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      When a player wants to play,

      he’ll make you work for it.
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      “Don’t do this,” Neil muttered.

      In a tuxedo and on his cell phone, outside the extravagantly decorated tent, he paced back and forth on the manicured lawn. He heard the wedding coordinator frantically searching for him as he remained hidden behind the white silk curtains blowing in the evening breeze.

      “Neil, it’s time,” said Stewart Iverson. “We can’t hang on any longer. She’d understand.”

      “The bakery was everything to Juliet. Selling it…”

      “Feels wrong?” A sigh. “On that I won’t argue with you, but it’s hard running the place on our own. We’re too old to take care of it, and the young lady who wants to buy it is offering a more than fair price. She doesn’t want to change the name, and she promised to keep Juliet’s picture on the wall.”

      Neil’s chest tightened with despair. He shouldn’t have picked up, but whenever Mr. Iverson called, it was important, because he never did unless it had to do with her.

      Jaw clenched, he closed his eyes, squelching the sadness. Of course he understood why they were doing it, but knowing Juliet’s dream would be in the hands of a stranger shook something inside him. “Stewart. I can’t talk now. Just don’t—allow any other attorney to handle this,” he requested softly.

      “Of course not. We’ll be in touch.”

      He hung up, tucked his phone in his pocket, and ran a hand through his hair. Stepping back inside, he nearly collided with Vaughn, the wedding coordinator, who grabbed him with a gasp of relief.

      “Mr. Caenon! Where have you been? Well, it’s irrelevant. Ready for your best man speech?”

      Neil compartmentalized the melancholy emotions. There would be plenty of time to process the disheartening news Stewart just gave him. But not now. Not at Logan’s wedding. “I was born ready,” he grinned.

      Vaughn rolled his eyes with a smile. “Yes, yes. Off you go.”

      He tucked a hand in his pocket and walked up to stand beside Logan and Jordana’s table. As usual, they were smiling into each other’s eyes, oblivious to everyone staring at them. It was clear on Logan’s face and his subtle nuzzling on Jordana’s cheek that he was very ready for the honeymoon, which would start tonight at the estate before they flew off to some private island tomorrow.

      He looked from one to the other. “I’m about to go on. You guys nervous?”

      “Not at all,” Jordana smiled.

      Logan, however, raised a brow, setting his arm behind her chair. “No comment.”

      Neil winked at them.

      “And now, for the best man. Neil, come on out!” the master of ceremonies announced.

      Striding to the front and center of the dance floor, he accepted the microphone with a grin, while four-hundred guests cheered and clapped. “Thank you, thank you. For those of you who don’t know who I am…well, I feel sorry for you.”

      Laughter sprinkled throughout the crowd.

      Smiling while the pain drifted at the back of his mind, he continued. “My name is Neil Caenon, and I have been friends with Logan for almost twenty years. I’ve been with him through good times. So many good times. Like all those weekends on the lake with nothing but a radio and some rope. And the bad.” He pointed at Logan. “Remember the time we were in Mexico on spring break, got a little too drunk, and you broke your right arm? When you came out of the hospital, they’d put a cast on your left?” With the guests chuckling and Logan shaking his head with a smile, Neil continued to mock him. “What? I wasn’t supposed to tell that one?! Too late now. Okay ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to share a few things you folks might not know about the bride and groom…”

      His best man speech had all the right elements: humor, anecdotes, but now it was time to get heartfelt. Something he rarely ever did.

      As the chuckling died down, he cleared his throat, switching to a more sober tone. “I find it amusing they call me the best man, when it’s Logan who deserves that title more than anyone. He’s more than deserving of what he’s found. I knew the first day he met Jordana he would never be the same. In a good way, of course. As my grandmother used to say, ‘Love must simply have its way’. Jordana, are you writing this down? Great quote.” He heard the bride laugh at the inside joke. Correcting someone’s quote at a party was how she and Logan met.

      He looked at the groom. “I’m pretty sure you know how lucky you are to have found the love of a lifetime, and Jordana, you’ve got more than a husband sitting next to you. You have the best man I know. I want to thank you for giving Logan something he’s wanted all his life. Your love.” An awe swept through the room, and lifting his champagne glass, he smiled. “To Logan and Jordana!”

      He took a small sip of champagne while the guests continued to clap and woot.

      Now, for a real drink while the servers went around and retrieved everyone’s dinner plates.

      After seizing a gin and tonic, he ventured back to the table. But before he could sit down, the bride interceded. “That speech was lovely, Neil, you outdid yourself.”

      He chuckled, kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear, “I Googled the whole thing.”

      She lightly slapped his arm. “You can’t be serious for one minute, can you?”

      He took her hand and brought her to the dance floor. “Life is serious enough. Dance with me before someone else steals you away.” The woman was a vision in her lace wedding dress, but it had nothing to do with the gown. She shone from within. Love gave her that. He wondered if he’d ever given a woman such a glow. He was sure he hadn’t. Squeals of ecstasy? Sighs of satisfaction? Yes, he’d given those. That was good enough for him.

      “Are you having a good time?” she asked as they began dancing.

      “Of course. One of the best weddings I’ve been to.”

      “You may be a little biased.”

      “Big time biased.” He grinned and moved her into a turn.

      “I’ve barely been able to talk to you since the rehearsal dinner. Why don’t you have a date? I thought for sure you’d bring…oh, forgive me, what is the name of the curator you’re seeing?”

      “Brenda. We ended that weeks ago. In any case, I don’t bring dates to weddings. Much more fun not to.”

      “I always found the opposite was true!” She laughed. “What happened? Logan never said a word about you splitting up.”

      “You should know by now he stopped keeping track of my sex life years ago. Brenda and I just had our fill of each other, that’s all.”

