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ONE

 

 

HERE’S THE THING about weddings. Not getting married, the wedding part. It’s never as straightforward as it should be. Getting married could be straightforward, she knew that from experience. Show up. Say your lines. Cake. As in a piece of cake, simple, not an actual cake.

Okay, so she’d admit her experience was limited. Hers was the only wedding she’d been involved with. Believe it or not, despite it being hers, she’d made very few choices. None, really. 

Until now.

Her biggest responsibility?

Spoiler alert: swooping onto the stage to enact a last-minute twist.

Wait for it. The time would come.

The LA Grand Hotel’s Platinum Suite was no novelty. How many things had happened to them in that hotel? To her. To her friends. To her lover. Could he still be called that after marriage? Hmm. Hope so.

Going into her bathroom—not the master—she slid back the shower screen and turned on the water while waiting for Casanova to pick up the phone.

Ring. Ring. Ring… Zairn or Tibbs? Place your bets for—

“What did you do?”

Ah, said lover. Good.

“My ex-boyfriend just showed up,” Roxie said, her fingers retreating from the shower spray. “In LA. In my Platinum Suite. He was in my bedroom too.”

“It’s Valentine’s Day.”

Hmm, her guy was completely indifferent to Porter arriving in LA without notice. Sexy as hell. So secure, so confident in them. Was it weird that their relationship still aroused her? Beyond a level that could be classed as normal? He’d told her numerous times it would always be this way. Damn, she hoped that was true.

“I used to sleep with him, you know? Sex. Someone reminded me today that Porter and I used to do that. Him, actually, he reminded me.”

“It’s Valentine’s Day.”

“You don’t want to ask how he reminded me?”

“It’s Valentine’s Day.”

Nothing. Not a twitch. Damn, she loved this man. 

“Again.” A smile slunk to her lips. “Comes around every year. Round and round again, my love.”

“You spent it with another man last year.”

Greg Hatfield, well remembered. 

“And I’ll spend it with another man this year too. Tripp’s promised to dance with me all night. My ass won’t hit the couch, so he says. A promise is a promise. I’ll hold him to it. I mean, he’ll let other men hit on me, of course, your little protégé is a loyal servant.”

Again, he stayed on track. “Tell me to get my ass to your door.”

Bounced right off. 

“No,” she said, boosting herself up to sit on the vanity. “We don’t need bullshit, exploitative, capitalist carnivals to celebrate our love. I celebrate it every day.” Nice, that was nice, even if she thought so herself. “That’s why I send you naked pics every day, baby. Proof of love in full living color.”

“Almost every Rouge venue holds Valentine’s events.”

“And we make a mint. Capitalism rocks. We can exploit other people, just shouldn’t let ourselves be exploited.”

“We shouldn’t? We can afford to be exploited.”

“You can’t leave New York anyway because you have your legacy board to corral.”

“It’s not my legacy board; we don’t own Gramercy.” Yep, she was aware. “Reid and Kintyre bought Kinloch out. I’m surplus to requirements.”

And if that were true, he wouldn’t be so caught up in it all. “You are not. Kintyre’s wife just birthed a tiny human. You’ve met him, the squishy little wriggly thing people keep putting in your arms, remember? He’s named after you.”

“Oh, right, the baby! I forgot, that’s why I’m here.”

Talk about exploitation, that sarcasm was ripe for the picking… Resist. Resist. Should be points for staying schtoom.

“Kintyre’s priorities are elsewhere.” As they should be. “It’s sexy when you fight for your friends. Do a good job, might get you laid.”

“Reid’s got this. If need be, he can call Gauge. This is the kind of shit Gauge does in his sleep.”

“And we all know what you do in your sleep,” she teased.

“You.”

However that worked. 

“He’s looking good, by the way, Gauge, Rainie’s good for him.” Leaning back against the mirror, she tucked her feet up on the marble edge beneath her. “I love seeing my girls tame your guys. And he gets jealous too. Gauge needs to spend more time with Tripp, Original Junior isn’t a threat to any relationship. You ever heard of him poaching another man’s girl?”

