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CHAPTER 1


          

          DANA

        

      

    

    
      I walked through the entrance of what had once been one of Austin’s most dilapidated warehouses, astonished by its transformation. I barely recognized the space. The building had been transformed into a world-class skate park, all thanks to my good friend, Leif Jennings.

      Our city was hosting the X Games, and people were coming out for the event like dollar bills at a titty bar. Most people were here for the events, the music and the cameras. My reasons to brave this crowd ran deeper than that.

      As I walked down the ramp into the venue, someone shouted my name.

      “Dana!”

      I turned toward the familiar voice that had been a part of my life for over twenty years—ever since our gym teacher had paired us up as badminton partners in second grade.

      As our gazes caught, Hindley and I were transported back to elementary school. We squealed in delight as I flew down the stairs.

      “Hindley,” I screamed, grasping her in my arms and hugging her tight.

      Hindley Hagen was my best friend. Well, now she was Hindley Gregor, having married professional skateboarder Rory Gregor. Her husband would be competing at this year’s event.

      Hindley and I had been inseparable since elementary school, done everything, shared everything. Well, almost everything.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re here,” I cried out, holding on to her like someone would steal her. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “We’ve missed you too,” she said.

      “Ow.” I yelped. The familiar tug on my hair was an instant reminder of the bundle of joy I’d really come here to see. I drew back from Hindley’s embrace and gazed up into the most beautiful face I’d ever seen.

      The toddler in Hindley’s arms gave me a mischievous smile. I noted a few more teeth had popped up since the last time I’d seen her. A pang of sadness hit my heart, knowing I hadn’t been present for all her milestones.

      With her bright blue eyes, blonde ringlet hair and chubby cheeks, Hindley’s daughter was a welcome sight.  I didn’t want to admit it, but she looked a lot like her daddy, and acted like him too.

      “Hey, Squirt.” I tickled Abbi’s belly.

      She arched back and giggled.

      Hindley and I couldn’t help but join in.

      “No,” Abbi said once she’d caught her breath, swatting my hand away.

      Hindley pulled Abbi’s hand back. “We don’t hit people, Abigail.”

      “Ooo.” I wiggled my fingers in the air. “Using her full name already.”

      “Ooo,” Abbi mimicked, wiggling her pudgy hand.

      Hindley shook her head. “Don’t encourage her.”

      “Who, me?” I touched my chest. “Auntie Dana, encourage my niece’s unruly behavior? What in the world would ever make you believe I would do such a thing?” I winked at Abbi.

      Hindley stared at me, her brows raised. We both burst into laughter.

      “Come here, Abbi Wabbi.” I tugged her from Hindley’s arms. “Who loves their Auntie Dana?” I asked in my best baby talk voice. Usually I made fun of idiots who talked like that, but when it came to Abbi, I willingly tossed out every ounce of self-respect.

      “Me, me, me!” Abbi jumped in my arms.

      I lifted the toddler high in the air and blew wet kisses on her exposed belly.

      Her laughter echoed in the air. If there was a better sound on earth, I’d had yet to hear it.

      God, I missed Hindley and Rory and their beautiful baby girl, Abigail Adele. She’d been named after me, both of us sharing the same middle name as my mother. But everyone had called her Abbi since the day she was born.

      I clutched her to me and shook my head. “I can’t believe how big you are.” It always amazed me how much Abbi had changed every time I saw her.

      “She’s almost sixteen months now, and she has eight teeth,” Hindley said proudly.

      I’d always wondered why new moms gave the age of their kid in weeks and months instead of years like the rest of us. And why had milestones like how many teeth they had, how many hours they slept consistently through the night, or if they were peeing and pooping in a toilet, suddenly become major news stories?

      Hindley was my best friend though and I loved every morsel of information she offered me about anything related to my precious Abbi.

      “Show Aunt Dana all your teeth, big girl,” Hindley said, staring at her daughter.

      Abbi locked her lips and shook her head.

      I laughed. If Abbi didn’t want to do something, she wasn’t going to do it. She was just as stubborn as her daddy, and her momma too, if truth be told.

      “You don’t want to show Auntie Dana your teeth?” I pouted, hoping to coax her.

      She shook her head.

      The little stinker. I’d have to try another approach if I wanted to see her new pearly whites.

      “Well,” I said, “if you had teeth, I was going to take you downstairs and get you some nachos, but⁠—”

      Abbi clapped her pudgy hands and squealed in delight.

      “I guess we know what she’s motivated by.” Hindley laughed.

      “Like mother, like daughter, apparently.”

      Hindley shook her head. “You know she can’t eat nachos, right?”

      “I’ll let the cheese soak them until they’re good and soggy, won’t I, Abbi Wabbi?” I poked my finger in her belly.

      She erupted into fits of laughter that warmed my heart. This was the medicine my aching heart needed.

      Before Abbi had been born, I had no idea what “love at first sight” was. But as soon as Hindley had placed her in my arms, I’d worshiped the little squirt ever since. If Abbi wanted anything, I got it for her, no questions asked. That was what aunts were for, right?

      I had to take every opportunity to spoil her that I could. Hindley and Rory were on the road so much with his skating, I didn’t get to spend nearly enough time with Abbi. Thanks to webcams and mobile chatting, I never went more than a few days without seeing her precious face.

      Rory and Hindley returned to Austin every few months. They’d opened a facility for at-risk youth a few years ago called Shelly’s Hangout. The non-profit was named in memory of Rory’s sister who’d died of a drug overdose as a teenager.

      The center provided tutoring and counseling for local kids. And the skate park next door to the facility—which had also been designed by Leif—provided an escape from the dangerous streets they lived on. I even volunteered there from time to time.

      Sometimes, it hurt me, knowing Hindley was moving on without me. But then other times, like these, when I could revel in my time with Abbi, spoiling her, I forgot about my own dismal future.

      Thankfully, Leif lived in Austin so I wasn’t all alone. Leif was my best friend, second only to Hindley, and I loved him dearly. Everyone wanted Leif and me to become romantically involved. That only made our decision to remain just friends even harder for people to understand as they tried to push us together.

      Leif was everything to me, but it had never been like that for us. We tried to tell our family and friends but no one ever listened. Instead, they were insistent that one day we’d realize our friendship had blossomed into something much stronger. They were so fucking clueless I almost felt sorry for them. I could have assured them that day would never happen, but that was Leif’s story to tell and was best kept close to my heart.

      “Ready, Squirt?” I asked Abbi as I bounced her on my hip.

