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      It all started with a pact. Four friends. Four blind dates.

      And yet when a bearded and tattooed man sits across from me at dinner, it isn’t until later that I realize Cross was never supposed to be mine.

      After our accidental blind date, our paths cross once again and there’s no denying the attraction.

      Only I’ve been burned before. Hurt, left broken, and shattered in more ways than one. I want to give in, and Cross seems to be the one person I let myself fall for, but the risks seem too much to bear.

      We fight our connection, but in the end, it might be safer to fall for each other than keep running from what’s holding us back—not to mention, who wants us dead.

      **Forever Only Once is a who hurt you, opposites attract, mistaken identity contemporary suspense romance in the Promise Me series featuring Cross and Hazel. Each one can be read as a complete standalone. A HEA is guaranteed!**
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      I couldn’t afford to be late today. I had promised that I would be there on time because everybody else had meetings and other appointments after our coffee break, and I couldn’t be the one to hold them back. It didn’t help that I had hit every single red light on the way here, and a student had come in to ask a question just as I was about to head to my car. I’d stayed later than I wanted to, mostly because I would never leave a student hanging. He’d had legit questions, and even though my office hours had run an extra thirty minutes past my scheduled time, I felt like I had helped him solve a few problems so he could work on the rest on his own. Thankfully, that student was also one who asked pointed questions, which got him thinking.

      That didn’t always happen with some of my students at UB.

      Even though I truly loved them and was glad to help, doing so meant I was now running late.

      I hated being late.

      I crossed the street, moving away from the public parking lot, annoyed that I hadn’t been able to find a spot in front of Dakota’s café, the Boulder Bean.

      I loved living in Boulder, the college-town feel with the central university taking up most of downtown, and my smaller university residing in a little corner. Boulder was weird, at least that’s what everybody said. I kind of agreed. But after trying to find a place that called to me, I had needed weird, needed a little bit of home.

      I didn’t have any family left. Didn’t have a place to call home outside of this. Boulder was it.

      I loved my new city, though it wasn’t entirely new anymore, seeing as I’d been here for long enough. I’d made friends, ones that I truly liked. An inner circle that was waiting for me because I couldn’t find a fricking place to park. Parking was nearly always a nightmare.

      Boulder had boomed over time, and it was getting a little ridiculous now. I found it harder to find my little piece of privacy and peace.

      Tourism was getting more substantial thanks to the fact that I lived in one of the most beautiful places in the world. The mountains were right behind me, the foothills gorgeous and looking as if they were painted on the horizon.

      I tried to take pictures, but it just didn’t work out. A photo could never capture the true beauty.

      I loved Boulder. I loved the home that I had been forced to make for myself. I did not enjoy the fact that everybody and their mother was moving to Boulder. I might technically be a transplant, but I liked to think of this as my new home. If I had my way, everyone else would just stay away for a minute so I could enjoy it. I knew I was part of the problem—I hadn’t been born here, after all—but I wasn’t going to think too hard on that.

      I took another turn and ran straight into a massive chest.

      I held back a curse, mostly because I hadn’t been watching where I was going, just like he clearly hadn’t. He gripped my elbows, clutching them ever so slightly. My heart raced at the unwanted and unexpected contact, and I froze, every single lesson I had learned in my self-defense classes seeping out of my mind as I tried to catch my breath. I grabbed onto my purse strap, as if that could protect me. Then I looked up—and up—at the man in front of me.

      He was clean-shaven, wearing a perfect suit, his thin tie finished with an elegantly crafted knot at the neck. He smiled down at me, his eyes full of warmth…and something else I didn’t want to name.

      I had gotten skilled at deducing what a man thought when he looked at me.

      I didn’t like what I saw with this stranger.

      “Hello there,” he said, his voice deep, a little accented. Irish, maybe? That didn’t sound right, though. No, it sounded as if he had been watching a little too much British TV and decided to add an accent to his voice.

      With his hands still on me, seemingly not willing to let go, my heart raced, and flashes of other hands came at me, shaking me to my core. But these weren’t those hands. This was not him. I needed to remember that.

      “Sorry,” I said, annoyed with myself for even apologizing since we’d both been in the wrong and moving too quickly. But I had run into this stranger just like he had run into me, so perhaps I’d needed to apologize anyway.

