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Content Warning

	 

	My books are dark romance and are not for the faint of heart. Reader discretion is advised. For those who do choose to read my books, I highly encourage self-care and self-awareness practices while reading.

	 

	That being said, if you wish to proceed, I welcome you to the most dangerous safe space you’ve ever entered. Come ready to explore yourself and your boundaries. All are welcome. 

	 

	There is a trigger/content warning list that begins on the back of this page. For those who do not have triggers and/or prefer to go in blind, there are inherently spoilers in this list and you can skip it if you choose to do so for the best blind experience. For those who need it, we did our absolute best to include as many triggers present in the book as possible. While detailed, the list is not comprehensive, and everyone has their own unique triggers. Please proceed with caution. If you need a break during this book, take it. If you need help, ask for it. 

	 

	 


Trigger Warnings

	 

	In no specific order, this book contains: 

	 

	- Descriptive violent sex scenes
(consensual/dub-con)

	- Sexual exploitation

	- On-page sexual assault

	- Kidnapping/abduction

	- Presence of a stalker including stalking behavior (on-page surveillance)

	- Torture

	- Murder

	- Criminal activity including but not limited to gang-related activity and gun violence

	- Mention of drug cartels

	- Mention of child neglect

	- Mention of gambling addiction

	- Mention of sex trafficking

	- Mental illness including on-page panic attack

	 

	Kinks (in no particular order)

	 

	- Impact play

	- Light humiliation and degradation

	- Orgasm control

	- Predicament bondage

	- BDSM (D/s dynamics)

	- Cockwarming

	- Praise kink

	- Anal play

	- Breath play

	 


 

	This one is for the girls whose love is so pure, it saves us all from our monsters. 

	 

	Now go be a good girl and let your broken boy use you to feel whole again.

	 

	 


Dandelion (the playlist)

	 

	1. Electric Love – BØRNS

	2. all-american bitch – Olivia Rodrigo

	3. Control – Zoe Wees

	4. Hey Brother – Avicii

	5. Captain America – Cal Scruby

	6. Power Over Me – Dermot Kennedy

	7. 10,000 Hours – Bugus

	8. Tonight – FM Static

	9. Bronco – Canaan Smith

	10. Way Back – Brantley Gilbert

	11. Gravity – Sara Bareilles

	12. DNA – Lia Marie Johnson

	13. Dandelions – Ruth B.

	14. Dress – Taylor Swift

	15. NASTY – Russ

	16. Earned It (Fifty Shades of Grey) – The Weeknd

	17. Levitating (feat. DaBaby) – Dua Lipa

	18. Lost in the Moment (feat. Andreas Moss) – NF

	19. Daddy Issues – The Neighbourhood

	20. War Of Hearts – Ruelle

	21. DiE4u – Bring Me The Horizon

	22. Terrible Lie – Nine Inch Nails

	23. Anybody Out There – Tyler Shaw & Amaal Nuux

	24. Hurricane – Thirty Seconds to Mars

	25. Rescue – Lauren Daigle

	26. I Will Follow You Into The Dark – Death Cab For Cutie

	27. Falling like the Stars – James Arthur

	28. Mary’s Song (Oh My My My) – Taylor Swift
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CHAPTER 1

	Logan

	Catching a glimpse of myself as I pass by, I take a step back and face the mirror. My hair is in total disarray from running around the townhouse, so I flip my wallet into my left hand with my coffee cup while holding my keyring between my teeth. Using my now-free hand, I finger comb my dark brown curls back into place. Giving myself one more look, I drop my keys back in my hand and head out the door to work. 

	I smile as I see my custom Bronco Outer Banks Edition that my brother helped me buy. The muted lavender-soft gray pearlized vehicle appears off-white with a glimmer of purple in the soft morning sunlight. It’s a one-of-a-kind ride that reminds me every morning how much he loves me. I really wanted a vintage Bronco to match my best friend, Dallas’, but Royce insisted I needed a newer model for safety. I climb in, throwing my coffee in the cupholder and my wallet haphazardly on the dash, starting the ignition and heading off to another day at The Camellia Club. 

	Once on the main road, I head to my recent calls on the infotainment center and call Dallas, knowing her shift should’ve wrapped up recently.

	“Hey! You heading into work?” she answers before I even have the chance to greet her. 

	“Yes! How was your day at the hospital?”

