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      Every Saturday at nine o’clock on the dot, two gorgeous men in suits entered my coffee shop, removed their sunglasses, and flashed me their dimples as they smiled.

      They headed to the table by the window, removed their jackets, rolled up the sleeves of their shirts, and exposed gorgeously tanned, tattooed, and muscular forearms.

      Before they started coming here, I’d had no idea that I had a thing for muscular forearms. Now, I was absolutely positive.

      Yum. Yum. Double yum.

      Since they came at the same time every Saturday, I already had their drinks made, still hot, and carried them over.

      “Here you go, boys,” I said, and set the drinks down in front of them.

      Dane, the dark-haired, green-eyed hunk who sat on the left always drank a cappuccino with whipped cream and chocolate shavings.

      Forrest, the brown-haired, blue-eyed brute who sat on the right drank black tea with a splash of milk and a dash of cinnamon. He hardly spoke, and today he winked at me.

      I needed to buy an extra set of panties just for Saturdays.

      “Let me know if you need⁠—”

      “Can we have two blueberry bagels with butter? Toasted?” Dane asked.

      I nodded. “Right away.”

      Before anyone could ask me to do anything else, I rushed behind the counter and made their order, bringing them their plates with food still hot and butter still melting.

      “I appreciate how quickly you get our orders, Amelia,” Dane said. “You know you can make us wait.”

      I looked around the calm and collected café with all of the customers seated and asked, “Wait for what? There’s no other customers waiting.”

      Forrest chuckled.

      “Well, then how about you sit with us for a minute?” Dane asked.

      After another look around to confirm my employees had everything under control, I removed my apron, grabbed a free chair, and sat at the end of their table.

      “So, you own this place, right?” Dane asked.

      I nodded. “Yep. Took a lot of jobs from thirteen until now to save up for it.”

      Dane and Forrest exchanged a look before Dane looked back at me.

      “What town did you grow up in?” he asked.

      Over the past few months, we’d had several conversations. They were all light topics, nothing serious, but they progressively got more personal. It was almost like they were trying to get to know me, but these two were far out of my league. So far out of my league I probably shouldn’t have been allowed to talk to them.

      “Little Logston about an hour away,” I answered. Everyone knew the town. It was famous for being a farming community that provided all the produce for the large town of Pierceston, the largest town in the county.

      “Why’d you choose to open in Pierceston?” Dane asked.

      “Logston already has a café and I didn’t want to take business from them since they’ve been there for three generations. Plus, I’m related to the Logston Café owners.” I was related to half of Logston, but I didn’t need to add that.

      “So, you came to the big city to try to make it?” Dane asked, and took a bite of bagel.

      I nodded. “Yep. I got tired of the small-town life and wanted to prove I could make it here.”

      “How are you doing so far?” he asked.

      I flinched. I still wasn’t in the black. Honestly, unless things picked up, I might have to look at closing within the year.

      “It’s been a little slow, but I’m hoping things will pick up soon,” I said with a wide smile.

      If my supplier would stop backing out on me last minute, forcing me to purchase the things I needed from out of town, I wouldn’t be in the red.

      They claimed another shop bought more than usual and they ended up not having enough for my order, but that excuse didn’t hold up when they used it more than three times.

      Forrest scowled. “What happened?”

      He was always so intuitive.

      “My supplier keeps getting bought out and I have to buy from a more expensive shop out of town,” I admitted. “It’s fine. I’ll figure something out.”

      Forrest pulled out his phone and began typing into it quickly.

      What was he doing?

      “Be right back,” he said, stood, and put his phone up to his ear as he walked out of the café.

      “So, when you aren’t here, checking on things, what do you do for fun?” Dane asked, sipping his drink.

      “Honestly, I haven’t been doing much,” I answered with a shrug. Can’t go out if you don’t have money to spend. “I’ve mostly been playing video games or reading at home.”

      “You take off Saturday nights, right?” Dane asked.

      How did he know that?

      “Most times,” I admitted with a nod.

      “Then, are you free tonight?” he asked with a wide smile.

      “Free for what?” I asked.

      “A date,” Dane said.

      “You…me…date?” I asked, my eyes wide.

      “Yes,” he said with a chuckle, showing off his sexy dimples.

      “What would we do on this date?” I asked.

      “Well, there’s going to be a festival. So, we could go to dinner and then walk around the festival, play some games, eat some dessert, shop at the booths, and things like that.” Dane smiled.

      It had been awhile since I’d been out on a date. And, Dane was smoking hot.

      “What time?” I asked with a wide smile.

      “I can pick you up at seven,” he said. “Does that work?”

      I nodded. That would give me enough time to go home, shower, debate what to wear for a few hours, make a dozen outfit changes, finally choose one, and make it back here. “Perfect. You can just pick me up here.”

      His lip twitched into a smirk, but then dropped back to a normal smile. “Great.”

      Forrest came back in, sat, and drank his tea.

      “Everything good?” Dane asked him.

      Forrest nodded. “Set in motion.”

      Dane nodded back. “Good.”

      “What do you two do for work?” I asked.

      “We’re assistants to a CEO,” Dane answered.

      “Assistants?” I asked. “Like get them their coffee and answer their phones?” I could not see these two as personal assistants.

      Forrest shrugged. “Whatever the boss wants or needs us to do, we do it. Most times we go out and run errands for him.”

      “He must be a real big wig to need two assistants,” I commented.

      They both shrugged and took drinks.

      Both of their phones made noises and they stood, grabbed their jackets, and their drinks.