With Tripp’s revolving door of women, they often referred to him as Junior, to Zairn’s senior. Problem was, now they did have a little Zairn Junior in the family. Zay-Jay—as he’d come to be called colloquially—may only be two weeks old, but he was already a priority in so many lives.

“Trouble is, Lo, when a guy poaches, they’re often expected to stick with the girl.”

And Tripp was definitely a Teflon kind of guy. 

She exhaled. “If only he’d get over himself.”

“Tripp?”

“Yes, Tripp. He’d be good at sticking if he just got out his own way. Why won’t he stick?”

“No idea, Lo. He’s a mystery.”

No, he wasn’t. Frustration fueled the question, it was supposed to be rhetorical. “You don’t…?” She frowned. “You know why Tripp is like he is, right?”

“Because variety is the spice of life?”

On a tsk, she shook her head. “Men! How do you miss the glaringly obvious? It’s a useless skill, yet you’re all experts.”

“Tell me.”

“No,” she said, folding her arm between her legs and body. “I won’t do your homework for you. Try studying instead of staring down my dress every chance you get, jock.”

“Can’t resist my Lola Bunny.”

One of his best qualities. 

“Tripp will get there,” she said. “In his own time.”

“Happens to the best of us.”

“Don’t you think it’s funny when men react to Tripp like he’s a threat? Says more about them than it does about him. Says more about their relationships too.”

Being the guy typically making other men jealous with his presence, it probably wasn’t so funny to Zairn. In fairness, her Casanova could be a threat to others’ relationships if he wanted to be. Except with her, and their wedding, in his life his motivation on that score was lackluster to say the least.

“Want me to react to him spending Valentine’s with my girl?”

“How about this…” she said, curving her free hand around her bent knee. “I’ll spend tonight dancing with Tripp…”

“Yeah?”

“And in less than two weeks, I’ll marry you.”

“Slight flaw in that statement, Lo.”

With a roll of her eyes, her head bumped back on the mirror. “Well, yeah, but go with it, Skippy. How about in less than two weeks, I’ll walk down the aisle to you. Is that better? I’ll wear a floofy dress and get my hair done, may even shave my legs—I haven’t decided.”

“Nervous yet?”

She almost laughed. “It’s weird, isn’t it? People ask that all the time. I get it from my Delights, the Crimsettes, not just fans and strangers, I get it from people we know too. Real life people. Why do they ask that?”

“I don’t know. For something to say? Maybe it’s normal for other people.”

“To be nervous? Why would anyone marry someone they didn’t love and trust completely?”

“Because not all people are lucky enough to have the perfect partner.”

This time, her smile liberated the laugh. “Tripp told you about that, huh? Tattletale. He’s supposed to have a woman’s back. You really shouldn’t talk too much to my friends.”

“Your friends? I’ve known that kid since he was a pimple-faced brat who couldn’t string two words together in front of a woman. Who do you think taught him the secrets?”

“So his perfection is Zairn-induced?”

“I was a different man before you, you know that?”

Though she sometimes played up the contradiction, she loved how her guy was always half a step away from sappy. 

“Are you getting romantic on me?”

“Blame it on the alcohol.”

Yeah, ‘cause it was likely he’d hit the bottle at that time of the morning during back-to-back meetings. Regardless of the latter, if she asked him to get on a plane, he wouldn’t hesitate for a second.

“Our wedding is in twelve days.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Jane’s having kittens.”

“Yes, she is.”

“Baby on one coast, wedding on the other. It’s an embarrassment of riches,” she said. “The house isn’t ready yet.”

“I heard.”

“Turns out sometimes you can’t just throw money at a problem.”

“It will all work out.”

Some might think it was a wonder they could be calm with so many things in limbo. Yeah, okay, they didn’t have to chase the details of their wedding day because Jane, her BFF, was doing that for her. That didn’t leave them off the hook completely.