      “No need to be. It’s good to have...run into you.”

      I attempted to move away, but he kept his hands on me as if he were trying to keep me steady.

      I tried not to let the bile make its way up my throat.

      “Excuse me. I need to go.”

      “I just want to make sure I didn’t hurt you. After all, we did hit kind of hard. This will be a funny story we can tell our children one day. Don’t you think?” He winked, and I just blinked at him.

      Was that supposed to be a line? One where he still wouldn’t let go of me?

      I took a deep breath and twisted in his arms so he had to move his wrist or risk it getting broken.

      He took a step back and frowned at me.

      “What the fuck?”

      My pulse pounded in my ears. “Thanks for making sure I didn’t fall, but I’m fine now. Have a good day.”

      I moved a step forward to get past him, but he gripped my arm again.

      “I was only making sure you were okay. There’s no need to get hostile. I’m safe. I’m not one of those guys.”

      “Sure. Have a good day.” I moved forward again. This time, his other hand reached down and grabbed my ass.

      I froze and turned toward him.

      “Are you serious right now?” I asked, my heart racing, a lump in my throat.

      “If you’re going to treat me like a lecher, I might as well get something out of it.” He narrowed his eyes. “Bitch.” And then he pushed ever so slightly, and I wobbled on my heels before he turned and walked away. No one noticed the interaction, everyone was too busy with their phones and their own lives.

      No one had seen that he’d assaulted me, called me a bitch, and almost hadn’t let me go. If I hadn’t known how to get out of that hold, I wasn’t sure he would have let me go at all.

      My lips were dry, and I knew I was sweating. I took a deep breath and practically ran towards the café, hoping my friends were already there since I was running late as it was.

      Despite hoping they’d beat me to the café, I also needed a moment to collect myself. The others didn’t need to see me like this.

      No one did.

      They might understand because they knew my past, at least most of it, but I didn’t want to talk about it.

      I wanted to forget every memory, every moment of pain, everything about that time. I didn’t need to bring it up again, even with the women I counted as family.

      I nodded at a few people and pasted a smile on my face that I knew probably looked a little manic. Regardless, they smiled back. Boulder people were quite friendly if you tried.

      I quickly made my way to the front of the Boulder Bean, a cute little shop with coffee brands listed in the windows, and a small coffee mug with steam billowing off the top as the café’s logo.

      I let out a breath, rolling my shoulders back and telling myself that nothing was wrong. That everything was normal. Then, I walked inside.

      There were tables strewn about, and a couple of booths with comfy seats along the walls.

      Some people were working on their laptops, others looking at their phones or just sitting down and enjoying a cup of coffee. A couple of students worked with textbooks and notebooks in front of them, their laptops closed so it looked like maybe they were doing math. They weren’t my students, but I almost wanted to go over and see what they were working on.

      I was a math professor. It soothed me to work with numbers, especially when I sometimes didn’t feel soothed at all.

      I looked to the back corner, in the booth nearest the front counter, and smiled at the three women sitting there.

      Dakota, the owner of the Boulder Bean and my friend, got up and walked over, her eyes narrowed as she looked at me.

      I knew Dakota had come from a life far different than mine. Though our paths had crossed thanks to an incident that mirrored what’d happened to me, we didn’t talk about that.

      We did our best to forget our pasts, all of us, and I was fine with that.

      We were friends because we wanted to be, not because we wanted to share our deepest and darkest secrets.

      “Hey, I was just about to call you. Are you okay?” Dakota asked, reaching out and hugging me. I hugged her back and inhaled her scent. She smelled of cinnamon, coffee beans, and vanilla today.

      The Boulder Bean was mostly a coffee shop, with just about any kind of coffee arrangement you could imagine. But they also did decent business with tea, mainly because Dakota loved tea, but coffee was her bread and butter.

      They had a few snacks as well, things that Dakota made in the back, or ordered in from a small shop nearby. But she did her best to make the Bean a pure coffee shop, mostly because there were enough cafes around the area and she wanted to stand out just a little bit.

      “Sorry, I ran behind at work. I apologize for being late.”

      Dakota narrowed her eyes. “You’re all clammy and pale. What happened?”

