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      I'm in love with my best friend... And she can never know.

      

      I knew I wanted Claire the moment we met. She wasn't ready for a relationship then, so I waited patiently, biding my time. For two years we've been best friends; we do everything together—except the one thing I really want from her.

      

      Unfortunately, someone else has Claire in their sights, too. The incidents start small—a misplaced memento here. A hang-up call there. But when a threat from her past reappears, I'll do everything in my power to protect her…

      

      Because Claire is my best friend. The love of my life. My everything.
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      CLAIRE

      My fingers skimmed over the windowsill, resting in the empty space that had once housed one of my favorite pictures. It wasn't the first time something had been moved recently, but now it was just... gone.

      The cleaning crew came through a few nights a week, and occasionally they'd moved things slightly as they'd dusted and performed routine maintenance. But the picture of my sister and me after graduation was nowhere to be found.

      I'd even checked to make sure it hadn't fallen in the trash. That'd be a stretch, considering the bin was several feet away from the window and tucked beneath my desk. Perhaps one of the crew had broken it while cleaning and they’d been so embarrassed or worried that instead of coming forward, they'd gotten rid of it. That, I could understand. I wasn't angry—I just wanted the picture back. I'd have to address the issue with Principal Sutton to see if he'd heard anything. 

      “Looking for something?”

      I whirled toward the deep voice floating through my doorway and dropped my fingers from the sill. My gaze swept over the young man standing just outside my office, and I forced a professional smile to my face. Trent Jones was no stranger to my office, but was his expression just a little more smug than usual? I couldn't tell. 

      “Not at all.” I gestured to the chair in front of my desk. “Have a seat.” 

      His expression didn't change as he sauntered through the doorway and practically threw himself into the chair. His backpack hit the floor with a loud thud, and I pressed my lips into a firm line as he slouched insouciantly, one eyebrow cocked toward his hairline as he studied me, a challenging glint in his eyes. His behavior had gotten worse recently, and he'd been caught fighting yesterday afternoon after school—hence his visit to my office first thing this morning.

      As guidance counselor for Cedar Springs High School, it was my job to help students. And Trent was screaming for help more than anyone. Donning my emotional coat of armor I glided back to my desk and took a seat. “How is everything?”

      He shrugged. “Same shit, different day.” 

      “Language,” I admonished, but there was no heat behind my words. Trent didn't have it easy. He was incredibly smart—probably one of the smartest kids I'd ever met—but he had a horrible home life and a giant chip on his shoulder. His parents were in the middle of a very brutal and messy divorce, each flaunting their new affair in front of the other.

      For the past two years they'd dragged Trent through the proceedings, using him as a pawn. It was divorce ping pong at its best, played with children and emotions instead of sports equipment. I wished I could smack both of them. 

      “Heard there was an incident after school yesterday,” I said as I settled back in my chair and crossed one leg over the other. 

      Trent clenched his jaw, then wiped his expression clean. “It was nothing major.” 

      “I think giving Matt Cruz a black eye is pretty major,” I said softly. 

      “He's a dick.” 

      I pressed my lips into a flat line and studied him for a second. Having met Mr. Cruz, I couldn't exactly disagree. He was obnoxious and rude, and notorious for provoking other students. Unfortunately, he never got caught in the act, so he was rarely disciplined for his actions. I personally thought he needed to be knocked down a couple pegs. It would be incredibly unprofessional of me to admit that out loud, though, so I kept my opinion to myself. 

      “Tell me what happened.” 

      It was as much an order as an invitation, and Trent rolled his eyes. “He was running his mouth about my mom again.” 

      My stomach twisted with dread. “What did he say?” 

      Anger flared in his eyes. “Basically that she was fucking every guy in town except my dad.” 

      I didn't bother to correct his foul language this time. Cruz's words were a low blow, considering everyone knew his mother had slept with Trent's football coach last year just to spite her soon-to-be-ex-husband.

      “We both know fighting's not the way to solve anything.” Even if the kid deserved it. “Just do your best to ignore him,” I said. “You'll be out of here soon enough and won't ever have to see him again.”

      Trent's gaze skittered away. “I'm still stuck in this hell hole for the next eight months.” 

      He absolutely hated school, primarily because of the students like Matt Cruz. “Why don't you look into testing out? You could get your GED or join a work program. That would get you out of here, and you could get your foot in the door somewhere.” 

