll have an occasion to use a caterer anytime soon,” Lorelei said dryly.

      “I can ask her for the recipe.”

      Lorelei’s expression lit up. “Yes, please.” She hesitated, the light in her hazel eyes dimming. “If you still want to pass it on to me after this.”

      “After what?”

      “You should go to the coat closet. Well, I don’t know if ‘should’ is the right word. But I know that if it was me, I would want to know. If you don’t want to know, or if you already know and you’re fine with it, then don’t go.”

      “Know what?” Audrey’s confused question was asked to no one, though, because Lorelei had already turned and darted off through the crowd.

      An unhappy, sick feeling started to rise in Audrey’s stomach.

      Because she did know. At least, she’d suspected. But she hadn’t known. Hadn’t had proof. She hadn’t gone looking for it because it was going to throw everything into upheaval.

      Her stomach twisted.

      Audrey didn’t want to go look. She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to think about what she would have to do once she knew.

      Or she could do nothing. She could stand here and sip her champagne while the party moved around her. The people moved around her. She could stand and smile and wait for Cash to reappear. She could ignore the signs that she’d seen before. The slightly rumpled shirt. The way his lips looked freshly kissed, even though she hadn’t been kissing him. The scent of someone else’s perfume hanging in the air around him.

      She could pretend she didn’t notice.

      Pretend she didn’t know what Lorelei had told her.

      Just like her mother did with her father.

      But she had never wanted to be her mother.

      Turning felt like an out-of-body experience. Like someone else was in control of her body, moving her like a puppet through the crowd. The smile on her lips felt brittle, as if it might crack at any moment. No one stopped her. They moved around her like pretty decorations, flowing without purpose.

      By the time she reached the door to the hall, there was no turning back. She knew it deep in her heart, even though part of her was still begging her to turn around. To walk away. To go back to the party and back to pretending. Because this was going to change everything.
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      Six Months Later

      Audrey

      Looking around the lobby of Black Fox Security while she waited for her brother, Audrey felt a rush of exhilaration. She was really here and not just to visit. No longer under her parents’ thumb. No longer dodging Cash’s calls and impromptu visits. No more pretending.

      The lobby of the security firm was spacious and quiet since it was a Saturday. No one was working. She was looking forward to meeting his team, though, at the welcome party he and his girlfriend, Cassidy, were throwing for her tonight. It looked like a regular lobby—not that she knew what security firm lobbies were supposed to look like. But she hadn’t been expecting something like an accounting firm.

      She was leaning her elbow on the counter of the receptionist’s desk—it was two-tiered, with the desk part lower than the counter side where she was standing—facing the hallway David had gone down. There were a few small piles of fliers and cards for local businesses on the counter. Audrey wasn’t sure how much foot traffic security firms got, but maybe she should bring something in for her bakery once it opened.

      At the very least, it wouldn’t hurt to go around to other businesses in the area and see if they would let her leave some kind of flier or card. It was a good idea. The kind of thing she needed to be thinking about now that she was opening her own business. She needed to make it work. While her grandfather had left her a hefty trust fund, she only had access to a small part of it right now. The rest would come to her after her parents passed. As frustrated as she was with them right now, that wasn’t a day she was looking forward to.

      Which meant she had a safety net for the future, but it wouldn’t be there to catch her in time if she was one of the businesses that failed in its first five years… which was something like fifty percent of businesses. Almost twenty percent failed in the first year.

      Stop thinking about that. Visualize success. Visualize people loving your baking and coming in regularly. Visualize all the special event cakes you’re going to make and how happy you’re going to be here in your new life.

      Yes.

      She could do this.

      She was a damn good baker, and she knew it. She was smart. She could figure out the business stuff.

      “I can do this,” she muttered under her breath as the door to the office beeped, the same sound it had made when David had used his keycard to get in. Audrey jumped, straightening and turning. She felt her eyes widen as one of the most gorgeous men she’d ever seen in real life came through the door.

      Even though he must have seen her through the glass, he still looked surprised to see her there.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, with a swimmer’s muscled build that made his body look like an upside-down triangle. The grey turtleneck he was wearing hid whether he had that hot little ‘v’ at his hips, but Audrey would bet her bakery that he did. The wire-rimmed glasses did nothing to detract from the handsomely sculpted lines of his face. Tanned skin, black hair, black piercing eyes… he looked like a model, not a former military turned security guy.

      But that’s exactly what he was.

      It took a moment for her floundering brain to recognize him from the pictures David had sent her of his team. He looked different out of uniform and with the hair on top of his head grown longer.

      Mason. That was his name. The one who liked baklava.

      “Mason?” She beamed at him, trying to cover up her immediate reaction—which would have been full of drool if she hadn’t controlled herself—with the bubbly excitement of meeting one of David’s team members. In fact, David had often referred to Mason as the closest thing he had to a best friend. “Oh my God, it’s so nice to finally meet you!”

      Taking several steps forward, Audrey flung out her arms. If she hugged him, he wouldn’t be able to see her expression, and she could have a moment to control herself. Sure, she’d seen plenty of handsome men in real life, but there was something about this man that was affecting her in an entirely different way. Cash had never made her feel an immediate surge of lust when she looked at him, and he was incredibly handsome.

      If looking at Mason had been good, touching him was electric. He was taller than her, even in her heels, and rock hard. Granted, her brother was rock-hard muscle when she hugged him, too, but this was nothing like hugging her brother. Mason was slimmer, with leaner muscles, and it felt like her entire body lit up.

      Touching him might have been a mistake. Now, she didn’t need to just get her face under control; she needed to get her whole damn body under control.

      “Audrey?” He didn’t sound certain, and she realized he hadn’t immediately recognized her.

      Giving him another squeeze as cover to give her a moment to get herself together, Audrey released him and stepped back. She tilted her head back to smile up at him, her brain frantically reaching for the first thing she could think of to say. Baklava. David had passed on the message that Mason had particularly requested baklava at the bakery because it was his favorite.

      “I didn’t know I was going to be seeing you here, or I would have brought your baklava—I made three different kinds, so you can tell me which one you like the best.” Oh crap, she was babbling. Of course, she hadn’t known she was going to see him here. No one was supposed to be here right now. She and David had been just stopping by so he could pick up something.

      She must sound like a complete idiot.

      Also, admitting she’d made three types of baklava made her sound way too eager to please. That’s what her mom would have said. She was trying too hard. As usual. Maybe it was good to tell him now, though. She’d made them before she’d met him, so he couldn’t misinterpret it as her meeting him, then trying to impress him because she was attracted to him or something.

      Even though she was.

      Wildly.

      But she didn’t want to look pathetic. Or desperate.

