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        The princess shall indeed prick her finger.

        C.S. EVANS, THE SLEEPING BEAUTY
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      Secrets held power—especially those that were kept the longest.

      I didn’t exactly know how long Grey had been keeping his particular secret—or if he was keeping one at all. The truth was, I hadn’t known him that long, period.

      But I liked him.

      I mean, I really liked him.

      How could I not, with the rapt attention he gave me whenever I spoke, or the way his touches lingered, or the way the sweet things he said permeated my thoughts? Which, by the way, had centered on him, taking up every microscopic second I spent thinking.

      After our last interaction, he’d acted so aloof. So distracted. My roommate insisted nothing was wrong, but the aunts would be far less biased than she was. I had to run my suspicions past them and see what they thought.

      Might be nice if they knew about him in the first place.

      An anxious buzz frayed my nerves. I hadn’t been home in about two weeks, and I was both excited to see the aunts and nervous about their responses once I told them the reason for my visit.

      Pausing at the side gate, I gripped the white pickets’ pointed tips and took a steadying breath. A tiny thrill whispered up my spine. I entered the gate and followed the paved stone pathway as it wound in between flower beds bursting with newly blooming tulips and anemones. Birds chirped in the tops of the flowering almond trees, and the scent of pollen and blossoms inoculated the air with springtime in the Chicago suburbs.

      As I got closer to the back door—which was used more frequently than the front by anyone who was more than an acquaintance—the smell of chicken, sauteed vegetables, rosemary, and thyme struck. I drank in the aromas, relishing them as they teased my stomach.

      Home-cooked meals. Such a contrast to the fast food and bagels I’d been living on.

      I turned the knob and entered. Credenza’s back was turned, her attention on the soup pot on the stove. She was stout, with dark skin and wiry curls cut short. “Y’all better not have come back without my favorite chocolate⁠—”

      She turned. Her severe expression shifted in an instant. “Well, now, you’re not who I thought.”

      “I’m fresh out of chocolate,” I said, “but I’ll be sure to grab some the next time I come.”

      Whatever irritation she’d been ready to lob melted away. Credenza’s face split into a smile, and she rested a hand on her hip.

      “There you are, Bria. Been wondering what kept you away so long. Student teaching taking up all your time these days?”

      Clearly, I’d get no reprimand here. I rested my hip against the counter beside the stove. Heat from the pot wafted in my direction.

      “I have two months left to go before⁠—”

      “Graduation day,” Credenza interrupted, lifting her spoon into the air in triumph.

      “Graduation day!” I echoed, raising the roof with both hands.

      “What then?” Credenza turned back to her soup.

      I opened my mouth to reply when the back door slammed open, and Felicity’s tall, lanky form trundled in.

      “Got a bar of it,” she shouted, her attention on the door as it hit the wall.

      She grimaced, then fiddled the door closed with one foot while balancing on the other, impressively managing the grocery bags lining her hands.

      “Took me nearly half an hour to track down the manager, but he finally graced me with his presence, and I got it.”

      I rounded the corner, eager to ease some of the bags from her grasp before any real danger came to whatever was contained inside. Felicity was sweet, but either she didn’t realize how long her limbs were, or she was naturally clumsy.

      I hadn’t figured out which.

      “Thanks, Bria,” Felicity said and then stopped short, her eyes gaping at me. “Bria! You’re home!”

      Her smile stretched as wide as she was tall. I matched it. “I am, just for a little while. You have anything else out there you need me to get?”

      I reached for several of the bags in her arms. She shifted, evading my grasp.

      “Don’t you worry about it.”

      The door now closed and blocking out the brisk spring air, Felicity ambled to the counter and clunked her bags atop it with a thud. Then she positioned herself in front of them and braced her hands on the counter.

      “Since when do you not want me to help?” I asked, attempting to peer behind her.

      She shifted, using her body to block my view. “Since your birthday is in two days.”

      Her blue eyes flashed, and she shuffled to the other side as I attempted to peer in that direction.