      “And give them the satisfaction of running away with my tail between my legs?” His lip curled. “No thanks.”

      He could be so stubborn sometimes, but I had to admire his grit. “Don't let them determine your future. This is just the beginning for you. Prove them all wrong and make something of yourself.”

      He snorted. “Who the hell would hire me anyway?” 

      “If you're a hard worker, I'm sure there would be a ton of places willing to give you a shot.” 

      “Right. Then they'll fire me as soon as the year's over. Assholes only care about themselves.” 

      Trent had no reason to trust adults; he'd grown up with the two of the worst examples known to mankind. I decided to level with him. “You know what? You're right. People suck and they can be assholes sometimes.” 

      His eyes widened fractionally with surprise, then immediately narrowed suspiciously. “What the hell would you know about it?” 

      “My parents did the same thing when I was twelve. Their divorce was long and messy, and all they cared about was hurting the other person. My sister and I never even registered on their radar. We bounced from house to house, counting down the days until we could leave.” I leaned forward. “Kids always have it the hardest, especially during divorce.”

      “You don't know what the hell you're talking about.” His mouth set into a hard line. 

      “Your parents have a responsibility to make sure you're getting what you need,” I continued, “and so do I.”

      Trent jumped up, his face red. “I don't need your help!”

      His anger didn't surprise me, but his huge form hulking over my desk sent my pulse skittering wildly. I slowly rose, clamping down on my control. “Trent...”

      “Shut the hell up!” 

      He snatched up his backpack and stormed from the office, leaving me standing there, knees shaking. As my heart rate returned to normal, a sharp twinge moved through the muscle. Trent wasn't a bad kid. He was lonely, misunderstood. And mostly, I just felt bad for him.

      I shrugged off my unease and fought to control my pulse. I couldn't wait until he finally graduated. I hoped he did just as I suggested and took off as soon as he could. The best thing he could do was get away from his parents' toxic environments. I'd met them on a handful of occasions, and I could honestly say I didn't like either one of them. 

      Despite Trent's misgivings, I knew he had the potential to do anything he wanted to do. He was a talented football player, though he'd quit as soon as he found out about his mother's affair and refused to join the team his senior year. I wished for his sake that so many things were different. I'd give him the weekend to cool down, and I would use that time to check out a few local work programs. I was certain that someone would be more than happy to have him. 

      By the end of the day I had several prospects lined up. My personal favorite was a local construction company who was willing to take him on part-time. I'd spoken with the owner for nearly an hour this afternoon, and I thought it would be perfect for Trent. He could work with the crew in the morning, then use the afternoon to finish his coursework online.

      I sat back in my chair, pleased that we were able to find some options. Getting Trent to agree to it would be a different story, but I'd cross that bridge when I came to it. He was like a wild stallion sometimes; you had to make him think the idea was his before he'd agree to anything. 

      My phone chimed from inside my desk, and I opened the middle drawer to retrieve it. A message from Gray lit the screen, and I couldn't help but smile. Gray had been my best friend for the past two years, ever since I'd moved here to take the position as guidance counselor at Cedar Springs. One of the teachers had convinced me to attend a barbecue with her, and she'd introduced me to her family and friends.

      It was there that I'd met Grayson Thorne. Newly appointed to Chief of Police, Gray was smart and handsome, and he knew it. He'd immediately hit on me, and I shot him down. He'd laughed it off, thrown an arm around my shoulders, and we'd been inseparable ever since. 

      I scanned Gray's message. Steak tonight?

      I loved that he just assumed I was free on a Friday night. A normal person would be out on a date or doing something fun. But not me. I was the predictable homebody, and he knew it. 

      I quickly tapped back a response. I'll make a salad.

      The bell rang, sending teachers and students alike flooding from the building. I gathered my things then locked up my office. I wasn't taking chances this time. I waved to a few remaining teachers before climbing in my car and heading home. The football team had an away game tonight, otherwise I was sure Gray and I would have ended up there instead of hanging out at my place.

      I left the front door unlocked knowing that Gray would be there soon anyway, then made my way up to my room. I stripped out of the jeans I'd worn today and tugged on the comfiest sweats I owned. After all, I wasn't trying to impress anyone. 