Remember the twist? It required preparation and deception, at least for now.

“We have to keep her busy,” she said. “It’s not cruel.”

“No.”

“Talk to Knox?” 

“Most every day.”

“Is he nervous?”

Zairn laughed. “He’s a Collier, babe. There’s no such thing as a nervous Collier.” 

“Cam’s in town.”

“He come to the club last night?”

“More to see Tripp than me.”

“Disappointed?”

“I hid it well,” she said. “I have errands today.”

“You told me.”

“Errands feel… beyond me.”

“Nothing is beyond you, Roxanna.”

“This kind of thing. Wedding errands.”

“Jane’s made all the big decisions,” he said, “just make the necessary tweaks. You’re doing it for her.”

“Ranks are still closed, right?”

“You, me, Knox, Ballard.”

“And Toria.”

“And Toria.”

“Told Tripp yet?”

“Do you know how hard it is to keep a secret from that guy?”

“Especially when you’re drinking with him every night. You’re strong, Lola. His usual tactics don’t work with you.”

“You hope they don’t work,” she teased with no sincerity. “This is the right thing. We’re doing the right thing.”

“Hey, the rest of us are too busy being astounded you and Knox agree on something.”

“We agree that Beautiful Jane gets whatever she wants.” Arching her back, her feet slipped from the vanity. “This means the world to her. It’s exciting, I can’t wait to see her face. She may just pass straight out, maybe we should push the guests’ arrival an hour. Give her time to rebound.”

“You and Knox have this. I have complete faith in both of you.”

“Says the guy who only has to show up. If you want to that is. Amount of money this thing cost, it’s happening no matter what, just so you know. If you change your mind, don’t cancel, jilting me at the altar is completely fine. I told Bastian we’d put names in a hat and pick some guy at random to take your spot if you don’t show up.”

“Could land on Blayne.”

She shivered. “Don’t even joke about that. And now you know why Roman didn’t get an invite. One way or another, I’ll be getting married that day.”

“Why’d you think we settled on LA, Lo? You love getting arrested over there.”

“Least this time it wouldn’t be on you to bail me out.”

“You didn’t consider that one of the people responsible for getting me there is Ballard?”

“Ballard loves me. He has to, he’s no fool, I know where the bodies are buried. Jilt me and I’ll put everything on blast.”

“Guess I have to show up then.”

“Guess you do.”

The door opened enough to let Tripp poke his head in. “Need my phone.”

“Uh, I’m naked in here.” 

She wasn’t but could be, he didn’t know.

“Uh huh,” he said without reacting. “That your guy? Tell him to buy you a damn cellphone.”

“I’m sending Astrid,” Zairn said in her ear.

“No, I don’t need Astrid, I…” Hmm, wedding errands. “Yes, send Astrid.”

“Finally you learn to follow orders,” Zairn declared. “I put her on a plane two hours ago.”

“You put her on a plane?”

“Me, Tibbs, it’s details, babe. I love how you’re falling in line. Marriage is good for us.”

She scowled at no one. “This is not compliance, it’s kindness. Astrid prefers being with me than she does you. With you oozing that charisma all over the place and looking the way you do—which is kind of rude, by the way, around such a young, impressionable woman. You should really stop that.”

“I’ll look into it. In the meantime, remember it’s her cousin’s primary mission to ensure my safety. Not likely I’ll start screwing around in the family.”

“It is not,” she said, waving Tripp away when he came in, hand outstretched. “Ballard’s primary mission is to keep me safe.” She grinned. “Tripp’s growling. I’ll call when he’s done being impolite.”

“Love you, Lo.”

“I love you too, Casanova.” Though she stretched out every word in the sentence, Tripp did let her get it out before snatching the phone. “You’re rude.”

“Says the woman who creeps into my room at night to steal my phone.”

“No one important called. You’re not as popular as you think. Though one woman did cry when I said I was your wife.”

“Could’ve been my mother.”

She shrugged. “Could have been.”