      I just smiled. “Good to know I look like crap.”

      “Stop being evasive,” Paris said as she slid out of the booth, Myra right behind her.

      The four of us had become friends a couple of years ago, though I had met Paris in college and knew Myra from when we were younger. Our families lived near each other, and with the way our families were, that meant we were always forced to attend the same parties and the same high-society events.

      It wasn’t my favorite thing. However, Myra and I had been close, even though we’d been a couple of years apart in school.

      Paris had been in a few classes with me in college. And Dakota owned this coffee shop. When I came in with Paris one day to catch up, we had started up a conversation with Dakota, and everything had snowballed from there. When Myra moved back to town, we picked up our friendship right away, and now it was the four of us against the world.

      At least, that’s what we told ourselves.

      “Let me get some coffee, and I’ll explain it all.”

      “What are you in the mood for today?” Dakota asked, taking a step back so both Paris and Myra could hug me.

      I embraced them tightly, closing my eyes for just a minute so I could pretend that I wasn’t still shaken or on the verge of throwing up.

      “I’d love a vanilla latte.”

      “That’s easy. I can do that for you. Now, go sit down. We already have a plate of pastries because…why don’t we just attack ourselves with sugar?”

      I smiled at Dakota as she walked off and then followed Paris and Myra to our booth. We didn’t always sit here, but it was the most convenient booth for us to use when Dakota still needed to work.

      And while Dakota’s staff was on the clock, and Dakota technically didn’t need to be behind the counter today, I knew that my friend wanted to make our coffees herself.

      Her staff didn’t mind, at least that’s what they’d told me. They knew that Dakota was just particular when it came to her friends and her family.

      Not that Dakota had much in the way of family, but the other woman was just as secretive as the rest of us.

      “You want to tell us what happened?” Paris asked, raising a brow.

      “Let’s wait until Dakota’s back,” I said, knowing that I wouldn’t get out of this. Frankly, I just wanted to get it off my chest. What had happened outside wasn’t why we were here today, so I’d just have to get over that little incident. It wasn’t as if something like that hadn’t happened before in my life. I held back a shudder. Sadly, it had. And incidents like it happened all over the world on a daily basis. Women were never safe. Not really.

      Wasn’t that a thought I wanted to think right then? I sighed.

      “I have your latte for you. Now, tell us what happened,” Dakota said as she took a seat in the booth. She had her back to the wall, her usual position so she could look out over her café.

      I took a deep breath and tried to sound as nonchalant as possible, even though I was anything but. “Oh, I was just accosted on the road. I’m fine, though.” Everyone started talking at once, and I held up both hands. “One second.” I lifted the ceramic mug, blew on the top, and took a sip. I groaned, closing my eyes with my head tilted back. “Seriously, best coffee ever.”

      Dakota leaned forward. “Thank you. Now, go back to the whole thing you just said about being accosted.”

      I went through what had happened, and Paris’s eyes narrowed into slits by the end of my story. She was already trying to push Dakota out of the booth as if she could find the man and attack him, but I held up my hands again.

      “It’s fine. Seriously. Let’s just move past it. I’m not going to press charges, even if I ever see him again. It was just something that happened.”

      “It shouldn’t have happened at all,” Myra stated.

      “But we both know it does. It’s fine. I’ll never see him again. If I do, I’ll probably kick him in the nuts.”

      “You should have fucking kicked him in the nuts today,” Paris said, her voice low since she didn’t want to curse in the middle of the café.

      Dakota was the one who scared me, though. She just kept looking at me, her gaze intense.

      “No harm done. I’m just fine,” I said.

      Dakota tilted her head, studying my face. “You are. If you weren’t, we would go out and find that man, and we would cut off his dick.” She smiled as she said it, but I froze for a second before everyone burst out laughing.

      “You know it’s always the quiet and sweet ones,” Myra said, sipping her tea.

      “I’m not sweet, and we both know it. I can’t raise a little boy as a single mother and be sweet.”

      “No, I guess you can’t,” I said and then rubbed my temples. “Enough about me. We came here to talk about our plan. However, I almost feel like, after today, maybe I shouldn’t join in.”

      “No, none of us is going to back out.”