      “I see.”

      He studied her hazel eyes, seeing the disappointment. “Were you expecting a different outcome again? I told you I’m a lost cause, Jordana. Sweet of you to hope I’ll find committed bliss like Logan has with you, but you know that isn’t for me. I find bliss all the time. For about three to six weeks.”

      She laughed. “I can’t help it. I love you like a brother and I want you to be happy.”

      “Jordana, look at me.” She did, and he waited a couple seconds before asking, “Do I look unhappy?”

      “Never, you weirdo.” He laughed, and she shook her head, exclaiming, “You’re a corporate lawyer. It doesn’t make any sense that you’re so light and carefree all the time.”

      “Not all the time. At the office, I’m the opposite of carefree. But, I like the challenge of balancing my work and my personal life. It keeps me on my toes.”

      “Ever think one day your toes will settle down?”

      “No way. I’m having too much fun.” Time to drop this subject. “By the way, are you enjoying yourself or is this whole wedding circus more than you planned on?”

      “More than I planned on. I can barely catch my breath! But it’s been fun at the same time. I knew I was asking for trouble when I let Deidre help with the wedding. It’s more extravagant than I would have ever put together. I practically had to promise her an organ to lower the guest list to four hundred.”

      “I don’t envy you your new mother-in-law. She’ll be a handful.”

      “She’s just one woman. I’ll handle ten of her to keep Logan.”

      Neil chuckled, and hugged his best friend’s wife. Logan didn’t know how lucky he was. Well, maybe he did know. Looking up, Neil saw his friend staring at Jordana. The sap. “When you get back from your honeymoon, there’s something I want to talk to you about.”

      Jordana pulled back. “What is it? Tell me now.”

      “Wipe the worry from your pretty face. It’s nothing dramatic. Just a little something I could use your advice on.”

      “Of course. You’re sure you don’t want to discuss it now?”

      “Positive. Especially with Logan unable to leave your side for more than sixty seconds,” he joked under his breath.

      Just then, her husband came up behind her, and slid his arms around her waist possessively, grinning like a fool. “When I see that look on Neil’s face, I know he’s up to something.”

      “Me? You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m a saint among you sinners.”

      The couple laughed, and as per usual, once they embraced, they seemed to forget everyone else was there. While Logan took Jordana to the middle of the dance floor, Neil got a drink at the bar then ventured around, surveying the crowd. An interesting mix. From Logan’s uppity finance colleagues, to his mother’s closest thespian friends, to Jordana’s deluge of gorgeous gal pals.

      Never thought he’d see the day Logan Savant would be lost in love, slow dancing under white, canopied fabrics, and antique, silver chandeliers. Deidre had spared no expense for the wedding. Of Logan’s money that is. Considering what she’d done to Jordana and Logan last year, Neil was surprised when Logan told him Deidre had taken on a whole new attitude and supported his relationship. And once Logan asked Jordana to marry him, well, Deidre wasted no time. She seized the opportunity to once again put herself in the spotlight by throwing this decadent wedding at a luxury estate in Napa.

      Speaking of Logan’s mother, if Neil didn’t know any better, he would’ve sworn today was her big day, not Jordana’s. The former soap actress wore some sparkling, heavily skirted gown, with sequins on the bodice and sleeves, looking more ready for the red carpet than representing the modest mother-of-the-groom.

      “She is shameless,” drawled Casey, the bride’s best guy friend, coming up beside Neil.

      Neil sent the graphic designer a half smile. “You read my mind.”

      He patted his tux. “Where’s the chloroform when you need it?”

      “I don’t think Jordana or Logan care that she’s trying to steal the spotlight.” He nodded at the couple on the dance floor. “But if you need back up, come find me.”

      The slim twenty-something laughed and slapped him on the back. “Thanks. Take a pic with me? I want to make my ex jealous.”

      “Now who’s shameless?”

      Casey mocked a look of affront. “It’s revenge, Neil. He cheated on me with some flake who works at Hollister. Broke my heart!”

      “In that case, should I hold you close or gaze into your eyes for the photo?”

      Casey grinned, taking out his cell phone. “Ha! I can see why you have so many admirers.” He snapped his fingers and called, “Lucee! Come here. Take our picture. I’m sick of selfies.”

      Jordana’s sister came scampering over with a smile. “Case, I so know what you’re doing.” She met Neil’s eyes. “You do know he’s just using your handsome face for petty revenge, don’t you?”

      “I’m aware,” Neil drawled, slinging his arm around Casey’s neck. “People use me all the time.”

      “Your husband is next, Lucee,” Casey announced with a cock of his head and a smile.

      She snapped a couple of photos then tossed the phone back. “Go for it. If you can find him among all those actors. I didn’t even know Jordana or Logan knew this many people in the industry.”

      “They don’t,” Neil and Casey responded in sardonic unison.

      Lucee laughed. “So glad Adam and I eloped. Anyway, someone dance with me! I love this song.”

      “I got ‘ya, beautiful,” Casey said, crooking his arm.

      Last week, when Neil and Logan met for lunch, his friend highly recommended that Neil go to a justice of the peace if he ever got engaged, and remarked that planning a wedding was one of the most stressful endeavors he ever had to participate in. Of course, his friend had said it all with a smile. The man would do anything for his wife and it showed.

      Good thing he himself never planned to cross the marriage line, no matter how happy he was to see others do it. So many things in life were necessary: oxygen, shelter, food, clothing, and above all, sex. A piece of paper that legally sealed and bound one to another, just wasn’t one of them. He regarded himself as lucky. Not because he’d never been married, but that he’d never felt the need for someone to complete his life or give him purpose. His job did that in some ways, caring for his mom and sisters did in other ways, and pleasure… oh above all, pleasure gave him all kinds of purpose.