      I cringed as I skimmed my hand along my calf. How many days had it been since I'd shaved? Too many, undoubtedly. Not like I had a man who even cared about whether my legs were hairy or not. It had been years since I had dated anyone, let alone had sex. The memory of my college boyfriend pinched my heart. Even though years had passed, in so many ways it still felt like yesterday. Once upon a time I thought he'd be my forever. But fate had other plans, and he'd been taken from the world all too soon. 

      For so long I'd held myself away from people, afraid that the same thing would happen to them. But all that had done was get me to twenty-seven, alone without even a pet to keep me company. I'd never had a dog or cat growing up. My mother didn't like animals and my father had traveled too much, even before they split up.

      I should probably start entertaining the idea of letting my sister set me up with one of her husband's friends from work. Jane had suggested it more than a few times, but I'd always resisted. Wasn't Tinder the new place to meet people? As much as I hated the idea of online dating, setting up a profile and at least trying it might not be the worst thing in the world. 

      The front door opened, and Gray's voice reverberated through the house. “I'm here!” 

      A tiny smile curled the corners of my lips. Punctual as usual. That was exactly the type of man I needed. Someone driven who would give 100% in a relationship. Gray was such an amazing person on so many levels, and he'd shown me over the last couple of years what a man could be. He’d set the bar high, and every man I'd even contemplated going out with had fallen short. I wanted someone loyal and trustworthy, someone I could always count on to be there when I needed him. 

      I sighed. Finding a decent single man was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Forget Tinder, I should probably start with the Humane Society.
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      GRAY

      This was my favorite view. The back door stood wide open, affording me a view into the kitchen through the screen door. Half-hidden by the lid of the grill, I peered over the edge at Claire. I loved standing outside staring in, just watching her. It didn't matter what she did, I was absolutely fascinated by Claire Gates. 

      She moved efficiently around the small kitchen as she grabbed ingredients from the refrigerator to add to the salad, pulling bowls and plates down from the cupboards. She wiggled her hips to some mysterious song in her head, and a smile lifted my lips. She'd pulled her hair into a messy ponytail, and the ends brushed her shoulders as she moved. It didn't matter that she was clad in a pair of baggy sweats and a tank top, she was the most gorgeous woman I'd ever seen. 

      I checked to make sure the steaks were done then set them on a plate to settle while I cleaned off the grill. I'd bought it for her last summer, claiming it was a gift since she said she'd always wanted one. Truthfully, it only made sense since we had dinner together more often than not, and I preferred to grill over using the oven. She'd complained that it was too much, too expensive, but I didn't care. I loved doing things for her, loved taking care of her and treating her like a princess. 

      The moment I met her, I knew she was different. I'd dated dozens of women, but none of them could compare to her. She was smart and independent, the type of woman who didn’t need a man to support her. But that only made me want to baby her even more. I wanted to be her rock, her shoulder to lean on when things got tough. I wanted to be her everything.

      I carried the plate into the kitchen where I passed it to Claire, who traded me for a bowl of salad. I made a little face, and she threw a teasing smile my way. “Have to balance out all that red meat you eat.” 

      “Real men eat red meat,” I returned. 

      She hip-checked me as she rounded the counter. “So, chicken tomorrow night, then?” 

      It took a second for her implication to sink in. “Brat!” I lifted my voice in mock outrage. Good thing I knew she was kidding, or I'd almost be offended. “You're lucky I have my hands full, otherwise I'd put you over my knee for that.” 

      Claire just laughed, that tinkling, happy sound I loved so much. I shook my head as I watched her go, that perfect ass swaying enticingly as she practically bounced toward the living room, incredibly pleased with her snappy wit. Smart aleck. She had no idea how serious I was. I'd love nothing more than to pull her into my lap, steal those snarky words and replace them with kisses. God, I wanted her so bad it hurt sometimes. 

      I could only imagine what she would say. I'd considered telling her a hundred times how I felt, but I always chickened out. I wasn't afraid we would ruin our friendship; Claire wasn't like that. She was the most level-headed, steadfast person I knew, and not even the awkwardness of attraction would change that. What bothered me most was that I wasn't nearly good enough for Claire, and we both knew it. 

      Hitting on her that first day had been strictly impulse, one I couldn't control. I'd approached her at a friend's cook out after she'd caught my eye from across the yard. I'd been attracted to her, drawn in by the sunny smile that lit up her face. I still remembered exactly the way she looked in that blue strapless sundress, the sun enhancing the reddish strands of her hair and turning them to fire. I hadn't even considered what I was doing as I walked right up to her and asked her to go out with me.