Unlikely because his mother was sitting in their suite’s living room with her best friend, but Alice Breckenridge certainly would bawl, happy tears, if her fun-loving son settled down. 

He started to turn away, already typing into the phone. 

“No. No. No,” Roxie said. “Stay there, I need the phone back, I have to talk to Z about Porter and Crosby.”

A subject her lover managed to erase from her mind. That was the problem with their conversations, often they went off on their own tangents. Maybe that was why they ended up talking fifty times in a day.

Still typing, Tripp gestured slightly toward the running shower. “If you’re getting in there, I’m leaving the room.”

Good point. She wouldn’t shower with her brother in the room either.

“Okay, but don’t go too far. We have wedding errands today.”

That brought his slow blink up from the phone. “Wedding errands? Yeah, that doesn’t sound like my thing. My mom is here. It’s her thing. Carolyn’s too.”

Carolyn Hunt was Alice Breckenridge’s lifelong BFF. She liked people with BFFs. Was instantly something they had in common.

“Okay, fine,” she stated, “but when it comes around to secret telling time, I’ll know who to leave out the loop.”

“Secret telling? Which secret? Secrets like that you and Z got married last summer? Or that the next wedding’s actually a twofer. Jane doesn’t know that your wedding day is her wedding day too. She’ll be up at that altar with Knox saying her vows right alongside you and Zairn.”

Uh, spoiler alert!

With a wink and a flat smile, he turned and marched on out, typing again.

“We won’t name our kids after you!” she called out. Shock became a sigh. “You know, I’m not surprised. Our Pretty, Little Priest has his ways. Hmmm…” Her eyes narrowed. “How does he do that?”


 

 

TWO

 

 

“THE WHOLE THING shouldn’t take too long,” Roxie said, Alice and Carolyn at her flanks.

Tripp stayed in the suite. Of course. Even his mother didn’t try to persuade him to come along. He’d only end up flummoxing the coordinator anyway.

Up ahead, two security guys blocked the ballroom’s doorway until their trio was within a few feet. Only then did they step aside to open the doors. Inside, a flurry of people dashed this way and that, around various pieces of furniture and tables loaded with wedding accoutrements.

“Ms. Kyst…” From the center of the room, a woman with an earpiece and a tablet came rushing over. As the identity of Roxie’s cohorts registered, said woman’s expression became something more… insecure. “Mrs. Hunt. I… I didn’t realize you’d be joining us today.”

“Hmm, I probably should’ve thought twice about bringing the owner’s mother with me,” Roxie said. “She’s not the only one with power, I could get you fired too, you know.”

“Oh, Roxie,” Alice said, smiling at the coordinator. “Please, ignore Carolyn and I, this is Roxie’s day.” Sort of. “What’s your name?”

“Kym. Everything is under control.”

“There’s a lot going on,” Roxie said, scanning the workers. “Is there another wedding this week?”

“Oh, no, this is all for you and Mr. Lomond,” Kym said. “Will he… join us?”

“Unlikely ‘cause, last I heard, he’s in New York.” Adjusting her focus, Roxie waved the question away. “He doesn’t care about this stuff. If he was here, he’d be too busy hitting on you to pay attention. You’ve seen the news, right?”

Of his affair. With a woman he’d never met, by the way. An inconvenient truth the media didn’t care about. Talk about irrelevant details being sacrificed to sensationalism.

“Roxie,” Alice chastised, still wearing that smile. “She’s joking. None of the rumors are true.”

Though she may not reveal that to Reeve Crosby later when giving him a quote. Something she was still cooking up. Shame her and Casanova hadn’t talked again. Good thing he was used to her surprises.

“Well, uh, I can say everything is under control here,” Kym said, backing away a few steps to gesture to the end of the room. “On the day, we’ll have all the pocket doors open to the back courtyard, where the ceremony itself will take place. Seating will be in here, and we’ll open the two quadrants beyond to accommodate your numbers.”

“Where did those land in the end?”