      I couldn’t help the excitement. “You’re saying all of that is for me?”

      Credenza clanked her spoon against the pot and rounded on Felicity with her hands on her generous hips. “Come on now. Really?”

      “What?” Felicity stared at her. “She knows her birthday is almost here.”

      “Mm-hm. Well, don’t you go spoil nothin’.”

      “I’m not spoiling a thing.” Felicity returned her attention to me and beamed a spotlight of smiles. “You just sit your cute almost-twenty-one-year-old butt down and tell us why you dropped by.”

      “And why you’ve been gone so long,” Credenza added.

      Footsteps and humming preceded Maryanne’s entrance into the kitchen from the side stairs. My smile widened at the sight of all the aunts together in the same room.

      These three women looked nothing alike—with Credenza’s African American heritage, Felicity’s flaming red hair contrasting her pale, freckled skin, and Maryanne’s brown locks. They weren’t related—a fact they admitted themselves. And they weren’t in a polyamorous kind of thing either, a fact that more than one person had assumed more than once.

      Just three friends who were out to make good on childhood promises they’d made to grow old together.

      They had their quirks, that was for sure. I loved those quirks. I loved the adoration they’d blazed at me every minute of my life for as long as I could remember. I loved the warm welcome they granted me—treating me as though I’d been gone for years rather than a handful of days.

      I couldn’t wait to see what they would do once I told them about him. I was also eager for whatever advice they might give.

      “Hi, Bria,” Maryanne greeted.

      “Shh,” Credenza said. “She was about to tell us something.” Then she turned to me. “Come on and spill. I know you’re not that busy. What’ve you been up to?”

      Maryanne gave a serious nod and folded her arms, planting her attention on me with patient expectation. Something fluttered inside my chest. I took a breath, but the additional air only exaggerated the quivering taking place inside of me.

      “I guess my afternoons have all been taken up lately.”

      “Some after-school programs for the kids you’ve been helping with?” Felicity suggested, reaching up to help Credenza get the cornstarch from an upper shelf.

      My cheeks heated. “More like an after-school program of my own making.”

      Credenza turned off the stove. “All right then. Tell us his name already.”

      The other two aunts froze, mouths dropping, before they released guffaws of incredulous laughter. I couldn’t help laughing too—it helped ease the tension looping in my shoulders and stomach.

      It wasn’t every day I told the aunts about men I was dating.

      Probably because I didn’t date that much. Make that ever.

      I’d dreamed of finding a man who liked me, who treated me like I was the reason for the sunrise, a man who ignited a sizzle inside of me from the sparks in his eyes every time they caught mine.

      I’d tried. I’d made it almost all the way through college without much luck, but now?

      I’d finally found him.

      Grey was the one. I knew it.

      We just had to get this whole pesky not-telling-me-things out of the way.

      My roommate had insisted I was seeing things that weren’t there. Maybe I was. Maybe this suspicion was all in my head. I didn’t want to come across as the clingy type. And push him away? Not happening, not if I could help it.

      “How can you read me so well?” I asked.

      “You used to drop by every day,” Credenza said. “We’re the most important people in your life. I figured only a man could get in the way of that.”

      I placed my hands on my stomach, but the action didn’t quell the butterfly swarm in there. “His name is Grey Phillips.”

      Squeals shredded the air. All three of the aunts looked my way now, delight in their faces and illumination in their eyes.

      Felicity clutched a wrapped sausage to her chest, forgetting all about the fridge door hanging wide open.

      Credenza shuffled over, took me by the shoulders, and plunked me into the nearest chair. “Tell us everything. He cute?”

      “Very.”

      “Treat you good?”

      “So good.”

      Much better than the last guy I’d liked. Chris Hunsaker from my botany class had been flirty. He’d asked me out. At the time, I couldn’t go, but I decided to return the favor as soon as I could.

      I mean, a guy had finally asked me out, right? I couldn’t let that go to waste.

      The next week I asked Chris to go with me to a concert…and he said no. He’d informed me he had a girlfriend and had only asked me so I could go with his roommate, whose date had bailed last minute.