      Because she wasn’t.

      “Thank you.” Mason smiled at her, and Audrey did her best not to melt. Good grief. Did he know how lethal that smile was?

      Of course, he did. Guys like him always did. But he probably didn’t mean to use it on her that way. She was just… needy and pathetic.

      Get out of my head, Cash.

      “Sorry.” She wrinkled her nose, stepping back. Her hand drifted up to the end of her ponytail, giving it a little tug, hard enough to sting a little. “I know I come on kind of strong. I’m trying to get better about it.”

      “I like how you come on. I didn’t mind.” The smile still seemed genuine, not as if he was trying to placate her. Audrey relaxed a little.

      Mason was nice. Of course he was.

      She wasn’t back home with her parents and their friends and their expectations. If she’d reacted this way to one of their friends’ sons, they would have been horrified and embarrassed. Audrey wouldn’t have had the chance to apologize because her parents would have been pulling her back and apologizing for her brashness. And then she would have been scolded about improper behavior and minding her manners and not making such a show of herself.

      But she wasn’t in Philly anymore; she was in Pittsburgh, and Mason was nice. And insanely hot.

      “Hey, Audrey, ready to go?” David’s voice almost made her jump, because for a moment she’d forgotten she was waiting for him. She wasn’t sure whether she was relieved or disappointed he’d interrupted the moment. “Oh, hey, Mason. What are you doing here?”

      “Uh, I just had to pick some stuff up.” Mason’s focus was now entirely on David, and she was not feeling bereft just because he wasn’t looking at her anymore. Nope. Because that would definitely be pathetic.

      “Same.” Her brother came up beside her, slinging his arm around her shoulders as he held up a folder in his other hand. Audrey smiled up at him. She was so glad she still had some family and that he’d been welcoming to her, even though she’d been trying to get him to talk to their parents for months after he’d cut them off. “Audrey and I are headed over to brunch with our grandmother now. Cassidy is driving her and meeting us there.”

      “I love Cassidy,” Audrey chimed in, because she loved seeing the happiness on David’s face every time she said it. She truly did love Cassidy. She hoped David and Cassidy got married and lived happily ever after. If anyone deserved it, it was the two of them. “So does Grandma. We stayed up ‘til two o’clock last night talking. I adore her.”

      The poor girl had been worried about whether Audrey would hate her, since her stalker ex-boyfriend had shot David while trying to kidnap her. As if that was Cassidy’s fault.

      Now her stalker ex was dead, and they could live happily ever after without him hanging over them.

      That was a big part of what they’d talked about last night, and Audrey had been happy to reassure Cassidy that she didn’t blame her at all.

      “She’s pretty great,” Mason agreed, making Audrey want to melt even more. She just wanted to stand here and stare at him. Which meant she needed to get away from him right now. She couldn’t be lusting after one of her brother’s team members. She had a bakery to get up and running. She wasn’t looking for a relationship.

      “She’s so great. But we do need to go so we can meet her.” Audrey smiled. “Will you be at Jensen’s tonight?”

      She hadn’t met Jensen yet, but that’s where her welcome party was going to be. David’s apartment wasn’t big enough to hold everyone comfortably, according to him, and Jensen’s was where they usually gathered. Apparently, the house was incredible. Audrey was looking forward to seeing it.

      Something changed in Mason’s expression, his smile faltering. Audrey felt her heart falter, too.

      “Yeah, he’s coming,” David said, frowning at Mason when he didn’t answer right away.

      “Yeah, I’m coming,” Mason echoed.

      Something was going on there, and Audrey wasn’t sure what. Maybe it wasn’t any of her business.

      “Great.” She smiled brightly. It couldn’t have anything to do with her; that was one thing she was sure of. She’d just gotten to town after all. There was something else going on, and it must have to do with him. “See you there!”

      “See you there,” Mason said as she and David walked out of the office.

      The elevator arrived right away, and Audrey turned inside, hoping to catch another glimpse of him, but he’d already moved out of the lobby and gone to do whatever he’d shown up to do. She sighed internally. It was only natural to be disappointed when the eye candy disappeared.

      The elevator started to move.

      “So, that’s Mason.”

      “He was nice.” She smiled at David. “I’m looking forward to meeting the rest of the team.”

      “They’re all nice. Well, mostly.” David frowned. “Zeus is a little stand-offish. I don’t think he’s coming tonight, anyway.”

      “He’s the new one.” Which was easy to remember because he was the only one who hadn’t been part of David’s team when David was still enlisted.

      “Yeah, he has a thing with his girlfriend tonight that she wants him to go to instead.”

      “That’s okay, I’ll meet him later.”

      “If he even lasts on the team.”

      “Why wouldn’t he?”

      The doors to the elevator opened, and David shrugged as he started to walk out.

      “Not everyone makes the cut.”

      Audrey had a feeling there was more to it than that, but she didn’t want to push. If David wanted to talk about it, he would. Things were good between them right now, despite the fact that their parents were reaching out to him again now that Audrey had moved here, and she didn’t want to mess with that.

      “Well, if he lasts, then I’ll meet him,” she said teasingly, tucking herself under David’s arm again and giving his hard body a squeeze. Yup, definitely not the same as Mason’s. “In the meantime, we’ll have fun tonight.”

      “Yes, we will. You and Mick will be able to trade baking tips—although make sure that his doesn’t include adding weed to the brownies,” David added a little grimly, making Audrey laugh.

      Mick was Jensen’s cousin, who also baked, mostly as a side hustle for the local farmers' market on weekends. She’d heard the story about how Cassidy had eaten two of his special brownies before going to the job interview where Grandma had hired her. She’d been high, David had been pissed, and Grandma had been delighted.

      “As long as you’re not trying to set me up with him.” She was looking forward to meeting him, but not like that.

      “I pinky promise I’m not.” David held out his free hand with his fingers tucked in except his pinkie. Audrey curled her pinkie around his, and they shook on it. She couldn’t keep the smile from her face. When they’d been kids, pinkie promises had been the ultimate agreement, and she loved that David remembered that.

      It wasn’t that she’d sworn off men or anything after Cash. She did want to date. But she wanted to get the bakery open first, and then she’d think about dating.

      And it was just a coincidence that Mason’s face flashed through her mind again.
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      Mason

      Fuck.

      Mason gave himself a shake as he walked through the hall of Black Fox to his office, feeling unsteady on his feet. He had never in his life been hit like a lightning bolt when it came to a woman. Sure, there had been times in high school that he’d experienced an instant reaction to something.

      But nothing had prepared him for Audrey Bowers’ effect on him.

      Her curves.

      The pin-up style that was hotter than it had any right to be.