      Paris pulled out her day planner and looked at the notes she had made before. “We are going to finalize this plan. Because dating sucks, online dating is worse, and the entire population of men has dwindled to like four single guys. We need to find them.”

      “I hope there’s at least four,” Myra responded, tapping her spoon on the napkin in front of her. “If there isn’t, then we’re going to have to share. And while I admire triads, I’m not the sharing type,” Myra said, and I burst out laughing. It felt good to smile and laugh, and these girls usually did it for me.

      “So the plan…” Paris continued.

      “The plan,” Dakota echoed.

      “The plan is, we are going to find each other dates,” Paris said sternly.

      “Blind dates suck, though,” I said.

      “Have you ever been on a blind date?” Paris asked.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean they don’t suck. Going out on a date is scary enough. Going out with a stranger?”

      “A stranger that we will find for you. There are men in our lives at work, at the gym, at the grocery store, everywhere. A lot are kind. We’ve all said this in the past. But they just don’t fit us for one reason or another. We’re going to somehow make this work and happen for the rest of us.”

      “So…blind dates. That’s what we’re going with?” I was already nervous, and after what had just happened outside, I wasn’t sure I really wanted to be part of this anymore. But it had been far too long since I had been on a date, and I missed it. Oh, I might still have some fears, but I missed being in a relationship. I missed being held. Hell, I missed sex, but that wasn’t something I was going to say aloud.

      “Not just blind dates,” Myra corrected. “Perhaps there’s someone you already know in your life that we feel would be good for you.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked cautiously.

      “We’ve already talked about this,” Dakota said. “We’re going to be open to dating. If there’s a man in one of our lives that we feel would be a good fit for one of the others, that’s one mark. Or maybe we want to help push each other in the correct direction.” Dakota frowned. “Not…correct, but at least decent. You know, or just find something that actively promotes a healthy relationship.” Dakota kept stirring her coffee. I wasn’t even sure the other woman had taken a sip yet.

      “Yes, healthy, loving, and hot relationships,” Paris said, tapping her notes. “We’ve already discussed this. Today, we are here to go over the final rules and to draw straws.”

      “Do we need rules?” I asked, a little worried now that this was all becoming real.

      “You are a mathematician,” Paris said. “You love rules.”

      “I know that, but I don’t know if I want to bring math into my relationships,” I said, laughing. I paused. “So math in a relationship does sound kind of hot, but I’m a nerd.”

      “I’m pretty sure we all are at this point, especially if we are actively pursuing this type of plan,” Myra said, her voice soothing and always a little classy.

      “What do we do?”

      “We are going to work as a group to find each of us a happily ever after,” Dakota said, nodding. “Because we are four amazingly smart, strong, and beautiful women.” She rushed the last word, and Paris snorted.

      “You are gorgeous,” Paris said. “Don’t even start with the whole ‘y’all are so pretty, and I’m just plain’ nonsense that you sometimes do. You’re fucking gorgeous, so just shut up.”

      I snorted and sipped my drink.

      “For such a sweet woman, your mouth sometimes surprises me,” I said.

      Paris raised a single brow. “I don’t think anyone has ever called me sweet,” she said and then looked down at her notes again.

      “We all need to write down the characteristics that we want in a man. Even though we’ve talked about this before, we are going to double-check. Then, we will draw straws and work on each of us one at a time. However, as we go through this, if we find someone that’s perfect along the way, we will take that into consideration. So, are we ready?”

      “I guess I don’t have a choice,” I said, swallowing hard.

      “Good,” Paris said and looked down at her notes again. “Most of us want similar things, kind, caring. Some of us want beards, no beards. But that is just part of the appearance section and doesn’t matter so much.”

      “I would like it if he’s not a troll,” Myra said and then laughed. “I’m kidding. I’m not that much of a bitch. That much.”

      “We need four perfectly sexy but sweet, caring, gentle, growly, productive men. They need to have jobs, they need to—hopefully—not have criminal records, though we can look into that on a case by case basis,” Paris said with a nod.

      Dakota laughed. “This means we’re looking for four bearded unicorns, is that what I’m hearing?”

      I snorted and just shook my head. “We can look at the attributes at some point, but I honestly don’t think that’s what we’re going to end up with. As long as they’re not sleazy, slovenly, or sedate, it’ll work for me.”

