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            “YOU BETTER NOT FALL IN LOVE WITH MY SISTER.”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I never laughed so hard at a threat when I agreed to protect my best friend’s little sister…until she ended up pregnant with my baby.

      

        

      
        I take my job very seriously.

        I like my life disciplined with no distractions and no drama.

        Then she entered my life…

      

        

      
        Harper Maxwell is the epitome of a bratty party girl in stilettos looking for the next good time.

        She’s young, I get it, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I’m annoyed after just ten minutes in her presence.

      

        

      
        She has a penchant for throwing caution to the wind and a soft spot for a pathetic, man-child who keeps causing chaos in her life.

        So when he lays his hands on her and the police get involved, her brother Jimmy asked me to accept the assignment of protecting her.

      

        

      
        What I thought was going to be just a quick weekend job of babysitting a party girl has turned into weeks on end of not only trying to keep her safe once her ex is out of jail, but also trying to keep my hands off her petite little body.

      

        

      
        She’s made it clear she thinks it’s a fun game to tease me—to tempt me into wanting to wreck her little body but she has no idea who she’s messing with.

      

        

      
        I tried to resist, or maybe I didn’t. But either way I fucked up—I had a taste and now I want more.

      

        

      
        No matter how hard I try to get her to see that her ex is a dangerous asshole who needs to be put in his place, she can’t seem to decide between the two of us.

      

        

      
        After finding out my fiancé fell in love with my best friend while I was deployed, I swore I’d never fall in love again.

      

        

      
        You might think I’m a jaded, coldhearted bastard but I’ve got nothing left to give.

        I learned the hard way that life can screw you over in an instant no matter how much good is in your heart or how much good you’ve done.

      

        

      
        The last thing I expected when I promised Jimmy I’d protect his sister, is that sometimes it takes falling in love with the wrong person to realize what you truly want in life, especially when it’s about to ripped from your fingertips.

      

        

      
        This just might be the first mission I’ve ever failed.
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      “I told you that it’s not like that!”

      “Then what is it? What—or who—has you acting like such a bitch, huh? Why do you think you don’t have to listen to me all of a sudden?”

      I scoff and turn my back to him, but I’m not nearly as strong as I’m trying to project. My legs are shaking and I can barely keep my keys from slipping between my sweaty palms. I hate it when he’s angry like this. When Mason gets like this, it’s impossible to convince him that he’s wrong.

      I hear footsteps behind me and I squeeze my eyes shut as my muscles tense. Mason’s rage-filled voice calls out to me, “I told you I didn’t want you hanging out with those girls!”

      He puts his hand on my shoulder and jerks it toward him. Pain shoots through my shoulder and I push his hand off of me. My smaller hands can hardly get the job done, and at the moment, I’m finding myself wishing I had taken my brother Jimmy up on his offer to train me to fight military-style.

      I love Mason, but I can’t keep letting him do this to me.

      Mason is successful, he comes from a good family, and he’s sexy as hell. He’s everything I want in a guy, and if we could just get past this roadblock that we keep running into—if he would stop being so insecure—we could be a total power couple.

      “Harper!”

      My teeth click together as his hand smacks the back of my head hard. I can’t help the terrified yelp that comes flying out of my mouth. I throw my hand up so I can press it to the back of my head.

      I turn to look at Mason and my eyes fall on his wild gaze. His fists are clenched and he’s shaking with rage. His bright blue eyes are focused on me, but just past his shoulder, I can see my neighbor, Lucinda, running into the parking lot.

      Lucinda pulls her bright pink robe tighter around her waist. She hollers, “Hey! What the hell is going on here?”

      Mason whips his head around and I feel a wave of relief flow through me for a moment.

      “Don’t worry about it; this is between us!” he shouts.

      Lucinda frowns and reaches into her pocket. She fishes around and pulls out her cell phone. “I saw you hit her! I’m calling the police!”

      Mason takes a few steps toward her. “You don’t want to do that. My family is very powerful.”

      Mason goes out of his way to remind everyone how powerful his family is. In his world, he’s untouchable.

      Lucinda holds her hand up to silence him. “Stop! Hello? 911? Yes, my neighbor is being attacked by her boyfriend⁠—”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “No, wait, please! It’s just a misunderstanding! We’re having a fight!” I rush forward and press my hands into Mason’s arm. “We’re fine!”

      It doesn’t make a difference. Now the evening I could have spent relaxing after going out with the girls is probably going to be spent bailing Mason out of jail. I know that most women would leave him there, letting him stew overnight, but I can’t do that to him. We’ve been through too much together.

      Mason gets into a screaming match with Lucinda, and they hurl insults back and forth. His face is tomato red as he screams, “You’ll be homeless by the time I’m done with you! You don’t want to make an enemy out of me, bitch!”

      A police cruiser pulls into the parking lot and slows to a stop just in front of us. A 6’ police officer steps out of the car, with his fingers hooked in his belt loops. He strides over to us. “Is there a problem?”

      Lucinda jerks a thumb at Mason. “I saw him bash her across the back of the head!”

      Reflexively, my hand goes up and brushes against my tender scalp. The police officer narrows his eyes and glances between Mason and me.

      Mason crosses his arms over his chest. “This woman has no idea what she’s talking about. My girlfriend and I are just having a dispute,” he turns to me, “right, babe?”