      She nodded enthusiastically.

      “Let’s go. See ya, Momma,” I shouted over my shoulder, giving Hindley no opportunity to resist the kidnapping of her daughter. I half walked, half jogged down the ramp toward the concession stand. Abbi and I laughed as her beautiful blonde ringlets bounced with every step.

      I glanced at the lines. Since the X Games was an international event, people had come out in mass. Rory’s first event wasn’t scheduled for another few hours but the crowds were growing quickly.

      Abbi would grow impatient if we had to wait long. She wasn’t a patient kid. The situation had the potential to turn lethal, for me and those around us. I laughed silently.

      “You’re just like your daddy, you know that, Squirt?”

      “Da-da.” She clapped.

      “That’s right. He’s your daddy, isn’t he?”

      She smiled wide, nodding enthusiastically.

      Abbi adored Rory. And he worshiped his little girl. He was such a wonderful father.

      “Dah-nah,” Abbi called, stroking my face with her little hand.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe you just said my name.” I grinned like the smitten idiot I was.

      She slid her arms around my neck and nestled into my shoulder.

      I inhaled her delicious baby scent as I rubbed Abbi’s back. “I love you so much, Squirt,” I whispered in her ear.

      One of her hands slowly slipped down my back as she began to rhythmically pat me.

      This was exactly what I needed, unconditional love from the little girl who’d captured my heart the instant she was born.

      I absently moved up the line, not really focusing on anything except my little squirt.

      “What can I get you two pretty ladies?”

      I started at the attendant’s booming voice.

      “Oh, um.” I surveyed the menu.

      “Nah-toes,” Abbi yelled.

      The man and I both laughed.

      “One order of nachos then?” he asked.

      “Yah,” Abbi squealed and clapped.

      “Looks like it,” I said.

      “Anything to drink, hun?”

      I’m sure Hindley had packed some type of nutritious, kiddie fruit drink for Abbi, but it was my turn to spoil my niece. “Whatcha want, Squirt?”

      Her brows knitted and her lips pursed as she tilted her head and stared at me with the most adorable frown.

      I turned back to the attendant. “What do you have?”

      “For the little lady there,” he looked over at Abbi, “we’ve got Sprite, Coke, Dr. Pepper and Hi-C Fruit Punch.”

      “See, see, see,” Abbi exclaimed.

      The man smiled. “I like a lady who knows what she wants. Hi-C it is.”

      The middle-aged man filled a small cup and secured it with a lid, holding it out to Abbi. “Straws and napkins are right over there, ladies.” He pointed toward the side of the counter.

      I took a straw and unwrapped it, putting it in Abbi’s cup.

      She grabbed the drink and clutched it with both hands, shoving the straw in her mouth.

      “And for you, Momma?” the man asked.

      “Oh, I’m not her mom. I’m not anyone’s mom, actually.” A sense of longing pierced my heart at the admission. “I’m actually her aunt,” I said, trying to cover up my pain. “Well, not by blood, but still.” Oh God, why was I babbling to this man?

      “Well, then, what will it be for you, sweet Auntie?” He winked.

      “What do you have on tap?” I asked. My nerves were already frayed, and if the past had taught me anything it was that alcohol would cure what ailed me, even if it was only temporary.

      “Let’s see,” he turned, “we’ve got Bud Light, Miller Lite, Coors Light.”

      I laughed to myself. All light beers. Gag. “Nothing local?”

      “’Fraid not, sweetheart.” He shrugged.

      “All right, give me a Miller Lite, please.”

      “One Miller Lite, coming up. I’ll just need to see some ID.”

      Oh, shit. I’d left my purse back with Hindley. I’d only shoved money in my pocket, not my ID. I looked back at the line. It was twenty people deep now.

      “Nah-toe, nah-toe,” Abbi yelled.

      Well, fuck. There was no way I could hold up the line to run back to the grandstands. Abbi would have a shit-fit if she didn’t get her nachos soon. I guess it was Hi-C for me too.

      “She’s cool.” A deep voice rumbled beside me.

      My arms prickled. That voice. Good Lord, it was sexy as hell.

      I turned, not surprised to find a man whose very presence screamed Sex-on-a-Stick.

      He was tall, but then who wasn’t compared to my five-foot-two frame. His jet-black hair fell in waves, like mine, but was cut short. His natural curls were barely visible. Unless you gawked at him like I was now. He had a strong jaw littered with stubble that you knew he kept just for effect—and it was working.

      The man’s gray T-shirt was stretched taut across his broad chest, hanging loose around his narrow waist. His well-defined biceps stretched the sleeves to the point I thought the material might rip. Black jeans hugged his muscular thighs and I swallowed back a moan. He looked like a model who’d just stepped out of a GQ magazine photo shoot, despite the fact he probably hadn’t put much effort into the outfit.

      An aching throb pulsed low in my mid-section, making me realize it had been way too long since I’d had sex.

      Finally, my perusal led me to his face and my breath caught. His eyes. They were mesmerizing, each a different color—and at that moment, locked on mine.

      “Are you finished looking?” he asked.

      My face flushed with heat. It was unlike me to embarrass so easily.

      “Nah-toes! Nah-toes!” Abbi cried, jolting me from my lurid thoughts.

      “All right already, Squirt.” I turned back to the concession worker. “Um, forget the beer,” I said.

      “Too late,” the man said.

      I glanced down at the counter, surprised to see a plastic cup filled with amber liquid sitting next to Abbi’s nachos. I stared at the cup then back to the attendant. “I thought you needed my ID?”

      He nodded toward the mystery man next to me. “If Peter says you’re good, you’re good.”

      Peter?

      Who the fuck was Peter? And why was his word golden?

      I turned and stared at mystery man, Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick. He must have been Peter.

      “Uh, thanks, I guess.” I shrugged, staring just beyond him, avoiding his eyes. I bit my lip in an unusual display of shyness. God, what was wrong with me? Guys never made me nervous.

      “Need a holder?” the attendant asked behind me.

      Shit, I’d forgotten about our order. I was carrying Abbi. I only had one free arm. How the hell was I going to carry all of this crap and Abbi?

      “I’ve got it,” Mystery Man said. He reached over me, his huge hand grabbing the beer, his other the nachos.

      I drew in a breath, about to argue, but his scent invaded my senses. I shook my head to clear my wayward thoughts.

      “Don’t you need to order?” I asked.