      He hadn’t even known he liked pin-ups.

      If someone had asked his type before this moment, he would have told them that he liked elegance. Smoothness. Calm. Serenity. That he preferred brunettes over blondes, though he wasn’t going to reject anyone based on something so superficial.

      He would not have pictured bubbly warmth and chirpiness, with miles of curves packed into polka dots. He would not have pictured bright red hair and redder lips that curved into a beaming smile.

      “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, stopping outside his office to press his head against the wall. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. “You are a psychologist. You know your reaction is just a combination of a dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin release. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      The only thing it meant was that she was the first person to make him react in such a manner.

      He suddenly had a much better understanding of what others had gone through. Even though he understood the process, there had always been a part of him that felt sure people exaggerated when they described how they felt. Secretly, he’d worried there was something wrong with him that he’d never felt that way, and it was easier to attribute it to others’ exaggerating rather than him being different.

      Well.

      Turned out he wasn’t that different.

      Why now?

      Why not a year ago? A month ago? Hell, why not yesterday, before Yasmine and I agreed to get married?

      Before he’d asked his parents to arrange his marriage would have been even better, but definitely before he and Yasmine had agreed to it.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket and immediately buzzed again. He pulled it out to see who was calling. His mother. Of course. As always, her timing was impeccable.

      It occurred to him that the description he would have given for his ‘type’ when it came to women closely matched the description he would give of his mother. Take a break, Oedipus. We like what we know.

      Taking a deep breath, Mason straightened up and answered the phone.

      “Hello.”

      “Mason, sweetheart! Your dad and I are putting together the list of people to call about your engagement, and we wanted to know if you wanted us to call Asad and Cyrus, have their parents tell them, or if you wanted to speak with them yourselves.” His mother’s smooth, low voice was laced with unusual excitement.

      He suddenly wished he hadn’t answered the phone.

      This was what he got for letting his parents arrange his marriage. They were far more involved than they would have been otherwise.

      If only he’d been a little less impatient to get his life started. A little less impatient to ‘catch up’ to Asad and Cyrus, his cousins, who were more like brothers. Cyrus had gotten married last year, and Asad was planning his proposal to his girlfriend, and Mason…

      He’d gotten jealous. He was man enough to admit that.

      Jealous and worried he was being left behind. He’d had no girlfriend, no one he was interested in dating, and nothing about his past relationships made him think he was going to suddenly find ‘the one’. Letting his parents arrange his marriage had seemed practical.

      Logical.

      Easy.

      “Mason?”

      “Sorry, Mom. Um, I’ll tell them myself.” Otherwise, they’d be calling him as soon as they heard the news, anyway. Plus, he needed to think of the best way to phrase it. To explain.

      “Okay. We’re planning to start calling tomorrow. You’re still telling your friends tonight, right?”

      “Right.”

      Because his parents had done the impossible and managed to find a woman who wanted the same things out of life that he did, was also willing to have her marriage arranged, and she was even his described type. And kinky. They’d had several long talks about what they wanted from a marriage. She checked all the boxes on paper.

      And she was even friends with a lot of his friends.

      They’d never tried dating before for a myriad of reasons, but once their parents set them up, well… it just made sense. They were both ready to be married. They got along well. Mason liked her. A lot.

      But he’d never felt like he’d been hit with a brick by her.

      It was a weird chemical reaction in my brain. Tonight will be different. It’s probably a completely, if unexpected, natural reaction to knowing that I’m announcing my engagement. A lot of people have second thoughts before making a major life change.

      I don’t even know Audrey.

      My brain is just playing tricks on me because making a lifelong commitment is scary. It should be scary. This just proves that I’m taking it seriously.

      That was exactly the advice he would give any client who came to him with this problem.

      “We’re telling our friends tonight,” he said firmly. “You can start calling everyone tomorrow.”

      “Wonderful, we’re so excited. Yasmine is such a lovely girl.”

      “She is.”

      She really was. And now that he’d gotten a little space from his sudden, shocking reaction to Audrey, he could see it for what it really was. An aberration. A natural response to knowing he was taking the first step toward the rest of his life this evening. Marriage was serious. He took the commitment seriously.

      Perhaps he should have expected to be tested. A lot of people struggled, and that was when they were in love with their intended. Mason was approaching marriage a little differently, with a well-thought-out, practical plan for his life. It shouldn’t be surprising that his brain would react with a roadblock that was purely emotional and physical.

      Now that he’d gotten past it, everything would be fine.
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      Audrey

      Jensen’s house was everything that had been described and more.

      “This is amazing!” She stared in awe at the front. Three stories up. A massive front porch, which was still covered in Halloween decorations. She assumed those would be coming down soon.

      “It is, isn’t it?” Cassidy beamed as she stood on the other side of Audrey’s grandmother, letting Grandma lean on her arm as they went up the steps. The house had double doors. Huge, dark, heavy wood doors that were ornately carved. The doorknob looked like brass. “Living here felt like being on a movie set.”

      “I want to get one of those flowy robes and appear in the windows at random to passersby,” Audrey said enthusiastically. She could already picture how cool that would look. This kind of house was made for a dramatic robe. The kind widows wore in movies when they’d killed their husbands, and the police showed up to question them. “Do you think they’d let me do that next Halloween?”

      Grandma and Cassidy both laughed.

      “Just wait till you see the inside; you’re going to want to just walk up and down the main staircase in that robe. Maybe lounge around the furniture,” Cassidy teased.

      “It would make a great movie set.” Grandma looked around. “You could do horror. Or a historical movie. Or maybe a porn.”

      “Grandma.” David groaned as he joined them on the porch. His arms were loaded with boxes of desserts Audrey had made for tonight, including all three kinds of baklava she’d made for Mason to try. She felt a little guilty looking at her brother’s overloaded arms, but he’d insisted he could carry everything and wouldn’t let her take any.

      “I’m just saying.”

      “I wish you would stop.”

      Audrey giggled as she rang the doorbell. It hadn’t taken her long to realize that Grandma liked to say outrageous things just to make David react. Granted, she also just liked to say outrageous things, but she was a little worse when David was around. It was highly entertaining.

      A handsome man with brown hair opened the door. Very handsome, with a boyish face and a beaming smile. Yet she didn’t have the same reaction to him that she’d had to David’s other teammate earlier.

      “Hey, hey, everyone. Come on in.”

      They all piled inside, David immediately heading deeper into the house with the boxes of food while Audrey stood awestruck in the foyer. There was an actual chandelier above her head. A real crystal chandelier. The inside of the house somehow managed to be even more impressive than the outside. She felt like she’d stepped back in time. Everything was carved wood, stained glass, marble, and covered in ornate wallpaper.