      My heartbeat goes into overdrive as I look at Mason then the police officer. The officer purses his lips and turns his head to one side.

      “Ma’am?”

      My head hurts and my chest aches. I take a deep breath and try to exhale, but it comes out as a long, shuddering sound.

      The police officer reaches to his belt and pulls out his handcuffs. “Okay, at the very least, you guys could use some space. Let’s get going, buddy.”

      “Are you insane? Do you know who I am?”

      The cop shakes his head. “Pfft. You’re an asshole who’s about to spend the night in jail. Let’s go.”

      Mason stands still as the cop walks up to him and opens the handcuffs. The look Mason gives me sends daggers of fear sliding through my chest. The cop nods at me as he walks Mason over to the car.

      Lucinda rushes over to me and wraps me in her arms. “Oh, honey, I can’t believe you would let him do that to you,” she smooths my hair, gliding her fingers across what I know is going to be a nasty bruise. “You deserve so much more than that.”

      I frown as I bury my face in her shoulder. Lucinda is usually a little batty, spending her time with some cats and a few friends. I’ve never seen her bring a man home, so what would she know about what I’m doing? We’re going to be fine; I’m not letting Mason do anything to me.

      Am I?
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      I step into a light jog up the steps as I make it into one of the least pretentious bars in Manhattan. Most of these places are filled with business types—the kind of men who have never gotten their hands dirty, and probably never will. I’m used to getting more than a few side-eyes when I step into Rico’s. It’s clear I don’t belong.

      The smell of expensive perfume floats into my nostrils as a waitress in a tight skirt slides past me and rubs her ass right up against my crotch. Her breasts are front and center, and she’s hoping I’ll steal a glance. After all the time I’ve spent around women while traveling around the world, I’ve learned that when a woman looks at you like that—that shamelessly—she wants to cut the bullshit and jump into bed.

      That’s not for me . . . at least not these days.

      I had my time with that kind of fun years ago. Now I like to savor the simple things, like a cold glass of beer with one of my best friends.

      Jimmy stands up as I walk over to him. He’s seated on a cushy sofa set with a small table in front of him. A tall glass of beer is already sitting on the table, and it looks like he’s already sucked down half of it.

      Jimmy smirks as we sit down. The waitress comes over—the same one from before—and says, “See anything you like?”

      I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. “What?”

      She points to the laminated black-and-red menu the size of a postcard. “On the menu, I mean.”

      Jimmy’s poorly-stifled chuckle makes things even more awkward. I clear my throat. “I’ll take whatever he’s ordered. Keep them coming.”

      She nods then flashes me a nervous smile. “Coming right up.”

      Jimmy watches her go, then whistles through his teeth. “Looks like you’ve had an effect on that one.”

      “Whatever. I’m used to it.” I sit back against the booth. The waitress scurries over with my beer, then promptly returns to wherever she came from.

      I take a long sip of the ice-cold beer. “So, what’s going on? Why didn’t you just tell me what you wanted to talk about over the phone?”

      Jimmy’s smile turns into a mirthless, stone-cold expression. It’s the face he wears when he’s focused on the enemy.

      “I want to talk to you about Harper.”

      “What about Harper?”

      Jimmy’s kid sister has been an annoying fixture in my life for all the years I’ve known Jimmy. She’s the total opposite of Jimmy’s serious, sarcastic disposition. She’s loud, bubbly, and doesn’t know how to stay out of anyone’s business.

      But she’s probably one of the sexiest women in New York. There’s no way she’s any taller than 5’2”, and there’s a lot of good stuff wrapped up in that tiny package. She’s got perfect round breasts, the kind you want to measure the circumference of with your tongue. She’s got dainty little curves that could make any warm-blooded man’s heart stop, and her back-length chestnut-colored hair makes me want to wrap my fist in it and tug her toward me.

      However, she is still probably one of the most annoying people I have ever met.

      “Well, I know you’re not busy dating⁠—”

      I hold up my hand. I raise my voice over the chatter in the bar so I can make myself extra clear to Jimmy. “I’m not dating your fucking sister.”

      Jimmy’s eyes widen. “Ha! As if I would ask you to date my sister. I’d beat the shit out of you. No, what I was going to say is, since it’s nearly impossible for you to get laid⁠—”

      “Fuck you.”

      “—I know you’re not busy. So I was hoping you could do me a favor—a paid favor, of course.”

      I frown as I raise my glass to my lips. “What? What does the favor have to do with Harper?”

      His eyes darken as he leans toward me. He balls his fingers into fists and says, “She’s real keen on dating this asshole. He’s some rich kid prick who thinks he can treat her however he wants. I’m afraid he’s getting too ballsy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Harper looked pretty shaken up when I went to go see her the other day. She was saying that she and Mason had gotten into an argument. Neighbor stopped me in the parking lot and said that things got pretty rough between them.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      Jimmy sighs. “Harper is never going to be honest with me about what’s going on, but I don’t have a good feeling about any of it. That’s where you come in. I want you to look after her.”

      I nearly spit out my beer. I quickly set it on the table. “What the hell did you just say?”

      “She needs someone to look after her, or she’s going to keep getting into stupid shit with this Mason kid. I need to know that she’s safe. I know that I can trust you to make sure no one puts a hand on her.”

