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      Tempe

      I lie on a hotel bed with a sleeping stranger, and my body feels wrung out in the best possible way. Three times he made me fall apart. Three. Without even exchanging names. My ex-boyfriend sometimes couldn’t get me there once, and it had been a long while since he bothered trying.

      I study the arm of the man I’ve dubbed Mr. Tattoos. The red roses that bloom on his shoulder and wind around his bicep should look feminine, but something about the way they’re interspersed with black and gray means they aren’t. They’re sexy. Beautifully masculine. A perfect match for the confident lover I lured away from the bar tonight.

      His arm flexes in his sleep, and I freeze, hoping he’ll remain dead to the world. He murmurs drowsily, curves his hand around my hip, and settles again. He’s lying on his front with his face turned toward me. Even his bone structure is a work of art. High cheekbones, a perfectly straight nose, and a defined jaw. When I think of the way he handled me—gently, but not as though I’m fragile—it makes me reluctant to leave. Something drew me to this man. I thought having sex with him a couple of times would be enough, but I yearn to snuggle into his hard body and be close to him.

      That is not okay.

      This is supposed to be a meaningless one-night stand to help me move on from Chad. The last thing I need is to become intrigued by Mr. Tattoos’s soulful blue eyes or the inky eyelashes that cast shadows over his cheeks in the moonlight. I’m barely holding it together after my last relationship. I don’t have the emotional bandwidth for anything new.

      I edge away from him, holding my breath as his arm flops from my hip onto the bed, but he doesn’t show any sign of waking. I place one foot on the carpet, then the other, and ease off the mattress so I can search for my clothes on the floor. I find my dress and pull it over my head, then feel around until my hand closes over my purse. I don’t bother with my underwear or bra. It’s more important to get out of here without disturbing him. I’ve never slept with a stranger before, which means I haven’t had to do an awkward morning after, and I’d rather not begin now.

      I tiptoe across the room, collect my shoes from near the door, and grab the handle. He still hasn’t stirred. I crack the door open, then pull it wider until I can slip through the gap. When it closes behind me, I let out a sigh of relief but don’t wait around in case the click of the latch snaps him out of his dream. I take off along the corridor. My first walk of shame is more of a run.

      That should have been the end of it. But in reality, that night was only the beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            6 Months Later

          

        

      

    

    
      Mercy

      I roll my suitcase across the asphalt driveway toward a building that looks like it came straight from the Italian countryside. Pale orange walls, a reddish roof, and behind it are grapevines as far as the eye can see. It’s idyllic. The perfect setting for my best friend Isiah’s wedding. And hopefully a good place for me to forget about the growing stack of unpaid bills on the counter at home. I cringe at the thought of the letter that arrived this morning, reminding me of the costs owing for Danny’s funeral. Insult to injury, considering the medical bills related to trying to keep him alive are what got me into financial trouble in the first place. But I’ll pay. Somehow. Meanwhile, during my time in Napa Valley, I intend to do my best to forget.

      I check in at the front counter and the receptionist hands me a set of keys. Isiah booked accommodation for the entire bridal party in the lead-up to the wedding. I’m halfway along the corridor when I hear a voice that stops me in my tracks. I strain my ears, trying to hear it again.

      “…so glad there’s air conditioning,” the disembodied female voice continues. “It’s hot out there.”

      My jaw drops.

      It can’t be.

      But I swear the woman sounds just like my Miss Mystery—who gave me the most incredible night of my life and then vanished. I’d hoped our hours together might lead to something more. She’d been gorgeous, with just a hint of vulnerability that intrigued me. She’d said one night only, but I thought I’d have the chance to talk her around. Except she left before dawn. Out of respect for her wishes, I didn’t try to find her. But now, it seems, the universe has handed me a golden opportunity.

      I follow the sound of voices—someone else is speaking now—around a corner and into a small communal area where a pair of sofas face each other. On the far side, Hazel, Isiah’s bride-to-be, is seated beside a pale brunette, her best friend. Seated opposite, with her back to me, is a woman in a black tank top, with an elegantly sloped neck and toned shoulders. A memory flashes into my mind of me lowering my mouth to the curve of her neck and sucking on her rich, brown skin until she shivered.

      “Hey, Mercy.” Hazel gets to her feet and comes around to hug me. I smile but I can’t take my eyes off her companion. “Did you have a good trip?”

      “It was a nice drive,” I reply on autopilot. Miss Mystery is starting to turn, but I can’t tell if she recognizes me.

      “I think you’ve met my maid of honor, Karen,” Hazel says.

      The brunette waggles her fingers in a flirty wave. I nod to her.

      “And this is my childhood best friend, Tempe. She’s the bridesmaid.”

      Tempe.

      I finally have a name to go with the face and body that have been haunting my dreams.

      Tempe’s deep brown eyes lock on mine and she stiffens. Oh yeah, she recognizes me.

      “You,” she breathes. “Oh my God.”