      “We’re going against the three Ss,” Paris said, taking down more notes. “We will look for our bearded unicorns without the three Ss. Either way, we need to do something. Because I am not trying online dating again.”

      “I don’t even know how you did it the first time,” I said honestly.

      “Desperate times and all that. I have actual straws. Paper ones because we’re not using plastic straws here,” Paris said, holding up four.

      “Thank you for that,” Dakota said.

      “No problem. I’ve cut them down to size, and they’re all in my hands. We’re each going to choose a straw. The shortest one goes first, and so on.”

      “Not the longest?” Myra asked, her voice pure sarcasm.

      “We can make it whichever one you get goes first if you’d like,” Paris said, her voice haughty.

      “Let’s draw.”

      I closed my eyes and reached out, taking a straw. I didn’t want to see. The others all whispered, and I opened my eyes, knowing exactly what I would find. Because, why not?

      “Hazel, it seems that you will be the first to find your bearded unicorn,” Paris said, writing down the order.

      I didn’t even look at who would be next.

      It didn’t matter, because it was my turn. I was going to find my perfect happily ever after.

      And, somehow, I did not want any part in that.

      Not after today. Not after what’d happened before. But I promised myself that I would try, and here I was, trying.

      We went through the rules a bit more, but after looking down at my small straw, I knew I needed to go home and think. The others seemed to agree, wanting to do the same for themselves, so we disbanded.

      I was quiet in the car, not even listening to music on my way home, trying to imagine exactly what would happen over the next few weeks. Would I finally go on a date? Would I find that bearded unicorn as the girls had called him? Or would I try, fail, and then hopefully move on to the next phase of this plan?

      The latter seemed more likely. Mostly because I didn’t trust myself to actually do anything about what I thought I wanted.

      I pushed those odd thoughts from my head as I pulled into my driveway and got out of the car.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I looked around as I walked up, confused. No one was there. Thomas wasn’t here. I was just thinking about him thanks to that encounter with the stranger and now I was feeling things that didn’t make sense.

      I didn’t see anyone, so I pushed aside those worries for now. I quickly got into the house and double-locked the door behind me, my pulse racing.

      I was fine. No one was here to scare me. I was only seeing ghosts, things that didn’t exist.

      I was fine.

      And, eventually, I would go on a date, living up to the promise I made after a single glass of wine. I felt the little spark of hope that I had tried to ignore for so long.

      Maybe this would work out.

      Or perhaps I would end up broken again.

      Either way, I had to try.

      Because I had given up for long enough.
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      I was not going to hit my coworker in the face.

      I was not going to strangle him.

      No, I was going to breathe, get through my anger, and realize that without coffee—for either of us—the guy was just an asshole. And I needed to get over it.

      “All I’m saying, Cross, is if you worked a little faster, we’d get through our schedule the way we planned to all along. I mean, I know you’re all into your art and shit, but we could be making some good money here.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Chris, we went into this business together. We know what we’re doing. However, you telling me to put away what I’ve been doing for what…ten years now? More? No, that’s not how this works.” I paused. “That’s not how it’s ever worked, and I’m not quite sure why you’re acting like that’s suddenly changed.”

      “Again, all I’m saying is if you put aside that one project for just a little while and work on these sets that could be for a larger commission, we’d make some quick money.”

      “Quick money isn’t the way things work, Chris. We both know that. Quick money isn’t a thing. It’s a scam. If I set aside the commission that I have, then I’ll be disappointing my clients, and I’ll be the asshole. My current project is for a big client, and they help with word of mouth. They always have.”

      “It’s a minor client, and we both know it.” Chris folded his arms over his chest.

      I closed my eyes again, trying to breathe through my nose. I had a temper, we both knew it. Hell, my family made fun of me for it. But I was also the steady one. I blew quickly, but then the anger went away, and I was there, solid as an oak, the one that stood against time—and all that other shit my little sister said.

      “Chris, if you want to do those commissions, do them. That’s your side of the business anyway. Me? I’m not going to set aside someone that we’ve been working with for years, just to work with a new person who says they’re going to pay double. Especially when it’s not in writing.”

      “You never did have ambition,” Chris grumbled and then stomped out of my workroom.