      She shot me down, of course. As she should have. She didn't know me from Adam, didn't trust me, and I respected the hell out of her for turning me down. As a cop, I preached on the mindset of avoiding strangers and always being aware of one's surroundings. She'd politely turned me down with that same sweet smile, but I knew at that very moment that Claire was special. 

      We spent the rest of the afternoon talking and hit it off. With a few well-placed inquiries I'd discovered she wasn't dating anyone, and apparently didn't have any interest in doing so. So I did what any man would have done and moved seamlessly into the role of best friend. I was the one she called when she needed something or just wanted to talk after a long day.

      We spent our evenings together more often than not, and we had a standing appointment for breakfast at The Village Café each Saturday when I didn't have a case to work. It was the one day I always tried to take off work so I could spend it with her. 

      Over the past two years since I'd come to know her, I'd learned everything there was to know about her. She was funny and smart, beautiful and caring. I loved her so much it hurt. And she had no idea.

      We did nearly everything together but I'd somehow managed to hide my feelings for her, because having her in my life in that capacity was better than not at all. Though she never explained exactly why, she'd never dated anyone else. And the more time we spent together, the more I found myself falling for her.

      For the past eight months or so I'd been doing my best to put myself in front of her, to make her see me as more than just her best friend. I wanted to be the man in her life who could give her everything—the security she needed, and a love stronger than anything she'd ever known.

      So far it hadn't worked. But I wasn't giving up. I'd wait forever for her if it took that long because Claire was worth it. She was my best friend, my everything, and I wanted her with a ferocity I'd never experienced.

      “What's on tonight?” I asked as I settled on the couch, then scooped up a bite of food. 

      Claire was a sucker for home renovation shows, so I knew it would be something along those lines. She picked up the remote and the TV flickered to life, bringing up a show about a couple who flipped homes for a living. I particularly despised the vapid female host on this one, and I rolled my eyes. “Oh, God, can't we pick anything other than this?”

      “I like this one,” Claire protested as she settled on the couch, legs crossed, the plate situated in her lap. 

      The woman was fascinated by granite, for whatever reason, and couldn't resist remarking about it any time they found it in a home. I changed my voice to emulate the TV host's. “Ohhhh! Look at that granite! It's soooooo beautiful!” 

      Claire rolled her eyes with a grin. “She's not that bad.”

      On the screen, the woman strolled into the kitchen and gasped, dramatically pressing one hand to her chest. “Oh, look at this! Granite countertops! We won't even need to update those!”

      I rolled my head to glare at Claire, who stifled a laugh. “So she's a little obsessed with granite. Who can blame her? It's a nice house.” 

      “Still wouldn't pay what they're asking,” I countered. 

      For the next half hour while we ate, I zoned out and watched Claire from the corner of my eye. Once we were done she grabbed our plates and carried them to the kitchen. 

      I snatched up the remote before she could make a grab for it and turned on a sci-fi movie I liked. “My turn.” 

      Claire groaned from the doorway. “This one is so cheesy.”

      “I know.” I grinned. “That's why I like it. Plus, you owe me for insulting my masculinity earlier.” 

      I threw a look her way, and Claire laughed. “That was pretty good, if I do say so myself.” 

      “Mhmm... I see how it is. No respect around here.” I settled back on the couch. After a long day I didn't want to think about anything. I just wanted to sit here with Claire and enjoy myself. She settled on the couch next to me, a pout pulling at her pretty lips. 

      “Please.” She rolled her eyes. “We both know that's not true. Besides, that's no reason to torture me with the least realistic movie ever produced.” 

      “Come here, let me make it up to you.” I grabbed her feet and pulled them into my lap. 

      Claire lay back and stretched her legs over mine. “Well, if you insist. Don't let me stop you.” 

      I snorted and rolled my eyes, but I couldn't help the little smile that played along my lips. She let out a little moan as I pressed my thumb into the arch of her right foot, and my cock swelled. Christ, I loved that sound. I wanted so badly to pull her into my lap and tell her how I felt, spill everything I'd bottled up for the past two years. I clamped down on my control and nudged her foot slightly away so she wouldn't feel my desire for her. 

      The movie I'd chosen had been strategic because I knew her total lack of interest would allow her to relax and tune it out. Claire's eyes closed as I massaged her calves, then finally she was out. She was the deepest sleeper I knew. Once she was out, she was out for good. I sat there for several long minutes just studying her. God, she was so beautiful.