      “Pee-tah, Pee-tah,” Abbi cried, reaching for Mystery Man. She leaned so far, she nearly fell out of my arms.

      He stared down at me, one brow arched. “Nachos or Abbi?” he asked.

      I stood motionless, unable to think or answer him. God, his voice, it was too sexy to be legal.

      He tilted his head, eyes narrowed, staring at me like I was a dumbass. “Well?”

      “How do you know Abbi?” I finally asked.

      “Pee-tah,” Abbi squealed again, reaching for Mystery Man.

      Without answering my question, he set down our food and drinks and slid his large man-hands under Abbi’s arms. As if he’d done it a hundred times, he scooped Abbi from my grasp and shook her high above his head.

      Her uproarious laughter echoed through the cavernous underground.

      Mystery Man grinned, revealing teeth so white they could be in a toothpaste ad.

      Holy fuck, this dude was hot. I couldn’t remember being instantly attracted to anyone in a long time, if ever. Shit like this only happened in sappy-assed romance movies. Didn’t they?

      Suddenly it hit me like a ton of bricks. This was a stranger to me and he had my Abbi in his clutches.

      The momma bear in me sprang into action. I reached up to grasp Abbi from his hands. Ah, who the fuck was I kidding? The man was a giant, and with Abbi held up so high in the air, it would have taken a six-foot ladder for me to reach her.

      I put both hands on my hips.  “Give her to me,” I said, stomping my foot.

      Mystery Man remained unfazed by what I thought was a death glare. He was enthralled by Abbi’s squeals of laughter.

      “Give her to me. Now,” I shouted. My voice echoed through the area like a shotgun.

      Everyone in line turned their heads and stared at us.

      Mystery Man brought Abbi down to his chest, clutching her tight, but still didn’t relinquish her. His mismatched eyes narrowed as he studied me like I was the crazy one.

      Maybe I was.

      I held out my hands to Abbi. “Come on, Squirt.”

      She shook her head and curled up in a tight ball, hiding her face into Mystery Man’s neck.

      I envied the little shit for being so close to this dude.

      He smirked, as if he’d won some silent competition.

      Now I was really good and pissed. “Abbi, come here now,” I demanded in a firm voice. “Mommy will be very worried if we don’t get back soon.”

      “Pee-tah go,” Abbi demanded, pointing back to the arena.

      “Looks like you’re stuck with the nachos and drinks,” Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick said. His smug laughter surprised me.

      My body burned, and not with fury. Dammit, why was he affecting me so much?

      Before I could say a word in protest, Mystery Man turned and walked toward the ramp leading back into the arena.

      I ran to catch up with his long strides.

      “Miss,” the man from behind the concession stand called. “Don’t forget your food.”

      Shit! Abbi’s nachos.

      “Wait,” I shouted to the fleeting couple. Racing back to the concession stand, I scooped up the nachos and beer before turning to chase after Mystery Man. Instead of moving forward, I took one step and crashed into something hard. “Oh, shit,” I shouted, raising my head.

      Standing before me was a tall, well-built man, now covered in beer. My beer.

      I lifted my gaze and our eyes locked. One dark blue, one hazel green.

      Mystery Man.

      “Well, shit,” I muttered.

      “Shit,” Abbi repeated with perfect clarity.

      Oh, double shit! Hindley was gonna kill me if she ever heard Abbi say that.

      Wait, what the hell was I worried about? Her father’s favorite word was fuck. It was probably the first word Abbi had ever learned.

      I snorted at the image of Abbi screaming “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” and Hindley having a field day, ripping Rory a new asshole.

      “Is spilling beer all over me funny to you?” Mystery Man’s low voice rumbled with irritation, all trace of the playfulness from earlier gone.

      What? Was he serious?

      I stepped back, eyes narrowed, and glared at him. “What the fuck are you talking about? This was all your fault. You’re the asshole who stole my niece.”

      He jerked his head back, his upper lip curled in disgust as if I’d thrown dog shit all over him.

      Was he shocked by my language? Oh well, welcome to the world of Dana Di Grazio.

      Yes, I knew I should have chosen better language being in public, and in front of Abbi, but this a-hole deserved it. He was the one who’d stolen Abbi from my arms. He was the one who planted his huge beast of a body in front of me.

      Averting my eyes from his scrutiny and judgment, I stared in front of me at his chest. Wrong choice.

      His T-shirt was soaking wet, and solidly stuck to his chest and abs. His body underneath was just as I’d envisioned, rock hard and all man. The dude lit my body on fire without even striking one match. Now I felt like the asshole.

      “Sorry,” I said quietly, trying to save my pride but failing.

      “It’s all right,” he said. He tugged his shirt away from his body and fanned the material in the air to dry the stain.

      I noticed my own chest felt unusually cool. Glancing down, I discovered my T-shirt was also soaked through. My eyes went wide with horror when I realized my nipples had tightened into hard pebbles.

      I reached to cover my boobs with my hands but remembered they were full with nachos and a half-empty cup of beer. My massive breasts and pert nipples were now on prominent display like I was in a wet T-shirt contest. Shit! Maybe he wouldn’t notice.

      I slowly lifted my head, not surprised to find his gaze fixated on my chest. God, I wanted to die of embarrassment.

      Suddenly his eyes darkened and his pupils dilated. Did he like what he saw?

      I bit back a moan. What was wrong with me, lusting after this dude?

      His eyes slowly lifted until his gaze met mine. He stared at me, his mismatched eyes holding me captive. His lips parted and his tongue licked at the corners of his mouth.

      A hunger rolled through me that no meal would ever satisfy. I drew in a sharp breath, my body vibrating like a spring wound too tight.

      No matter how disgusted he’d been by my earlier outburst, one thing was clear. He was just as turned on as I was.

      Mystery Man blinked several times and turned back to Abbi. “We better get you back to Mommy,” he said, tickling her belly.

      Abbi giggled and just like that, the spell was broken.

      Without another word, he turned and walked toward the arena entrance.

      I stared at his delicious ass as he strutted in front of me. The view from behind was every bit as glorious as the one from the front. In that moment I knew I was in trouble. Deep trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          DANA

        

      

    

    
      “There y’all are!” Hindley exclaimed as she spotted Mystery Man carrying Abbi. She smiled warmly, not seeming surprised at all that a stranger was carrying her daughter.

      “Hey, Hindley,” he said, grinning.

      “Hey, Peter.” Hindley leaned toward Mystery Man.

      He wrapped his free arm around her shoulder and drew her close, his other arm still holding Abbi.