      I didn’t want to be someone’s last-minute resort. I wanted to be someone’s first choice.

      And with Grey, I was. It made me giddy inside just thinking about it.

      With Grey, I was.

      Credenza was a master at the art of the single-brow raise. “That’s good, ‘cause he’s gonna deal with me if he don’t.”

      I placed a hand on one of hers. How I loved these women.

      “How’d you meet him?” Maryanne asked, taking the chair opposite me and resting her chin in her hands. A dream-cloud gaze drifted over her eyes.

      “He’s a student at the University of Chicago too, but we didn’t meet there. He works at that bike repair shop. Free Rein Bikes? A friend from work asked me to go with her while passing out fliers, and he was there. We hit it off. He’s asked me to stop by every day since.”

      A communal sigh gusted from Felicity and Maryanne. A scoff scratched from Credenza’s throat.

      “You've been dating him how long?” she asked in her no-nonsense way.

      I fidgeted in my chair. Her question punctured the giddy thrill ballooning in my chest.

      Every time I stopped in to see him, Grey asked if I’d be coming again the next day. Being near him was high voltage. It conducted enough energy to make me breathless and to make every one of my nerves stand on end and crave being closer. He was scattering and exhilarating.

      I was beyond crazy for him. The man occupied all of my thoughts, and his requests to see me told me he wanted to be around me as much as I wanted to be around him.

      But Credenza’s question altered things slightly. We liked each other—but we weren’t exactly dating.

      Yet.

      That was one reason I’d come over. I intended to change that fact, but I needed some advice. I wanted more with Grey, but how could we take it further when he was keeping things from me?

      I couldn’t start with that, though. They’d think he was a creep or something, which was so not the case.

      “He’s taken me out for a few rides⁠—”

      “Rides?” Credenza’s interruption was insistent.

      Rolling her eyes, Felicity nudged her. “Bikes, remember?”

      My mouth twisted to fight another smile. “Just through the park. Nothing drastic like mountain biking, which I know he does. We’ve held hands, but I’m really hoping he’ll kiss me soon. A kiss might make things more official.”

      The aunts immediately butted in with suggestions:

      “Don’t let it move too fast.”

      “Take your time, hon. Get to know each other better first.”

      “Just enjoy the newness.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. It’ll move faster when you’re both ready.”

      Arms folded, Credenza pursed her lips. Her expression remained sassy, and she watched the other two until their advice died off.

      Once they were silent, she gave me a curt nod. “Easy. You kiss him. Problem solved.”

      More laughing and guffaws ensued, but I couldn’t join in this time. The truth was, the thought had crossed my mind more than once.

      Grey was completely gorgeous. His brown hair did the most adorable swoop above his brow. He had inquisitive and attractive eyes, a perfect nose, and the most incredibly kissable mouth. His jaw was a work of art, and his tall, lean body was temptation itself.

      Everything about him was appealing, and when he touched me, when he stood close, my entire body both weakened and ignited as though I was the powder and he was the flame.

      The problem was, I was a hopeless romantic. I wanted a swept-off-my-feet, plunge-headfirst kiss. I wanted the kind of kiss I’d never forget. The kind that wound into me and worked its way into my finer parts, rearranging them to weave into me.

      I’d never been in love before. Not that a kiss was a prerequisite to love, but my romantic heart wanted it to be. With the chemistry that charged the air every time I was around Grey, a kiss was completely possible.

      Which was why I couldn’t let it happen until I made sure I wasn’t overreacting.

      “What’s that look for?” Credenza asked.

      “The last time we talked, he got a text,” I said, knowing how petty this was going to sound. “I’m not his girlfriend yet, so he technically doesn’t owe me any explanations, but it just seemed like something bothered him about it. When I asked, he didn’t really answer. I just don’t want anything between us, you know?”

      Felicity fidgeted. Her pale, freckled skin splotched in his condemnatory way. I narrowed my eyes at her—was she keeping something from me too? She shuffled to the bags on the counter, and then clarity came.