      And like a magnet drawing his gaze, he fixed his stare on one woman: Ashtyn Turner. Logan’s treasured executive assistant. He’d danced with virtually every willing woman on the guest list except her. Even from this distance, she looked absolutely stunning.

      It had taken considerable effort not to stare at her when she emerged in her bridesmaid’s dress to take wedding photos, striking his desire like a blast from a shotgun.

      He was so used to seeing her in her prim business attire, glasses, and hair pulled back in some kind of trendy braid or bun. Tonight, she astounded him in her silver, backless, floor-length gown, her blonde hair loose, and minus her glasses. She captivated a man in any light, any wardrobe, but she shone like an angel tonight.

      And tonight, just this once, he’d demand a dance with her.

      This was the first event he’d seen her without her husband, Cliff.

      And this time, he thought as he smoothed the lapels of his jacket, there was no husband. They split up months ago. She was a private woman, and hadn’t spoken one hard word about her ex. He was a big deal in architecture—with a big-ass mouth—and had made it clear his marriage was over. The guy wasn’t a gentleman by Neil’s standard. Though intelligent, he had no class. He also had no Ashtyn, and therefore, Neil was free to flirt with her.

      His heart pounded as he drew near.

      The twenty-something boy trying to flirt with her now was either ignoring her deflective body language, or didn’t know when to give up. An actor. Tyler…something. One of the bride’s sister’s friends, and venturing way out of his league.

      Coming up behind him, he caught Ashtyn’s gaze over the guy’s shoulder, and she gave him a clear signal to interrupt.

      The actor kept talking. “So, the benefits of colon hydrotherapy really helped me lose a few pounds, if you know what I mean. Good for the skin too. Yeah, I try to go to the gym at least six days a week, lifting weights mostly…” he trailed off, looking over as Neil approached, who was trying not laugh out loud at the kid’s expense.

      Neil raised his eyebrows in feigned interest. “Great story. Keep going.”

      “Uh, hey. It’s the best man!” Tyler cleared his throat. “Neil, right? You work-out too, don’t you?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Neil saw Ashtyn press her lips together to stifle a giggle. He tucked his hands in his pockets. “Sure. I play a lot of basketball.”

      “Which gym?”

      “At the Y actually.”

      “Why the hell would you play basketball there? Aren’t you a lawyer for some big time firm? Can’t you afford a serious gym?”

      He checked his ire. “The kids I coach can’t afford a so-called serious gym. I’ve been a member of the Y for almost a decade. To be honest, I think the kind of gym you’re referring to isn’t nearly as fun to be a member of. A lot of douchebags running around, you know?”

      Tyler started nodding, then blinked with a shake of his head, as if he wasn’t sure whether Neil had just insulted him. Oh, he kinda did.

      Forgetting the punk, he turned to Ashtyn, who was bright red with suppressed laughter. “You promised me a dance, remember?”

      She quickly sobered. “I don’t remember that.”

      He flashed her his best smile and grasped her hand. “That’s okay. I do.”

      The zing up his arm shot straight to his chest, down to his groin. Her hand was small in his, fingers slim and soft. What would they feel like running up his torso as he rocked inside her? How delicious would it be if she slid her palms over his face and into his hair while she moaned?

      So caught up in his fantasy, he almost didn’t notice she’d dropped his hand like a hot poker. He stopped and turned around. “Problem?”

      As though crossing the line to the dance floor would be the point of no return, she stood at the edge. “Thanks for the rescue Caenon, but no thanks for a dance.”

      “Why not? Afraid I might move you the right way?” he teased.

      Her look was reproachful. “Do you ever stop?”

      “No.” He smiled. “I can go all night.”

      She heaved a sigh. “You’re wasting your juvenile innuendo on me. Why don’t you go expend your charm on the pretty guests Jordana invited? Or on one of the other two dozen women you’ve danced with tonight?”

      So she noticed, did she? Interesting. A blush crept up on her cheeks and she flinched with a look of regret, as if she knew what she’d just admitted. He slanted a smile. “All I want is a dance, Ashtyn. It could be fun. You might even like it. Three minutes. Tops.”

      “No,” she replied.

      The lady needs more convincing, does she? “Look, it’s just a dance. We’ll sway side to side for one song and call it a day. Unless…” he mused, “you don’t want to because then everyone will know I’ve finally won you over?”

      “You can’t win me. I’m not a carnival prize.”

      “Come on. I’ve gone around the floor with every woman in the room, as you put it. Everyone will assume I’m just going down the list. You can continue to throw eye daggers at me the whole time if you like, so no one will suspect you’re enjoying it.” He leaned in. “You know, standing here arguing with me about it is attracting more attention than us dancing will.”

      Her eyes darted left, then right. “Fine,” she relented.

      He grasped her hand and led her to the dance floor. A slow, romantic song started to play on cue. Most of the guests had their eyes and camera phones on the bride and groom anyway.

      Neil brought her in, but not close. As they started to move, his pulse thrummed, blood raced in his veins. Holding Ashtyn proved to be a new kind of contact high. Her sweet perfume drifted to his nose. Roses and jasmine. He’d never gotten this close to her before; it was heaven. Her soft hand in his, her scent drugging him. Maybe this was a mistake…

      “You play basketball with a bunch of kids?”

      Good. She’d initiated some conversation. Something to talk about. Something to distract him. “When I can. I’m a volunteer coach. Been doing it for six years.”

      “Is this a voluntary activity or court appointed?”

      “Very funny.” He was too fascinated with the curve of her hip, how it sloped and how his hand formed perfectly around it. If only he could guide his hands over every curve and line of her body, get to know it. A woman’s feminine lines were nothing short of art in Neil’s eyes, and Ashtyn’s was no exception.