      Lucky Abbi, I thought.

      “Come here, baby.” Hindley extended her arms to coax her daughter.

      “No.” Abbi shook her head. She wrapped both arms around Mystery Man’s neck, burrowing her face deep into his shoulder.

      I laughed silently at little Squirt’s stubbornness. She was just like her father.

      “Abbi,” Hindley admonished, putting her fists on her hips.

      Abbi didn’t budge. Who could blame her? Even though Mystery Man seemed like a judgmental ass, he was still hot as shit. I wouldn’t have moved either.

      “Sorry, Hindley,” Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick chuckled, “looks like I’m the man of the hour.”

      Oh, God, that laugh again. The sound vibrated all the way down to my good parts. What the hell? I needed to have sex. Tonight.

      “I think not, Peter.” Rory’s deep voice rumbled behind us. “I’ll take my baby girl from you, if you don’t mind.” He held out his hands.

      “Da-da!” Abbi squealed, practically catapulting herself out of Mystery Man’s arms.

      Well, there ya go, Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick.

      I turned and watched Rory grasp his daughter and squeeze her tight. The love and adoration in his eyes for his baby girl was infectious. Most days I was happy for all three of them, but today their family reminded me of what I still longed for—for what I’d never have.

      “Hey, Dana.” Rory snaked his free arm around my waist, yanking me in for a tight squeeze and a peck on the top of my head.

      The man was a giant. He was so tall I almost fit under his extended arm. Staring up at his adoring face, it was easy to understand how my best friend had fallen in love with him. Brute that he was, he had a protective side a mile long, and that extended to anyone Hindley loved, including me. Not to mention the fact that Rory Gregor was hotter than fuck.

      “I see you met Peter,” Rory said, nodding to Mystery Man.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Pee-tah, Pee-tah,” Abbi squealed.

      “Looks like someone’s got a fan.” Rory chuckled.

      I stared blankly up at Rory.

      “Peter,” he repeated.

      “Oh, Peter.” I dragged out his name. “Yeah, we met.” I shrugged my shoulders and rolled my eyes.

      “What?” Rory’s gaze went from me over to Mystery Man.

      “I met him at the concession stand with Abbi,” I said, obvious annoyance in my tone. “Well, I guess met is the wrong word. He stole your baby. I had no idea who he was or where he was headed, even though Abbi obviously did. Still, he scared the crap out of me.” I glared at Peter, my lips pursed, eyes narrowed.

      From my periphery I noticed Rory and Hindley’s attention darting back and forth between Mystery Man and me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “She spilled beer all over me,” Mystery Man said, as if accusing me of a heinous crime.

      “Well, actually, I was turning around because you stole my niece and I didn’t know who the fuck you were.” I corrected.

      Abbi leaned over Rory’s arm and covered my mouth with her tiny hand. “Dah-nah bad.” Her beautiful little face scrunched with reproach.

      Well, hell. The little shit had busted me. I actually felt bad for cursing.

      Rory burst into a fit of laughter, obviously grateful someone else was in trouble with his daughter for dropping an f-bomb.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled through Abbi’s hand, which was still glued to my mouth.

      Abbi’s face spread into the most magnificent smile before she held out her hands and fell into my arms.

      “Sorry, Squirt,” I whispered into her ear so only she could hear. I hated disappointing Abbi more than anything.

      She folded her chubby little arms around my neck and squeezed. In her eyes, I was forgiven.

      My gaze locked with Peter’s.

      He raised one brow in a condescending expression. I could almost hear him say, “That’s right, you got scolded by a toddler.”

      What the hell?  Was he judging me? Fuck him.

      Yeah, you’d like to.

      “How are my two favorite ladies in the whole wide world?” Leif exclaimed as he snuck in behind me. He slid both arms around my waist and leaned over my shoulder to kiss Abbi.

      “Leh-Leh!” she squealed, scrambling over my shoulder to reach Leif.

      He took her in his arms and walked around to my side, snaking one arm around my waist. “Hey, Buttercup,” he whispered, kissing my cheek. “Who’s the hottie?”

      His question caught me off guard. “Who?”

      Leif switched Abbi to his other arm and nodded toward Mystery Man.

      Peter. His name is Peter, I reminded myself.

      I glanced in Peter’s direction, surprised to see a pinched expression on his face. What the hell was his problem?

      “Leif!” Hindley exclaimed, pushing past her husband and throwing her arms around both her daughter and Leif. “It’s so good to see you.”

      Leif released me and gave Hindley his undivided attention.

      “That’s enough of that, my wife.” Rory elbowed them apart and slid a possessive arm around Hindley. “I believe you have another woman, my friend.” He winked at me.

      I rolled my eyes. When were these people going to get it? Leif and I were never going to be together.

      “Hey, man,” Leif said, turning his attention toward Peter. “I’m Leif Jennings.”

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Peter said as he held out his hand. “I’m Peter Fontenot.”

      “Well, don’t believe everything you hear.” Leif grinned.

      “It’s all been good.” Peter smiled.

      Holy shit! That smile. Was there nothing this man didn’t do that was sexy as hell? I needed to get out of here. Like now.

      “Um, I’m going to the ladies’ room,” I announced to no one in particular.

      “Me and Abbi will come with you,” Hindley said. She took Abbi from Leif’s arms.

      Leif grabbed my hand and tugged me away from the others, pressing his face close to mine as he spoke softly. “We still on for tonight?”

      I stared at him in confusion.

      “What?” he asked. “It’s Friday night.”

      “But it’s the X Games,” I said.

      Almost every Friday night Leif and I met for dinner. I’m sure our weekly “dates” were yet another reason why people thought we would marry each other one day.

      “It’s Friday night,” he repeated quietly, like I was a moron. “And I’m in town.” He looked me up and down. “And so are you.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Is your house all right?” he asked. “Mine’s filled with employees, skaters, and all kinds X Games douche bags in every room.” He laughed.

      Leif had hired extra workers for the build of this year’s X Games site. He’d been working nonstop on the venue for weeks. I was sure he could use a break.

      “If you can get away,” I said. “That sounds great.”

      “For you, Buttercup, I can always get away.” His warm smile comforted me as he enveloped me in an embrace so loving and kind. And in that moment, so needed.

      “Oh, hey,” Leif half-yelled over my shoulder, looking at Rory and Hindley. “Do you guys want to come to dinner tonight too?”

      What?

      “That would be great.” Hindley smiled. “But Rory probably has to practice tonight.”