	“Nothing too crazy, Just the usual; a broken arm, a heart attack, and a few cases of flu. Oh! and a pregnant lady whose husband was insistent her Braxton-Hicks contractions were her delivering their 22-week old fetus and threatening to sue us for malpractice for not giving her medicine to stop the premature labor. Which, shocker, wasn’t actually happening.”

	Laughing, I ask, “First time parents?”

	“Of course! I put on my best friendly face and ensured them that their baby would happily stay right where they’re at as long as she got some more water in her system.” I can practically hear her shaking her head. “What’s your day like today?”

	“Nothing too crazy. I have our monthly staff meeting, and I have a new event coordinator I’ve got to continue to train-up, but she’s doing really well so that’s been fairly easy.”

	“I still don’t understand how you enjoy managing an entire social and athletic club. I would be pulling my hair out dealing with all of those people constantly.”

	“Dallas, you talk to patients all day long. How is that different?”

	“Because treating patients is way different than management. Once they’re out of my ER, I hopefully will never see them again. Nowhere near the amount of social politics you play all day every day, by choice.”

	I catch myself chuckling as I respond, “Fair. Outside of work, I also have my weekly sibling dinner with Royce tonight.”

	“Speaking of Royce, have you seen Blake since he moved back to town?”

	“No!” I say, probably a little too enthusiastically. “Why would I?”

	She teases playfully, “I don’t know, he is your brother’s best friend, and you two were close once. Plus, he’s not exactly hard to look at. I thought maybe since he’s back in town you two might’ve seen each other.”

	“Well, no. We haven’t. He hasn’t gone out of his way to see me, nor has he put much effort into talking to me much since he left for college and law school, so I don’t see any reason to be the one to reach out.”

	“Okay, whatever you say. You think he’ll come to dinner tonight?”

	“Girl, I hope not.” Dallas laughs way too hard at my response. “What are you laughing for?”

	“You have had a crush on him since we were like ten years old! ‘I hope he doesn’t come to dinner,’ yeah, okay. Let’s see what you end up wearing to dinner tonight now, ‘just in case’ he does come.”

	She keeps laughing, “I’ll be wearing a t-shirt and leggings, thank you very much.”

	“Yeah, with that t-shirt tied up to show off how good your ass looks, maybe.”

	“Dallas!”

	“What? You know the first time he showed us that hidden bike trail behind the park and the tree house he and Royce built you were head over heels for him.”

	“That tree house was just three pieces of plywood nailed to some branches to make platforms.”

	“Yeah, but it was all we needed. And you can bet I’ll be awake when dinner’s over so I can hear how it went,” audibly smirking at herself. 

	“I hate you so much sometimes,” I snicker. 

	“No you don’t. I—”

	“Before you start whatever story you’re about to start, I’m pulling into the club right now.”

	“Okay then I’m going to get my butt to bed as soon as possible. Text me after dinner!”

	“If you insist,” knowing that if I don’t text her, she’ll be texting me anyways. We hang up while I’m parking and I head into the club.

	When I stroll in, I’m greeted by our receptionist. “Hey Logan, that dress is adorable!”

	“Thanks!” I do a quick twirl as the chiffon cap sleeves and wrap hemline flutter with the motion. ”It’s one of my favorites. Hope your morning is going well!” I call out to her as I walk past her desk towards my office. I drop my keys and wallet off at my desk, then head towards the back of the club where the tennis courts are. 

	I see Ana out on the second court, which happens to be her favorite to train clients at. She’s setting up some of her equipment for a client and gives me a smile when she sees me approaching. She’s been one of my favorite employees since I started working here and has been my biggest supporter as I moved into the lead manager position at the club. At twenty-eight, not everyone on staff was happy with my promotion, but I’ve been working here doing different jobs since I was in high school, so with my college degree and inside knowledge of so many different facets of this social and racquet club, I was more than prepared to take it on.

	“Hey Ana, how’s your morning going?”

	“First client should be showing up any minute! Did you bring me any coffee?”

	“No, but I can grab you one from the break room if you need it.”

	“No, no, it’s okay. I’ve already had plenty this morning, but if you wanted to have a cup ready for me at the staff meeting this afternoon I wouldn’t be complaining.”

	“That can be arranged! How’s Nina’s soccer camp going?”