      I leaned back in my seat, pissed off that I had let it come to this once again. The two of us had worked together for fourteen years or so. We’d met in college, with me getting a business degree while working with wood and art on the side. I’d wanted to take additional art classes, as well as design classes, but I had known, even then, that I wanted to own my own business. I just needed to figure out how the hell to do it. So, I’d gone with a business degree while immersing myself in art on the side because I’d wanted to be my own boss, not work for someone else. The only problem was that I’d become best friends with Chris. The now egotistical asshole who was trying to give me a fucking migraine.

      Chris wasn’t the same guy he’d been over a decade ago when we decided to open up Chris Cross Furniture.

      It had been a cute name back in the day, my younger sister Arden having helped us figure it out.

      However, the Chris of Chris Cross was an asshole. He hadn’t always been that way, but over time, he had wanted more money for less work.

      I understood that, at least a bit. Of course, it would be nice if I could make millions or whatever Chris wanted and not have to work every day, but that wasn’t how the world worked—and Chris Cross did good business.

      We actually did excellent business, considering how the economy went up and down like a yo-yo these days. We made good money because we took care of our work and our clients. At least, we used to. Chris hadn’t been doing as much recently, and because we worked on our own commissions, that meant Chris wasn’t making as much money as he used to.

      I was just grateful that when we’d drawn up our contracts, it stated we would only pay ourselves based on what we worked on, rather than paying the business and then splitting it 50/50. That had been Chris’s idea back in the day because he had been making more money at the time. He’d been a rising star in sculpture, and I’d been learning alongside him.

      I hadn’t minded the way the contracts turned out, because I wanted to be paid for the work I did, rather than taking part of what Chris did and vice versa.

      We’d gone into business together because it was cheaper to share a space and the overhead. Property costs back when we first started had been high. Now, they were outrageous. But thanks to savings and my plans, I could afford the place on my own if I needed to.

      However, the plan we’d made wasn’t working the way it should these days. In fact, if anything, it only got on my nerves.

      The idea that we were furniture makers in this day and age wasn’t exactly the easiest for some people to understand. But I spent weeks to months on a project, hand-carving tables and art and chairs, anything I could create with my hands. At the moment, I was working on a table worth five thousand dollars. That’s what we had quoted, anyway. Sometimes this client liked to pay more, though, especially if I added in more details.

      I wasn’t banking on that though because I wasn’t about to take advantage of people like Chris wanted me to. I cursed under my breath and then shook my head before moving from my seat so I could take a break. I couldn’t focus on what I needed to do if I was complaining about Chris in my mind for hours.

      Chris was off in his little workshop, music blaring. I hoped he was working. He had a commission coming up, and not the one that everybody wanted that he was begging me to work on.

      Considering that my name was on the door, as well, it would be unfortunate if Chris started to flake. I honestly didn’t know if I could trust him.

      That meant I needed to start thinking about what we were going to do about the fucking business.

      I let out a sigh and then went behind the building so I could walk off my anger. I didn’t smoke, hadn’t since I’d bummed one when I was a teen and had promptly thrown up afterwards. But right now, I wanted a cigarette. Needed to do something with my hands so I didn’t punch the wall or some shit. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I smiled as I looked down at the name on the readout.

      Yep.

       My sister seemed to know exactly what I was sometimes feeling. Considering that it had always been my job to make sure I knew what she felt when she needed to go to the hospital, or when she just needed an extra pair of hands, it was nice that it worked both ways.

      I answered the phone and smiled. “Hey there.”

      “Hi, big brother. I’m just checking in on you because I know you said you had a massive project due and wouldn’t be able to come over for dinner later.”

      “I was just taking my break. It’s as if you’re watching me.” I paused, looking around. “You’re not like actually watching me right now, are you? Like creepily?”

      “Shush. You’re the overprotective creeper.”

      “Ouch. Anyway, I know you and Liam have a project coming up, too.” Liam was Arden’s former-model husband, an author and therefore one of my sister’s clients, and a decent guy. If he weren’t, I’d have already beaten his ass. However, he worshiped the ground that Arden walked on, and was a protective asshole just like I was. We got along.

      “Yes, Liam’s on deadline, and so am I. Thankfully, on different books. He’s leaving on tour tomorrow, though.”

