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#Everstrike




“What should our shipper name be?” Strike asked Everly. She was ignoring him again, reading some chemistry report instead of talking to him while they ate lunch at the bistro down the street from her office. He didn’t mind that, really. Watching her work wasn’t as boring as it would seem. She had this adorable wrinkle right between her neat eyebrows that came and went while she muttered to herself. He counted its appearance/disappearance for a while, then compared her smooth, medium-brown skin to his darker shade, imagining them as a couple at movie premieres and fundraisers. 

But when he wanted her attention, needling her about the relationship she had gone back to insisting they were never going to have was always an option. Today, though, she was too engrossed in work. Probably fair. She’d taken a bunch of time off last week while her best friend Corin was here. Perks of being the boss—she owned a custom skin care company—but there were consequences. 

Narrowing his eyes, he scrutinized the piece of meat on his fork. He could have sworn he tasted onions, even though he’d told them to leave them off his salad.

“Hashtag-Everstrike,” Everly said absently, lifting a piece of paper to read the one below it. “Dammit. I knew the ratio was off.”

“What?” Strike stared at her, his fork still upraised. A piece of lettuce dropped back into his bowl.

“Stacia didn’t calculate—”

“No, I got that,” he said impatiently. But then he stopped himself. Everstrike. It was so perfect, he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it. Not that he’d tried. She was supposed to tell him, with a load of exasperation, that there was nothing for anyone to ship. He’d thought she was giving him a chance a week ago. They’d spent that week investing time in such a chance, only for her to tell him yesterday that they should just stay friends.

But today she’d had an immediate answer to a shipper-name inquiry, and now his heart was thundering as if he’d run ten miles on the treadmill. He didn’t want to call her attention to what she’d said and then have to endure her retracting it.

“Mr. Prescott?”

He looked up. A young woman stood next to him, propping one foot nervously on top of the other.

“Hello.” He smiled at her.

She flushed and fiddled with the end of her ponytail. “I’m so sorry to bother you.”

“It’s no problem.” This café, down the street from Everly’s company, was pretty chill. He got recognized occasionally but rarely swarmed. But she wasn’t holding a napkin or pen for an autograph, or a phone for a picture, so he cocked his head in confused invitation.

She blushed harder. “Um. My mom, over there?” She pointed vaguely behind her. “She swears you did an after-school special like twenty years ago, and I said no way. I mean, I don’t even know what that is.” She rolled her eyes. “But she said you were, like, adorable, and she knew even then that you’d be a star.”

He nodded, smiling more broadly as he searched the other side of the café for the girl’s mother. “Yeah, it was actually twenty-six years ago, one of the last ones they did. I was five. My third acting job. Your mom has an impressive memory.”

“No. Way.” Her eyes were super-wide now. “Can you come over and say hi? She’ll be so giddy, she’ll let me have the car this weekend.”

“I’m sorry, my friend doesn’t have a very long lunch break, and I—”

“Go ahead.” Everly didn’t look up from her paperwork, and she had barely touched her sandwich. “I’m fine.”

“All right. Eat, though.” He nudged her plate as he stood, then waited until she picked up the sandwich.

He only spent about five minutes chatting with the mom. It was cool, she was more about the impact of those specials and their storylines than into gushing over how much of a fan she was of his work for all those years. The daughter got over her awkwardness and joined in. He’d have stayed longer if he hadn’t noticed Everly packing up her stuff and signaling for a box for the sandwich she’d taken two bites of. Literally two bites. He’d counted.

He quickly thanked the mom and daughter and went back to the table. 

“Leaving already?” He slid back into his seat.

“Yeah, sorry.” She paused in her bustle-y gathering activities and finally focused on him. “I’ve been a crappy lunch date.”

His heart stuttered at the word date, but he made sure it didn’t show. “It’s okay. Want to hit that new place in Echo Park for dinner?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” She stood. “Ben decided to move back home.” Their mutual friend had been abducted a couple of weeks ago. Strike and Everly, along with their friends Jace and Corin, had saved him and some others from some assholes intending to do weird medical experiments on them. It had been, obviously, traumatic for Ben.

“Yeah.” He didn’t want the rest of his salad. He pulled out enough cash to cover everything plus tip, dropped it on the table, and followed her out the door. “Can’t blame him, after everything that happened, plus his mom being sick.”