	“She is absolutely loving it. I’m glad I caved and signed her up. I was going to make her wait one more year since she barely made the cut-off by turning eight during camp, but she was so determined to play that I let her. It was definitely the right decision.”

	“Do you have any special plans for her birthday tonight?”

	“Just going to get some pizza and ice cream after camp, but honestly camp will probably be the highlight of the day for her.”

	I notice a woman in her late fifties that is heading towards us, and nod to her while making eye contact with Ana. Ana greets her, and I slip off to do a lap around the facility, my morning ritual to ensure everyone has what they need for the day and help everyone see me as an extra set of hands as much as they do their manager. 

	 

	After a busy day at work, I head home before dinner. Dropping my keys and wallet on the entry table on the way in, I can’t get my mind off tonight. Would Blake come to dinner? Surely Royce would tell me if he invited Blake. Royce knows I hate surprises; he wouldn’t blindside me like that. Plus, Blake just moved back to town last week. He has to still be unpacking and settling in at his new firm and apartment; there’s no way he’d be ready to be casually going out to dinner with friends yet. Still, I wonder if I should freshen up a bit for dinner and change, just in case he comes. Dang, Dallas really did predict that one, huh? I could just text Royce and ask, but then that would look like I care, which obviously I don’t. 

	I glance at my watch, well aware I didn’t really have time to come home in the first place. I must’ve already subconsciously decided I was going put in a little extra effort tonight given that I decided to come home at all instead of going straight to the pub. I speed walk upstairs to the bathroom, and quickly run through a mirage of options of what to do with my hair, ultimately just leaving it alone and running a brush through it. Touching up my foundation and mascara, then changing into some jeans and a navy blue floral blouse that has a low v-neckline, I balance putting in more effort without being overdressed if it is just me and Royce. 

	Heading back downstairs, I throw on a pair of black sandals to finish off the look and am out the door in under fifteen minutes. I shouldn’t be noticeably later than normal, especially with how inconsistent Royce’s schedule is. I jump back into the Bronco, and wonder why there’s a twinge of excitement in my gut as I pull back out onto the road. 

	 

	
CHAPTER 2

	Logan

	O’Brion’s Pub is one of those places that looks like it’s been around both twenty years and two hundred years simultaneously. I dodge the specials sign on the sidewalk and make a friendly smile at the girl sitting at the outdoor table when I make eye contact after my near-miss with the sign. Pulling open the dark green painted door, the warm ambiance of the pub is accompanied by the chatter of a full house and some guys at the bar yelling at the soccer game on TV. 

	I spot Royce in our usual booth about halfway down the long narrow pub, and plop into the booth seat across from him. “I didn’t realize Abilotte United was playing tonight?” I question, pointing my thumb back at the rowdy bar crowd. 

	“They’re not, they’re rewatching Sunday’s game.”

	“Then why are they getting so worked up?”

	“Doesn’t everything seem more exciting after a whole pitcher of beer?” he laughs. “It’s good to see you. How was your day at work?”

	“It was good! Our new event coordinator is doing really well. And she enjoys her work, so she’s going to make my life ten times easier once she knows her way around all the systems and protocols and can start to willingly take things off my hands.”

	“Good. Was Ana working today?”

	“Yes, which I can’t believe she was. It’s Nina’s birthday today and she didn’t take the day off.”

	“Well, why not?”

	“I guess Nina was excited for the pool day at summer camp today. And I suspect she wanted Nina to get to have time with her friends without having to coordinate an actual birthday party. So she decided if Nina was going to daycare, she might as well work.”

	“That makes sense. I would’ve loved to have a summer birthday as a kid. Pool parties would’ve been a blast.”

	I laugh at the ridiculous notion, “Because Dad would’ve thrown us so many parties. Guess what else Nina is doing this week.”

	“What?”

	“Soccer camp! With the Abilotte United guys running it. Apparently, she really likes ‘Coach Boston,’ and I think Ana might, too, from the way she tells the stories.” I can hear the grin in my statement.

	He pauses to look at the TV screen playing last week’s match, “As in midfielder Boston McLeod? And our Ana?”

	“I don’t think anything has actually happened, but she definitely wouldn’t be opposed if it did.” 

	“He’s like the most notorious playboy in the city, and that’s coming from me. There’s no way he’d consider a girl with a kid.”

	“Maybe she just wants a fling.” Royce bursts out laughing at that.