      “I remember. I’ll be there to help you move those few things we talked about. Things get rough in the house when you’re both working on the same series, then?” I asked.

      Arden was a virtual assistant and book researcher. I wasn’t exactly sure how it all worked. All I knew was that she made sure she got the history and research right for her authors. That way, there was always someone double-checking and keeping timelines and facts straight. I hadn’t known it was a real job until she started making good money and could finally afford her health insurance. And the fact that my baby sister had lupus meant that she needed some fucking good health insurance.

      “We tend to snipe at each other if we’re working on the same project. But I’m working on a legal thriller, while he’s working on the first book in a new series.”

      “A new series? That’s a big thing,” I said, actually interested. Liam was a New York Times bestselling author of a series that put out one book a year, each taking about that long to write. It took a shit ton of research and traveling to get it all done, and I honestly loved the books. Not that I let Liam know that all the time.

      “We mentioned that, didn’t we?” Arden asked.

      “I just didn’t realize it was this book.”

      “This isn’t even a spinoff. It’s a whole new start. It’s a little daunting, and I know Liam’s worried. But I’m sure he’ll do great. His readers will follow him. Maybe he’ll even get some new ones.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” I said, being truthful. “I should probably pre-order.”

      “You should. Because you’re not getting anything free.” She paused. “You know I’m kidding, right? Because you can get anything you want from us. Liam said you’re welcome to shop his closet for any book you need.”

      “I’m not taking advantage of my baby sister.”

      “You’re never taking advantage. We’re family. And family that I like. So, you’re welcome to have a book. Now, I called to check on you, but it seems we’re just talking about Liam and me. I love that you constantly do that,” she said. I didn’t think she actually loved it.

      “Doing fine, just on a break.”

      “Is your table giving you trouble?” she asked, no hint of irony in her voice. I was grateful for that. My family got my job, but not everyone else did.

      “Not really. Mostly, it’s Chris.” I whispered the words, knowing that my partner likely wouldn’t be able to hear, but I was still careful. I didn’t want to start another fight.

      “What are you going to do? You guys are fighting more than ever lately, and I don’t even really like him anymore. I mean, he used to be a good guy. I don’t know…he just gives me the creeps now.”

      I scowled. “What?”

      “It’s nothing. He and I don’t talk, which is a good thing because he rubs me the wrong way. Not physically. I don’t know. He just seems like an asshole, I guess. Which isn’t the nicest thing to say about your business partner, but here we are.”

      “I feel you.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. But something needs to change soon. I mean, I wonder if I’m going to have to figure out a way to either get out of this business entirely, buy him out, or start a new one on my own. I don’t know, it all sounds like a fucking hassle, and a shit ton of money I don’t have.”

      “We’ll find a way to help you if you need it,” Arden said, and I scowled.

      “I’m not taking money from my baby sister and her husband.”

      It didn’t matter that Liam was a fucking millionaire, I wasn’t going to take money from them.

      “You have given up so much to help me throughout the years. So, don’t even. And Liam and I were already talking about it, so it’s not like I’m just throwing money at you without talking to my husband first.”

      Somehow, I scowled even harder. “You and Liam talked about this?”

      “Of course, we did. We’re worried about you and Chris. And I’m bringing it up at the worst possible moment because I can’t just sit around hugging you and telling you that I love you. But, seriously, if it gets too bad and you can’t work it out, then Liam and I will help. And then you can pay us back, because that’s what you do, and we’ll call it a day. We are family. We are always there for each other. You were always there for me. You don’t need to worry or work with Chris if it’s going to give you migraines or some crap.”

      I shook my head, though she couldn’t see me. “Thank you for the offer. I don’t know what I’m going to do.” I paused. “But, thank you.”

      “Always. You’re my favorite oldest brother.”

      “I love the fact that you probably have a saying for Prior, Macon, and Nate, too.”

      “Of course. Though yours and Nate’s are the easiest because it’s my favorite oldest brother and my favorite twin brother. It’s when I have to add more qualifiers that the titles get a little long. But it’s worth it.”

      “You’re a dork. And I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Now, I need to get back to work. I figure you do, as well.”

      “Get some work done. Maybe tomorrow you can come for dinner.”