      I knew I was biased, but I didn't care. Claire was the most perfect woman in the world to me. I loved moments like this where I could just sit back and watch her and she wouldn't get suspicious. I needed to tell her how I felt, but the idea sent a tendril of anxiety curling through my stomach. 

      Tomorrow was the day. I'd been thinking of nothing else for the past few weeks, and now it was time. I wanted to take her to breakfast tomorrow and lay everything on the line. I hoped she wouldn't freak out, but I never could tell with Claire. She hadn’t shown any real interest in dating, so my heart raced at the thought of getting shot down.

      Either way, it would be worth it. I wanted Claire to know how special she was to me, and I'd do whatever she wanted. If it was just friendship, then I'd deal with that even though I'd be heartbroken. But I needed Claire to know everything; I couldn't hold it back anymore. 

      Keeping my touch feather-light, I brushed a strand of hair away from her face and traced the contour of her cheek. Her chest rose and fell with deep, even breaths, and my heart swelled as she turned her head slightly and nuzzled my hand. I stroked softly over her hair, loving the silky texture beneath my fingertips. 

      Careful not to jostle her too much, I shifted on the couch so I could lay next to her and tucked her in close to me. I never stayed the night, though God knew I wanted to. I wished I could carry her upstairs and slide into bed next to her, feel her skin next to mine. I wanted to run my hands over every inch of her, learn each dip and curve and swell of her body.

      For now, though, I had to content myself with this moment right here. I'd get up soon, but for now I just wanted to hold her close and imagine doing this every day for the rest of our lives. 

      Pressing my lips to the crown of her head, I buried my nose in her hair and breathed deeply. The essence of fresh cut flowers from her shampoo mingled with the eucalyptus from her favorite body wash, filling my nostrils and making me ache. She smelled like sweetness and sin all wrapped into one, and I'd never wanted anything more in my entire life.

      Wrapping one arm around her waist I pulled her gently into me and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. She brought a calmness to my life, made me whole in a way no one else could. My heart expanded as I held her close. Tomorrow I was going to tell her everything and hope for the best.
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      CLAIRE

      Heat enveloped me and a delicious, decidedly male scent filled my nostrils. A giant hand slid up the side of my neck, then cupped my chin and tilted my face upward. My heart slammed against my ribs, and a gasp lodged in my throat when Gray's eyes came into view. His hazel irises were dark, full of lust and desire. He'd never looked at me like this before, and it sent my heart galloping in my chest. 

      I swallowed hard as I blinked up at him, pulse racing. “Gray?” 

      His intense gaze cut straight through me, making my knees weak. “Yeah, baby?” 

      “What... what are you doing?” I bit my lip, and his thumb brushed over my mouth, pulling the flesh free of my teeth. 

      “God, you're gorgeous.” His words came out low and throaty, and heat pooled in my core. His head lowered, his warm breath wafting over my cheeks. “I've waited so long for this.” 

      Before I could process his words, his mouth covered mine. My lips parted in surprise and he delved inside, tongue sweeping over mine as he explored every inch. I let out a little whimper, and he pulled back the slightest bit, just long enough to speak. “I've got you, sweetheart.” 

      Then his mouth was on mine again, teasing me as he alternated between soft, sensual kisses and playful nips. He kissed his way over my cheek and chin, leaving a trail of fire in his wake. I melted into him, loving the smell and feel and taste of him. I moved my hand under his shirt and slid my fingers over his scorching flesh. I wanted to strip the fabric over his head, feel every inch of him against every inch of me.

      His hand dropped to cup my bottom, and I pressed further into him with a little moan. His erection pressed against my stomach, and heat pooled in my core. I'd never been so turned on in my life. “Gray...” 

      The sound of his name leaving my lips pierced my subconscious, and Gray's broad form shimmered like a mirage. I shifted restlessly, clutching more tightly to him, not ready to let him go just yet. His face wavered then dissipated as I abruptly came awake and my eyes popped open. I was met with a stark blackness, and my pulse thrummed wildly, the blood rushing rapidly in my ears.

      Holy shit. 

      A flash of intense heat followed by a frigid chill swept over me as the reality of what had just happened sank in. I'd had an erotic dream... about Gray. 