      “I’ll make it,” Rory said with no hesitation. “What time?”

      Leif glanced down at me. “What time, babe?”

      I had no clue when the festivities should start. “Seven?” I shrugged. “But seriously, this is the X Games. Shouldn’t you guys be doing something besides coming to my house for dinner?”

      “It’s been a crazy week, Dana. Please?” Leif begged.

      Please? Leif never had to ask to spend an evening with me.

      “Hey,” Leif called over my head. “Why don’t you come too, Peter?”

      Fuck! No, no, no, no! I rolled my lips, biting them between my teeth to keep silent. I mean, I didn’t want to hurt the guy’s feelings, but he obviously didn’t like me. There was no way Peter wanted to spend the evening with me. And if he didn’t want to, I sure as shit didn’t either.

      “Oh, I don’t want to intrude,” Peter said.

      A polite decline, good answer. Thank fuck for that.

      Suddenly, I sensed not only Leif’s eyes on me, but Rory’s and Hindley’s too. I glanced around our group. Even little Squirt was glaring at me. Shit!

      I drew in a deep breath as I weighed my options. Peter would probably be tangled up in conversation with Rory and Leif most of the evening anyway.

      And he was super-hot so I’d have some eye candy roaming around my condo for the night. I just couldn’t spill anything on him. I snorted. Fuck it, the more the merrier, I guess.

      “It’s no intrusion.” I smiled, surprised that I really meant it. “We’d love to have you, Peter.”

      His eyes narrowed as if he were trying to decipher if I were telling the truth or not.

      “Really,” I added, not sure why I wanted him to believe me.

      “Well, if you insist.” He shrugged one shoulder as if bored.

      If I insist? I didn’t insist, motherfucker, my friends forced me.

      “Good!” Leif exclaimed. He dropped my hand, hitting Peter on the back before I could retract my invitation.

      “Hurry up and go pee.” Rory swatted Hindley square on the butt.

      She jumped and yelped then rubbed her ass.

      I wasn’t surprised to see an expression of excitement on her face. The little slut was actually turned on by her husband’s spanking, which actually did surprise me, considering the audience—which included her own daughter. Hindley told me everything about her and Rory’s sexual exploits and I had to say, I was jealous of how naughty my best friend had become.

      “My first event is in an hour,” Rory explained, his eyes riveted on hers, “and I want you in your usual spot, front and center.”

      Rory was so superstitious. He’d come to expect Hindley to be in a particular seat for every event. He said he needed to make sure he could see her at all times or it fucked with his mind during a competition. He was protective all right, borderline obsessive. But after everything Hindley had been through over the years—the stalking, illegal video surveillance of her apartment, and subsequent sexual assault—I was honestly glad she had him.

      Obsessive, jealous, or whatever the fuck you wanted to call it, Hindley needed protection and I knew there was no way Rory would ever let anything happen to her. That was one of the many reasons why I loved Rory Gregor.

      “Yes, sir.” Hindley saluted him in a provocative tone, smiling wickedly.

      I knew Rory would never be able to resist that sultry, southern voice of hers.

      Rory reached over and snaked one arm around her waist, hauling her into his chest, completely oblivious to his daughter.

      I reached over and snatched Abbi out of Hindley’s arms, knowing full well this was going to turn into a soft-porn video in about two seconds.

      Right on cue, Hindley wrapped her arms around Rory’s neck, twisting her fingers into his hair.

      His predatory smile was visible for a nanosecond before she yanked him down into a kiss that started out slow but morphed into an all-out mouth fuck. They’d been in love since their first kiss at her stepsister’s wedding almost three years ago.

      I turned, my gaze meeting Peter’s, surprised he was staring at me. His eyes were half-lidded and a smile lifted one side of his lips. Shit, was he turned on too?

      Finally, Rory broke their kiss and Hindley pouted. Actually pouted.

      Rory’s lustful expression told us he wasn’t done. Just done for now.

      Ugh. I needed sex.

      I grabbed Hindley’s hand and yanked her down the ramp toward the bathroom, all the while trying to keep my green-eyed monster in check.
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          DANA

        

      

    

    
      “So how do you guys know Peter?” I asked Hindley, leaning against the bathroom wall. The question had been running through my mind since Abbi had flung herself into Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick’s arms at the concession stand.

      “I was wondering when you were going to ask about Peter.” Hindley smirked. She held Abbi over the sink and ran her hands under the water.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Please, Dana, I’ve known you since second grade.”

      “And?”

      “And,” she cut her gaze to me, “I can tell when you like someone.”

      “I don’t like him,” I said, a little too quickly.

      Hindley’s lips curved into a knowing smirk.

      Shit. My knee jerk response had given away my true feelings.

      “Okay,” she laughed, “whatever you say.”

      I wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all my best friend. Hindley saw desire and interest written all over my face as prominent as the tattoos littering my body. Yeah, I liked Peter. Well, I liked his body. But I’d get over that.

      “He’s cute and all.” I shrugged, feigning uninterest.

      “But?”

      “But, what?”

      Hindley raised her eyebrows, waiting for my answer.

      I sighed and leaned against the sink. “I don’t know.” It was an honest answer. I was physically attracted to Peter, but beyond that I didn’t feel anything for him. Did I?

      His outburst after I’d accidentally spilled beer on both of us reflected his arrogance. I feared he might be a total asshole. He had all the makings of a judgmental dick. Except for those delicious lips.

      Images of him tossing my sweet little Squirt high in the air flashed through my mind. His grin had been just as vibrate and bright as Abbi’s. An uneasy feeling knotted in the pit of my stomach. If I let him in, he could break my heart. Again.

      “Peter’s a great guy.” Hindley’s voice broke through my thoughts.

      She said the words as if she were trying to persuade me.

      “How would you know?” I asked.

      “We’ve been touring with him on the X Games international competitions for the last year.”

      “So that’s how you know him?”

      “Yeah,” she sighed dreamily, like Peter was a member of her favorite boy band. “He’s super nice and willing to help me with Abbi anytime I ask. And…” Hindley drew out the word like a drumroll, “Abbi loves Peter.” She rubbed her nose against her daughter’s. “Don’t you, sweet girl?”

      “Pee-tah, Pee-tah.” Abbi clapped her hands. Obviously, she was a fan too.

      “Plus,” Hindley leaned in closer, “he’s super hot. And he rides motorcycles.” She nudged my arm with her elbow.

      “Great.” I released an exasperated breath.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” I folded my arms across my ample chest.