      “I feel for you, but I’m not a babysitter. Plus Harper is incredibly annoying.”

      “Doesn’t matter. She needs protection, and I’m turning to you, as my friend. Can you look after her?”

      I scan Jimmy’s face to see if he’s bullshitting me. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s spent days or weeks setting me up for a prank. But I think he’s serious. I think that he really wants me to watch over his little sister. I can’t help but picture those soft-looking, full lips, and how much they’ll be gabbing when I’m watching over her.

      But the look on Jimmy’s face is enough to convince me. He’s serious. He’s afraid for Harper.

      I sigh and say, “You’re paying for these drinks. I’ll do it, though. I’ll watch over your sister.”

      The distressed look on his face immediately fades away and he slaps the table. “You got it!”

      I chuckle as I scan the menu for something strong and expensive to order. Jimmy turns to me wearing a half smile and says, “And Luka?”

      “Yeah, Jimmy?”

      “Don’t fall in love with my fucking sister.”

      Now that makes me actually laugh. I laugh so hard that the people at the next table give me a weird look. I laugh so hard that Jimmy almost looks offended.

      “Trust me, Jimmy, you don’t have to worry about me falling in love with Harper.”
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      I run my hands down the front of my blouse. I turn to one side, angling my legs toward the mirror. Peplum tops can be cute, but they can sometimes make your hips look huge in comparison to the rest of your body.

      I have to look good today. Veronica has filled my old boss’ shoes and she’s not kidding about needing every designer to look chic. She sent a girl home for wearing ugly flats the other day. As an interior designer at Walden’s Designs, I have to look my best, and that means I have to look better than everyone there.

      I lean into the mirror and snatch a skinny tube of my favorite mascara off the edge of the sink. I don’t normally wear a ton of makeup, but I need a boost today. I’ve been tossing and turning in bed for the last few weeks, trying to keep the thought of Mason’s wild eyes out of my head. But his eyes are all I can see when I lie down at night.

      I miss him. I miss feeling his warmth on the other side of the bed. If my family knew what we’d been through together, they’d probably try to knock some sense into me for letting him back into my life.

      The mascara glides on easily. I smirk at the girl in the mirror, the one who desperately needs a pick-me-up.

      “Fuck it, I’m getting Starbucks on the way to work.”

      I hurry out of the bathroom and grab my purse. Jimmy and his wife, my friend Blaire, always make fun of my Starbucks habit—they say I spend way too much time there, but if they kept my schedule, they’d keep their fingers glued to a hot caramel macchiato too.

      I grab my keys and head toward the door. I step outside and plumes of cigarette smoke are already snaking their way up to the top floor. I can’t help but roll my eyes. My closest neighbor, Ashley, insists on downing an energy drink and smoking about a half dozen cigarettes before work each morning.

      “Ah, the smell of cancer in the morning . . .” I hustle past her and hurry downstairs.

      As I start to walk past the mailboxes, I whip my head around. Veronica said that my bonus from my latest job would be coming in the mail. After everything that’s gone on with Mason, I can think of a few things to do with that money that have nothing to do with Starbucks. I think I might hit up one of my girls and go to an all-male strip club. Maybe seeing a bunch of men in thongs is the perfect way to get my mind off of one particular dick.

      I walk over to my mailbox, but I freeze in place. My neighbors shuffle past me as I take a couple of steps toward my mailbox, or what used to be my mailbox. The classic black mailboxes around mine are perfectly intact, but the roof on mine has been completely smashed in.

      I try to pry the door open. I lean forward to get a closer look and press my hand against the door.

      “Shit!”

      My nails scrape against the cheap plastic, and I sink my teeth into my bottom lip as I stand back. You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. This thing isn’t budging.

      “Okay, Harper, take a deep breath. You can just let the building manager know that someone smashed up your mailbox, and then you can get your mail . . .” I still can’t help the grunt that pushes past my lips as I try to pry it open one more time.

      Whoever did this is petty—really petty—and if it is who I think it is, I hope this is the full extent of his revenge for getting thrown in jail for a little while.

      I grip my car keys in my palm so tightly that it hurts. I walk toward my car, and I go to open the door, but my eyes fall on the obvious deflated curve of each tire.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Lucinda flashes me a look of concern as she walks by. I give her a tight-lipped smile and raise my hand at her. “Morning, Lucinda! How are you?”

      “Doing fine, honey. Everything all right?”

      “Um—”

      I look back and forth between the tire and Lucinda’s nosy-but-concerned expression. She totally means well, but after the other night, I know she won’t hesitate to make this a big deal. Especially if it turns out that Mason is behind it.

      Lucinda raises one of her drawn-on eyebrows. “You sure everything’s all right, Harper?”

      “What’s going on?”

      I turn to my right and Jimmy is climbing out of his all-black $60,000 Audi. He’s wearing a clean black shirt and a pair of jeans that totally make him look like somebody’s dad. I make a mental note to give him shit for that later.

      I drag my hand through my hair and point at my slashed tire. “Someone decided to screw up my morning.”

      Lucinda’s eyes widen and she holds her hand in front of her mouth. “Oh no! Do you think it’s that snooty boy the police took care of the other day?”

      “Shit,” I whisper.

      Jimmy is on me in an instant. “Snooty kid? So the police did take Mason out of here the other day. Is that piece of shit still hanging around you?”