      “Holy crap… this house is amazing.”

      “Thanks.” Jensen, who had been introduced before David took off, looked around, shoving his hands in his pockets. “We can’t take credit for it. The guy who owned it before had it restored to what it looked like when it was originally built in the twenties.”

      “Don’t ever change it.”

      He chuckled.

      “We don’t plan to. Come in and meet everyone who’s here already, then I’ll give you the tour.” He said it in a completely non-smarmy way, so Audrey didn’t have to worry that he meant it the way her parents’ friends’ sons had when they’d offer a ‘tour’ of the premises and really meant a tour of the inside of their pants. She wouldn’t have expected any of David’s team to be smarmy, anyway.

      “Sounds great.”

      Inside meant moving to the left, where she did her best not to be distracted by the gorgeous living and dining rooms and focus on the people instead. Most of whom were standing around the dining room table where food had been laid out. David rejoined them, sticking close to her side as he introduced her to his boss, Lincoln, and Lincoln’s wife, Ashley.

      There was a pretty big age difference between them, but it was clear from the way they looked at each other that the love was real. Audrey was used to seeing some big age gaps with her parents’ set; what she wasn’t used to was thinking that the couple looked completely in love. She was used to more transactional relationships. Which she didn’t judge anyone for, but it wasn’t what she wanted for herself.

      It was nice to see that love still existed and not just for David and Cassidy.

      Drew, another member of David’s team, and his wife, Naomi, were also clear examples of a couple who were happily married and in love. The moment after Drew shook Audrey’s hand, his arm went immediately around Naomi’s waist again, tucking her close against him, and she leaned into him. Good grief. Audrey was surrounded by happy couples.

      Thank goodness for Jensen and his brother, who came out of the kitchen with trays bearing the treats Audrey had made for the party, so she didn’t feel so alone in her singledom. She and her grandma.

      After being introduced to Mick, Audrey was given the promised tour by Jensen. The house was truly amazing. The stained glass went through all the upstairs rooms, the bathrooms had clawfoot tubs, and the wallpaper was constantly changing, yet somehow always fitting the space. Whoever had designed the place had a real talent. The decor was overwhelming in the best way possible.

      “This is amazing, thank you for showing me around,” she said as they made their way back down the main staircase. She absolutely understood what Cassidy meant about sweeping up and down it in a dramatic robe. Heck, she wanted to run around the whole damn house in one.

      “Absolutely. I enjoy showing it off, even though I had nothing to do with it, other than having the good sense to buy it.” Jensen grinned at her, his head cocking to the side as the noise from downstairs increased again. They’d heard several people arriving while he’d been giving the tour. “Sounds like another one has arrived. I think that must be everyone.”

      They turned the corner, heading from the second floor down to the first. There was a landing on the staircase before the final set into the foyer, with a bench seat and a massive stained-glass window. It looked like the perfect place to sit and read, and Audrey was wildly jealous.

      Not as jealous as she was a moment later when they turned the corner and started down the stairs, and she saw who had just come in.

      Mason.

      And his arm was around a beautiful woman.

      An incredibly beautiful woman. One who looked like a model.

      A woman who was the opposite of Audrey in every way.

      Tall. Not quite as tall as Mason, but only an inch or two shorter. Slim with perky breasts that would probably never sag, even as she aged. Pointed cheekbones that were definitely not from Maybelline. Long silky black hair that flowed over her shoulders and down her back and probably never experienced a moment of frizz. Tanned skin that had probably never turned lobster red under the sun. Her eyelashes looked too long to be real, yet Audrey was willing to bet good money they weren’t fake.

      It's not fair.

      Of course, Mason wasn’t single. Of course, his girlfriend was a goddess.

      And yet, when his gaze lifted and met hers, her heart still skipped a beat.

      “Jensen. Audrey.” He hesitated as the woman next to him smiled, which made her even more beautiful, as impossible as that should be. “Audrey, this is my fiancée, Yasmine. Yasmine, this is David’s sister, Audrey.”

      Audrey forced an answering smile onto her face even though the inside of her chest suddenly hurt so much, it felt hard to breathe.

      “Hi!” She hurried forward, reaching out with her hand to greet Mason’s fiancée, and managed to trip on something because she wasn’t looking where she was going. Instead of a calm, collected handshake and welcome, she face-planted right at the golden couple’s feet.

      I hate my life.
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      Mason

      “Holy shit, Audrey, are you okay?” The words burst out of him as he let go of Yasmine’s waist, both of them immediately bending down to help her up. Was she hurt? Why wasn’t she moving?

      “Nope.” Her muffled answer made his blood run cold, but then he relaxed at her next words. “Just leave me here to die, please.”

      Yasmine laughed, sliding her hands under one of Audrey’s arms as he did the other. Jensen was already hurrying up, too, a horrified and slightly guilty expression on his face.

      “Shit, Audrey, please tell me you’re not hurt,” Jensen said as Mason and Yasmine got her up. Mason tried to ignore the way his palms felt warmer where he touched her and how his pulse started racing as he felt the softness of her skin.

      He’d thought the weird reaction to her would have already dissipated, but apparently, it was going to take a little longer. Maybe after he and Yasmine made their announcement and his brain accepted that yes, he really was getting married and committing himself to one person for the rest of his life. This was just an early, unexpected version of cold feet.

      As soon as she was on her feet, he dropped his hands and stepped away from her. It was wrong to be this attracted to another woman when his fiancée was standing right there, even if their relationship was an arranged one. While he couldn’t help the attraction, he could at least keep his distance and not touch the object of it.

      “Just my dignity,” Audrey said, brushing her pants and avoiding everyone’s gaze as several others started coming in to see what all the noise was about. She was wearing the same outfit she had been in earlier that day, her bouncy ponytail drawing his attention as she moved.

      Stop looking.

      “Don’t worry about it, we all trip sometimes,” Yasmine reassured her, smoothing things over exactly the way Mason would have expected her to. Her kindness was one of the things he really liked about her. “It’s nice to officially meet you.”

      “You, too.” Audrey’s cheeks were a hot, bright red, and she groaned as her brother came in, wanting to know what the ‘thud’ they’d heard was.

      Mason couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. He wanted to tell her that even her fall had been cute, but he didn’t think that was appropriate.

      “Hey, Mason, did you just call Yasmine your fiancée?” Jensen asked. Since the rest of the team—sans Zeus—was all now gathered in the foyer, as well as David’s grandmother, Mason guessed they were making the big announcement. Jennifer, Black Fox’s receptionist/office manager, gasped as she looked back and forth between him and Yasmine.