“Immediate family and friends only. Final RSVPs take us to one thousand three hundred and seventy-three.”

Whoa, hey, back it up, what now?

Her mouth opened and activity around them ceased, it was possible she’d cursed rather loud. With her ears ringing, it wasn’t totally clear.

“A thousand and—I had like seven people on my list! And Blayne was more of a maybe.” 

This was what she got for not paying closer attention. Intimate. That’s what she’d said to Zairn when they first talked about it. More than a thousand bodies didn’t sound intimate… Could be a lot of fun though. Would be interesting either way.

“We do expect there will be a few additional guests on the day.”

“And some no-shows?”

That had to be obvious.

She could find a way to divert people at the airport… that would require a cunning plan. Send them to a dummy wedding, maybe? Capers were so much more fun with like-minded allies. Why wasn’t Toria in LA with her? Oh, yeah, because her friend was in the trenches in New York, keeping Jane occupied and rerouted, if necessary.

“Unlikely,” Carolyn said, passing them to check something out in more detail. “It’s a popular event. If people have RSVP’d, they’re coming.”

Yeah, billionaires were like that. If they didn’t want to be somewhere, they weren’t there, and didn’t shy from saying it. Polite wasn’t high on the list of considerations.

Thank God this was Jane’s wedding too. She’d be happy to address the crowd and do the public speaking thing, but if the masses wanted a gooey bride, Jane would fill that quota.

“Numbers will at least double for the late après reception off-site. Mr. Ballard assures us security will be tightly controlled.”

“It’s just Ballard,” she said. “You don’t need the mister. And security is all him. He’s got that.”

Especially knowing he’d brought in Ryder Stone’s firm along with the Breckenridge brothers security specialists.

“What are you worried about?” Kym asked. “Perhaps I can alleviate your concerns.”

“I’m not worried about anything.” With Jane at the helm, worry was completely unnecessary. “Just figured I should show my face and—one thousand people in the same room?”

You know what it was? Knox. It was him. The middle Collier brother getting married would be a sight to see. Though, huh, people would say the same thing about Zairn. And her, though her pool was smaller. Way, way smaller.

Only problem with that argument was Jane didn’t know the guests were for her wedding too. Knox must’ve nudged her into inviting people he’d want there, right? Helped that he and Zairn had known each other forever. The Collier clan were Zairn’s clan too. And, on top of that, Jane’s people were her people, so they’d all be invited either way. No one would be left out.

Man, they were smart. Sneaky? Yes. But, God, it was going to be fun. Drama at the wedding of the century, people would expect nothing less. It was her job to satisfy those appetites.

“Does everyone just sit where they want?” she asked. 

“Oh, no, there’s a strict seating plan, Ms. Kyst. For here and the meal.”

“We’re feeding a thousand people too?”

“Miss Simmonds has taken care of the food arrangements for the reception. After the ceremony, there will be a second drinks reception before the formal meal here. Transport has been laid on to move people from here to the club after hours. Logistics are meticulous. Every eventuality has been accounted for.”

Inspecting the space, she couldn’t see it. “How do you feed a thousand people in here?” 

“The other quadrants are other ballrooms, the whole thing can be opened up into one large room. And we have a second tier…” 

That took her attention upward. 

“Are we opening the mezzanine?” Carolyn asked.

“For the drinks receptions, yes. Not for the ceremony. Only security will be allowed upstairs during that.”

“We also have an overspill space beyond the courtyard, if needed…” Carolyn said. “Pictures?”

“In the courtyard and on the bluff.” Oh, there would be pictures too. “We have taken precautions against unsanctioned access. There will be drones and people on the roof.”

“On the roof like…?” Oh! Exciting! “Am I finally getting my sniper?”

Alice laughed, Carolyn was just as amused, Kym didn’t seem sure how to take the question.

“We set up broad reflectors and prohibit anyone from flying overhead to access the courtyard. And we have canopies that will be erected before the helicopters move the wedding party from here to the après reception.”