      “Jimmy, don’t talk about him like that. I’m sure he had nothing to do with it.” I’m not totally sure if Mason had anything to do with it, but I don’t need Jimmy shoving his nose into things. I already know he’ll give me so much crap once Mason and I make up.

      Jimmy ignores Lucinda’s concerned mumbling and stalks over to me. He sets his hand on my shoulder. “Come on, kid. I’ll give you a ride to work.”

      I swat his hand off my shoulder. “I’m not a kid.”

      Lucinda watches as I climb into Jimmy’s car. I wave goodbye, buckle my seatbelt, and prepare myself for Jimmy’s big brother act.

      “I already know that Mason was causing trouble the other night. A friend of mine works at the police station and told me about some rich kid who threatened to sue every cop in Manhattan.”

      I freeze. “What else did he see?”

      Jimmy scoffs as he whips the car into traffic. “Does it matter? I don’t even want to know what all went down that night, because I might fucking kill him.”

      “Don’t. I can handle myself.”

      Jimmy laughs. “No, you absolutely cannot. That’s why I’m going to have someone look after you.”

      I whip my head toward him. His expression is stony, but that doesn’t stop me from waving my hands in his face. “Are you insane? I’m a grown woman . . . you can’t just have some rando from your firm follow me around so you can sleep at night!”

      “It won’t be a rando.”

      It’s not like it’s going to make a difference who it is, because once Jimmy gets on a roll about something, it’s hard to get him off of it. He’s done this since we were kids. It was always easier for me to try to charm the pants off of whomever I annoyed, because I knew that if Jimmy got involved, things were going to get bloody.

      “Who is it?”

      Jimmy shrugs and flicks his finger against his blinker. “It’s Luka.”

      “Luka—Luka, your friend? Luka the stone-faced asshole who looks like he’s never had a day of fun in his life? I don’t want him in my house, or around me and my friends!”

      I almost shudder thinking about how much Luka would stand out in a club with my girls and me. I don’t need a buzzkill like him counting my drinks and telling me what to do. Don’t get me wrong, Luka is a fine specimen of a man. I mean, who doesn’t love a 6’2” tattooed Adonis? I’m not proud to admit that the few times I’ve seen Luka when he was with Jimmy, I’ve found myself checking out the curve of his biceps. I’ve wondered how it must feel when he hooks up with a woman—if she plays with all of that cute, curly hair. All in all, it’s a bunch of stuff I shouldn’t be thinking about my older brother’s best friend. Plus he’s about as interesting as stale bread.

      Jimmy laughs as we pull into the Walden’s parking lot. Women in tight, boring pencil skirts flutter in and out of the building. “Luka knows how to have fun, it’s just that he’s not a kid like you. He doesn’t spend all night partying and getting drunk and getting into trouble.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      Jimmy leans toward me and the seriousness of his gaze makes me want to crawl out of my skin. I hate it when he goes into this mode.

      “I know I can’t stop you from doing all those things. You’re Harper, and you’re young. You’re going to get into trouble and get in everybody’s business and be a complete mess at all times⁠—”

      “Thanks.”

      “—and that’s why I want someone to look after you while you do all of those things. Look, I’ll talk to your building manager and set up a few cameras so Luka isn’t in your way too much.”

      I try to think of a witty response, but my phone vibrates in my purse. I pull it out and VERONICA flashes across my screen. “Shit! Fine, whatever. And by the way, I never want to see him at my job. I gotta go, but this conversation isn’t over, Jimmy!”

      “It is.”

      I fling open the door and run toward the building, my heels clicking across the asphalt, drawing a few amused looks as I burst through the door.

      Great. Jimmy made me late playing the watchful guardian role, and to make things worse, soon I’ll have someone else butting his head into my business.

      As I step into the elevator, I think of Luka’s serious gaze. I exhale.

      In addition to worrying about Mason, I’m probably never going to have fun again.
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      The coffee at the gas station is better. I’ve never cared for these fancy frou-frou drinks you get from Starbucks, but I didn’t have much of a choice when Harper left work for lunch and decided to get some sort of sugar water from there.

      If I’m going to do this, I’m going to do it right. I’m going to treat her like any other client. After all Jimmy’s done for me, I can’t let him down, especially not with something this precious to him.

      However, it would help if she dressed like a regular client. She’s always been into design and looking good, but damn, does she have to do it so well?

      I lean back against the driver’s seat as I watch Harper walk back into work, her fingers wrapped tightly around a white Starbucks cup. She’s short, but in that skirt and those heels, her legs are a mile long. I’m practically grossing myself out at the thought of how the pale skin on her thigh might look if her skirt were tugged up just a bit higher.

      I guess it’s easy to look good all the time when it’s practically the reason you exist. Looking good and making things look good is Harper’s whole thing, which is why she’s so annoying—she could sell you on any of the unnecessary furniture she’s peddling. I bet everything is way too bright.

      “Pfft.” I raise my cup of black coffee to my lips and tilt it back until a good bit of dark roast washes over my tongue.

      It would be so much easier if I could just go inside the building. I’ve done a lot of missions that require me to sit and wait for countless hours, but when it’s babysitting some 20-year-old at her pointless job, I’m almost bored to tears.