      I bit my lip and clenched my eyes closed once more. This couldn't be happening. I'd had a dream about my best friend in the whole world. One who happened to be incredibly sexy and sweet and kind—not that any of that mattered. It was wrong. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled, and I silently cursed myself as shame swept over me. 

      This had never happened before, not in the entire two years we'd known each other. Aside from my sister, he knew me better than anyone in the world, but never once had I ever imagined us like this. Everything had always been perfectly normal, just two friends spending time together. Not sexy at all. Of all the people on this earth, I'd dreamed about my best friend. And worse... I liked it. 

      I felt shaken, rocked to the core. It was like a veil had suddenly been lifted. Because now I couldn't unsee the way he'd looked at me in the dream. I couldn't unfeel him. I could taste him on my lips, feel his hands running over my skin, warming me from the inside out. I'd never felt anything like that before. It was... incredible. My heart raced and every nerve ending felt like it was on fire. I bit my lip to stifle a sigh. It felt so real, so good. And, unfortunately, it was all just a dream. A wonderful, perfect, amazing... terrible dream. 

      I couldn't begin to process what my subconscious was trying to tell me right now. Did I have a crush on Gray? I found him attractive, of course, and I loved his honest and caring nature. I respected his integrity and need to always do the right thing. But I could not lust after him; I just couldn't. If he knew... What would he say? Thank God he'd never find out. 

      I blew out a breath and shifted slightly. All of a sudden I became aware of a heavy weight draped over my hip, curling around my bottom. My eyes popped open and the same blackness filled my vision as I took stock of my body. But it wasn't dark out as I'd originally thought. The folds and creases of Gray's black tee shirt stretched across my field of vision, and the distinct smell of his cologne tickled my nose where it was buried in the soft cotton. 

      Oh. My. God. 

      What was happening right now? I blinked to make sure I wasn't still dreaming or suspended in some crazy alternate reality. But no. When I opened my eyes again, he was still there, his huge body wrapped around mine like a vine. 

      What the hell happened last night? We'd eaten dinner, watched a movie... and apparently we'd both fallen asleep. Gray had never stayed the night before, let alone cuddled me like this, my face pressed to his chest like I was trying to crawl inside him.

      I realized with startling clarity that one side of his shirt was hiked up. Trepidation snaked down my spine as I dropped my gaze to where my hand was splayed over his stomach. He was so solid, so warm. The dichotomous sensation of his silky soft skin stretched over the hard ridges of his abs tempted me to drag my fingertips across them, trace them with my tongue, press my lips⁠—

      No! God, what was wrong with me today? I momentarily squeezed my eyes shut and shook off whatever crazy hormones had taken over my brain. It had obviously been way too long since I'd been with a man. And now not only had I had a seriously sexy dream about my best friend, but I was practically feeling him up in my sleep. How the hell was I going to get out of this without him finding out? 

      Holding my breath and sending up a silent prayer that he was a deep sleeper, I shifted ever so gently away from him. My hand was still pressed to his stomach, and I reluctantly retracted it. My left leg was draped over his, and his hand... 

      Sweet Jesus. His hand was curled around my ass cheek, his long fingers perilously close to, well... there. His hand twitched and his fingers brushed along my cleft, sending heat curling through me. 

      Mortification washed over me, and I sucked in a breath as I reared back. The motion carried me backward, and I flailed in midair for a moment before sprawling on the floor, knocking the last tiny bit of air from my lungs. For a second I just lay there staring up at the ceiling, praying the floor would open and swallow me whole.

      Noise from above startled me into action, and I rolled awkwardly to my hands and knees. I felt completely off-kilter, like my whole world had been tipped upside down. Holy shit, I couldn't let him see me like this. 

      “You all right?” Gray swung his legs over the edge of the couch as I popped to my feet and hastily brushed my hair out of my face. 

      “Fine, fine. I'm... fine.” 

      One brow arched toward his hairline as he studied me. “Okay...”

      I felt flustered, ridiculously nervous as I eyed him. Had he been awake? Did he know I'd had my face pressed to his chest and one hand up his shirt? But... his hand had been on my butt. Was that a mistake or...? 

      “You never sleep here,” I accused. He blinked at me, but I couldn't stop the word vomit as it exploded from my mouth. “Why did you stay? You never stay. I thought you would leave after the movie was over.” 

      Shut up, shut up, shut up. 