      “This is such a beautiful wedding,” she remarked in a quiet tone. “I’m very happy for Savant. Jordana is perfect for him.”

      “If there is such a thing,” he said, moving a little closer, catching the scent of her shampoo. A little fruity, but clean. A few wisps of her hair brushed his cheek.

      “Still a cynic after that wonderful speech?” she asked.

      “I meant every word, but I still don’t believe everyone wins the love lottery like they did.”

      “I know everyone doesn’t.” She paused. “You know my divorce became final last January, don’t you? It’s hardly a secret.”

      “I do, but that’s nobody’s business except yours. I’m just sorry you had to go through it.”

      “That’s what everyone says,” she murmured in a weary tone. “They’re sorry to hear I got a divorce.”

      “I didn’t say I was sorry about that,” he countered. “Just for all you had to go through to get it done.”

      She blinked. “Oh.”

      “Did you get a good lawyer, by the way?”

      “Alice Wickham. Logan referred me to her.”

      “Good call. She’s one of the best.”

      “I think she anticipated more of a challenge. I didn’t fight him for anything. Just my share of the house when we sell it. All I wanted was a clean break. A new place, a new life.”

      What had happened between Cliff and Ashtyn? Did he fight for this beautiful woman, or did he just let her go? Was he abusive or unfaithful? All these questions and more popped up in his head, but he didn’t dare ask. The only time he ever saw her ex and her together were at the occasional Savant Financial Group sponsored parties, and the Christmas gala the Mallorys threw every year. By all appearances, they seemed like the standard, discontented couple. Especially in the last two years, the strain between them was obvious, at least to his keen observation. It pained him to see Ashtyn shackled to a man who treated her more like arm candy than a wife.

      Cliff wasn’t affectionate or doting, but that could’ve been because he was too busy kissing ass to notice his wife had a perfect ass of her own to kiss. He could also be annoying with his brash opinions and conceited attitude. But Neil never tagged him as a bad guy. Guess he was wrong. “You should celebrate your newly single status. Don’t they do divorce parties in Vegas?”

      She let out a huff. “Hard to celebrate the death of a marriage. Even a bad one. It’s been over for a while, though. The paperwork was just a formality.”

      That long, that bad, huh? A knot formed in his stomach at the acrimony in her voice. But then again, did divorced people ever sound otherwise?

      “Ashtyn, I know I’m not your favorite person in the world, and the last one you would want to talk to. But if you need anything, you can call me. Anytime.”

      She looked in his eyes, and held them. No doubt she never expected him to utter a sincere offer, and didn’t really take it seriously. She didn’t of course, shifting her gaze away.

      “You know what I really need? A bat and a car I can take my frustration out on. Preferably one that looks just like Cliff’s.”

      He chuckled. “That can be arranged.”

      “Can it?”

      “Sure. Anything you want.”

      “That’s a dangerous thing to say to a woman who’s vulnerable.”

      Knowing he was pushing the limits, he brushed his mouth lightly over her ear. “You shouldn’t admit vulnerability out loud. Certain men will take advantage of it.”

      She lifted her mouth to his ear, a smile in her voice. “Admitting vulnerability is not the same as admitting stupidity.”

      He chuckled. Damn, he liked her. “True.”

      “Are you one of those certain men?”

      “I try not to be,” he smiled. “Sometimes, women are very good at disguising vulnerability, and it isn’t apparent until after the fact. Then, we men get accused of taking advantage of you, when we had no idea you were more susceptible to our seduction than usual. We simply conclude that our charms won you over, and you couldn’t help yourselves. We’re not as cunning as you think.”

      “Very perceptive. So you’re the victim?”

      “Victim is a bit of a stretch, but like I said, sometimes.”

      “I’m assuming when you say ‘after the fact’ you actually mean after the sex?”

      “What else would I be referring to?”

      She drew back with a raised brow. “From what I can tell, women have a hard time resisting you. Vulnerable or not.”

      He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I’ve had my share of rejection, like any man. All lessons to be learned of what women like and what they don’t.”

      And what did Ashtyn Turner like in a man? Humor? If so, then he’d won her over years ago. Confidence? Again, he had that down. What exactly did she favor? Maybe she just liked jerks. Some women were into those. That was one thing he couldn’t do, treat a woman badly. His father had taught him better.

      She gave a sensual little shimmy, rotating her shoulders and locking her arms to keep him at a certain distance. They’d become too close for her comfort, apparently. But it felt too good, too right, to let her widen the proximity. In what was no doubt a bad move, he slid his hand from her hip to her lower back, forcing intimacy, aligning their torsos together.

      “What are you doing?” she asked in an almost accusatory way.

      “You seem a little stiff. We’re slow dancing, not square dancing.”

      After a few seconds, she gave in, and allowed their bodies to mesh. “Sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve danced like this.”

      What a shame, because she was a perfect partner. At least for him. With her height and heels, they were nearly eye-to-eye, and the way they conformed together had him imagining pushing her up against the wall, cupping her knee, and molding his body between her thighs… He blinked away such a bold fantasy.

      “Now you can do it as much as you want with whoever you want.” Her eyes shot to his, and he realized his unintended double entendre. “Dance, that is. What did you think I meant?”

      “Two minutes with you and my mind is already in the gutter.”

      “I have that effect on people.”

      “And you’re proud of it, aren’t you?”

      He answered with a knowing half smile.

      She searched his eyes, finally saying, “You always have a fast response. As if you know what people want to hear or what they’re going to say. How do you do that?”