      Still, I need to keep an eye out in case that creepy rich kid or anyone else shows up.

      It’s another three hours before Harper comes out of the building. I put my car in drive and head across the street.

      She narrows her eyes as I pull up, her pleasant work mask sliding off her face.

      Harper whisper-yells, “What the hell, Luka? What are you doing here?”

      A smirk spreads across my face. This is exactly how I thought she’d respond. “I’m here to let you know how this is going to work.”

      “Couldn’t you just send a text? Why are you at my job?”

      “I know that your tires got slashed. I’m not going to let you Uber home, not after my talk with Jimmy. Get in.”

      “Hell no.”

      “Harper, just get in the car.”

      She stomps her foot before groaning and walking around the car. She slides into the passenger seat and crosses her arms over her chest. “This is ridiculous.”

      “No, what’s ridiculous is that you keep letting that rich prick back into your life. It doesn’t matter, though. I’m here to protect you from your own bad decisions.”

      The strong scent of her perfume fills up my car. It smells like a fresh shower, mixed with the kind of scent you only smell when you bury your head in a woman’s neck while you fuck her. I shouldn’t be thinking of that smell when it comes to Harper. This isn’t just any regular woman; this is Harper Maxwell.

      I drive out of the parking lot and make my way toward Harper’s apartment. It’s a surprisingly basic place, with an open parking lot and a management office out front. For Manhattan, it’s not very expensive, and I know she could afford more.

      “Harper, why do you live in this neighborhood?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jimmy isn’t broke, and your family isn’t either. You could live in one of those fancy high-rises like him and Blaire. What’s the deal?”

      She scoffs. “Not everything is about money. My job pays well enough for me to make it on my own.”

      Not what I would have expected from a bratty 20-year-old who likes to party hard. Her phone chirps as I pull into her parking lot. She pulls out her phone and giggles, “Finally, some good news.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What’s the good news?”

      She scowls before sighing and saying, “If you must know, my friend Ashley is inviting me out for drinks. She had a bad day, and she wants to get wasted. It’s just what I need.”

      I put the car in park. My eyes fall on the beat-up mailbox that Jimmy mentioned earlier. She’s out of her mind if she thinks she’s going to jump into a night of reckless drinking with her under my watch.

      “Absolutely not. You will go inside and find something to do.”

      “‘Absolutely not’? Are you insane? I’m going to go to the bar, and you can’t stop me. I need a stiff drink.” She opens the car door. “You could use one too, you know.”

      I laugh. “It’s funny you should say that, because I’m coming right along with you.”

      “What?”

      “It’s not like you have a car to get you there, anyway.”

      “Ashley can pick me up.”

      “I don’t know who that is, and I don’t care. I promised your brother I would look after you.”

      Harper turns to me, and her cheeks are beet red. She’s so young and inexperienced. It’s like she never considers the dangers beyond what she wants to do. Her teeth sink down into one of her plump lips, and she begins to chew on it. I hate that my mind wanders to what it would be like to sink my own teeth into those swollen lips—to tug on them.

      She leans toward me, giving me a generous view of her cleavage. The button-up shirt she’s wearing doesn’t leave much to the imagination. After all, I don’t need any more fuel to imagine what she looks like underneath that shirt.

      “Maybe we can work something out,” her voice takes on a husky tone. “I won’t tell Jimmy if you don’t tell.”

      My head swims from the smell of her perfume. I flex my fingers around the wheel. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Harper flips her hair and smirks at me. “You’re kind of cute. Maybe I’ll be in the mood to have some fun when I get back from the bar. When I return on my own, of course.” She punctuates this with a giggle and squeezes her arms against her breasts, pushing them together.

      Jesus.

      “Does that work on some of the beta men you attract? Seriously, that’s all it takes? A nice pair of tits and a smile?”

      Harper chuckles. “So you admit they’re nice.”

      “Never said that. Run inside and get dressed, or whatever it is you’re going to do. I’ll be waiting here. Once we get to the bar, I’ll leave you alone.”

      Her smile fades and she steps out of the car and slams the door. She hurries up the stairs and inside her apartment. I exhale and squeeze my eyes shut. She has no right having such a nice fucking body.

      A half hour passes, and I look up from my phone to find her heading to the car. She’s wearing a strappy red dress that shows off part of her flat belly. She’s wearing the massive heels some girls wear when they go peacocking at the club. Her long chestnut-colored hair spills over her shoulders in loose waves, and the tips of her hair brush against her massive tits.

      She slides into the car and turns to me. She grins and says, “You like what you see, Luka? It’s not too late to reconsider my offer.”

      I put the car in drive.

      “Don’t push it.”
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        * * *

      

      Harper and her friends have picked one of the sleaziest bars in Manhattan. As soon as I walk in, I’m hit with a cloud of cigarette smoke even though people haven’t been allowed to smoke indoors in ages. Women hang on the arms of men who can’t afford them, and the booze looks cheap—the kind you can get wasted on easily, but it tastes like shit going down.

      It doesn’t matter. Harper can do what she wants, but I’ll be here to watch. Harper blows me a kiss and says, “I’ll be over there, lovely. My girls are waiting for me, and they’ve already ordered me a drink.”

      “Take it easy.”