	“Isn’t that how she got Nina in the first place?” he quips with more laughter following suit. 

	“Royce!” I scold as I chuckle along with him. “We’re done talking about Ana. How was your day? Do you have any new properties in the works?”

	“Just the same old stuff. Meeting with clients, showing off the potential of buildings, lots of paperwork looking at new options. Nothing nearly as exciting as one of my friends trying to hook up with a professional athlete.” He smirks and diverts the conversation back to taunting me, “Is that why you’re so dressed up? Are you and Ana going out tonight? Those aren’t your normal work clothes.”

	I don’t want to admit the real reason why I went home to change, and I don’t want Royce remembering this too well to ask Ana about it later. “No, I’ve got plans with Dallas afterward. I figured I’d change on my way here. Ana has birthday plans with Nina, remember?”

	He laughs playfully at me as we continue to catch up about our days. I do most of the talking; Royce has a way of being the center of the conversation without sharing much about himself in the process. I know he does it to avoid telling me things he doesn’t want me to know. He makes most of his money now in commercial real estate, but I know that’s not his only source of income. 

	Growing up, our father wasn’t around much, and Royce put in a lot of effort to make sure I felt like the center of his world and never noticed that I went without the parental affection every kid deserves. Somewhere along the way, I think it just became part of our relationship that he was my biggest supporter, and still is. But part of that support growing up was him doing whatever it took to make ends meet when our dad didn’t come home for months and bills were due. I guess some habits just don’t die like we wish they would. Regardless of what he may or may not do behind closed doors, I can’t imagine my life without him. His presence is warm, and he has a way of reminding me that nothing is as bad as it seems. He doesn’t make life feel perfect, but he makes the bumps seem smaller, which they usually are compared to what my mind is making them out to be. Our weekly sibling dinners are one of the most grounding parts of my week. 

	I look him over while we sit at the pub, sitting in comfortable silence while we eat. His tattoo sleeve on his right arm shows beneath his short sleeve t-shirt, and his golden-brown hair falls into his face as he bends over to eat. He looks up at me and smiles a lopsided grin, and I can’t help but think back to the number of friends over the years who have tripped all over that grin. He’s got faint lines at both the corner of his eyes and between his eyebrows. Proof he smiles as much as he stresses, and I wish there was a way I could ease the burden he carries around with him to care for us both, even though I’m far old enough and capable of caring for myself. 

	We finish eating dinner, and hang out long enough for both of us to finish our drinks. Royce walks me out to my car, and gives me a hug before confirming we’re on for dinner, same time same place, next week. I start the Bronco and watch as he walks over to his black Levante and climbs into the driver’s seat. I pull out, and head back to my townhouse. 

	 

	Dropping my keys on the entry table when I get home, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. It’s ridiculous that I bothered to get ready for Blake without even knowing whether or not he was coming. He and I may have been close as kids, but by the time he left for college we were hardly speaking. We’ve never so much as kissed, and while he’s never been in a serious relationship that I know of (much like my brother), I heard from Royce that he’s had his fair share of women over the years. Me throwing on a little extra mascara and running a brush through my hair surely wouldn’t impress him. I’m still kicking myself for acting on my school-girl crush when I get a text from Dallas: 

	 

	Dallas: How’d it go? Was you-know-who there?

	Me: No

	Dallas: You don’t sound happy about that

	Me: Because I changed clothes assuming  he would be, but Royce didn’t invite him. So I’m going to have to admit I may have put in some effort for him

	Dallas: HA. I knew it! Maybe he’ll come next week?

	Me: Maybe

	Dallas: What’d you end up wearing?...

	Me: Shut up. 

	Dallas: Maybe you should invite him to next week’s dinner

	Me: Absolutely not. That would be so out of pocket. If he comes, it’s on Royce.

	Dallas: You could see if Royce wants to help him settle in. You could even see if he’s got new sheets he needs help trying out

	Me: OMG Dallas!

	Dallas: What? When was the last time you got laid?