      “Yes,” he confirmed, lifting Yasmine’s hand to show off the ring. They’d gone the other day to pick it out together. “We’re getting married.”

      A round of ‘congratulations’ was immediately offered, some of them sounding a little confused. Which wasn’t a surprise. Other than David, Mason hadn’t even told any of the team that he was letting his parents arrange his marriage. It had felt too weird.

      “You guys were dating?” Jensen asked. He turned to Claudia, who was their team’s sniper as well as being one of Yasmine’s friends. She was also a Dominatrix at the BDSM club they all belonged to. “I didn’t know they were dating. Did you know they were dating?”

      “Well… I knew what was going on.” Claudia raised her eyebrow at Mason. “I don’t know that I would call it dating since Mason asked his parents to arrange his marriage, and they picked Yasmine. There wasn’t much dating involved. And I didn’t hear anything about it from Mason, just Yasmine.”

      “You didn’t tell them we were getting engaged?” Yasmine elbowed him in the side, looking a bit exasperated. Mason covered the spot protectively before she could do it again. “I gave all of my friends a heads-up.”

      “I figured it would be easier to tell them all at once.” Because then he wouldn’t have to explain it over and over again.

      “But this party is to welcome Audrey to Pittsburgh.”

      “Yeah, but everyone’s here for it.” From the look she was giving him, that did not excuse not telling them. “I didn’t think it would be that big a deal.”

      “Men.” Yasmine rolled her eyes. She directed another smile at Audrey. “Sorry. I knew Mason wanted to tell everyone that we were officially engaged tonight, but I thought he’d prepped them all. We didn’t mean to steal your thunder.”

      Oh. Oh.

      He hadn’t thought about it that way. It just seemed practical to make the announcement when everyone was gathered. Plus, he’d figured the focus would be on Audrey’s arrival, so that there would be less attention paid to him and Yasmine.

      It hadn’t occurred to him that they might pull attention from her that was supposed to be hers.

      “Sorry, I definitely didn’t mean to do that,” he said, feeling chagrined now as he looked at Audrey. “I was hoping we’d kind of fly under the radar since tonight is about you.”

      “Oh, thanks,” Yasmine teased him. “Under the radar is exactly how I always dreamed of my engagement.”

      Mason threw his hands up in the air. “Sorry, sorry. I’ve never been engaged before. I don’t know how to do this.”

      “It’s fine, I’m just messing with you.” Yasmine snickered, and he mock-scowled at her.

      See? This was why they worked. They were comfortable with each other. They got along. The fact that she didn’t make his skin tingle and that he was hyperaware of another woman when he was beside her… well, that didn’t have to mean anything. It was just a strange version of cold feet.

      “I’m confused,” Audrey said, looking back and forth between them, hesitation all over her face. She wasn’t the only one.

      “Right. Let’s go into the other room and get some food, then we’ll explain everything.” He put his hand on the small of Yasmine’s back, turning her toward the living room.

      Touching her in front of Audrey shouldn’t make him feel weird. Or wrong. If anything, it should be the other way around. His brain needed to get back on board with what was happening.

      Everyone dutifully followed them into the other room, some of them taking the time to grab their own plates and drinks before arranging themselves around the living room. All together, they filled up both of the couches and the chairs that were available, leaving some standing room.

      Audrey was across from him, allowing him to see her every expression, as much as he tried not to look.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey

      An arranged marriage? That’s what Claudia had said, though she hadn’t realized those still existed outside of books. At least, not in the sense that Mason and Yasmine had done.

      Although when she thought about it, hadn’t that been what her parents had done with her and Cash? They’d been the ones to introduce them. They’d been incredibly encouraging of her and Cash dating. They’d been dropping hints about marriage. They’d been the ones trying to push her and Cash back together after she caught him cheating red-handed. Them and his parents, although he’d been on board for all of it, too.

      She might not have asked them to arrange her marriage, but wasn’t that exactly what they’d tried to do?

      There were a lot of marriages ‘arranged’ among their group, when she looked at it that way.

      “So, you’re just marrying who your parents are telling you to?” Mick asked, looking horrified.

      Audrey dipped her head, lifting her drink to her lips to cover her smile. At least she knew she wasn’t the only one feeling that way. While her parents might have done their best to maneuver things, the idea of asking them to take control of her life in such a way was terrifying.

      “No.” Mason shook his head.

      She tried not to look directly at him because when she looked directly at him, it was hard to deny how attracted to him she was. Knowing he wasn’t in love with Yasmine, that it was arranged, made her feel a little less like an awful person, but the fact remained that he was still taken, and lusting after him was wrong.

      “I just realized that I’ve never had thoughts of marrying any of my girlfriends, but I am now ready for marriage, and I want kids and a partner, and I figured my parents know me really well, and they might do a better job of setting me up for that than I was doing for myself.”

      Mick still looked horrified at the explanation.

      Grandma nudged Audrey with her elbow.

      “You should let me arrange your marriage,” she whispered gleefully, a rather frightening look in her eyes.

      “No, thank you,” Audrey whispered back. Her grandmother would probably do a better job than her parents, but she’d just gotten full control over her life for the first time in her life. Giving it away again was not on her to-do list.

      “Come on, I bet I’d be good at it.” Grandma lifted her hands from her lap, spreading them apart as if to describe the size of something. “I’ll get you one with a giant⁠—”

      “Brenda,” Cassidy whispered repressively from Grandma’s other side, cutting her off at what was probably exactly the right time. Despite interrupting, she was still grinning in amusement.

      Leaning against the arm of the couch on her other side, David had his arms crossed, and he was glaring at Grandma, who either didn’t notice or was really good at pretending not to see him.

      Which was when Audrey realized everyone was listening to Brenda’s whispers and that Mason and Yasmine had stopped talking. Which meant everyone had heard Brenda’s offer to find Audrey a man with a giant something.

      As if her dignity hadn’t already fallen flat on its face tonight.

      She could feel her cheeks turning red again.

      “So, um, what about you?” she asked Yasmine. “If it’s okay to ask.”

      “It’s okay. You’re probably the only one here, well, and maybe Mick, who doesn’t know I’m cursed.”

      Cursed?

      “You’re cursed?” Mick threw his hands up in the air. “Jensen never tells me anything.”

      “I told you about her curse.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too!”

      “Um, how are you cursed?” Audrey asked, trying to ignore the brothers’ back and forth, as distracting as it was. The fact that no one had reacted like Yasmine was joking was very intriguing. Even her grandma didn’t bat an eye at the statement.

      “My dating life is cursed. Everyone I date since college or even get involved in a serious relationship with, not only does it not work out, but after we break up, they find ‘the one’.” Yasmine made the statement completely matter-of-factly.