      Oh, right. My birthday.

      Moving on.

      “He’s entitled to his life,” Maryanne said, smiling kindly. “Once the two of you get closer, then I’d be more worried about things like this.”

      The other two nodded their agreement, and that settled my unease significantly. Getting closer to Grey was definitely something I wanted.

      But it had to happen under the right setting. Stars aligning, elements combusting, hearts thudding, senses attuning, all the essential pieces in their proper places.

      Not rushing.

      Experiencing. Sharing. Thriving.

      Acting on it because confiding in one another, kissing each other, was the most natural thing to do next. Because neither of us wanted to exist any longer without that connection.

      I was getting fluttery just thinking about it.

      “Easy. You kiss him.”

      An entirely new scenario played out in my mind in seconds. Hadn’t the stars already aligned the day Grey and I met? And every day since? He needed to know I was someone he could confide in. Maybe then he could feel comfortable enough to tell me about things.

      My heart thudded any time he was near. I was insanely aware of everything about him, from the shape and breadth of his shoulders to the way he twirled his keys around his fingers, to the line of his mouth and the way his upper lip moved when he spoke.

      My breath bottled in my chest.

      The aunts’ chittering broke through my thoughts. They were reminiscing about each of their first kisses, about how romantic Maryanne’s was, and what a letdown Felicity’s was.

      Apparently, the boy had a runny nose, and when he’d moved in, her perfume had made him sneeze…all over her. The story earned another round of laughter.

      “We’re so happy for you,” Maryanne said once their mirth died down.

      As though I’d just announced my engagement or something.

      The others nodded. Felicity chewed her lip—a telltale sign that she had something to say but was keeping it in.

      “Since you’re here, I’m assuming you haven’t seen Grey yet today?” Maryanne asked.

      Grey. Even the sound of his name sent explosives twirling beneath my skin. “Not yet. I usually drop by after student teaching, but I wanted to tell you why I haven’t been by for a while⁠—”

      Credenza directed a nod at Felicity and then one to Maryanne. They then huddled around me. I was hauled to my feet before I could finish.

      “What are you⁠—?”

      “We’re so glad you came by. Don’t stay away so long next time,” Maryanne ordered, pushing me toward the door.

      “That’s right,” Credenza said. “Now get on over to that bike shop and get your kiss.”

      She swatted my backside as though I were still the child they’d raised instead of an adult and hustled me out into the sunshine.

      I lingered only moments before making my way to my car, walking on a full charge. Could I do it? Walk into the bike shop and kiss him, just like that?

      I guess there was only one way to find out.
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      I balanced the bike on its back wheel and bounced several times. Locking my feet into place on the pedals and straining my forearms, I maneuvered the bike with control, pedaling forward slightly and then stilling. I exhaled through a small part in my lips, staring at the handlebars, readying myself.

      Doing tricks like these took an insane amount of control.

      Pulse ticking, I tightened my hands on the rubber grips, tensed the muscles in my legs, and pumped. With the exertion, I hefted the bike up onto the rail⁠—

      Only to slip right off the other side.

      “Dude,” Adrian said as I shredded my elbow against the sidewalk.

      My bones vibrated beneath my skin on impact. The bike skidded a few feet away. It wasn’t the first time I’d fallen while attempting a trick. I should be used to it by now, but pain lanced through my arm and hip, making me wince.

      Several of the guys clapped their hands in mockery of my spill.

      “Good thing you’ve got those braces,” Ulrich said, indicating the pads I’d secured around my elbows and knees. He’d uprighted my bike and wheeled it to where I lay on the sidewalk.

      The sun blazing overhead wasn’t the reason my face was hot. Ulrich laid the bike against the tree nearest to the frat house and then offered me a hand.

      “Thanks, bruh.” I took my brother’s offer of help and then examined the blood streaking from the wound on my forearm.

      Unlike the other guys here at the fraternity, Ulrich was my actual brother.