      My instructions fall on deaf ears as she runs over to a group of girls. They’re all college age with skirts so short their asses are almost hanging out, and most have over-the-top extensions that fall to their waist. Harper seems to be the most realistic-looking one among them. I’ve always preferred women who don’t go over the top. Not that it matters . . . Harper’s entire personality is over the top.

      I walk over to an empty table—one that’s a good distance away from Harper and her girlfriends. They’re already squealing and pounding back shots. I shake my head. I’ve got my work cut out for me.

      A couple of hours pass, and Harper is so sloppy that I’m almost embarrassed for her. Jimmy would get a good laugh out of this if she weren’t such a mess. As she slides off the barstool she’s sitting on, I walk over to her friends.

      A blonde one stands up and gets between Harper and me. She holds up one of her hands. “Listen, buddy, if you’re trying to take my friend home, she’s already got a man. I mean, none of us like him, but you better stay away and not try to take advantage of a helpless lady.”

      I chuckle. “It’s not like that. I’m a friend of hers. Well, I’m a friend of Jimmy’s.”

      The girl’s eyes widen, and she squeals, “Jimmy! Oh my God, he’s so hot!”

      Harper slurs, “Courtney, shut up. Stop calling my brother hot.” She turns her glassy-eyed gaze on me. “If you want to talk about hot, look at this guy. He’s so fucking hot.”

      She hiccups and her hands fly out as she braces herself against Courtney’s small frame.

      I roll my eyes. “All right, I’ve had enough of this.”

      The other girls gasp as I reach forward and sweep my arms underneath Harper. She yelps as I cradle her close to my chest, the smell of cheap liquor and her perfume flying into my nose. Her legs flail against me as I walk to my car.

      “What are you doin’, Luka? I don’t want to go home yet; the party is just getting good.”

      “The party is over.”

      I open the car door and gently push her into the passenger seat. I strap her in then walk around the car. She’s already pushing her hands against the wheel when I slide in. I swat her hand away and begin the drive home.

      When we pull into her parking lot, I unbuckle her and carry her up the steps. She whines, “I can walk myself; I don’t need your stinkin’ help.”

      “Shut up.”

      I unlock the door using the extra key Jimmy gave me and step inside. I set her down on the sofa, but as soon as her butt collides with the cushion, she throws her arms around my neck.

      “Harper, would you⁠—”

      Her soft lips fumble against mine. Before I know it, she’s swiping her tongue against my lips and groaning, “Luka, let’s just have a little fun.”

      Fuck. She tastes so good. No, I can’t. I push her back. “Harper, quit it. You’re drunk.”

      I can still feel her tongue against my lips. It was so wet and soft. My dick twitches just a bit, and that’s enough to make me stalk over to her bedroom. I rip the comforter off her bed and toss it on top of her.

      “That’s enough for tonight. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      I shake my head and make my way out of the apartment.
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      I’m pretty used to being hung over on a weekday, but this feels entirely different. I roll over and find myself colliding with the floor instead of the edge of my soft queen-size mattress.

      “Shit!”

      The world swims in front of me and I push myself into a sitting position. I look down. I’m still wearing last night’s dress, and it’s covered in sweat. I try to rack my mind over what happened last night. I almost always change out of my clothes before passing out.

      With everything going on with Mason, maybe I went a little hard last night. It’s not stupid for me to want to get him out of my head . . . everything is so confusing right now. It’ll be great if I can remember something by noon.

      However, one memory in particular sticks out to me. The feeling of Luka’s lips against mine. I raise my fingers to my lips. His were so soft, and I could’ve sworn I felt his tongue graze against mine. I shouldn’t have lunged after him like that. A part of me regrets it because I know Jimmy would absolutely lose his shit if he knew what happened last night, but at the same time, I feel like my curiosity is just beginning to get satisfied. The fact that Mason didn’t even pop in my head has me second-guessing things too—like maybe my heart is ready to move on from him but my head feels I owe him one more chance.

      Luka is hot, no doubt about it. I think most girls would wonder what it’s like to kiss him, to breathe against his skin. I’m just thinking about it, and my nipples are already hardening. He makes me react in a way I’m not used to with Mason.

      I shake my head. It’s not that simple. Mason and I have something special, even if he’s bad for me sometimes. Every couple has their ups and downs, and paying attention to Luka like this would just be a distraction. In the end, Mason is who I really want, so I need to keep my mind on getting through this rough patch.

      I groan as I move toward the window that faces one of the patches of oak trees that decorate the apartment complex. Their leaves are starting to turn, and the chill that comes every year is already starting up. My gas bill is going to be insane if I have to start turning the heat on already. I wrap my arms around myself and walk to my bedroom.

      As I walk toward my dresser, I hear a click.

      My heart smacks against my chest. I look around the room and spot one of the trophies I got from design school. I snatch it up and head into the living room, with the statue raised over my head.

      “Who’s there?”

      Luka is standing in front of me. His olive-colored skin is dripping in sweat. His mess of curls dances cutely around his ears as he shakes his head. Still huffing, he says, “What the hell are you going to do with that?”

      Heat creeps up my neck. I can already feel the splotches that must be forming on my breasts. I lower the statue to my side. “I was going to bash your head in with it.”

      “Ha! I would think that with Jimmy for a brother, you’d know how to defend yourself. A statue like that would hardly make a dent in a man my size. What the hell were you thinking?”