	Me: You’re incorrigible. I’m not hooking up with my brother’s best friend to break a dry spell

	Dallas: If you don’t, maybe I will

	Me: lol you would never do that to me 

	 

	The conversation goes on with twenty different ways Dallas schemes for me to coincidentally spend time with Blake. She’s been my best friend since we were little, and she’s seen every phase of me and Blake’s relationship. From being my older brother’s best friend, to someone I hung out with one-on-one at the lake and felt like I could confide in unlike anyone else, to him completely betraying who I thought he was as a person and us barely speaking. I’d do anything to go back to how we were before that happened, but it happened and we’ve never really been the same since. He did his best to fix things afterwards, but I don’t know if I could ever trust him again. Which is why when he stopped trying to reach out, I never reached out either. I suspect he was hoping time would help me forgive him, but it’s been so long I don’t know if I’ve moved past it or just buried it. 

	I move through my evening routine, and continue to wonder if there was even any potential there. My rational brain concludes that there shouldn’t be. He betrayed my trust and if it happened once, it’ll happen again. But I can’t help but wonder if he put himself out there if I’d fall for it again like I did when I was a teenager.

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 3

	Logan

	I’m sitting at my desk, working on this quarter’s budget breakdown when I get a text from Royce telling me that he’s currently hanging out with Blake and wondering if it’s okay for him to invite him to sibling dinner this week. I read the message on my lock screen, but don’t open it while I debate a reply. I keep trying to work on the spreadsheet, but my mind is teetering about how to respond to Royce. 

	Part of me wants to say “absolutely not;” that’s our time together and I’m not sure I want to see Blake at all. The other part senses the nervousness in my stomach, making me wonder if I am actually excited by the possibility of seeing Blake. I know Royce probably really wants to spend time with Blake, and asking is his way of trying to respect our time together. What kind of sister would I be if I tell him he couldn’t hang out with his best friend who just moved back to town after being gone for over a decade? I sigh to myself and pick up my phone, typing out a message with a level of excitement that takes way more energy than it should. I give him the green light to invite Blake, and he quickly replies telling me that I’m the best. 

	A soft smile forms on my face knowing that he’s happy with me—before it registers what I did. I groan and swipe out of my messages with Royce and straight into Dallas’, giving her an update and wondering what the hell I was thinking. 

	While waiting for a message back from Dallas about my little spiral, I slouch back in my chair and stare past my computer to the wall. My brain drifts to one of the first times I looked at Blake as more than just my brother’s best friend…

	 

	19 years prior…

	I’m sitting on the swings between Dallas and Olivia when Olivia notices her brother and Royce down by the water. 

	“What are they doing?” Olivia squints to try to see better in the bright summer sunlight.

	A few ripples begin on the surface of the lake, and Dallas responds, “It looks like they’re skipping rocks.”

	“Oh! I’ve always wanted to learn how. Let’s go see if they’ll teach us.” Olivia jumps off her swing and runs down the hill without even waiting for us to respond. I laugh with Dallas as we rush after her. By the time we get to the bottom of the hill, Olivia is squatting between Blake and Royce, and Blake is telling her what to look for in a rock. Royce fills Dallas and me in, and we both start looking as well. 

	Dallas quickly finds a rock, and Royce grabs one of his own, demonstrating how to throw it properly. I pause to watch as Dallas makes her first attempt, and Royce coaches her through it, with Blake doing the same thing for Olivia behind them. I go back to looking for a rock, and find a couple possible options. But Olivia and Dallas are already getting the hang of it, what if I can’t do it and embarrass myself? I casually pass on a good rock and keep looking, pausing to watch my friends and brother all skip the rocks three to four times before it sinks below the surface. I look back down and notice a shadow approaching the rocks in front of me. 

	Blake squats down, getting eye level with me and handing me a rock. He tells me it’s a good one, then talks me through what to do. He demonstrates again himself, then sensing my hesitation, offers to guide me through the motion before I try on my own. I nod, and he stands behind me, grabbing my arm and showing me what to do. My first attempt only skips once before sinking, but it wasn’t a total fail and Blake quickly hands me another rock. He’s extra reassuring and telling me I got the throw right, I just need to hold the rock in my hand a little differently. He positions it in my hand, then encourages me to try again and I get a good three skips in. He’s focusing on me and lights up when I get excited with my success. It’s the first time anyone besides Royce has ever been outwardly proud of me, and I can’t help but get excited for a completely different reason. 

	 

	My mind drifts back to reality, and I shift my focus back to the spreadsheet in front of me. I send a message to our new event coordinator asking her to come by my office when she gets a minute. We have some extra funds in the budget for the quarter and I want to see if she has any ideas for how we could use it. I’m also hoping her presence will keep me focused on my job and stop me from thinking about Blake for the next two days straight until dinner. 