Everly strode quickly toward her car, Strike keeping pace beside her. “Jace was supposed to help him pack tonight, but after Corin got attacked last night, he’s on his way to DC—”

“What?” He opened the passenger door after she beeped the lock and watched her toss her stuff on the seat. “She was attacked? Where?” He did a quick time calculation. “At the airport?”

“Yes. She’s okay.” She straightened and pushed her gloriously thick, bushy brown hair off her face. “I mean, he had a gun and was going to shoot her, but someone stopped him. I don’t know details.”

“Over the Pelunitan thing?” Guilt swirled in his gut, even though of all of them, he had played the smallest role in the whole event. 

But Everly shook her head. “No, something else. She couldn’t talk about it. She said her people are on top of it, but that wasn’t enough for Jace.”

“No, course not.” Strike had never seen someone fall in love faster or harder than Jace had for Corin. And vice versa. They’d met when Everly enlisted her friend, who worked for some kind of security company as a computer genius, to help them find Ben. Strike and Jace had been friends forever, and they knew Everly through their volunteer work at the Lirio-Ave Center, a community non-profit.

Over the past week, they’d all spent a fair amount of time together, Corin completing what Strike saw as a perfect friend group. But she lived on the other side of the country, so yesterday, after Jace said goodbye to her, he and Strike had used each other as punching bags-slash-sparring partners. Strike to work out his frustration over Everly taking all the steps back from trying a relationship, Jace his anxiety over Corin leaving. And then this happened. No way was Jace staying here. But…

“He’s supposed to get back into training this week for his show.”

“I know.” 

After a second, he shrugged. Jace was a big boy. “I can come help instead.”

But Everly shook her head. “It’s a small room. Too many people would just be in the way.”

Did she mean he would just be in the way? He still didn’t get why she’d friend-zoned him again. He wasn’t some clueless asshole who ignored what a woman really wanted. Everly had admitted multiple times that she felt the chemistry between them. They’d meshed in so many ways, their friendship seeming, to him, to be the perfect foundation for more. He thought she was running scared, but why?

He tried not to let his hurt show as she checked the slim gold watch on her wrist. “I’m sorry, Strike, I really have to go.”

“Yeah, all right.” He stepped back and let her shut the door. “I’ll just…call you!” he finished just before she got into the car and started it. Well, damn. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so completely dismissed.

So much for #Everstrike.


      [image: ]Everly was barely back in her office when Stacia walked in. Before the manager could say anything, Everly started in on the formulas she’d been reviewing.

“The retinol levels in—”

“I already fixed them,” Stacia interrupted, then heaved an exaggerated sigh. “I liked it so much better when you were taking time off to go to the beach.”

A guilty flush rose up Everly’s chest and neck. She could feel it. “No, this is what happens when I’m not here. We fall behind.” She set her bag on her chair and pulled out the files. “If I had reviewed these sooner—”

“I would still be telling you that it was already adjusted. I know how to do my job.” Stacia frowned and folded her arms. “I wish you trusted me after all this time.”

“I—” Everly closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. That’s not the problem. I do trust you.”

“Do you, though? Sometimes it doesn’t seem like it.”

Everly moved her bag and sat behind her desk, gesturing for her friend to sit, too. Yes, friend. When Corin was here, Everly had revealed her insecurities over seeming to only be able to have serial friendships before people moved on from her. Since then, she’d been resisting facing how big a role that fear played in her overall life. Stacia was a very good place to start, especially now when it seemed her biggest business asset was being sincere rather than teasing.

She and Stacia had met in grad school. They were as alike as Everly and Corin, her best friend through all four years of college, were different—serious and focused and quietly ambitious. They’d gone in different directions after getting their master’s degrees, but when Everly’s skin care line started to take off and she needed to build the company, Stacia was the first person she thought of, and since she came on board, the company had grown at the steady, sustainable pace that had been Everly’s goal. 

But everyone moved on from Everly. With Corin, the decline in their communication had been gradual, so she hadn’t felt it strongly until Cor came back here, and then it had been acute. They’d dealt with that, and Everly didn’t think their friendship would drift again, but it made her realize how braced she’d been for Stacia to go. 