      A wave of irritation passes over me. I move to the coffee table and set the trophy down. I try to think of a witty comeback, but I’m way too hung over and hungry to even begin to think straight now that my fear has subsided.

      My eyes fall on the bag of food hanging from Jimmy’s hand. He’s holding a plastic bag and a couple of coffee cups.

      “Did you run here?”

      He nods. “Of course, just grabbed these after I finished. I might have to clean up your messes while you do your best to ruin your life, but I’m not going to miss my morning workout. Plus, I knew you’d need breakfast.”

      “How did you get a key to my place?”

      I walk up to him and snatch the plastic bag out of his hand. I barely hear the answer as I set the bag on the coffee table and tear it open. Inside, there are two cardboard takeout boxes. I turn my head to one side as I pull the box open and find a simple meal of scrambled egg whites, some sort of sausage, and an orange.

      I frown and point at the box. “Where’s the bacon?”

      Luka laughs and walks over to the coffee table. He grabs the other box and pulls it open, and a matching meal is inside. “Bacon is terrible for you. I don’t put garbage like that in my body.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, I do. After a night of drinking, I’m going to need some carbs to soak it all up!”

      It figures he doesn’t eat classic hangover food. You don’t get a shredded body like that without treating it like a temple. Jimmy sometimes mentions stuff like that, but I feel like Luka truly embodies it. He’s muscular without looking like a meathead. He’s got such lean, sexy muscles, but he looks like he could take down a couple of horses. Just imagine feeling those arms pressed against you while he holds you up . . .

      I blink and fumble around in the plastic bag until I find a fork. I stab at the egg whites. “What? No hot sauce either? Do you subsist on air or something?”

      Luka slowly lifts a bit of egg white into his mouth and chews. His eyes flutter for a moment and he swallows and grins. “No, I exist off of a strict diet of protein, fruits and vegetables, and complex carbs. You should try it.”

      I chew my food, and it’s not as bad as I expected. But it’s still health food, and that’s never been my thing. Unlike a lot of my classmates, I never had to contend with the freshman 15. My petite and plump-in-all-the-right-places body has never had to sweat a few dozen carbs here or there.

      Speaking of my body, I swallow my food and turn to Luka. “So, did you like that big, sloppy kiss we had last night?”

      Luka pauses and sets his fork down. “It wasn’t much of a kiss. You attacked me.”

      “As if you didn’t like it. And I did not attack you! I recall you kissing me back.”

      Luka rolls his eyes and picks his fork back up. “I would never kiss you back. I’m not interested in kissing random women at the moment.”

      I scoop up more of my egg whites. “Do you ever date? You mean you don’t even do one-night stands? No wonder you’re so uptight. You need to get some ass.”

      “I don’t have any trouble getting laid, not that it’s any of your business.” He looks down his nose at me. “I’m not willing to do a lot for a relationship.”

      Ouch. He must think I’m a total loser because of what I’m going through with Mason. As if he can read my mind, he says, “I’ve been thinking . . . you should get a restraining order against that boy. I won’t let any harm come to you, but it doesn’t hurt to have some extra insurance.”

      “You won’t let any harm come to me?” I have to admit, it’s nice to have someone care that much about whether or not I get hurt. However, I’m not going to let any man smother me just so I can feel safe. I’m stronger than that.

      Luka’s condescending expression has turned into one of genuine concern. I feel more heat creeping up my cheeks as he sets his empty takeout box down and strokes his long fingers along his orange as he tries to peel it open. “You’ve got a lot of potential, Harper. You just need to stop wasting it on parties and piece-of-shit men.”

      It’s not the first time I’ve heard someone say this to me, but it feels different coming from Luka. Luka is my brother’s best friend, so he has a slight interest in my welfare, but not so much that he needs to talk me up.

      I shrug. “I’ll look into a restraining order. Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Getting a restraining order was easier than I expected. I visited the police station with Jimmy and Luka, and by noon the next day, Mason Baker was no longer allowed within a hundred yards of me. But the fear is still enough to make me feel frozen. Mason has never done well with us taking long breaks before. The few times I asked Mason for a break, he practically exploded.

      But it’s a relief to not have to brace myself for a wave of insults. It’s nice to know that there are people rooting for me to feel better about myself.

      Colleen, my coworker who almost always treats me to some Starbucks on Fridays, stops by my desk. She sets her fingertips on the expensive wood of my desk and leans toward me wearing a mischievous smile.

      “Do you have any plans after work?”

      I grin and say, “I don’t know, do I? Did you have something in mind?”

      Colleen sets a Starbucks cup on my desk and nudges it toward me. “Let’s just say you’ll want to drink that up really quickly so you’ll have the energy to party later.”

      “Hell yeah.”

      I raise the cup to my lips. Pumpkin spice, perfect for this time of year. Colleen heads back to her desk. I return to my computer and wiggle my mouse. I sigh. I’ve been working on this concept for an open floor plan for weeks, and I’m still trying to bring it together. For a multigenerational family, it needs to scream class and warmth, while allowing some flexibility for the fun touches I’ll need for the kids.

      I smell Veronica’s perfume before I even have to turn around. She sets her hand on my shoulder and leans toward my screen. My knees begin to knock together under my desk as her eyes fly all over the screen.

      She sits back. “It looks good, Harper.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “You think it looks good?”