      “Why don’t you like him?”

      “I never said I didn’t like him. I don’t even know the guy.”

      “Then what is it?”

      I turned and studied my reflection in the mirror to avoid Hindley’s gaze. “It just seems like he has the propensity to be a real dick.”

      “Dick!” Abbi shouted with perfect pronouncement.

      “Great.” Hindley shook her head and glared at me. “How in the world can she stammer on sweet words but say the bad ones crystal clear?”

      “Sorry.” I shrugged in apology.

      Hindley stared intently at Abbi. “Auntie Dana said some bad words, Abbi,” she explained in her best motherly voice. Which I found amusingly ridiculous considering the kid had heard more curse words than most adults thanks to her father’s potty mouth.

      Abbi’s little brows wrinkled in confusion.

      “You shouldn’t repeat them,” Hindley said.

      Abbi cocked her head and stared at her mother. “Da-da?” Abbi asked, her innocent blue eyes studying Hindley’s.

      Busted. I snorted.

      “Fucking Rory,” Hindley mumbled under her breath.

      I shook with barely contained laughter.

      Hindley glared at me for a nanosecond before we both burst into hysterics.

      Abbi giggled, clapping her hands when she realized her chastising was over.

      The sounds of our laughter echoed in the bathroom as tears rolled down our cheeks. Women around us stared like we were insane, which we probably were.

      Hindley wiped the tears from her face and straightened. “So, Peter.”

      I groaned.

      “I know you don’t know Peter. That’s why I’m asking why you don’t like him?”

      “He just seems like a D.B.”

      “A what?” she asked, frowning.

      I cupped my mouth with my hand and leaned in closer. “A douche bag,” I whispered.

      “Oh.” She laughed, shaking her head. “Well, he’s anything but a D.B.. I think you two just got off on the wrong foot.”

      I shook my head, making my way toward the exit. I needed to end this conversation, fast.

      She moved to walk beside me. “I saw the way you were looking at him.”

      I glanced at her. “Why do you even care?”

      Hindley smiled as she bounced Abbi on her hip. She remained silent as we walked back to the arena.

      “And how did I look at him?”

      “Like you wanted to take him to bed and do the ‘N’ all night long.”

      I stared at her in confusion. “The what?”

      “The ‘N.’” She leaned in while holding Abbi away from her, whispering in my ear. “The nasty.”

      “You know I hate this new language we have to speak now, right?”

      “I know, sorry,” she said, “but Abbi repeats everything she hears, good or bad.”

      “With Rory around, I’m sure that’s not good.”

      She rolled her eyes and shifted Abbi to her other hip. “I gave up on Rory months ago, but I think he’s finally starting to learn. The other day we were at the grocery store and Rory dropped a gallon of milk. It busted all over the floor and Abbi screamed out an f-bomb. I thought he was going to die.”

      I burst into laughter.

      Hindley snorted and covered her mouth. “It was so funny,” she choked out. “I think he’s finally starting to realize how important it is to edit his language around Abbi.”

      God, I missed this, laughing with my best friend, sharing details of our lives. Honestly, I just missed…her.

      I grasped her and Abbi and squeezed them tight. “I miss you guys so much, Hindley.”

      “We miss you too.”

      I held on to them longer than usual.

      “Hey,” she said, pushing me away. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “What? Can’t a girl miss her best friend?”

      “Of course, she can.” Her brown eyes searched mine. “I tell you all the time to come see us in California when we’re not travelling.”

      “I know. But you guys are on the road so much with the skating.”

      “So, come with us on tour sometime.”

      I shrugged my shoulders.

      “What? Don’t tell me your boss won’t let you off.” She laughed.

      I rolled my eyes. She knew my current employment situation, knew that time off for me was easy to come by.

      “Hey.” Hindley stopped mid–stride and grabbed my arm.

      “What?”

      “What’s going on with you, Dana?”

      “I don’t know,” I sighed.

      How could I tell Hindley I was jealous of her? That now, after living the single life and screwing whoever I wanted—whenever I wanted—I was ready for more, whatever the hell “more” meant.

      The real truth was, I was petrified. Even if I found the right man, maybe I’d discover I wasn’t worthy of having more, worthy of having my own family. What man would ever want a defective woman like me?

      I stared up at my friend, trying to reassure her. “I guess I just see you and Rory and how in love you are, and this beautiful baby.” I poked Abbi in the stomach.

      She giggled hysterically.

      The sound made my heart constrict in pain. Abbi’s joy was a constant reminder of what my best friend had. And what I never would.

      “Hey.” Hindley grabbed my hand. “Don’t think like that.” She knew where my thoughts were headed. “If you want to be a mom, you’ll be a mom someday. A great one.”

      I laughed at her lunacy. “I think that will be kind of hard without the plumbing, don’t you?”

      “There’s always adoption,” she said.

      Adoption.

      Hindley was being kind, offering positive thoughts, being the consummate optimist I loved. But today her words hit me like a prize-fighter.

      Tears burned my eyes and I cursed myself for being so fucking shallow and jealous. As much as Hindley wanted to believe I might have what she did one day, I knew she was wrong. I’d never be a mom.

      “Dana, what’s going on?” Hindley asked.

      I glanced up at her.

      Her eyes narrowed as worry lines etched across her forehead.

      I shook my head, my long dark hair sliding over my shoulders. I didn’t want to admit the words out loud.

      She grasped my shoulders and tugged me into a tight embrace. “Where is all of this coming from?” she asked quietly.

      How could I explain what I didn’t even understand myself? It wasn’t like I’d never thought of my abysmal future before today. So why was the truth hitting me so hard?

      I pulled away, wiping at my eyes to hide my idiotic tears. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      Abbi reached out and rubbed my face.

      Her loving, unselfish act made more tears fill my eyes. Shit.

      “Dana,” Hindley whispered. “Talk to me.”

      I swallowed down my emotions, not wanting to worry my friend. “I guess turning twenty-eight last week and being reunited with you and Rory and Abbi just got me thinking about my life and how it hasn’t ended up the way I thought it would.”

      Hindley stared at me in disbelief. I’d shown her more emotion in the last five minutes than I had the last twenty years of our friendship.

      “It’s probably the hormones.” I shrugged.

      “Have the doctors changed them recently?”

      I nodded my head.

      “Oh my God, Dana!” she cried, her face turning ashen. “Has the cancer come back?”

      “God, no,” I whispered, shaking my head. “Nothing like that.” My heart ached for making my friend worry, even for a second.