      That’s when she stands up and I see what I couldn’t before.

      She’s pregnant.

      Her belly is rounded enough that there’s no doubting it. The air seizes in my lungs. Based on the size of the bump, she’s five or six months along, which means she either moved on from me quickly or was already pregnant when we were together. Neither option is something I want to dwell on.

      “Congratulations.” I force myself to smile. “You look great.”

      Her jaw firms and she rounds the sofa and grabs my arm. “Excuse me,” she says to her friends. “We’ll be back soon.”

      She tugs me away from them. I barely have the presence of mind to drag my suitcase behind us. I follow her around several corners, not processing where we’re going. My mind is too busy protesting the unfairness of finally seeing her again when I apparently won’t have a chance to pursue anything with her. She stops in a small alcove beside the ladies’ room. I find myself scanning her fingers for a ring, but don’t see one.

      “Here’s the thing.” Her words are choked, and I get the feeling she’s barely holding herself together, although I’m not sure why. She’s clearly moved on, so what would make her so upset about running into an old fling? Sure, it’s awkward under the circumstances, but it’s hardly enough to warrant the expression of dread that’s twisting her features. “Shit, this is hard.”

      “What is it?” I ask, hoping I sound encouraging. If she’s trying to gently let me know we won’t be having a repeat, I kinda figured as much the second I laid eyes on her baby bump.

      She clears her throat and looks me straight in the eye. “You’re the father of my baby.”
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        * * *

      

      Tempe

      “What?”

      I curse myself as I watch the color leach from Mr. Tattoos’s perfectly sculpted face. His lips part and a breath of air passes between them. I’m not sure there’s a right way to tell someone they’re about to become a dad, but I think I did it wrong.

      I touch his upper arm. “Are you okay?”

      I try to remember what Hazel called him but come up empty. I hadn’t been paying much attention at that point. I’d been more distracted by how inconvenient it was to get hot flashes during summer in California. It’s scorching enough without hormones getting in on the action.

      “Hey.” I grip his arm a bit more firmly. Is he going into shock or something?

      “I’m okay,” he says. “I just…” He trails off. “My brain is still catching up. Give me a second.”

      My mouth quirks. He hasn’t flipped his lid yet, which is positive, although based on his reaction, yep, I definitely need to work on my delivery skills.

      “I’m the father?” he asked. “How is that possible?”

      I arch a brow. “Sperm. Egg. Fertilization. Do you need a lesson in basic human biology?”

      He shakes his head. “But we used a condom.”

      “Yeah, I know. Except for that false start.”

      He winces. “Oh. And that was enough?”

      “Seems like it.” I sigh. “It was a shock to me too.” As an athlete, I’m used to my cycle being irregular. It wasn’t until two months after we’d shared our night together, when the morning sickness struck like a bitch, that I began to get an inkling of what might be going on.

      “I bet it was.”

      I drop my hand from his arm, resisting the urge to stroke his tousled hair off his forehead. “Sorry for dumping it on you like that.”

      He exhales shakily. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I don’t think there’s a right way to give someone that news.”

      I nod because he’s echoing my earlier thoughts. “You have a point.”

      We fall silent for a moment. I watch emotions play over his face, still struggling to believe I’ve run into him like this. I wanted to get in touch, but because of my stupid rule about not exchanging names, I had no way of contacting him. I went to the bar where we met a few times, hoping he’d show up, but he never did. Eventually I just figured I’d have to do this parenting thing alone.

      I’m honestly not sure whether to be relieved or not by his sudden appearance. It will be nice to have someone to lean on, but he introduces a factor of uncertainty. Will he want to be involved? If so, will he try to change the way I’m doing things?

      His gaze rakes over my midsection. “You’re sure it’s mine?”

      “Completely.” I’m not insulted he’s asked. In his shoes, I would too. “You’re the only man I’ve been with in the past nine months. Since I’m six months pregnant, that makes you the guilty party.”

      “Right. Okay.” His frown deepens. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      I give him a look. “Was I supposed to run a Google search for Mr. Tattoos?”

      “Oh yeah. The name thing.” He holds out his hand. “Nice to meet you properly. I’m Mercy Caruso.”

      “Mercy,” I muse. As I reach for him, something in my back spasms and I wince. The extra baby weight is starting to make itself known through the occasional ache or pain. “Caruso is Italian, right?”

      “Yeah. My grandparents emigrated from Italy not long after they married.”

      “Well, it’s nice to officially meet you, Mercy Caruso with the Italian grandparents. I’m Temperance Larson, but everyone calls me Tempe.”

      “It suits you.” His frown eases slightly. “Let’s go to my room so we can talk more.”

      “Sure. Lead the way.”