Helicopters. Huh. “Jane doesn’t like helicopters.” Meaning she may try to avoid that mode of transport. She’d have to talk to Knox. “I need to see the seating plan and transport schedule.”

“Okay,” Kym said. “Miss Simmonds has—”

“Yeah, I’m the bride, I get to override her decisions. I also get to tell you not to tell Miss Simmonds or we’ll take our business elsewhere.”

People didn’t often expect her to crack out no-nonsense-Roxie, but this was maybe the most important thing she’d done in her life so far. Jane had done so much work putting all of this together, far more than she’d realized. Her BFF took her role seriously, and Roxie would too. Jane deserved the world, and it was on her to make damn sure her friend got it.


 

 

THREE

 

 

ROXIE MADE HER excuses when Alice and Carolyn invited her to join them for shopping and lunch. She couldn’t accept their promise to make a day of it because she had a prior engagement.

The Platinum Suite’s butler—who they wouldn’t normally have around when Zairn was in charge—brought her guest inside.

“Ms. Kyst,” the butler said, stepping aside to gesture at the other man. “Reeve Crosby.”

Pasting on a smile, she opened her arms. “We don’t need to be introduced.” The butler was already departing. “We’re old friends, Reeve, right?”

“Always happy to get your call, Roxie.”

Funny, given it had only happened once.

“Shame I can’t say the same.” Her smile stayed in place and her tone amicable. She didn’t give his twitch of confusion time to fully manifest and just sailed on. “Please come sit down.”

This was nice. Polite. Friendly. She could be personable when required. The press didn’t always get that side of her. She wasn’t openly hostile… often. Zairn called it a “symbiotic relationship.” Yeah, the media had done them favors, and it was easier now she had a hold of steering. Being a passenger was much less fun. Her guy wasn’t wrong though. She should listen to him more often. What was she thinking? There was no one she trusted more. But that ego of his had to be kept in check, couldn’t let him get any big ideas…

She and Reeve sat at opposite ends of the same couch, and she poured coffee from the pot on the table. Gracious. Placid. Completely non-threatening. No claws needed. Not yet anyway.

“Heard Zachary Kintyre had his kid,” Reeve said. “Got any pictures?”

“Oh, yeah, hang on while I send you a dozen.”

She paused and tipped her chin his way, showing a smile that countered his. They both knew there were pictures, and they both knew she wouldn’t share them.

“Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

Couldn’t she? She finished pouring and handed him a cup.

“His wife had more to do with producing the kid than he did.”

“She’s great. Lilya’s great.”

“Yes, she is.” She settled back. Enough small talk, this was no dilettante’s luncheon. “We have business.”

“Yes, we do.” He produced a tablet from his messenger bag. “I haven’t had a lot of time with this. I didn’t know you were going to call—though I love that you did. You can. Any time. I almost brought Beverley with me but—”

“Beverley Woo?”

The producer. Interesting.

“She’s the best way to get to Karryn Keller.” Super famous top-tier TV interviewer. “You want the best. You deserve the best.”

Oh, did she? Nice of him to notice. Though the opinion may change when he wasn’t buttering her up.

“I think there’s been a misinterpretation.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, unlocking his tablet.

Before he could get as far as opening any app, she slid closer to push the device down. “I didn’t invite you here to ask questions, I invited you here to answer them.”

And his brow lowered. “Answer them?”

“Anjelica.”

“I don’t know her.” He was quick to shake his head though had an air of reveling in the reversal of roles. Her Casanova wasn’t the only one with an ego. “I could try to…”

“I’m not interested in you trying anything.”

“I’m surprised Zairn’s still in New York. Thought he’d get here as fast as he could after the story broke.”

She sipped her coffee. “Why would he do that?”

“Haven’t heard anything about the wedding being canceled.”

“Ah, is that why you rushed over here? You want the scoop? Is this where I confess all?”

“You must’ve thought about calling the wedding off.”