      They were on their second song. He couldn’t believe she’d let him hold her this long. “Easy. As soon as I meet someone, I read them. You do it. We all do it. Intuitiveness is everything, and in my opinion, body language is the least difficult to interpret. I learned how to translate it to my benefit. And the eyes always give themselves away.” As he looked into hers, he discovered that wasn’t always true. Some eyes simply held a man captive.

      “Can you read me?” she asked.

      He knew she was going to ask that, and searched those blue depths, before traveling to her mouth and back. “Are you sure you want me to?”

      “Why not? I’m curious how good you are. Don’t,” she stopped him before he could make a joke from that statement, “twist that. But, I mean it. No filter, Caenon. I want an honest evaluation.”

      Okay…he could do that. Or could he? Actually, he thought as he stared at her, he couldn’t read her as easily as others, and realizing this frustrated him. She didn’t have to know that, though. Attempting to dodge her request, he said, “I have an unfair lead. I’ve known you for a long time, so my assessment won’t be very enlightening.”

      “You really don’t know me at all.”

      So often, he wished he did. In fact, this was the most they’d ever spoken at once. Except for the time he looked up some legal information for her last fall. “You’re right. I only know what you tell me, and what I see.”

      With a small lift of her chin, she asked, “And what do you see?”

      As they slowly turned to the music, eyes holding, bodies pressed together, he wondered just how candid he should be. If he should reveal his true thoughts and observations about her. Of course, some opinions he would have to keep to himself, but he had to give her something, or else she’d never let it go.

      “Your beauty is both a burden and a blessing in the finance world. You’re militant at work so no one can accuse you of being Logan’s right hand only because of your sex appeal. However, you take your appearance seriously and play up your best features rather than hide them with dowdy clothing, like most women do in your field. Everyday chitchat bores you. Although you’re happy for Logan and Jordana, you’re treating the wedding like one of his meetings. You’re too concerned with appearances. Too worried you’ll get tipsy and show a different side, which is understandable. I’ve always sensed you’re very self-aware. Enough to know you’re a catch and that divorce isn’t the end of your world, just the end of the world as you knew it. You know you’re going to be okay. And I don’t think you’re as bitter about it as you think you should be. Nobody will ever know how you really feel. You hold your emotions close and tight because…” he trailed off, realizing he was rambling. “Well, I don’t know why. You’re not like most women, Ashtyn.” Damn. That last one slipped out.

      Her lips parted. She blinked. “Oh. What else?”

      He’d already said too much, and if he had her in his arms any longer, he might say something stupid.

      An announcement was made for the bride and groom to cut the cake, and he took that as a sign. While guests moved around them to gather around Logan and Jordana, Neil broke from her. “I think we’ve danced long enough, don’t you?”

      She ignored his question and insisted, “What else were you going to say?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I really want to know, yes.”

      He tucked a hand in his pocket. Her willingness to talk emboldened him to ask, “What are your plans after the reception?”

      Instant wariness darkened her eyes. “No plans. Unless there’s some secret after-party I don’t know about?”

      “If there was one, I’d be the host. But my duties as best man are over. I was…” he hesitated, knowing what her answer would be. “I was going to invite you to come to my room. We can finish our conversation there without interruptions.” He’d meant for it to come out in a casual, off-hand manner, but of course she didn’t hear it that way.

      Her eyes widened, mouth dropped. “Are you kidding?”

      He relaxed his stance. “I know what you’re thinking⁠—”

      “There’s no way I’m falling for that, Caenon. Just because we had a moment and danced for a minute doesn’t mean I’m going to jump into bed with you.”

      He laughed. “Who said anything about a bed?”

      She dropped her chin. “It was completely implied.”

      “Or maybe…when you think of me and you in a room, a bed automatically comes to mind.” It certainly did for him. By the aghast look on her face, he regretted his facetious remark. “I’m joking. My invitation is entirely innocent.”

      She assessed him with a slow perusal. The picture of skepticism. “Really?”

      “Absolutely. Too many consequences for one night of passion.” That’s all I need with her. One night of kissing that mouth, exploring her body, seeing what turned her on, what made her moan, and what—if anything—made her come undone. Then, he wouldn’t crave her anymore.

      As if she could read the turn his thoughts had taken, she slightly frowned. Whatever chance that she might’ve actually come to his room blew away.

      Camera flashes and oohs and ahhs sounded behind them, while Logan and Jordana performed the tradition.

      “What do you say, Ashtyn?” he asked after a moment. “Do you think we can be friends?”

      “I have plenty of friends.”

      “So do I, but why set a limit? Besides, you know you don’t have any friends like me.” The way she was looking at him told him she was actually thinking about it. That sliver of hope was all he needed. “Think about it. I’ll be waiting in my room with a bottle ready to go.” Their rooms were almost across from one another’s—he’d learned earlier when they checked in—so she knew where to find him. “Thanks for the dance. I’m going to get some cake.” He strolled past her. He sensed her eyes on his back and hoped, more than he’d hoped for anything in a long time, she’d come to him.
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      I’m not going to Neil’s room.

      While he went one way to watch the cake cutting, Ashtyn went the other.

      Did he honestly think there was a chance she’d take him up on that?

      Dancing with him had proven so many things she’d imagined over the past four years. That he moved as smoothly as he spoke. That he smelled as good as he looked. And that he was as dangerous up close as he was from a safe distance.

      Now, she was all shook up and exposed, and she’d asked for it. Six months ago, she would’ve never agreed to a dance. She would’ve used Cliff as an excuse and insisted it was inappropriate. But, said excuse was now an ex-husband.

      The divorce was finalized three months ago, but her new existence still felt surreal. Even though her marriage to Cliff had been over, emotionally and physically, for years, it wasn’t until the papers were signed, the assets were divided, and the house in the upscale neighborhood was listed for sale, did it really hit her. That chapter in her life was closed. Permanently.