      “The first time, I was kind of happy for them. It hadn’t been a bad breakup, and I was glad he’d found what he wanted. The second time seemed like coincidence. By the sixth time, it was hard not to feel cursed. After the tenth time, I’d given up, so when my parents said they knew someone who was looking to arrange their marriage, and they thought we’d be a good match… well, it seemed like maybe this is the way to break the curse.”

      “No dating, straight to marriage. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars.” Everyone laughed at the moment. Sitting in one of the armchairs was the gorgeous Black woman who’d made the comment. She’d come in while Audrey was getting the tour, and they hadn’t been officially introduced yet, but from that joke alone, Audrey was pretty sure she was going to like her.

      “I don’t need two hundred dollars anyway,” Yasmine retorted. “I need the curse lifted.”

      “Here’s hoping,” Ashley said, lifting her glass as she leaned into her handsome husband.

      The group talk broke apart again into smaller groups, and David pulled Audrey up so he could introduce her to the young woman who’d made the Monopoly joke since she was the only person there that Audrey hadn’t met yet. Her name was Jennifer, and she worked as the receptionist at Black Fox, though David immediately said that she was more of an office manager. She was working there while getting her Masters in Human Resources Management, which sounded incredibly intimidating to Audrey.

      “Hey, Jennifer,” Jensen called over, interrupting the conversation. “Did you see that we found some new spicy pickles?”

      Immediately, Jennifer brightened up and then pulled back, wary. “Not your crazy hot spicy like you like it, right?”

      “No, normal people spice,” Jensen reassured her, making several people who overheard his remark laugh.

      “Excuse me,” Jennifer said, smiling at Audrey to take the sting out of her departure. “It seems I have a pickle to try.”

      “That’s not the pickle he wants to give her,” Grandma muttered under her breath as Jennifer walked away, headed for the dining room where Jensen was waiting. He had a plate with a pickle on it, and the way he was looking at her, it did seem like he might be interested in her.

      “If Jensen ever offers you food, ask for a heat level before you take a bite,” Cassidy advised Audrey, ignoring Brenda’s comment.

      David was dragging his hand down over his face, looking as if he wanted to groan but was trying to hold it in so Grandma wouldn’t think that she was getting to him. If he was going to be such a drama queen, he might as well make the noise, too, but that was just Audrey’s opinion.

      Since Jennifer was now preoccupied, David pulled her over to say hi to Claudia, who Audrey had met before, but it had been over a year ago. The slender brunette was as intimidating as ever. She was also, unfortunately, talking to Mason and Yasmine, which meant that Audrey couldn’t not look at them.

      Yasmine was so nice, Audrey couldn’t even dislike her. She immediately started asking Audrey questions about the bakery, how the move was going, what her plans were, and she was really listening.

      “I’m a financial advisor, certified, so if you ever have any questions about the financial side of the business, please come to me. If I don’t know the answer, I’ll at least know who to send you to so you can get one,” Yasmine offered.

      “Oh, thank you, that’s amazing.”

      “Absolutely. It’s important for business-minded women to stick together.” Yasmine smiled at her. “I help Naomi with the non-profit and give financial literacy courses to the women there.”

      “I’m taking one,” Cassidy said, raising her hand a little. “Yasmine is a great teacher. Don handled everything for us, so I’m having to learn everything from scratch now.”

      “And you’re doing great.” Yasmine grinned at her. She glanced down at her watch. “Speaking of, I really should get going. It’s getting late, and I have an early morning class to teach tomorrow at a church before their service.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Mason said immediately.

      They really did look perfect together. Like they’d stepped right out of a magazine ad. Even their energy matched. It might make Audrey’s heart ache a little because she already had a crush on Mason, even though she’d just met him—silly to deny it—but obviously, Yasmine deserved happiness. She hoped this arrangement gave them both everything they wanted.

      “Thanks.” Yasmine smiled back at him.

      “You aren’t leaving together?” Claudia asked.

      “No, we drove separately because Yasmine knew she had an early morning tomorrow.”

      “I didn’t want to make Mason leave the party early with me,” Yasmine explained. “He shouldn’t have to adhere to my schedule, especially when it’s a gathering with his team.” She turned to Audrey, reaching out her hand, which Audrey automatically met with her own. “Audrey, it was so nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll be seeing more of you.”

      “Same, it was great to meet you,” Audrey said. Other than the fact that she’d been attracted to Mason before she knew he was taken and then face-planted in front of both of them, it really had been nice to meet Yasmine. She liked her. She’d push past this attraction to Yasmine’s fiancé thing. It wasn’t like she really knew the guy. Once she got to know him, the whole intimidating ‘He looks like a god, and I can’t stop staring at him’ thing would go away.

      “You should come to game night. And book club.” Yasmine grinned as she walked away, Mason at her side.

      “Game night? Book club?” Audrey turned to look at Cassidy and her brother, expecting they must have an explanation.

      “Game night is at my place every Thursday,” Claudia said, though her attention was on Yasmine and Mason, watching them walk away. Her expression was completely neutral, making it impossible to tell what she was thinking. “Ladies only.”

      “And book club?”

      Cassidy groaned and looped her arm through Audrey’s. “Your grandmother roped us in. Come on, I’ll let her tell you about it.”

      “I’ll… I’ll be elsewhere,” David said immediately, backing away and following after Mason and Yasmine, who were headed toward Lincoln, Ashley, Drew, and Naomi. The quartet was standing on the opposite side of the room from Grandma, who had cornered Mick and was discussing something with him rather enthusiastically. He looked interested in whatever she was saying, bending his head so he could hear her better. If he wasn’t forty-some years younger than her, Audrey would have thought they were flirting.

      “Why doesn’t my brother want to hear about book club?” Audrey asked, amused.

      “Again. I’ll let your grandmother tell you about it. Although… do you know what hucows are?”

      “What what are?”
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      Mason

      “That was fun,” Yasmine said, as Mason closed Jensen’s front door behind them. “Audrey seems really nice. Is David excited to have her here?”

      “He is. It’s hard to read him sometimes, but I know he’s glad she came, although I think he’s a little worried about what it means for interactions with his parents. She’s still in touch with them even though he’s not.” Mason walked over and held out his arm for Yasmine to take so he could help her down the stairs.

      The heels she was wearing weren’t very high, but it would still be easier for her to get down the stairs of the front porch with someone to lean on. Plus, that’s what he should do as her fiancé. Make sure she was being taken care of and make sure she was safe.

      “Well, hopefully, it will turn out okay. Do we know if she’s kinky?”

      Fuck. Mason hoped not. The only thing worse than seeing her casually at events like this would be seeing her at the club.