      Shortly after my parents had died almost ten years ago, I was diagnosed with uterine cancer. It was a rare diagnosis for a nineteen-year-old, and something that had worried the doctors.

      During the operation to remove the tumor, the surgeon had discovered my situation was more dire than he’d originally thought. Due to the size of the tumor, and my age, he’d decided it would be better to perform a radical hysterectomy and take no chances.

      As a teenager with no living parents, my doctor had made the final call himself while I was still on the operating table. They removed every lady part I had, including my ovaries.

      At the time I didn’t realize the severity of my diagnosis. All I was worried about was scarring. The surgeon’s harsh words to my immature question after surgery rang in my head, even today.

      “A scar should be the least of your worries, young lady,” he’d reprimanded. “You’re still alive. That’s all that should matter to you now.”

      I’d felt like a fool for being so vain.

      Immediately following my surgery I started radiation, chemotherapy, and hormone therapy while still in the hospital. I never had time to process the magnitude of the doctor’s decision to remove every organ that made me female.

      Over the next few weeks and months, as the reality of my situation set in, I experienced a prolonged period of depression. Hindley and her mother, Caroline, were there to help. Realizing at nineteen that I would never carry a baby was devastating. But the news that my type of cancer could reoccur, especially since mine had manifested so early, had me on my knees.

      Hindley had offered to carry a baby for me, but given the fact that there hadn’t been time to harvest any eggs, what would be the point? I would never have a biological child.

      Sometimes the thought overwhelmed me. Usually, I was in the comfort of my own bed when I cried over the realization that I’d never carry my own baby. But today it had hit me hard, and in the worst possible way, in front of my best friend and her daughter. Two of the most precious people to me in the world.

      I didn’t want Hindley to feel guilty for having what I couldn’t. “No, no cancer. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” I reassured her, smiling half-heartedly.

      Hindley stared at me, a blank expression on her face.

      “Sorry,” I repeated..

      “That’s not funny, Dana.” She swatted my arm. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      “Shit,” Abbi repeated clear as day.

      Hindley didn’t budge at the word, her focus trained on me.

      I squeezed her shoulder in reassurance. “I went to the doctor a few days ago.” Yearly check-ups were my routine now. “She said everything looks fine. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. I don’t know what’s going on with me.”

      “Dana, I love you,” Hindley choked out through her tears. “I’d do anything for you, you know that. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      I nodded my head, unable to verbalize how much her words meant to me.

      “This is ridiculous,” she said. “After we get back to California, you are coming to see me. I’m not taking no for an answer. We’ve been apart entirely too long and I’m not going to stand for it anymore.” She glared at me. “I hate the fact that you’re closer with Leif than you are with me.”

      I chuckled. “He and I will never be that close, Hindley.”

      “Still.” She looped her arm around my waist and dragged us up the ramp to the grandstand. “I’m not letting my best friend go no matter how close she is to my husband’s best friend.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Best friend’s best friend? What the hell does that even mean?”

      “I don’t know.” She laughed. “I guess it means that I’m jealous of Leif. I want to be your best friend again.”

      I stopped and turned to face her. “Hindley, you’ll always be my best friend. It’s just, you have a life now, more important things.”

      Her eyes blazed with anger. “Dana Adele Di Grazio, there will never be anyone as important to me as you are.”

      The lunacy of her statement literally made me laugh out loud. “Really?” I pointed toward Abbi.

      “You know what I mean.”

      I nodded my head because I did. I would always be important to Hindley. Just like she would be to me.

      “Now,” she continued, “since you refuse to suck face with Leif, let’s go find you some other cheap, meaningless person to screw.”

      “What did you just say?”

      “Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes, leaning down toward me as she switched Abbi to the other hip. “You need to get good and thoroughly fucked.”

      My eyes widened in shock.

      She drew back. “What? You’re the crudest person on the face of the earth. You’re really going to act like that embarrassed you?”

      “It did!” I shrieked.

      “Whatever.” She waved off my comment. “I think it’s time you give your vibrators a rest and find a real man, Dana Di Grazio.”

      “Hindley!” I swatted her arm.

      She threw her head back and laughed, the sound echoing across the arena as we made our way up the ramp.

      I watched her and Abbi descend the stairs toward the open arms of her husband.

      A bolt of electricity zipped down my spine so hard it stopped me in my tracks. Glancing around the arena, I turned and my gaze locked on a pair of eyes, one hazel green, one dark blue.

      Peter.

      He stared at me intently, as if he could read my thoughts.

      I cocked my head. Yes, yes indeed. Maybe a good and thorough fuck was exactly what I needed to clear my head. The thought of wrapping my legs around Mystery Man’s muscled torso had me sweating.

      He recoiled, his face contorted like he’d bitten into a lemon. Obviously I’d misread him earlier. A girl like me held no appeal to a man like him.

      Just as well. I knew a pompous ass like Peter would probably never satisfy me in bed anyway. It looked like my companion for the evening would be battery operated…again.
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      Dinner? With complete strangers? The night before a major competition?

      What in the world had I been thinking, accepting her invitation? I didn’t have to answer myself. I knew exactly what I’d been thinking about—a sassy spitfire with eyes like the abyss of a glacial pool.

      I had to admit, the beautiful woman I’d met in line at the concession stand less than twelve hours ago had captivated my thoughts most of the day. It was hard to forget those eyes. And those sumptuous⁠—

      No! I wasn’t going there. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t think about her gorgeous body, or those curves that could make a man crazy…like I was now.

      Unfortunately, I’d been unable to stop those lurid images from flashing in my mind, which had caused my own body to betray me. I didn’t want to like her, but there was something about that siren temptress that had me in her hold from the minute those blue eyes had locked on mine.

      My practice session earlier had been all but ruined. Instead of concentrating on the condition of the track, the mechanics of my motorcycle, and the tricks I needed to perfect before tomorrow’s competition, I’d been held captive by images of the woman’s soft lips, expansive breasts, and long, dark, wavy hair.

      Dana. Dana Di Grazio.

      Although we’d never formally been introduced, Rory had told me her name when she and Hindley had slipped off to the bathroom.

      From the first time I’d heard her Southern drawl, something in the center of my body had ignited. I’d nearly exploded when her beer-soaked shirt had clung to her chest, revealing tight, puckered nipples. No man could resist that type of temptation. I’d had to turn away from her, practically bolting up the ramp just to hide the desire rising in my jeans.