Must’ve? No. In private, months ago, she and Zairn discussed stepping aside for Jane’s special day, giving all the focus to her friend. If their wedding, hers and Zairn’s, was ever to be called off, or they decided not to go ahead with it, that would be a decision made together. Never apart. 

Helped that they were already married.

That might be a closely held secret, meaning it wasn’t often addressed, but she couldn’t imagine not having that security cradling her through life. Now it was there, she wouldn’t be able to live without it.

Maintaining her confidence, she faux sighed. “Oh, Mr. Crosby, you should do better research. Didn’t you see my stream last night?”

“From the club?” He put the tablet on the table and settled back. “Looked like you were having a good time.”

“I was.” She set the cup on the table. “I always have a good time in Crimson.”

“With a Breckenridge.”

Reporters wanted information, that was their stock and trade, she got it. They weren’t used to being the providers of information, which may be why he didn’t realize this was going exactly the way she assumed it would. There was no trust, only mutual satisfaction… or dissatisfaction.

“Yes,” she agreed, “a Breckenridge. A whole one all to myself. Greedy? There’s enough to go around.”

“Tripp Breckenridge has a reputation.”

“So I’ve heard.” 

“You spend a lot of time with him.”

“And you think maybe Zairn is jealous or wants rid of the young scallywag?”

“He’s a man used to attention. You and Breckenridge are closer in age, kindred spirits. Zairn’s ready to settle down.”

“Tell you that himself, did he?” Tossing her hair, she turned more toward him. “Zairn knows what he wants.”

“What is that?”

Her smile was unashamed. “Me.”

“Thinks he can have you and his sidepiece too?”

“We’re talking about Zairn Lomond here.”

Interest raised his chin. “Meaning?”

“You know what I mean.”

Generalities were okay. And he could make his assumptions and reach his own conclusions.

“That you accept it? Him and other women? That he can handle two of you. More than two? What do you get out of the deal if he keeps on with the lifestyle? Suiting himself?”

The cretin was almost salivating. A private audience. For him, it was probably better than hardcore porn.

“You want me to say words that will justify our lives.”

“Is it the money?” he asked. “The exposure? Is the relationship even real?”

“Why would you ask that?”

“You spend a lot of time apart. Now we find out he has this girl on the side—or is he responding to the obviously intimate relationship you have with Tripp Breckenridge?”

“Obviously?”

“You’re not alone. He keeps his options open. A lot of women fall for it.”

Her half smirk wasn’t easy to subdue. “Fall for… Who are we talking about now?”

“Breckenridge.”

“Any one in particular?”

“This is your story, Ms. Kyst. You came into Zairn’s life… things haven’t been the same since then.”

She filled her lungs. “The same for who?” 

“Zairn. His life. The people in it. Public perception. It’s no secret there are those who doubt your sincerity.”

“Do you doubt my sincerity?”

“It’s not my job to judge.”

“You’re just the messenger?”

“Tough job, but someone has to do it.”

She didn’t believe for a second that he was humble or modest. 

“Whatever it is you’re trying to say, Reeve, say it.”

“I get it. You want the man for the lifestyle and credibility he can give you. In exchange, you improve his image by overtly displaying a relationship. While in the background he…” She could tell he anticipated her filling in the blank. She didn’t, just folded her arms. “You know… you’re a beard.”

“Oh, is that what I am? Didn’t your momma teach you it’s not nice to call people names?”

“I’m on your side, Roxie. You were plucked out of nowhere. You didn’t ask for this. The life you lived before is gone. You can’t fade into obscurity now, people are too invested. He has you.” Damn right. “Fans, Zairn lovers, even Zairn haters, are intrigued by you. This is where you are, and you have to make the most of it.”

“Is that what I’m doing?”

“You tell me,” he said. “What’s really going on here? Is it really going to happen?”

“The wedding?”

“It’s a big commitment if you’re not invested.”

“What makes you think I’m not?”

“You have pride. This man’s making a fool of you. He’s having an affair.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“I don’t have to be sure,” he said, almost shrugging her off. “I’m not the one walking down the aisle in eleven days.”