      And at the same time, a huge chapter opened for her boss.

      When Logan had subtly hinted that Jordana was overwhelmed with wedding planning, Ashtyn didn’t hesitate to offer assistance. She knew how controlling Deidre would be, and she seized the chance to stay busy outside of work. The bride had asked her a million times if she was sure she wanted to help, knowing Ashtyn was in the middle of the divorce, but Ashtyn welcomed the distraction with open arms.

      Her marriage had ended, but that didn’t mean she begrudged matrimonial bliss for anyone else.

      Weaving between bodies surrounding the couple feeding each other cake, she smiled as she watched Jordana throw her head back and laugh, her fingers covered in icing. Her handsome husband swept her in for a long, loving kiss, and Jordana practically melted into him. It was almost enough to make Ashtyn believe in true love again. Almost, she thought sardonically, taking a plate of cake from a server. She dipped her middle finger in the icing and licked off the sugary confection.

      She turned around, spine tingling.

      Neil had his gaze fixed on her from across the way.

      Oh. A thrill raced down her spine, but she pulled her gaze away in a manner that should’ve told him she wasn’t affected. Though her pounding heart and the goosebumps on her arms proved otherwise.

      “Ashtyn,” Jordana called her over once the cutting of the cake had finished.

      Ashtyn set down her plate and walked over, seeing the distress in the bride’s eyes.

      Grasping her hands, Jordana breathed, “Where’s my veil?”

      Ashtyn gave a single nod. That was their secret phrase that meant Jordana needed a break. “Excuse us, everyone!” She pulled Jordana outside, behind the band, giving the wedding coordinator a nonverbal message that they needed five minutes. It was quickly understood.

      Jordana took a deep breath of the night air and smiled. “Thank you. I just need a couple of minutes. I’m not used to all this. I don’t know half of those people in there, but they’re all talking to me at once. Some of them even wanted me to mention business to Logan. On our wedding day!”

      Ashtyn shook her head and rested a hand on Jordana’s shoulder. “Well, you’re handling it all with amazing poise.”

      “I am? Looks like I’m fooling you, too.” She giggled, then took Ashtyn’s hand in hers. “How are you doing? Really?”

      Ashtyn cocked her head, wondering where this was coming from. Wasn’t she pulling off the happy guest act flawlessly?

      “I’m good. Why do you ask?”

      “You seem—melancholy at times. I hope you’re not regretting helping us plan this beast. We couldn’t have maintained our sanity if it wasn’t for you.”

      “No regrets whatsoever. I’m fine. No need to worry about me.” Had Ashtyn not burst into tears out of nowhere last week, Jordana would’ve never asked about her well-being now. They had been going through the final checklist for the reception when tears flooded to Ashtyn’s eyes and refused to be denied. She wasn’t even sure what triggered it. It had been a quick sob, enough to cause Jordana alarm, but then she’d felt better afterwards.

      Maybe it happened because for months, she’d had the wedding to keep her mind occupied, and off her divorce. But, after the occasion, she knew she’d be back to questioning her choices, doubting her judgment, and envisioning a future that, right now, had no clear path. With her ex, there’d always been a path.

      Forcing the fear of the unknown aside, she squeezed her friend’s hands to emphasize her words. “I’m not melancholy. Just…lost in my own thoughts sometimes.”

      Jordana didn’t appear fully convinced. “I know what it’s like to go to a wedding when it’s the last thing you want to do. The summer after Zach and I broke up, I had to go to three, knowing my own wedding would never happen. It was agony.”

      “Jordana, I had a wedding. A marriage and a home and a husband. Just because all that is gone doesn’t mean I should continually be upset.”

      “But you didn’t lose, Ashtyn. You let go. There’s a distinction.”

      She hugged Jordana to hide the emotions threatening to surface. “I hope you didn’t bring me out here because you thought I needed cheering up. I’m having nothing but a wonderful time. End of discussion, okay?”

      “Okay. I just wanted to check.” Jordana pulled back. “I read somewhere to never be afraid to start over. It’s a new chance to rebuild what you truly want.”

      She liked that. If only she knew what she wanted, she’d be in great shape. “You and your utterly appropriate quotes.”

      “I can’t help it,” she laughed. “But, before I let you go, I want to ask you something.” A slow smile drew on her mouth. “I saw you dancing with Neil. After all this time, has he finally charmed you into liking him?”

      “He’s as arrogant and rude as ever, so not really.”

      “Cut the man some slack, will you? Beneath that cocky veneer, he’s a great guy.”

      “You’re saying that because of how he went out of his way to get you and Logan back together.”

      “True,” she agreed, looping her arm in Ashtyn’s and guiding them back inside. “That’s when my adoration started, but after spending some time with him, I realized he’s as sincere as they come. A good friend, a good lawyer⁠—”

      “A good player.”

      Jordana chuckled. “Touché. But I think he has a little crush on you.”

      “A crush?” A hot blush flooded her cheeks. “Don’t be ridiculous. The only person he has a crush on is himself. If he does like me,” she added as Jordana chuckled, “then it’s because he knows he’ll never have me, which makes him try harder.”

      “Whether you mean to or not, you’re making it a challenge for him, and if anyone likes that kind of challenge, it’s Neil. He won’t quit until you two are on friendly terms.”

      “We’re friendly,” she asserted.

      “You know what I think?”

      Ashtyn was afraid to ask.

      “I think,” Jordana continued, “from the few occasions I’ve witnessed it, you like this little banter you and him have going on. You like it that—no matter what you say or do—he still tries to win you over.”

      Ashtyn’s steps faltered. Oh, God, was her friend right? Was Ashtyn so hungry for attention? Had it been so long since any man tried to snare her attention, that she kept up this game with Neil to get it? If that were true, how pathetic. “I think the champagne has revived that imagination of yours.”