	There is a part of me that can’t wait to catch up with Blake. I want to hear about what his life was like before he moved back home, how law school was, college, see who he’s become as a man. He was truly one of my best friends for years. But I know I’m risking forgiving what he did to Royce, and setting myself up to get burned by him again. I know myself well enough to know I’ll give anyone far more chances than they deserve, so seeing him with Royce at our sibling dinner, in an atmosphere that feels safe and light, will take away the feelings I should be holding onto. I don’t know if I’m ready for it. My anxiety about the whole situation starts settling in. I need that coordinator to get to my office, like, thirty seconds ago. 

	 

	The next two days pass in the slowest time warp I could’ve ever imagined. I’ve been both dreading tonight and feeling an unwelcomed excitement about it. I took a little extra time this morning getting ready; curling my hair and putting on a full face of makeup, which makes it easier to simply touch up and change clothes after work before heading to O’Brion’s. I grab a pair of dark-wash jeans, brown booties with a matching belt, and a pretty dusty blue blouse with a faux wrap that shows off more than its fair share of my chest before heading back out.

	I realize I’m going to have to start changing every time for Royce to not be suspicious at this point, but it’s worth it to see if Blake will see me and give me the same look he did when we were teenagers; the look that made me wonder exactly what he thought of me and who I really was to him. What will I do if I do get that look? Probably nothing. He was always my brother’s best friend—I think that’s why neither of us ever did anything about the feelings I know I had, and assume he had, back in high school. But beyond that, we’re strangers to each other at this point; strangers who ended on a sour note. I can’t imagine anything unfolding, but it would be nice to see if I still warrant a reaction out of him and pretend maybe he’s been wondering about me all these years like I have been. 

	 

	
CHAPTER 4

	Blake

	Royce is sitting across from me at a booth asking me about the move and settling into the new apartment. I tell him about the moody black limewashed walls and warm hardwood that give it a great masculine energy with an incredible view over the city. The brick walls in the bedroom leak heat, but having a place with character is worth it. We drift to talking about the new job, and he asks if I’m starting to take on new clients of my own yet.

	“Yeah. The partners knew the work I was doing in New York. I’ll still have periodic supervision to make sure I’ve got the firm’s practices down, but otherwise they’re letting me take over a few clients of theirs and have a nice lineup of potentials for me as well. Why, do you need representation already?”

	“It never hurts to have a lawyer you trust.”

	I take a quick look around before asking my next question: “So what exactly are you selling these days?”

	“I think that’ll require a signed retainer before I spell it out in black and white for you.”

	“Are you still working with the cartel?”

	“I work with, almost, everyone these days.”

	“Well, that rules out—” I shut my mouth as I see Logan approaching us down the long aisle between booths. Her multicolored eyes find mine. In the warm, low lighting of the pub, it’s hard to see the chunk of dark brown at the bottom third of her otherwise hazel left eye, but as she gets closer it’s easier to see that tell-tale coloring that makes her even more beautiful than any other girl I’ve laid eyes on. Her espresso brown hair is curled down her back and I catch a whiff of her sweet and creamy vanilla perfume drift across the table as she slides into the booth beside her brother. 

	Earlier this week, I brought up Royce and Logan’s sibling dinner in conversation, knowing my best friend well enough that he wouldn’t be able to resist inviting me. But if I was actually allowed to come, that means she gave her approval. It’s not much, but it’s a crack in the door to try to insert myself back into her life. Years ago, she was the only person I let see inside my head after Olivia, even Royce didn’t have that privilege. Letting her go when I could tell she wanted nothing to do to with me was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. But I’m home now, and she’s going to have a hell of a time pushing me away again this time. 

	As she greets Royce with a hug, I admire her thicker frame and toned legs through her skin-tight jeans. I wonder if she dresses like that every time she comes out to the pub with Royce, or if the revealing blouse in my favorite shade of blue was done just for me. She turns to face me, and I greet her. “Hi Logan, it’s been a long time.”

	“Hi Blake. How’s the move been?”

	“It’s been good. I was actually just telling Royce about how nice the new apartment is. Maybe you two should swing by and check it out some time.”

	There’s a flash of a panic in her eye as Royce eagerly replies how that sounds like a great idea. I pick the conversation back up, “He was also telling me you’re still working at the Camellia Club as the manager now?”