      Adrian approached, casually drinking from the bottle in his hand before gesturing toward me with it. “Never fight with the sidewalk. It always wins.”

      “Tell that to the bike,” I said, wincing.

      Sharp pains jabbed up my leg with every step I took, but I staggered to retrieve my trick bike, and with both hands on the handlebars, I wheeled it toward the garage.

      Though several of the frat brothers were out front, and the likelihood of my bike being stolen was slim, I still didn’t want to risk it. Two of the brothers stood off to the side while another slacklined on the tether they’d tied between the two large trees on the lawn.

      Others lounged, drinking beers and laughing together. Adrian stepped away from them and strode with me toward the garage.

      He was one of the leaders here at the Sigma Phi Rho, and I was relieved that we got along as well as we did, especially since he was an upperclassman. With his dark hair and trimmed scruff, with the confident swagger and stern expression, he gave off a don’t-mess-with-me vibe that I tried to imitate—though I’d never admit as much to anyone.

      “At least I wasn’t filming when I biffed it,” I said, leading the bike into the large garage behind the house. I guided the wheel into the rack and secured my lock around it.

      The leaders ensured that the garage and sheds were locked at the end of the day, but I still didn’t want to take a chance. I’d had this bike since I was fourteen. I knew its quirks like a hunter knew his gun.

      “Is that what you’re working toward?” Adrian asked. “You still trying to post videos?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I have a few on my channel, but it’s pretty new. The better I do in the videos, the more views I’m hoping to get.”

      Even though I was going to school at the University of Chicago and working toward my business degree, a huge part of me hoped I’d never have to use it.

      YouTube was a big deal—and I wanted to be a big deal on it. I’d been biking since I was a kid—both trick and mountain biking. I’d started posting tutorials about mastering tricks a few months ago and had a small following.

      But with that start, I figured I had as good of a chance as anyone at being a YouTuber as my profession.

      Someday, I’d get there.

      “I don’t know,” Adrian said, “I’d think people might like seeing the screwups.”

      “Maybe,” I said, securing the bike and ambling back out into the sunshine.

      So many of my afternoons were spent at skate parks on this bad boy, on sidewalks and stair rails, and anything else I could find that was stable enough to support my weight.

      The bike definitely showed signs of scratches and use. I fingered the handlebars where the grips were all but crumbling.

      “You working today?” Adrian asked, closing the garage door behind him.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m starting to think you’d go to the store even if you weren’t on the schedule for today. She’s coming, isn’t she?”

      Heat filled my chest at the thought of Bria.

      The brick frat house had three levels, pointed rooftops, and a tower in front. The name Sigma Phi Rho was declared in bold lettering above the front door—and the Greek letters were painted on the side as well.

      I climbed the front steps, and Adrian entered the house first.

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      Bria had told me she had something else to take care of today and wouldn’t be stopping in. Even so, I couldn’t help the anticipation that maybe she would stop by anyway.

      “Too bad. You won’t be able to show her your battle wound.” Adrian indicated the arm I cradled. Blood caked my skin. “She’d make a hot nurse.”

      He smirked at this before ambling toward the stairs to the left.

      “She would,” I said, picturing Bria in one of those hot nurse Halloween costumes and chuckling. She had the legs for it, that was for sure.

      Adrian had seen her when he’d stopped by the bike shop during my interview process before I’d been inducted into Sigma Phi Rho. As one of the officers, he’d had a hand in my selection.

      I wasn’t sure if that was what made him so interested in me, but whatever it was, we’d become friends since that process.

      I sauntered into the bathroom and dug through the cabinet for the first aid supplies.

      That was the cool thing about a fraternity—something I hadn’t expected. Everything was extremely organized here. They definitely took good care of us.

      Eudora kept things stocked and essentials in place. She was the fraternity grandma, or so we all teased. I wasn’t sure, but I’d heard this colossal house used to belong to her, and she’d donated it to Sigma Phi Rho when her sons had gone to college a thousand years ago.

      Let’s just say it: she was old.