      “Hm.” Jordana slid her a glance with a twist of her lips, but said nothing in response. Within seconds, guests, the photographer, and the wedding planner swarmed toward her.

      Determined to enjoy herself from that moment on, Ashtyn went to find

      someone who would  dance with her without causing any internal inferno, or who would talk to her without asking questions she didn’t want to answer.
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      Later on in her suite, Ashtyn kicked off her heels and grabbed bottled water from the mini-fridge. She’d danced with several guests in the final hour of the reception. Thankfully, none of them had her pulse racing by the time they were done. All in all, she could say she had fun, and not once did she cross paths with Neil again.

      She did get asked out by one of Jordana’s friends while dancing, and it had caught her off guard, but she’d graciously declined.

      She was officially single now. Starting over. How liberating and tragic. But she refused to feel sorry for herself. No one gets married anticipating a divorce. She gave her marriage a real effort and it didn’t work out. What was there to feel sorry for? Except for the dreams and hopes that now had no place to go, bouncing around like the random bubbles on her computer’s screensaver.

      “Omigod, stop it,” she told herself as the tears began to burn behind her eyes.

      Think about something else. Something nice.

      Neil came to mind.

      Ugh. Weak choice! She shouldn’t think about him either. Nevertheless, now that he’d entered her thoughts, he refused to leave.

      The first time she met him at Logan’s office, her inner feminine alarm went off loud and wild. A strictly physical reaction because of his good looks. Dark brown hair and brows, clear green eyes, and a killer smile. She remembered their first introduction well, when he came over to meet Logan for lunch and it was her third day on the job. He’d waltzed in like he owned the place, then reached and shook her hand, looking her directly in the eye. Even now, she recalled the electric current that shot up her arm and the heat that steamed between her thighs. He carried himself with masculine grace and wore a suit custom-tailored to his fit body. His whole appearance and swagger reminded her of men in the Rat Pack era, and he pulled it off flawlessly.

      The man reeked of self-confidence and sex incarnate. And the gleam in his eye showed he knew it. From that day on, she forced herself to deflect his flirtation, brush off his comments, and ignore his attempts to rile her up. It was clear he didn’t need another woman adoring him; he had plenty. From the receptionist at Savant Financial Group to the CFO. She could only imagine the groupies at his law firm, Raimes & Watley.

      It shouldn’t have felt that good to be in his arms tonight, she thought, taking off her earrings. He should’ve repulsed her with his unashamed swagger and stream of innuendos.

      No, she wanted him to repulse her, but he didn’t.

      She rested a hip on the French doors leading to the balcony of her room, looking out to the gardens of the grand estate below. Even though he pushed her buttons and she pushed back, she couldn’t deny she admired him in a way. At least he didn’t pretend to be anyone but himself. Who knew what he was like behind closed doors, but she had a feeling he didn’t put up any fronts at any time.

      She, on the other hand, couldn’t say the same. For years, she tried to be who Cliff demanded as a wife. Until one day, she realized the scathing voice and pinched looks were coming from her. After she filed for divorce, she put on different faces for her friends and family so they got what they expected, too. Her friends encouraged the broken Ashtyn; her parents and brother encouraged the strong and resilient one.

      But Neil had seen something else.

      How?

      She wanted to know. Would it be so terrible to find out? Maybe his perspective was exactly what she needed. Or…maybe she sought a legit excuse to go to his room, anything aside from her growing desire to be near him again. She swallowed the rest of the water, aware that her tipsiness contributed to her decision as much as her curiosity. If he offered her a drink, she’d be sure to turn it down, because even though she wasn’t drunk, the last thing she needed was more alcohol in Neil’s presence.

      With her shoes back on, she did a quick check in the mirror, then paused. What was she doing? She flipped a hand at her reflection. Didn’t matter what she looked like, right? He said he wouldn’t make any moves on her, wasn’t interested in her that way whatsoever.

      But he hit on every other woman in his sphere, why not her? She sighed. That shouldn’t bother her at all.

      But, it kind of did.

      Ignoring that, she opened her door, peeking her head out. She didn’t want anyone to see her waiting in front of Neil Caenon’s suite. Looking left, then right, she stepped out, feeling like a teenager sneaking out to meet a boy.

      The elevator chimed and she scrambled back inside like a scared rabbit. She kept the door open a crack to make sure the coast was clear before she went out again, and heard a feminine hiccup.

      The nameless young woman knocked on a door. “Neeeeil,” she sang. “It’s Krista. Open up, handsome.”

      Ashtyn straightened, eyes wide. The woman was at Neil’s door? She stuck her head out and looked left. She recognized the young woman in the poufy skirt and high heels as one of the wedding guests, from Ashtyn’s side if she remembered correctly. By the way she wobbled on her shoes and leaned on the door, it was obvious she was beyond inebriated…and apparently, invited to his room, too.

      “Neil,” Krista called again.

      Or, maybe she wasn’t invited?

      The door opened and even though Ashtyn couldn’t see his face, she saw Krista’s expression light up at the sight of him. She flung her arms open and fell into the doorway, presumably in his arms. As soon as Ashtyn heard his deep chuckle, she closed her door, disgusted. She should’ve known better. He probably assumed she wouldn’t come and made sure he had a Plan B.

      She wasn’t angry. In fact, if there was anything to be angry about, it should be with herself for even opening her door. Divine intervention stopped her from going to his room. A clear sign to avoid the trap of temptation. Even though she aimed to go over there to talk, who knows what could’ve happened if he actually did try to seduce her. She was so lonely, she might’ve succumbed to it. Then she’d become a notch in Caenon’s belt and she’d never, ever forgive herself.
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      The champagne chilled in the bucket while he paced the floor. When Neil heard the knock, his heart had stopped at the thought that Ashtyn had changed her mind. Hard to believe he was that keyed up for her company, especially since he promised he wouldn’t hit on her. He had every intention of keeping that promise, too. Might be challenging as hell, but he could do it.