      He starts walking. I follow close behind, waddling a little. It’s frustrating that the grace I worked so hard to attain after joining Crown MMA Gym is nowhere to be found. Pregnancy has wiped out a lot of my progress. I keep telling myself I can earn it back, but it won’t be easy. It’s especially difficult to accept because pregnancy wasn’t part of my plan. Half the reason I broke up with my ex was that he wanted children and I wasn’t ready. Someday, sure. But not until my career was more established. Then fate intervened and changed everything.

      He unlocks the door and holds it open while I enter, then lets go of his suitcase and flops onto the bed. He pats the spot beside him. “Sit. I need a moment to gather my thoughts.”

      I laugh because I feel like I’ve been trying to gather my damn thoughts since I first saw those two little lines on the pregnancy test. I cross to the bed and perch on the edge. “I know how you feel.”
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      Mercy

      This is actually happening.

      Fuck. I’ve gotten a woman pregnant. I mean, I’ve always known it’s a risk when I sleep with someone, but I wrap up every single time. Except for those first couple of thrusts with Tempe. A memory flashes through my mind. Me, slicking the head of my dick through the center of her wet pussy. Notching at the entrance and pushing in. Groaning because it felt so good. Then realizing I hadn’t put the condom on yet and battling to pull out—both against my own urges and the tight grip she had on my ass. But I’d done it. I’d been inside her bare for less than five seconds. Apparently, I’d been leaking enough precum to do the job.

      I turn to look at the curve of Tempe’s belly. Her abdomen had been flat when we made love. Not only flat, but lightly muscled. Now, there’s no denying the fact she’s pregnant. And she’s been dealing with it alone. For months, she’s had to face up to what this pregnancy means—its disruption of her life—without the support of a partner. Even though there’s no way I could have known, I feel like an ass for not being there for her. I should have said fuck her rules and insisted we swap contact details in case something like this happened. I dig my thumb into the muscles at the side of my jaw, which are starting to ache from clamping my teeth.

      “I’m sorry you’ve had to go this alone,” I tell her. “I’ll be there every step of the way from now on.”

      Her eyes widen almost imperceptibly. “Thank you.”

      Is she surprised I’m willing to step up? She shouldn’t be. It wouldn’t be the first time. When my parents died in a car accident during my first year of college, I dropped out to raise my younger sister, Lucia. If I could do that at nineteen, then I can do the same for my own kid.

      I maneuver myself into a seated position, resting against the wall at the head of the bed. “How is the pregnancy going? Have you had any problems? Have you been seeing the doctor?”

      She draws back and her eyebrows knit together. “Everything is under control.”

      “Good. Thank you for taking care of our baby.” My eyes slide to her belly once again and my head spins. I can hardly fathom that the tiny life growing inside her shares my DNA. “You don’t need to worry about me flaking out on you. I’ll do whatever I can. I’ll be there for emotional and financial support.” Although God only knows how, considering my dire financial situation. I’ll make it work somehow because letting her and the baby down is not an option. “I want to be part of our child’s life.”

      Her lips part and she blinks at me. Then she sucks in a breath. “I don’t expect you to drop everything and take care of me. I just thought you deserved to know.” She fidgets with the hem of her shirt. “I’m not even sure I want to keep the baby. I hadn’t planned on having children until my career is off the ground. I’ve been thinking about putting her up for adoption.”

      “Her?” I ask, my mind catching on that because I can’t even process the other half of what she said. “It’s a girl?”

      She shakes her head. “I meant that in a general sense. I haven’t asked what the gender is. I want it to be a surprise. Although I might need to find out in order to get an adoption lined up.” She hesitates. “Maybe you’d prefer to know anyway?”

      “No, a surprise is fine.” I don’t want her to think I’m going to second-guess every decision she’s made so far. I rub my temples. My brain is struggling to keep up. First, I have to deal with the fact I’m about to be a father, and then I find out that maybe I won’t be after all if she decides to give the baby up for the sake of her career.

      “What do you do?” I ask, realizing I never asked during our night together.

      She grimaces. “I’m a professional fighter. Obviously, being pregnant has thrown my plans off. I haven’t been able to fight, and my training is restricted to lower impact exercises.”

      There’s a twinge of sympathy in my chest. Becoming successful as a female athlete must be challenging on the best of days, but having something like this thrown at her could be devastating. No wonder she’s not sure if she wants to keep the baby. That said, I don’t want her to make any decisions without me. Even if she’s been handling things alone so far, the baby will be as much mine as hers, and I want a voice in what happens with them.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “That must be frustrating.”

      She buries her face in her palms. “You have no idea.”

      I lay a hand on her shoulder, half-expecting her to shrug me off, but she doesn’t. “I want to help.”

      Her shoulders stiffen and she drops her hands. “There’s not much to do. I’m managing the best I can.”

      “Okay.” I stop touching her. She’s clearly tense, and having a stranger in her personal space might not be what she wants. “We’ll need to discuss whether or not to put the baby up for adoption together. Not now, obviously, but I don’t want you making that decision on your own. I’m their parent too and I have a right to be involved.” This might not be what she wants to hear, but I need to say it.
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