	Her eyes soften into a smile. “Yeah, I really do love it there. The grounds are beautiful and there’s just so many different moving pieces, it keeps it exciting and entertaining. And honestly the people there are great.”

	“Oh? Meet anybody interesting working there?” When she makes eye contact with me, I’m sure she can tell exactly what I mean by that question. 

	She answers, “Just a really good friend, Anastasia. She’s one of the tennis pros there. There’re a couple other girls there we’ve hung out with a few times. But she’s the only one I’d consider a good friend. She hangs out with me and Dallas a lot, and her daughter is the cutest kid I’ve ever met and so funny, I swear.”

	“Yeah, Nina is pretty adorable; almost makes me want to have a kid of my own, she’s so cute,” Royce chimes into the conversation. 

	“Yeah? And which fling would you pick to have a kid with, exactly?” I laugh as I throw Royce’s comment back at him.

	“Not a single one of them, which is why I don’t have one yet. But maybe one day.”

	“Well, you’d have to show interest in a girl for more than one night for that to happen,” Logan teases her brother, and he laughs while shaking her off.

	“On that note, you seeing anyone, Logan?”

	Before she can answer, Royce chimes in, “Nope, and I’d know. After the last guy not going so well, she knows to give me all the details even if it’s too early to really be doing that.”

	My expression must clearly be asking what he means because Logan adds to his statement: “When I broke up with the last guy I was seeing, he didn’t take it well.”

	“What exactly does that mean?”

	Royce cuts Logan off, “He blasted pictures of her and her cell number all over the internet. Encouraging people to hit her up if they wanted, attention.”

	“You’re kidding…” My tone is anything but amused.

	“Nope, after the third guy tried texting me, I explained the situation that it was an angry ex, but I wasn’t ‘open for business,’ and he posted on the thread he saw my information on that it wasn’t legit.”

	“Yeah, but that didn’t deter everyone.” 

	Logan rolls her eyes at Royce’s comment. I ask her directly, “What does he mean by that?”

	“He means some people have been more persistent. Even knowing it wasn’t a real ad.”

	Royce glares at her, still looking in her direction when he says, “She had stalkers.”

	“Multiple?”

	“Yeah, I’ve dealt with all but one. He’s been more difficult to find.”

	“And I’m not worried. You’ll find him!” she huffs, clearly annoyed by the topic of conversation. Royce gives me a nervous look, and I have full intentions of getting more details out of him later. Having no desire to ruin Logan’s night, I let it drop for now and wave down the waitress for Logan to put in her drink order.

	After Logan orders her drink, Royce steers the conversation back to me. His energy is contagious and both Logan and I can’t help but get a little buzz from him. He’s obviously happy to have me back in town, and leaving him behind is one of the biggest regrets I have. He was my best friend, but to get myself through all my schooling and knowing I wanted to go to law school, I had to put a little distance in our relationship. We still spoke regularly throughout the years, but we haven’t seen much of each other in person. He’s one of the main reasons I moved back home. I was able to establish a strong reputation for myself in New York, knowing that I always planned to lean on that reputation in a big city to become a Junior Partner early in my career back home in Abilotte. 

	The night continues with another round of drinks, and as everyone is finishing their last few bites of food, Royce comments on how enjoyable it was to have everyone together. I tell him, “I agree, it’s been great catching up with you both. Thanks for letting me crash your sibling dinner.”

	“You know you’re welcome any time. You’re basically family anyways.” My eyes flicker over to Logan at his comment. Her lips part slightly, caught off guard by the comment. My mind briefly wanders to what it would feel like to have her lips against mine before it registers her pressing those lips into a hard line. I smirk at her and tell him, “Well then, you can count on seeing a whole lot more of me.” I pull my wallet out of my pocket and drop some cash on the table, rising to stand as I slip out of the booth. Royce follows suit and nudges Logan out of the booth. 

	We do a quick hand grab and shoulder pat as our goodbye. As I’m turning away from Royce, I pull Logan into a hug before she can register what’s happening. She’s stiff in my arms as I whisper, “See you next week,” through her hair, my hand subtly tracing down her back. At 6’4”, her 5’3” frame lines her face up with the center of my chest, and I feel her soften into me slightly with the familiarity of our hug. Not wanting to push her too far in one night, I release her. The slight flush on her chest and the dilation in her pupils are all the reassurance I need—she isn’t as disinterested as she’s pretended to be for the past decade. I walk out with quiet confidence, knowing I’ll have her in my arms again soon. 