      And then he heard another woman’s voice from behind the door and he groaned with a sliver of annoyance and ripe disappointment.

      He opened the door and Krista fell into him before he could react.

      She sighed dramatically. “Aww. You caught me!” Then giggled and kicked the door closed.

      He chuckled in amusement, scooping her up and setting her on a chair. Although he liked to party, he didn’t like taking advantage of a truly intoxicated woman, even if she literally threw herself on him. “How did you know this was my room, Krista?”

      “One of th-the bridesmaids is nes’ door. She told me.” She clumsily pointed a finger to the room to his left, grinned, and pushed up off the chair.

      “Well, aren’t you resourceful?”

      She flung her arms around him. Again. “Omigod, you’re so hot. You’re like…” She hiccupped. “the hottest guy I ever saw.” A poor attempt was made to kiss him, but he smoothly deflected it to his cheek. What if Ashtyn came over and saw this girl in his room? “Okay, okay. Let’s go back to your room.” He hooked an arm around her waist to keep her upright.

      “My room?” she exclaimed. “What’s wrong with this one?”

      “The bed’s lumpy,” he lied.

      “Oh, mine is super soft.”

      He smiled and shook his head, opening the door. “Good. I’m going to put you right on it.”

      “Ha! I bet you will, handsome.”

      Out in the hall, they passed by Ashtyn’s door, and he prayed in those seconds to the elevator she wouldn’t come out and see him. If she did, however, he’d tell her the truth, that he was helping a drunk wedding guest to her room. Nothing more.

      He was able to get Krista on her bed. Even though she tried to pull him down, she gave up once he pulled the covers over her, and promptly passed out. He tucked her in and set a bottled water on her bedside table before he left.

      Blowing out a breath, he ran a hand through his hair and headed back. As he passed by Ashtyn’s room again, he paused, tempted to tap on her door, just in case she needed a little more encouragement.

      He kept walking. No. She had to make the decision on her own.

      Before Ashtyn came along, Logan’s office was just an average executive workplace. His previous executive assistant had been excellent, but once she started a family, her personal life took precedence, and with Logan’s demanding—sometimes after-work-hours schedule—she had to make a choice. To spare him the aggravating task of interviewing multiple candidates, she sent over a recent grad who she assured him had all the qualities he required, and then some.

      Enter Ashtyn Turner. Logan had been skeptical, but fifteen minutes into the interview, he’d hired her. Later, he told Neil he did so because he trusted his former assistant’s recommendation, and that he liked Ashtyn’s no-nonsense answers. Logan referenced her as having Grace Kelly looks with Lauren Bacall’s bite.

      Neil was instantly intrigued. And the first time he laid eyes on her, he’d been wildly attracted to her in every way. The only unattractive thing about her was her marital status.

      What made her even more fascinating was her constant projection of dislike toward him, and ever since, he’d lured her in a game of verbal tennis. Something he never ceased to look forward to every time he stopped by SFG. He considered it the best part of his visits, seeing her, wondering what tongue-lashing she was going to give him the next time.

      To this day, she remained the only woman unwaveringly immune to his appeal. It used to bother the hell out of him. At first, he assumed she was cold-natured. Some women had little to no sense of humor and took themselves too seriously, but then he’d see her laugh with her colleagues, and charm Logan’s bloated, self-important clients, and he concluded, quite to his frustration, it was only him she didn’t like.

      Ever poised and polite, she was never outright mean or harsh, but she didn’t smile at him like she did others. Never called him by his first name, and did not make eye contact with her lovely blue eyes unless she was making a point. Oftentimes, he’d ponder what it would take for her to soften toward him, which would inevitably lead him to imagining what she would be like in bed.

      Though he sensed a bit of an untamed side, he could be imagining that just to fit his own fantasies. More often than not, women with sharp tongues were either incredibly submissive in bed, or they laid there, silent, waiting for him to finish.

      Regardless, he’d never know what end of the spectrum Ashtyn Turner stood on.

      An hour later, a little after midnight, he knew she had no intention of coming.

      Neil scrubbed a hand over his face with a sigh. He really, really didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts. Since he’d sworn off work—and he never worked unless he was stone cold sober anyway—he had nothing to distract him except the stupid TV or the Internet. Neither of which he had interest in.

      With the news Stewart Iverson had delivered just hours before threatening to darken his mood further, he grabbed the champagne bottle, and decided to go for a walk and drink alone.
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      “Must be nice to be the boss’s all-time favorite.”

      Ashtyn ignored the snide remark from Emmy, an executive assistant to one of the company’s directors, and her sort of work frenemy.

      On occasion, they ate lunch together or stopped somewhere near the office for happy hour. They had a few things in common, mainly, the fact that they both worked at SFG for demanding bosses.

      Emmy had cropped red hair and amber eyes and was a dedicated vegetarian. Also, a gossip and a backstabber. Ashtyn often felt outcast from the other assistants because they assumed she was too high on the scale to associate with. Emmy, however, eagerly gave her friendship, since she was also outcast because of her catty behavior.

      Ashtyn pushed in her top drawer and locked it, withholding a sigh. “Mr. Savant will be gone for over two weeks on his honeymoon, and I haven’t taken a vacation in years.” All true. She had enough work to keep her very busy, but Logan practically ordered her to take some time off. He pointed out that the only days she’d requested off were for court, and that a break was overdue. She couldn’t argue with him.
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