      And yet, knowing all that—knowing I needed to avoid this unwanted temptation—here I was, standing outside her door, anxious to see those blue eyes one more time.

      My lack of self-preservation was really irritating, and inconvenient.

      Besides, Dana was involved with Rory’s friend, Leif. I had to accept that fact and move on. Their deep love for one another was obvious to anyone who saw them together. It was nearly palpable, on display for the whole auditorium earlier this afternoon.

      I ached for that kind of connection with a woman—an honest, intimate relationship that would last a lifetime, not just a few weeks or months.

      A lot of the guys on the extreme sports tours loved being single. They relished the groupie fan girls that followed us around the world. At every stop there was never a shortage of women trying to get in our pants. That life wasn’t for me though. I wanted more. I always had. One-night stands had never appealed to me.

      For me, sex had never been only about fulfilling a physical need. It was also about the emotional bond you created with another human being. Most of the other athletes laughed and razzed me relentlessly about my beliefs, but I didn’t care.

      My biggest desire, besides bringing home a third gold medal from the X Games, was to find a woman I could spend the rest of my life with. Someone to start a family and raise children. I wanted a woman I could grow old with, surrounded by our kids and grandkids. Call me crazy, but that was what motivated me. Not the normal desires of a typical twenty-four-year-old man, I know.

      But then again, I’d never been normal. Just ask my father.

      I had to be honest though. Waiting around for Mrs. Right was getting really old. Travelling to different competitions almost every week by myself was draining.

      Especially times like tonight when my body betrayed me and led me straight to someone like Dana Di Grazio—the kind of woman my overly judgmental, pious, religiously fanatic mother had warned me about years ago.

      I didn’t need my mom’s voice in my head as a constant reminder of how she thought I’d wasted my life, all because of one thing—motorcycles.

      They’re the devil’s toy, Peter Joseph. Nothing good will ever come from them.

      I’d made my decision to walk away from my judgmental family and their lucrative software company shortly after I graduated college. I wanted to pursue my one true passion, freestyle motocross. I’d always had a wild side as a young boy, but my parents’ strict Mormon values and unbendable rules kept my rowdy personality contained. Until college.

      My freshman year I’d joined some friends at a local motorcycle track. As soon as I’d swung my leg over the leather seat, I’d been addicted. Everyone said I was a natural and within weeks, I was riding constantly, jumping the ramps, learning new tricks with no reluctance or fear. It was exhilarating, exciting, and like nothing I’d ever felt before.

      Soaring through the air, just me and my bike, was more of a religious event than anything I’d ever experienced inside the four walls of a church. Flying through the air brought me closer to God in a lot more ways than sitting in the hard pew of a tabernacle ever could.

      Once my parents discovered I was riding, they threatened to cut off my funding for college, but I didn’t care. I almost dropped out of school because of their intimidation. Other riders encouraged me and convinced me I could go pro if I really tried.

      As usual, I let my controlling father talk me out of riding. I mean, what would it look like to the Mormon Church if Peter Fontenot, son of Robert Fontenot, one of the highest ranking Bishops in the Mormon congregation of Salt Lake, dropped out of college to join the heathens of extreme sports?

      I couldn’t have cared less what the church thought. Instead, I completed my education in record time, obtaining a bachelor’s degree in business administration by the time I was twenty.

      My senior year in college I’d taken a class on philosophy and world religion. Suddenly my mind was filled with questions, big questions, about our faith. Once I began expressing my doubts about the teachings of the Mormon Church, my father slowly started his shunning of me. Unfortunately, my mother had no choice but to follow him.

      Thankfully, I only had one semester of college to pay for when my parents disowned me. I’d been secretly moonlighting at the racetrack for the past two years and had socked away a good amount of cash. Thanks to my minor in finance, I’d been able to stretch that nest egg to sustain me through the past four years as I tried to work my way up the professional freestyle motocross ranks.

      So far, I’d been successful in securing several sponsorships. My second gold medal last year at the X Games catapulted me into the big leagues. I’d finally been able to rebuild the funds I’d depleted over the last four years.

      I wasn’t where I wanted to be financially but it was a start. Unfortunately the endorsements still weren’t enough to support me and a family. Everything hinged on this year’s X Games competition. If I could make it happen here in Austin, if I could secure even one more gold medal, I knew I’d have some amazing endorsement deals which would help grow my savings.

      My family was quite wealthy and I’d grown up with money. I wouldn’t lie, being broke sucked. Not because of the material things you could buy, but because of the freedom money brought.

      Having a solid bank account under my belt meant I could offer my future wife and family the security they needed to feel safe. That was all I really wanted in life—a family, a functional family, who loved each other unconditionally.

      So, what the hell was I doing here at a dinner party when I should be in the garage working on my bike and practicing tricks?

      Three words: Arctic blue eyes. Okay, so maybe there were more than three words to describe my reasons for being here tonight but that was all I’d allowed myself to think about.

      For whatever reason, I couldn’t seem to get Dana out of my mind, despite the fact that she was obviously dangerous—and taken. I was not a man who knowingly went after another guy’s woman, no matter how hot she was.

      I stood outside the door to Leif and Dana’s condo. Their home was located in downtown Austin, in an extremely swanky high-rise building. I could only imagine how much it cost. It reminded me of the condo my father had in downtown Salt Lake City, the one he used for his “special church meetings,” as he called them.

      My father argued that these appointments were the church’s way of making sure a woman was ready to enter into the Mormon faith with full disclosure. They were actually excuses for sexual trysts.

      My father had taken advantage of his position in the Mormon Church. He used his power to manipulate the faith and these women. The thought was nauseating and I didn’t want to remember that time in my life. Not tonight. Not ever.

      I looked down at the twelve pack of beer in my hand. Most people brought wine to a dinner party, but I didn’t drink. I didn’t want to look like a complete moron, bringing in a red wine when dinner called for a white. Instead, I remembered Dana had asked for a local brew at the concession stand. They hadn’t had any so I thought she might like this.

      Was I really trying to impress her? No. I was being cordial. Yeah, that’s it.

      Actually, if I didn’t have the beer in my hand I probably would have run back to the bank of elevators. Everything about this situation screamed trouble, but I was here and I had beer. Why not stay and endure the torture?

      I reached out and knocked on the mahogany door, waiting several moments. No answer. Pulling the slip of paper Hindley had given me out of my pocket, I compared it to the number on the door. It matched. I was at the right place. I reached out to knock again but stopped as footsteps sounded behind me.
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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