      Gray eyed me warily, his shoulders stiffening the tiniest bit as he shifted toward the edge of the couch. “Sorry?” 

      Sorry? That's all he had to say? Inside I felt frantic, horribly off-balance. I realized I was lashing out at him, but I couldn't stop it. “You could have at least laid the other way.” 

      He blinked. “And wake up with your feet in my face?” 

      Every cell of my body froze, and I felt the blood drain from my face. God, how awkward. I was mad at myself—for the dream, for allowing myself to get so close to him. This was Gray, who'd never looked at me with any interest at all. Of course, he didn't know what I'd been thinking. He hadn't given a second thought to falling asleep next to me while I was dreaming of him kissing me and... Oh, God. 

      Heat swept over my chest and neck. “I need to take a shower.” 

      I practically sprinted to the bathroom and slammed the door, my lungs heaving as I fought to bring myself under control. How was I ever going to face him again? We were supposed to go to breakfast, but how could I sit across from him knowing I'd envisioned him shirtless, my hands skimming over his pecs and lower... 

      I lightly banged my head on the door. Think, Claire. Get it together. 

      I needed some kind of diversion. Drawing a deep breath, I cracked the door a couple inches. “Gray?” 

      “Yeah?” He definitely sounded wary, and I grimaced. 

      “Can we skip breakfast today? Jane needs me to stop by today for a bit. I don't know how long I'll be there, but it might be kind of an all-day thing.” 

      I held my breath, pulse thrumming erratically. 

      There was a long pause, then, “Sure.” 

      Those three seconds of tense silence spoke volumes. I'd made him uncomfortable, and he was probably ready to run out the front door. “Thanks. I'll talk to you later.” 

      “Okay.” 

      I closed the door again and scowled. Damn it. Why'd I have to go and ruin everything? 

      Dejected, I climbed into the shower and languished under the hot spray until I couldn’t drag it out any longer. Carefully wrapping the towel around me, I tiptoed from the bathroom and peeked down the hallway. So far, so good. I didn't hear any noises, so I assumed Gray was gone.

      I poked my head into the living room just in case, and my gaze landed on my cell lying on the coffee table. I let out a groan. Great. No doubt Gray had seen it and known I was lying. So now he probably thought I was not only crazy, but full of shit too. Freaking perfect. 

      I stomped off to my room and yanked on a sundress and sandals before grabbing up my purse and phone. I climbed into the car and checked the battery level on my cell. Naturally, it was almost dead from sitting out all night. I plugged it in and fired off a text to my sister to let her know I was coming over. I desperately needed some sisterly advice.
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      I couldn't believe I made a joke about her feet. The way the color had drained from her face, her eyes going wide with shock and humiliation, grated on my last nerve. How fucking stupid could I be? I'd been so caught off guard, disappointed by her reaction at waking up next to me, that it had taken me several minutes to regain my composure. I said the first thing that came to mind, and it had completely backfired. 

      Nice job, Gray. Just what every woman wants to hear.

      The weights slammed together with a harsh clang as I released the handles on the machine. As soon as I got home, I came straight down to the basement to work out. I had already put myself through a rigorous five-mile run, and now I was attacking every weight machine I owned with a vengeance. 

      None of it had done anything to temper my piss poor attitude. My skin still burned with shame, and I was beyond furious with myself for mishandling the situation so epically. When I woke up this morning with her face pressed against my chest, her hand resting on the flat of my stomach, it had seemed like a good omen.

      And in ten seconds flat, it had tanked like a fucking missile. I was 99% sure I'd blown my chance with her. I could've said something, anything, different. Instead, I'd opened up my big, stupid mouth and the worst possible thing had come out. 

      With a growl, I swiped up the towel lying next to me on the bench and ran it over my face. The lights in the basement flickered, and I twisted toward the stairs in time to see my brother. Fucking great. Just what I needed today. He'd always been able to read me like a book, so there was little chance I'd be able to hide what had happened this morning. 

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. 

      “Saw your truck in the driveway when I came past, so I decided to stop. Kind of surprised you're home,” he said. “Isn't this your breakfast day with Claire?”

      He knew damn well it was, and I could sense that he was fishing for information. “She's gotta swing up to see her sister today, so we decided not to go.”

      “Uh huh.” My brother nodded slowly, but the expression on his face told me he didn't believe a word. “And why aren't you with her?” 