“Twelve.”

“I’ve heard he’s got a week of bachelor parties lined up in various states.”

“Heard from who? Did you get an invite?”

He snickered. “My source is robust.”

“That tells me a lot.”

“Zairn’s had a wild life. I’m surprised Anjelica’s the first woman to sell her story since you got together.”

“Yes, that is curious.”

Reeve wanted to probe, to ask, to delve deep. As he almost leaned in, she was surprised he didn’t need the tablet to hide his arousal. 

“Have you heard stories? Had women getting in touch? I could help.”

Her head tilted. “Help? How?”

“You want to be sure he’s committed. That he won’t make a fool of you.” Hmm. Okay. Stay quiet because he’ll keep going in just a few—“There have to be other women. You’ve known each other eighteen months now.” His smirk was close to ridicule. “Eighteen months! You don’t honestly think he’s been faithful to you all that time. Zairn Lomond? Monogamous?”

She didn’t have to “think” it because she knew it wholly and completely.

“What do you suggest?”

“I’ll do some digging. Ask some questions. I can get you answers.”

“You can…” She better be selling this. “No, I—”

“I’ve never done you wrong, Roxie.” Hadn’t he? “No one has to know, we’ll keep it between us.”

Pretending to ponder, she rolled her lips between her teeth. “Reeve—”

“I’ll get Anjelica. I’ll find out what happened, where she came from, who found her…”

“Who found her is something I’ve wondered myself.”

“Do you think she’s finished? That she’ll disappear now?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Crosby. Why don’t you tell me?”

“I can find out.”

“Who paid her? Who set her up to rear her head at this opportune moment?”

“I can find out.”

“Really,” she said, sliding along the couch. “You can find out?”

“Yeah,” he strutted. “Maybe it’s not about money. If money was it, she’d have contacted Zairn. Told him how much she was being offered…” Blackmail. “And he’d have given her more to keep her quiet.” Another frown. “Unless he’s playing to it. Could be he’s goading you. Showing the world he’s got you right where he wants you.”

Uh huh. Oh, it wasn’t easy to restrain her incredulity. Was he honestly expecting her to buy his innocence and Zairn’s guilt? He might think he was getting in, and she’d keep on letting him believe that.

Exuding uncertainty, innocence faded up. She couldn’t play it too hard or he’d know she was messing with him.

“I don’t know…”

“Don’t be naïve,” he said, inching nearer. 

“Naïve?”

“What’s the harm? Think about it. If there’s nothing to find, you’ve got peace of mind.”

Raising her thumbnail to her teeth, she worried it just a little. “Hmm, there’s just one little problem.”

“What’s the problem?”

Pushing the tablet along the couch, out of her way, she kept on going until her knee touched his thigh.

“Maybe I’m not so…” Her thumb trailed down her throat, over her breast, descending from her body until her crooked forefinger could touch his leg. “Innocent myself.”

The flash of his surprise betrayed him being caught on the spot. “You’re saying you…?”

“We’ve never had a chance to get to know each other, properly, you and me.” Her finger slid further across his leg to join the others. “Would you like to get to know me, Mr. Crosby?”

“I… I don’t…”

Widening her smile again, she leaned in a little. “If you think for one second I don’t know you’re behind the Anjelica bullshit, you’re sadly mistaken. You stir the pot, Reeve. You stir and stir. Anything for the story. You’ve sucked that innocent woman into the mud and she won’t thank you for it in the end, I guarantee it.”

“Roxie, I would never—”

“Print whatever the hell you like, but don’t you ever doubt Z to my face again. Don’t do it when I’m in the fucking room. I guarantee you’ll regret it.”

“I—”

Strengthening her legs, she shot to her feet. “Get the hell out of my sight.”

Scrambling up, he was quick to turn on his heels and run the hell out of there. As the suite door closed, Tripp appeared from the internal hallway, still mussed from bed but dressed at least.
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