	 

	The next day sitting at the office and paging through case files on a new client, my assistant knocks before opening my door. She walks in, case file in hand. “Hi Mr. Weber. I have a new file for you to review of a potential client.”

	I close the file I was looking at before taking the one in her outstretched hand. I open it and begin reviewing the details. My mood quickly sours, and a frustrated expression flashes across my face as I slam it shut. “Damn it, Rachel. I told you I have no interest in representing clients charged with kidnapping or abduction. I know I spoke about this with the partners and you previously. Why did you bring me this case?”

	I see the fear flicker across her face. She hesitates before speaking, “He’s believable. I know you’re not interested in representing child abductors or kidnappers in general, but I thought you might want to hear him out so you can judge if you think he’s innocent—”

	Cutting her off, I sigh. “Rachel, it’s not about their guilt. I am not interested in trying those cases. If you think he’s innocent, take his case to someone else. TJ maybe. But don’t bring me another.”

	“Yes, sir.” She scurries out of the room, probably grateful my rage dissipated quickly and not wanting to test her luck. My head drops into my hands, elbows propped up on my desk as I close my eyes trying to shake away the memory flashing into view. As it fades, I sit up and reach into the bottom drawer of my desk for the bottle of Jefferson’s and a glass. Eleven in the morning is far too early to be drinking, but this is why I don’t try kidnapping cases. I bring the glass to my mouth and let the warm bourbon coat my lips as I sip on it. Leaning back and resting the glass on my desk, my mind wanders to the one person who could distract me from the weight that comes with those memories.

	 

	17 years prior…

	Walking along the sidewalk that wraps around the park and heads down to the water, I notice a small frame kicking rocks with her hood up. Feeling even heavier at the sight of her, I slow my strides deciding if I want to deal with another person right now. I came out here to be alone with my miserable self, but before I can turn around the responsibility sets in, and I drag myself over to her. 

	Approaching her slowly, I put myself in front of her path. She notices me when one of the rocks she kicks skips past my right foot. She looks up at me with an exhausted, splotchy face. I know why she’s crying and it’s my fault. 

	“You know you shouldn’t be out here alone,” I scold her gently.

	Her eyes drop as she responds softly, “I’m not, you’re here.”

	“I wasn’t a minute ago.” She just keeps looking at her feet as she walks past me, moving like a zombie. She must feel as numb as I do. I sigh and spin around, walking a few feet in front of her then sitting down on the rocks. I’m in her line of sight and in her walking path. As if it takes too much energy for her to walk around me, she stops and reluctantly sits down next to me. She wraps her arms around her bent knees and places her chin on them as she stares out at the water. I wonder what she’s thinking and find myself drifting between watching her and looking out at the water lost in my own misery. 

	She breaks the silence, nearly a whisper, “It’s so hard to come here now.”

	“I know,” my voice cracking in response. “I used to come out here and skip rocks all the time. I can’t anymore.”

	“We used to pick dandelions.”

	I hesitate before asking, “Do you want to do that now?” 

	As hard as it would be to do it with her, seeing the tears silently rolling down her cheek, it breaks me to see she’s not even phased by the feeling. 

	“No, I can’t. I—” the words cut off as she chokes on a sob. I wrap my arm around her and pull her into me, her head pressed into my chest, she starts blubbering about all the things they should’ve been doing this summer now that they were sixth graders. When she’s out of words, she continues crying into me as I stroke the back of her head. 

	 

	An incoming text breaks the memory. I look down and see Royce’s name on my lock screen asking if I can meet him for lunch. When I tell him I can if I’m back in an hour, an address to a Mexican restaurant comes across with the promise that it’ll be quick. As I’m heading out the door, I get an email notification that he’s signed my retainer for both him and his company and has sent the necessary retainer fee for both accounts. This should be interesting. 

	The Mexican restaurant looks like your standard hole-in-the-wall spot. Faded orange walls and tile flooring with a row of tables on one side and a friendly host who is already grabbing menus when he sees me through the glass door. Before I can step through the doorway, a hand wraps around my forearm, pulling me to keep walking past the building. I see Royce leading the way around the corner and release the door behind me, knowing better than to ask questions yet. 
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