      I tensed. “You make it sound like we're attached at the hip.”

      Drew lifted a brow. “Your words, not mine.” 

      “What does that mean?” I threw the towel around my neck and wrapped my hands around the ends, clutching the fabric so tight that my knuckles turned white under the strain. 

      Drew shrugged. “Just saying, you guys spend all your time together.”

      “Not that much,” I gritted out. 

      “More than I spend with a woman I'm not sleeping with,” he pointed out. “Y'all have a fight?” 

      “What the fuck is with the interrogation? Jesus.” I stood up and stormed toward the mini fridge in the corner, practically ripping the door off its hinges in my haste to pull out a water bottle. 

      “You did,” my brother said, his voice tinged with incredulity.

      I took a long drink, hoping he'd take the hint and drop it. He didn't.

      “What happened?” 

      I recapped the water and leveled a glare at him. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

      “You two had a fight.”

      I threw my hands up in exasperation. “We didn't fucking have a fight!”

      “No?” My brother crossed his arms over his chest. “Because you only get this defensive over Claire.”

      Deep down, I could admit that he was right, at least in part. With most everyone else, I was chill and laid-back. But only Claire stirred up a possessiveness that turned me into a caveman. I wanted to throw her over my shoulder, carry her to my bed and never let her out. And I made a joke about her feet. Oh, God. I scrubbed a hand over my face then closed my eyes as I dropped my head back. 

      “That bad?” he asked. 

      “Probably worse,” I confirmed. 

      Drew’s arms dropped to his side, and he tipped his head toward the stairs. “Tell me over a beer.”

      “How do you know I have beer?” I groused as I pulled the towel from around my neck and tossed it into the laundry basket near the washer. 

      “Because I brought you a twelve-pack months ago, and you only drank a couple of them.” 

      That much was true. It was just one of the ways Claire was making me a better man. She didn't drink, and in turn, I hardly drank at all anymore, either. Unfortunately this was one of those instances where I almost wished I had something harder on hand. “You know it's not even noon.” 

      “Never stopped us before.” 

      I let out a sigh. “Fine.”

      My brother started up the stairs and I trudged along behind him, flipping off the light as I passed. Drew headed straight for the fridge, and I sank down in a chair at the kitchen table. 

      He handed me a frosty glass bottle, then cracked the top on his before dropping into the chair across from me. “Spill.” 

      I cracked the top and took a long swig before launching into the events of the morning and telling him exactly what had happened. 

      When I was done, he gave a slow shake of his head. “I don't understand you two. You've been dancing around each other for years. Why don't you just tell her how you feel already?”

      I ran one hand through my hair. “You know what’s fucking crazy? I was going to. I was going to take her out for breakfast, then come home and lay it on the line.” Instead, I had to go and imply that her feet stink. They didn’t, but still. Now she’d probably be self-conscious about it forever.

      “Fuck.” I dropped my head to the table. 

      My brother laughed at my expense. “Yeah, that's pretty bad.”

      “Thanks, asshole.” I sat up and tossed the bottle cap at him. He batted it out of the way, and it pinged off the cabinets with a metallic clink before spinning onto the floor. 

      Honestly. “Why?” I asked out loud. Of all the things I could've said, why that? 

      “Because she makes you stupid.” I threw a hard look at my brother, and he lifted one hand in supplication. “It's true. You've been hot for her forever, and it's messing with your head.”

      I didn't have anything to say to that because he was absolutely correct. It was no secret that I enjoyed women's company. Or, at least, I had. Before Claire. Almost as soon as I met her, I knew we were meant to be together. She was like my other half, the sun to my moon. I was attracted to her, lusted after her hard. She was smart and sweet, everything I'd ever wanted in a woman, and every day that passed only made me crazier about her. 

      “Look, you know I like Claire.” I bristled at my brother’s words. “But maybe⁠—” 

      “Don't even start,” I growled out. “Whatever you're going to say, don't.”

      He studied me for several seconds. “How long has it been since you've been with a woman?”

      I refused to dignify that with a response. All he got was a cold glare, and he rolled his eyes. “Seriously. You haven't been on a date in, what? Two years?” 

      I ground my molars together. He wasn't far off the mark. “You interested in my love life now?”

      “I just worry that...” He trailed off, then sighed. “Claire's a great girl, and you know I'd do anything for her. But have you considered that she might never be ready to be with you?”
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