      “I have no idea.”

      Yasmine snickered, glancing at him as they reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “You should see the look on your face. Are you worried David would freak out?”

      “Yes.” That was something he was worried about now that she’d brought it up. It was definitely a consideration. “Not freak out, maybe, but I’m not sure how he’d handle it.”

      “You know it’s not your job to handle everyone’s emotions and reactions just because you’re the team therapist, right?” she teased.

      “Then what else are they paying me for?”

      They both laughed.

      But it felt weird. Something felt strained now that they’d made their announcement to their friends. Things felt off between them, instead of comfortably settled as they had been before.

      “So,” Yasmine said as they neared her car. “We did it. We announced it.”

      “Yeah. Does it feel a little odd to have it out in the open?” he asked hesitantly. He didn’t want to make her feel bad about it, but her demeanor made him wonder if she felt the same way.

      Her shoulders sagged with relief when he said it.

      “Okay, so it’s not just me? It feels more awkward now than it did before?” she asked, turning to face him and searching his expression. Her dark eyes were wide, her face lit by the streetlamps above the line of cars. She was stunningly beautiful. Gorgeous, in fact.

      The kind of woman who turned heads when she walked down the street.

      But he’d never felt the same surge of desire for her that he’d felt the moment he’d laid eyes on Audrey.

      Maybe it was time to try to correct that.

      “It’ll get better,” he reassured her in a murmur, bending his head down to press his lips against hers, reaching to put his hands on her hips and pull her body toward him.

      They’d kissed before. A peck on the cheek, a perfunctory brush of the lips. Both of them knew they weren’t getting into this because of some mad passion or love. That wasn’t what they were expecting. It wasn’t what they’d agreed upon.

      But they’d just announced their engagement. They should do something to level up this relationship. Especially if it would help him stop thinking about a certain redhead.

      Yasmine stiffened as he pulled her against him, and their lips met. Mason did his best to kiss her with all the passion he saw David kiss Cassidy with. That Drew kissed Naomi with. But she remained stiff against him, though her lips parted. Their tongues touched.

      It was…

      Not passionate.

      That was definitely not the word for what he felt.

      He was pretty sure she wasn’t feeling passionate, either.

      Swiftly ending the kiss, Mason lifted his head, trying not to let the disturbance he felt show in his expression. He liked Yasmine, dammit. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings. But it was a relief to see that she looked concerned as well.

      “Um.”

      “I just thought we should try a real kiss,” he explained. “Now that we’re out as engaged.”

      “Right. That was a good idea. I don’t object, I just think I wasn’t prepared.” She didn’t move away from him, but the awkwardness between them was growing. Standing with his arm around her felt odd. As though they were invading each other’s space rather than enjoying the closeness.

      “Should we try again?”

      “Um.”

      Dammit. If he wasn’t feeling so guilty about his attraction to Audrey, he might be insulted that Yasmine clearly wasn’t excited about kissing him again. Then again, even if Audrey didn’t exist, he wasn’t feeling excited about it, either. Mason didn’t have a sister, but he imagined this was what kissing his sister might feel like. Except he would never kiss his sister with tongue.

      Obviously, this was something they were going to need to get past. Just not tonight. They couldn’t force things.

      “Maybe tomorrow?” he suggested. “We should start trying to get used to the physical side of the relationship.”

      “We should. I think I just need to readjust my mindset,” Yasmine agreed quickly. “I know we’ve been talking about marriage and talking about having kids and everything, but we haven’t… done anything. It’s just a shift, going from thinking of you as a friend to, um, romance.”

      “Yeah, it is. Like I said, we’ll get better at it.” He dropped his hands from her hips, easing back. The distance eased some of the awkwardness between them, to his relief, the expression on her face echoing how he felt. “It’s a shift for both of us. Maybe next Friday at the club we could try a scene?”

      Even though they were both kinky and both had been members of the Outlands for a long time, they’d never scened together. Although he wouldn’t have said he had anything against scening with her, Mason hadn’t wanted to risk the curse. He wasn’t interested in marriage until recently, and the idea of dating her and then accidentally ending up in a relationship that required settling down hadn’t appealed.

      “Yeah, that sounds good. We should do that.” She smiled, her shoulders relaxing. Mason wasn’t sure if she was relaxing because he had suggested a scene and she thought the kink would help, or if because they had a week before they had to try romance again.

      He was a good kisser. He was a good Dom.

      Next week, he’d be able to prove that to her.

      Holding the door open for her, he waited until she was in her car to close it. She gave him a little wave through the window, which he returned before returning to the sidewalk. Watching her drive away, he let out a long sigh.

      Maybe he should just head home.

      But if he did that, it would be admitting that Audrey had gotten under his skin; the only reason he wouldn’t be going back inside to spend time with his friends was her. Or, more accurately, the guilt he felt over his reaction to her. Maybe what he needed wasn’t distance from Audrey—which he’d gotten plenty of all afternoon, and it hadn’t helped—but exposure therapy.

      Most people tended to annoy him after a while. If he spent more time around her this evening, surely she would do something annoying, then he could get back to his planned future with Yasmine without Audrey taking up space in the back of his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey

      As Cassidy and Audrey came up behind Audrey’s grandmother, to her shock, Mick pulled up his shirt. Not that he was looking at her and Cassidy. Nope. He was looking at her grandmother and grinning as he showed off an admittedly impressive set of abs.

      “Ooh, you really do have a six-pack!” Grandma said, reaching out and putting the hand that wasn’t holding her drink on them.

      “Brenda!”

      “Grandma!”

      Cassidy and Audrey reacted at the same time. Grandma lifted her head away from Mick’s abs, turning to look at them, but she didn’t move her hand.

      “You two should come feel these; they’re great,” she said, grinning widely. “Mick has a very impressive body.”

      “Thanks, Brenda,” Mick replied, winking at her, still happily holding his shirt up for her convenience. Audrey was starting to have more sympathy for David’s dramatics about their grandmother’s antics.

      “Mick, pull your shirt down and find someone else to talk to,” Cassidy ordered. “We want to talk to Brenda about book club.”

      “Maybe I can talk about book club, too,” he said, obediently lowering his shirt. “I can read.”

      Grandma pouted and shot Cassidy a dark look as she was forced to remove her hand from his stomach.

      “Her book club is all women.”

      “Oh, okay then.” Mick shrugged and winked at Brenda again as he started to walk away. “If you want a ticket to the gun show later, just let me know.”

      “The gun show?” Audrey asked, confused.

      Immediately, Mick halted and lifted his arms, curling his fists in to show them off—although since he was wearing a long-sleeve shirt, it didn’t have quite the same effect as if his arms were bare.