      I wasn’t sure where her sons were now. Graduated and long gone with their own lives, probably.

      I did what I could to clean up the blood. The wound was smaller than I expected—a gashing scrape on the forearm I’d landed on. My bones ached as well as though they’d been bruised on impact. Maybe they had been.

      The front door crashed open, and feet stampeded through, rumbling as though an entire football team careened into the house.

      “Here, toss it here!” someone shouted, turning to face the door and running backward as he lifted his arms in expectation of the catch. The guy near the door aimed the football in his hand and tossed it just before he was barreled into by two others.

      “Not in the house, boys,” Adrian called from above with a smirk in his tone. “Save the fooling for tonight.”

      Laughing, breathing hard, the guys clapped one another on the back and marched toward the kitchen.

      I chuckled. I loved the energy here at Sigma Phi Rho. It felt like something was always happening, and I thrived on that.

      My home life had been a drag. With just Ulrich and me, my parents worked multiple jobs to make ends meet, and our atmosphere hadn’t exactly been loving. It’d been begrudging, like our parents blamed us for having to work so much.

      Feeling wanted? Feeling like I belonged? That was everything.

      After dashing up to my room and changing into a clean shirt, checking my hair and teeth in the mirror, I hurried out to my car and drove across Hyde Park to Fifth Avenue, where Free Rein Bikes was located.

      The sidewalk bustled as usual—with homeless people, shoppers, or those on their way to the bus stop to head into the city.

      As soon as I entered the shop, a tiny ache pinged in my chest.

      Bria had said she wasn’t coming in today. Why did I hope she would anyway?

      “Hi, Grey,” Kiara said, smiling at me. Her silvery brown hair was pulled tightly back in a simple ponytail. She stood behind the register and tapped a few times on the device’s screen.

      “Hey,” I said, passing to the back where my nametag and the timeclock were located.

      Once clocked in, I meandered back out to the floor.

      The cool thing about working at a bike shop was that the boss didn’t mind if I messed around. In fact, he said he preferred it because my goofing often caught customers’ attention. I wheeled one of the used models parked to the side of the newer versions, slung my leg around the rim of the bike, placed my feet on the pedals, and balanced it upright, bouncing the tires a few times.

      Pain from my fall earlier resonated slightly, but I ignored it. If I could have my way, I would do nothing but bike all day long.

      “Did you have class today?” Kiara asked.

      She circled around and leaned against the front of the counter, folding her arms and watching me.

      “Yeah,” I said. “This morning.”

      I balanced on the back wheel and spun the handlebars a few times. Some tricks I’d worked so hard to master now came as easy as breathing. I let the front wheel touch the ground with slow control.

      “Business and accounting,” I added.

      “Does that mean you have a lot of homework this weekend?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      Kiara smiled. “I wondered if you’d thought more about that blind date Saturday.”

      I withheld a groan and dismounted, propping the bike against my leg. “About that.”

      Kiara was old enough to be my mom. She’d been my manager for months now, and we had a pretty good relationship, so of course, she’d want to see me settled down and happy with someone.

      She’d mentioned an old high school friend who wanted to set her daughter up with someone handsome and reliable.

      Against my better judgment—and the advice of the frat brothers—I’d agreed.

      Wouldn’t you know it, the very next day, I’d met Bria Cox.

      Bria and I had hit it off. She had blushed and flirted and completely took over me the minute I met her. I knew I couldn’t let her walk out the door without asking her to come back and see me⁠—

      And she had.

      Now, she stopped by the bike shop every day. Every day, my interest in her reached sky-level.

      I just hadn’t told Kiara as much. Kiara had texted me about the blind date yesterday while Bria had still been here. I’d spent too long staring at the text; I knew from the curious way Bria had watched me. From the curiosity in her eyes, I knew she wondered what the text had been about.

      I wasn’t going to tell her I’d been set up with anyone else—not when she was all I wanted.

      “Don’t tell me you’re backing out now,” Kiara said, reading whatever hesitation was on my face.