And Strike, too. Well, she’d fucked that one up. If she didn’t want to do the same with Stacia, pushing her away until she left, she had to convince herself that wasn’t inevitable.

“It’s not you, it’s me,” she said when Stacia had sat with her arms crossed and her lower lip sticking out. “I have this subconscious belief that if I’m not involved in everything, I can’t make sure nothing goes wrong. I don’t expect mistakes or carelessness or anything like that,” she went on before Stacia could protest. “But if they happen, I’ll feel responsible for them. And probably, there’s part of me that feels like I can’t take credit if it all goes right without my involvement, but that’s a bit ugly if it’s true, so let’s not talk about that part.” She laughed a little.

“That’s actually understandable. Apology accepted.” Mollified, Stacia squinted at her. “There’s something else going on. Where were you?”

“Lunch.” She swallowed the urge to defend herself. She was allowed to have lunch, and no one thought otherwise.

“Alone?”

“No, I met Strike.”

“Ahhhh.” Stacia’s expression cleared. “I get it now.”

Everly scowled. “No, you don’t.”

“Of course I do. Do you know how into you that man is?”

Everly didn’t know what to say. He’d played it cool enough over the last week that she had convinced herself she was right to nudge him back into the friend zone. And he’d let her. Kind of. “It’s just that thing where a guy wants what he can’t have.”

Stacia waved that off. “Maybe, but so what? See what happens when you say yes. That’s the only way to know for sure.”

“That’s sound logic.” She tried to laugh, but the lump in her throat choked it off, and Stacia’s eyes widened.

“Oh my god. You’re into him.”

She scowled again. “We’re friends.”

“Yeah, but if you didn’t like him like him, you wouldn’t be afraid to date him.”

“We do stuff together all the time that’s just like dating.”

“But have you kissed him?”

“No.” Even the thought of it sent her pulse thrumming in her throat and wrists. They hadn’t really been alone since she agreed to give “more than friends” a try, and he hadn’t pressed for anything like that. 

“Touched him at all?”

“Of course.” But few enough times that she could remember most, if not all of them. Not, like, incidental hand brushes like when he helped her make the tacos for dinner with Corin and Jace…okay, maybe even those. The so-short, so-shocking tingle every touch gave her made them all memorable. 

“And?”

She sighed. “What do you want me to say?”

Stacia shook her head. “Nothing. You don’t have to say anything to me. But why are you fighting so hard if being with him would make you happy? Because it really seems like it would make you happy.”

“For now.” Shit. She hadn’t wanted to talk about this again. Everything had grown more intense after admitting her fears to Corin and telling Strike they could consider being more than friends. Too intense, and yes, she’d chickened out. Wasn’t there a movie that talked about how feelings created under intense circumstances didn’t last? She’d been terrified that when the adrenaline wore off, he’d decide he didn’t actually want her that way. His easy “all right” response had convinced her she’d made the right decision, and she’d told herself that it was early enough that her heart hadn’t been broken. 

She’d expected the fade-out that had happened so many times before. But then he texted to ask her to lunch, and she couldn’t bring herself to say no. She wanted to spend time with him, even if she did it engrossed in work while he schmoozed random fans. Today had been as comfortable as anything they’d ever done, and then…

Hashtag-Everstrike.

Groaning, she buried her face in her hands. She couldn’t believe she’d said that to him out loud. 

“What is it?”

“I like him so much,” she finally admitted, emerging from her palms to blink at Stacia. “It’s too dangerous to let it develop.”

“That is such romance-novel bullshit,” Stacia said. “Avoiding something good just so it doesn’t hurt if it ends. Right? You’re saying you’ll regret getting involved with him if it doesn’t work out?” When Everly didn’t answer, she tossed up her hands. “Will you regret being friends with me if it doesn’t work out?”

“Yes.”

That stopped Stacia in her tracks. “Oh.”

“It’s not like I have some big relationship trauma in my past,” she told her. “It’s just been a slow, constant erosion. That’s life and all that, but there’s no reason for me to believe things would last with Strike.”

“There are plenty of actors who have long-term, successful relationships,” Stacia argued. “Don’t let that be the only reason you think it can’t work.” She watched her expectantly, as if waiting for Everly’s list of other reasons.
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love with a shot af adrenaline