      “These guns.”

      “Mick, what the hell are you doing?” Jensen called from across the room, causing Mick to chuckle and drop his arms, heading for his brother.

      “I’m definitely going to the gun show later, and you can’t stop me,” Grandma told Cassidy.

      “You know he’s, like, at least thirty years younger than you, right?”

      “I’m a cougar. Rawr.” Grandma made a clawing motion with the hand she’d been feeling Mick up with before taking another sip of her drink. She was still giving Cassidy a dark look. “You’d better be careful, Cassidy. I’m starting to think David passed his butt stick on to you.”

      “His what?” Audrey felt like her brain was melting.

      “I think Audrey should come to book club,” Cassidy said, ignoring Grandma’s diversions, which was probably the best way to handle things. And it gave Audrey a moment to realize that Grandma probably meant David had a stick up his butt, and he’d passed it on to Cassidy.

      That seemed like something she would say.

      Thankfully, Cassidy’s statement had the exact effect she’d probably intended. Grandma perked up immediately.

      “You absolutely should come to book club. Our next meeting is in two Sundays—not next Sunday, but two Sundays from tomorrow. How fast do you read?” Grandma’s entire focus was on Audrey now, eagerness lighting up her expression.

      “Um, it usually takes me a few days to finish a book, but I’m going to have a lot going on with the bakery opening soon⁠—”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. Milking Mina isn’t too long.”

      “Milking what?” Yup, back to her brain melting.

      “Milking Mina. It’s a hucow romance.” Grandma said it so matter-of-factly that Audrey was starting to feel like the crazy one for not knowing what a hucow was. She looked at Cassidy, who shrugged.

      “I wasn’t joking about the hucow thing,” Cassidy said, giggling.

      “But what does being a human cow mean?” Audrey asked plaintively. She really had thought Cassidy was kidding, so she hadn’t asked for more details.

      “Like pet play but with cows.”

      “What’s pet play?”

      Cassidy and Grandma exchanged a glance. Grandma appeared amused, while Cassidy was more concerned.

      “Um, how much do you know about kink?” Cassidy asked gently.

      “Kink?”

      “Oh, dear,” Cassidy muttered.

      That began a very quick discussion of the kind of romances Audrey’s grandmother liked to read. Audrey had heard of Fifty Shades of Grey, briefly, but she’d never read it. Her mother didn’t approve of reading romance, although Audrey had managed to sneak a few into her repertoire now and then.

      None that had sex in them, much less the kind of things Cassidy and Grandma described.

      Pet play was people actually pretending to be pets. Crawling around on hands and knees, acting like animals, and wearing plug tails. Audrey decided not to ask what a plug tail was. If it was what she was picturing, that was not a discussion she wanted to have with her grandmother. She could ask Cassidy later. If it wasn’t too awkward to ask the woman, she was pretty sure would be her future sister-in-law.

      “Great. Okay.” Book club with her grandmother talking about kinky books. Sounded… interesting.

      “Claudia and Naomi have joined, too,” Cassidy told her, a little smile on her face like she knew what Audrey was thinking. She probably could guess pretty easily. “Brenda is still working on trying to get Ashley and Jennifer to join.”

      “Who else is in it?”

      “Some of my friends.” Grandma smiled serenely. “They’re fun, you’ll like them.”

      “Great. So, um. What was the name of the book again?” Audrey pulled out her phone to order it. It turned out it was part of a series, though she was reassured she didn’t need to read the whole series to jump into that one, which was good because it was a long series.

      As she was putting her phone away, the front door opened, and Mason walked back in. Alone. His gaze scanned the room and clashed with hers, and Audrey’s traitorous heart did a little flip.

      Dammit.

      He’s taken, stop it.

      Tearing her gaze away, she looked over at the dining room. It was definitely time for a cupcake.
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      Audrey

      Cupcake acquired, Audrey found herself pulled into conversation with Naomi and Claudia, who were thrilled Audrey would be joining them for book club. Her grandmother had apparently already run around telling the rest of the women that Audrey would be joining them. Which meant she really had no choice but to read the hucow book.

      “I’ve never really read romance before,” Audrey admitted, though she didn’t tell them why. She felt too embarrassed about being a grown woman who cared about her mother’s opinion of her reading choices.

      As she spoke, her gaze drifted over to where Mason was looking at the desserts, which meant she caught the exact moment he saw all the baklava. Did her heart do a little flip again as he began to load up his plate? Yes, yes, it did.

      “Neither had Claudia,” Naomi said, snickering as she cast a glance at the bossy brunette, who didn’t seem bothered by Naomi’s amusement.

      “I still don’t know what I’m doing as part of this club; these books make no sense.”

      “The hucow thing?” Audrey asked, jerking her attention back to the other two women and away from Mason, who had just taken a bite of baklava and was just standing there with his eyes closed, chewing. She turned toward Naomi so she couldn’t see Mason anymore. Watching him was going to give her heart palpitations.

      “No, the heroine thing.” Claudia scowled at Naomi’s answering snicker and focused on Audrey, who knew her confusion was showing on her face. “These heroines make no sense. I started getting book suggestions I’d never gotten before, thanks to book club, and some of them sounded pretty good, so I figured I’d read them.”

      “The fact that you like the smutty parts has nothing to do with it,” Naomi quipped, skillfully stepping sideways as Claudia reached out to poke her.

      “That doesn’t hurt, but the heroines.” Claudia threw her hands up in the air, one more gently than the other since it was holding her drink. “They drive me nuts!”

      She pointed a finger at Audrey.

      “If you were drowning in debt from your mother’s medical bills and she needed another procedure done, and your billionaire boss was dating you and wanted to pay for your meals and clothing and give you a place to live, wouldn’t you be relieved? Wouldn’t you say yes?”

      “Um… probably.” Audrey had a feeling that was the right answer. And it did make sense. “Does he know I’m drowning in debt from my mother’s medical bills?”

      “Sometimes.” Claudia waved her hand. “It doesn’t really matter either way. The number of heroines who refuse to let this crazy rich man pay for anything for them, even if they’re only eating one meal a day, is freaking unrealistic. If I was dating a rich guy, he’d be paying for everything.”

      “Sure he would,” Naomi murmured, winking at Audrey and ignoring Claudia’s glare at her. Which was impressive because it was a really intimidating glare.

      “They don’t let the hero take care of them. Ever. He usually has to force his way into her rundown apartment with a shoddy lock so he can care for her when she’s too sick to stand, much less cook for herself and eat it. But oh no, I’m Miss Independent woman.” Claudia snorted. “And that’s just the beginning of the too-stupid-to-live actions.”
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