      “Let’s try that.”

      We talked for a few minutes more and then we hung up. Once we’d disconnected, I looked down at my phone, wondering if I could just call it a day. It was nearing five anyway, and I wasn’t going to get any work done with Chris in the building. And that was another reason I needed to rethink this partnership. I hated that I even had to contemplate it, but if I couldn’t work, that meant I wasn’t making money, and then I couldn’t pay my bills. I might have a decent savings account, and I was good about my retirement, but…fuck, even with the money I made on my pieces being far more than I’d ever thought possible, I didn’t want to be lazy and just rely on the fact that I’d had a few really fantastic years.

      I put my phone into my pocket and headed back into the building so I could drop my things and head home. I’d work on a few sketches for a couple of upcoming projects I had, and maybe even get some work done in my studio at home. It wasn’t as big as this one, and I didn’t have all the necessary equipment there, but I could at least work on a few smaller pieces. I hated when I couldn’t work when I had the notion to, and I loathed not working a full day, so I’d built the little workshop a couple of years ago.

      Chris came out from his side of the building, his phone in his hand, and a scowl on his face. I braced myself, knowing I probably wouldn’t like what the other man had to say. Yet another reason I needed to rethink this partnership.

      “Oh, good, you’re still here. I have a favor to ask.”

      I tensed. “What kind of favor?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing too crazy. I’m supposed to meet with a potential client at 59th, but I don’t know if I’m going to be able to get there because I’m finally figuring out what I need to do to finish this other project. Do you think you can meet with her?”

      I blanked. “You want me to meet your client at a fancy bar?”

      “Well, yeah. We were going to try to get dinner, too. Nothing untoward. I promise.”

      Chris had already been married twice and went through women like crazy, but I didn’t say anything along those lines. After all, I was probably adding my own layer of bias to how Chris made decisions these days.

      “What is it we’re talking about?”

      “I’ll email you the details. But thank you.”

      “I didn’t say I’d do it.”

      “I need you to. I’m finally getting somewhere with this piece. And I have that other meeting later.”

      “Other meeting?” I asked.

      Chris waved his hand in the air. “With those potential clients. The moneymakers?”

      I closed my eyes and tried to count to ten. I only got to four before I exploded. Albeit rather calmly, but still not as patient as I wanted to be.

      “You want me to go to a fucking meeting at a bar on late notice with a woman I don’t know so you can go and meet with the people who want us to mass-produce shit?” I didn’t know what part of that bothered me the most, but putting it all together was too much.

      “Hey, it was just a question. I don’t want to cancel. But if you can’t go, then don’t worry about it. I’ll make do. I always do.”

      It was the put-upon tone that made me say what I did next. I should have just said no and walked away, but I didn’t. Because, apparently, I was a glutton for punishment, and I didn’t want to disappoint anyone.

      “Fine, send me the information. I’ll go. But this is it. We’re going to talk soon, Chris. Because this isn’t working.” I wanted relief to pass through me at those words. Instead, I just felt dread.

      A look flashed over Chris’s face, and he smiled, looking almost like the guy he used to be, but still not quite. It was that off part that worried me. “We can talk. But this is going to work. I promise. I’ll send you all the specs. We’ll get it done.”

      “But…a bar?” I asked.

      “59th is good. And it looks like you could use a beer. Am I right?”

      Chris laughed at his own joke, then waved and went back to his side of the building, closing the door behind him. I stood there, wondering what the fuck I was doing. Was I really going to a bar?

      I looked down at my clothes and cursed. I needed to change if I wanted to look like I at least belonged there. I didn’t need to go covered in wood shavings. I went back to my office, grateful that I had slacks and a button-down stored there. Sometimes, I got too into my work and ran late for dinners with the family. I didn’t always have to dress up for them, but occasionally, we went out. So, I was lucky I had some clothes stashed.

      I entered a note in my calendar to replace them, because if I didn’t, I’d surely forget, and then I checked my email for the info from Chris.

      The client wanted some type of art sculpture that was not in my repertoire. It was more along the lines of what Chris did. But I looked down and figured we could talk about it, as well as the pricing that Chris had set up. I winced, knowing that it would suck going over those specifics with the woman, but this was Chris, and we needed the money for the business.
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