      Her comment made me realize I’d never replied.

      It was now or never. The floodgate was open. Might as well let it all out.

      “You know I’ve been seeing Bria lately.”

      “Seeing her, yes. But you two aren’t seeing each other, are you?” She emphasized the word.

      I supposed I’d give her that. Talking every afternoon and taking the occasional bike ride didn’t constitute dating.

      But dang, I liked Bria. She was addictive, curvy, and totally reeled me in. In fact, I wasn’t sure I’d ever met someone who disarmed me the way she did.

      She’d struck me from the start. The fact that she had a personality that only illuminated her attractive features like a ray of sunlight on water? Ratcheted my attention higher every time we were together and made me crave her company when we weren’t.

      “I’m not interested in meeting anyone else,” I said.

      I could ask Kiara to butt out, but she was kind, as far as managers went, and helpful, and I knew she had my best interest in mind.

      She was also right about one thing—nothing had happened with Bria.

      Yet.

      While my mind strummed the thought, my heart sang something else: I missed her. I missed Bria’s bright eyes and tinkling laugh. I missed her recap of her day and the way she found ways to stand closer to me.

      I was torn about finding the right way to word things with Kiara when the bell to the shop chimed.

      My heart stuttered. I blinked a few times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating.

      My palms went clammy. The strength left my knees. I couldn’t remember the last time a woman had this effect on me—to make me rail at the sight of her—but she did.

      Bria Cox was in the store. And she was a freaking goddess.

      Her long flaxen hair spiraled in ribbons down her shoulders, and the green sweater she wore not only accentuated her in a way I could stare at all day long, but it was also a stunning addition to her creamy skin and matching eyes.

      Traces of pink splotched her cheeks. Chicago had embraced the springtime earlier than usual this year, with daffodils and tulips sprouting all over the place, but the air was still brisk, and the thought that she was cold made me want to warm her up.

      The flush on her cheeks was also possibly thanks to her excitement at seeing me too, and that filled my chest with satisfaction and made me want to wrap her in my arms.

      Either option left me with an excuse to hold her—and that was fine by me.

      My manager made a little noise that sounded like clearing her throat, and she busied herself with something. I didn’t really know what.

      Guess that ended that conversation.

      No big deal. If it came down to it, I could get the blind date out of the way. One night, a few hours of making nice, and then I could take things with Bria to the next level—if she was open to that.

      Man, I hoped she was open to that.

      The fact that she was here, now, when she’d said she wouldn’t be dropping by, spoke volumes. I wheeled the bike back to its place and leaned it against the wall.

      From how still Bria remained, I wondered if something was wrong. Her eyes glistened with exhilaration that gave her features a vibrant appeal, almost as if she was having a hard time staying so motionless. As if she were fighting herself, though for what, I couldn’t tell.

      What had her energy so pent up like that?

      “Hey, beautiful,” I said, dusting my hands to remove a few flecks of rubber. “I didn’t think you were coming by.”

      Bria’s chest rose and fell, and the pink flush still hadn’t left her cheeks. She seemed frantic and stressed. What had her so agitated?

      Without a word, she snatched my hand and yanked me past the counter and through the swinging doors.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      She’d never acted this sneaky before. It was mysterious. It was attractive.

      Who was I kidding? Everything she did was attractive.

      The storage area in the back held cardboard boxes waiting to be unpacked, hardware waiting to be sold, and accessories and other merchandise. The scents of metal and oil were strong with this one.

      Bria didn’t stop until she tugged me halfway down the aisle with tubes, pedals, and replacement hand grips.

      “Are we alone back here?” she asked.

      She was breathless? Why was she breathless?

      “Mostly.”

      I wasn’t sure where Kiara had gone. To her office, probably. She could handle the register for me if a customer came in. I couldn’t take much time back here, but a minute or two with her wouldn’t hurt.

      Bria’s teeth trapped her full bottom lip. She peered from one side to the other, almost guiltily.

      “You won’t lose your job being back here with me, will you?”