      “Yeah, if you just opt for some brighter colors on the accents, it’ll be perfect.” She smiles, and I note that her bright red lipstick adds a flair of drama to any expression she’s making. “I think I’ll have some special projects in mind for you soon. I like what you’re doing.”

      Oh my God. I could faint. Ever since I started working at Walden’s, I’ve wanted Veronica to stop by my desk and see what I’m doing. I used to spend hours poring over my homemade designs in the hope that someone like her would notice my work and want to expand on it, or even use the whole thing. My hours spent in design school are finally beginning to pay off.

      “T-thank you, Veronica. I really appreciate that.”

      Veronica puts on a knowing smile and squeezes my shoulder. “You got it. Talk soon.” She heads back to her exquisitely designed glass office and shuts the soundproof door. Amazing.

      Colleen slides her chair over from her desk and says, “What just happened?”

      “We just got another reason to party!”

      The rest of the afternoon flies by in a flash. When 5 p.m. arrives, Colleen and I bolt out of the office, clutching our car keys and ready to replace our work heels with club shoes. I hurry over to my car.

      “Text me the address of the club! I’ll meet you there.”

      I open the door to my car and slide inside. Instantly, my phone vibrates in my purse. I rifle through all of the makeup and receipts and pull it out.

      “What the hell do you want, Luka?”

      He’s done a good job of staying out of my way this week. He’s been lying low in the shadows and giving updates to Jimmy. I only know this because Jimmy called me yesterday to “congratulate” me on staying out of trouble for a few days. I can’t wait until all of this is over and he decides I don’t need to be babysat anymore. I know that most women wouldn’t mind a man who looks like Luka watching over them, but it’s not like I can do anything with him.

      Just thinking about the night I kissed him gives me a thrill. There’s something about him being right there—yet I’m not allowed to lick him or touch him—that turns me on. I need to keep my head out of the gutter, though, because he’s still Jimmy’s best friend and a total buzzkill.

      He clears his throat. I can already picture him adopting his no-nonsense expression.

      “I figured that because it’s Friday, you’re up to no good. Where are you going?”

      I pause and roll down my window. I peer out the window, up the street, then down the street. Crowds of people move up the busy sidewalk, but I don’t spot Luka’s signature curls. I would notice him anywhere.

      “Are you watching me?”

      “I’m always watching you. Now I’ll ask you again, where are you going?”

      “Home,” I lie. “I’ve had a long day.”

      “Like hell. Where are you really going?”

      I suck in a breath. One. Two. Three. There, that will keep me from completely losing my shit on him. “You don’t need to know. You’ve done so well with staying out of my way all week, why ruin it? I just want to have some fun.”

      “Famous last words. Now, where are you off to?”

      He’s really not going to let up. I sigh and fall back against the driver’s seat. “I’m going out to a club with my friend Colleen. She’s a coworker and she’s really nice. She’ll make sure I don’t get in trouble.”

      His smooth chuckle makes my insides quiver. I freeze as he says, “If she’s friends with you, then she’s definitely going to get you in trouble. Listen, after that stunt you pulled last week, you’re not going anywhere unless it’s to a book club.”

      I grin. “How about a book club with alcohol and strippers?”

      “Go home, Harper.”

      “Oh, fuck you, Luka! This has gone on long enough. I’m calling Jimmy!” I hang up the phone before he can start smarting off to me and I immediately call Jimmy. The phone rings once, twice, then Jimmy’s bored voice picks up.

      “Yes, Harper?”

      “You don’t sound too enthused to hear from your baby sister. I would think you’d be dying to talk to me since you’re so intent on keeping tabs on me.”

      Jimmy laughs. “What’s this about, Harper? Did he breathe on you too much?”

      I wish. I wish I could remember more about that night we kissed. I bet his breath smelled heavenly; he’s so anal, he’s probably cleaner than most men I’ve been with.

      “Luka won’t let me go out,” I pout. “It’s Friday night and I just want to grab a drink with my friend Colleen.”

      “Uh-huh. Does this drink involve dancing and being around strange men Mason might know?”

      I don’t like to think about what Mason might have up his sleeve. He gets crazy when he doesn’t talk to me for a while, and the news of this restraining order has inevitably pissed him off. Still, regardless of any drama going on between Mason and me, I need to go out and have fun. My life shouldn’t stop because of one man’s actions.

      “Let’s stop worrying about Mason for a while. I’m tired of talking about it. Can you call off your dog now? The restraining order is in place, and Mason doesn’t need the legal fees.”

      “He can afford them. Get used to this, Harper. Luka is going to be a part of your life for a while. Besides, you should give your liver a break from the hard stuff. Just have a glass of wine at home.”

      I end the call without saying goodbye. If he’s going to treat me like I’m still a little kid, then we don’t need to talk. I put the car in drive and ease out of the parking lot and into the busy street. I’ll go home for now, but I can’t really relax knowing that I’m just a goldfish in Luka’s fishbowl.

      I’m really starting to stew when my phone rings again.

      Before I pick up, I say under my breath, “I swear to God, Luka, I⁠—”

      Veronica’s name is on my screen. I quickly swipe to accept the call and say, “Hello?”

      Veronica’s voice comes through the speaker. “Hey, I’ve got an opportunity for you. Listen up.”
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