      “I think we’re good on that score,” I said. “What’s up?”

      I was immensely aware of just how alone we were. Every molecule in the air around us droned with flair and sensitivity to that fact. Her body was warm, alluring, and I couldn’t keep myself from touching her.

      The skin of her forearm was soft beneath my fingertips. Awareness flickered in her eyes, and she gnawed her lip again.

      “I need to talk to you, and—” She tilted in.

      Her chest pressed against mine, shooting my blood into hyperdrive. Her gaze flickered to my mouth and lingered there so long my breath hitched.

      My hands settled on her hips. That sweater was just as soft as I imagined.

      Then her eyes trailed back to mine. “I need to do something before I lose my nerve,” she finished on a whisper.

      Oh, man. The lack of sound in her voice undid me. The way her eyes kept darting to my lips, and the increased desire there poured the same desire down the center of me.

      I’d imagined kissing Bria countless times. The fact that she charged in, full steam and appealingly confident, swayed my yearning for her all the more. I hooked my hands behind her back, tugging her closer against me, letting her know I was okay with where she was going.

      This beautiful woman was going to kiss me.

      Had I ever felt my pulse pound like this before?

      Her chin angled up. Her lips parted. Her eyelashes fluttered.

      It took all of my self-control not to lay one on her and claim her mouth like I was yearning to. She’d initiated this—I’d let her see it through. Besides, I was enjoying the build-up more than I ever thought.

      “I’m waiting,” I muttered with a smile.

      I wasn’t just waiting. I was craving her mouth on mine.

      For some reason, this seemed to be the wrong thing to say.

      The charge between us doused. Bria’s gumption deflated.

      My heart collided against my ribs, and yet, instead of seeking impact, she retreated just enough to lift her lashes and display uncertainty.

      “This isn’t romantic at all, is it?” she asked.

      The low, secretive tone in her voice made waves inside me. “Actually, it’s pretty sexy.”

      Her fingers found the hair at my nape. She lowered from her toes, breathing hard and staring at my collarbone as if sense wormed its way through whatever impulse she’d been acting on.

      I held tight. Now that she had instigated the moment, I was ready to see it through. Kiara’s blind date be hanged; I was ready to kiss Bria until her toes curled.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      A sense of defeat crashed over her. She backed away farther, and though I wanted to keep her close, I let her go.

      “I—I’m sorry.” The pink in her cheeks deepened to scarlet.

      “Don’t be.”

      “I let some bad advice get the better of me.”

      This was interesting. “What advice?”

      “My aunt told me to kiss you.”

      I nearly laughed, but I could read the conflict in her demeanor. “I’m not seeing the bad part of that advice.”

      Surprise and something like hope swam in the depths of her blue eyes. “You mean you want to?”

      My smile sprang this time. “You don’t?”

      Relief washed over her face. The sight was so appealing I nearly went for it then and there.

      I rubbed my hands along her arms, coaxing her closer again. “I think about you all the time. My favorite thing is having you stop by the shop every day. I want to move forward with whatever this is.”

      If that included kissing? Heck yeah.

      The conflict smoothed away from her forehead. Instead, intrigue sparked in her eyes, and the sight lit a match in my gut. I forced myself to only reach for her hand when I wanted so much more.

      That settled it. I’d tell Kiara I couldn’t—wouldn’t—meet this other girl. My heart was fully occupied.

      If we remained back here like this much longer, I was going to lose it.

      I wondered what had made Bria hesitate. Did she think I didn’t want her?

      She couldn’t be more wrong, and I had to make sure she knew as much.

      “What do you say we go out tonight?” I said. “Maybe we can give whatever almost happened back there another try.”

      Her smile was the dawn. I wanted to lay one on her, to hold her against me for as long as she’d let me, but I had a few things to take care of first.

      I’d cancel that date Kiara had set up for me, and I still had to figure out the best way to go about this. Because I knew one thing⁠—

      Kissing Bria was going to be amazing. If only I’d known it wasn’t going to happen like we both thought.
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