      “That’s the boss sending us a task,” Dane explained. “We set a specific tone so we would know.”

      I chuckled. “Smart.”

      He pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to me. “I’ll be here at seven, but here’s my number so you have it on hand.”

      The card had his name and phone number on it. Nothing else.

      Forrest handed me his card, which looked exactly the same. “You ever need anything, feel free to call us.”

      “Thanks,” I whispered and stood as well.

      They waved as they left and I waved back, dumbfounded by the interaction.

      Shaking my head, I returned the chair I had used to the rightful table and cleaned up theirs before going to the back to get my stuff so I could go get ready for my date.

      A date with Dane. It seemed surreal.

      “You got everything you need for the rest of the day?” I asked Barbara, the current manager.

      She looked up from the inventory sheet. “Yeah, but we are getting low on some items. I’ll make you a list.”

      “How can we be getting low again? I just got an order in and we haven’t been that busy,” I said.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you, but it seems like business is picking up, so maybe it’s just picked up slow enough we hadn’t noticed?”

      “Well, that’s a good thing,” I said. “Just send me the list and I’ll try to get a supplier.”

      She nodded and blew out a bubble of gum, let it pop, and said, “Sure thing, boss.”

      “I’m out for the rest of the day, so I’ll leave it up to you,” I told her and waved.

      She waved. “Have a good one.”

      After a ten-minute drive home, a shower that involved way more shaving than I realized I needed, hair, makeup, and several hours debating between outfits, I made it back to the café with ten minutes to spare.

      The café closed at four, so I parked in the back and doublechecked the doors were locked.

      To my dismay, they were not locked and the back door was slightly ajar.

      Maybe Barbara hadn’t finished her nightly till and inventory counts?

      Clutching my phone in one hand, I tiptoed inside, and to the back room.

      The sound of something crashing and glass breaking had me rushing the rest of the way inside, hoping Barbara wasn’t hurt.

      Two men in ski masks looked up at me across a sea of my destroyed inventory.

      “What are you doing?” I shrieked.

      One of them raised a gun and I spun back towards the door, darting behind it just as the bullet hit above my head, going through the door and into the wall on the other side.

      I yelped and ran outside, slamming the door closed behind me, and ran out onto the sidewalk.

      “Amelia,” Dane called out.

      “Dane!” I screamed. “There’s…there’s…”

      He ran to me, grabbed my upper arms, and asked, “What?”

      “Café. Thieves. Guns. Shot at me,” I gasped.

      His eyes turned cold and he said, “Wait here.”

      I grabbed his wrist. “Don’t. They’ll kill you.”

      He had his phone out of his pocket and up to his ear. “Forrest. How far away are you? Someone tried to shoot her. They’re in the café still. Hurry.” He hung up, put his phone away, and patted my hand. “Forrest is almost⁠—”

      He didn’t even get to finish his sentence before Forrest and another guy ran across the street. The other guy was even larger than Forrest.

      “Inside?” Forrest asked.

      I nodded.

      Forrest nodded at the other guy and they marched towards the café’s back door.

      “They can’t⁠—”

      Dane kept his hold on me. “Amelia, it’s okay. They’re not going to get killed. They’re both ex-military and are trained for situations like this.”

      “Sh-shouldn’t I call the cops?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” he said.

      There were two gunshots and then Forrest stuck his head out and said, “Dane, come here.”

      I started to come, but Dane shook his head. “Just wait here.”

      I gnawed on my lip and obeyed.

      Normally, I didn’t like men ordering me around, but this was outside of my comfort zone.

      Dane came out a few moments later and said, “They’re just a couple of street junkies looking for some money or things to sell to buy some more drugs. Forrest and Shea will give them a stern talking to and let them go. Do you have a set of keys I can give Forrest to lock up with after he’s done lecturing them?”

      “You’re just going to let them go? They destroyed my inventory. I was already running low and now I don’t⁠—”

      “We’ll cover it,” Dane said. “They’re actually from my old neighborhood, so I feel responsible.”

      “I can’t let you do that,” I said.

      “We don’t want them going to jail. If they do something like this again, we’ll let the cops take them, but they deserve a second chance,” he said.

      I was all about second chances.

      “Plus, if you call the cops and they come here, lights flashing, word will spread that the café isn’t the safest place and you might lose business,” he added. “I don’t want you to lose business over these idiots. We can handle them.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, and gave him the key to the door.

      He smiled. “Great. Let me just go give this to Forrest and then we can go on our way. Forrest and Shea will get you the replacement supplies you need tonight.”

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing available in the area. I’ve been calling all the suppliers for the past week and they’ve all been sold out.”

      “Just let us handle it. We’ve got some pull being assistants to our CEO, alright?”

      He jogged back inside and I stared after him in disbelief.

      Just who was their CEO? And why had Forrest and Shea been so close?

      Those were questions I was determined to get an answer to later tonight.
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      Dane took me to a beautiful restaurant that was way out of my price range. When he walked in, the hostess grabbed two menus and lead us to a table in a secluded part of the restaurant. A rose sat in a vase in the center. She bowed and hurried away before we could even say thank you.

      I looked at the menu and gulped at the price tags.

      “I recommend the steaks,” Dane said. “They’re the best in town.”

      Choosing a meal on a date always stressed me out. I closed my menu, set it on the table and asked, “Why don’t you order for me? I’m not a picky eater and you’ve been here before, so I’ll trust your judgment.”

      He smiled. “Okay. What about to drink?”

      “I won’t say no to a margarita,” I said with a smirk.

      He chuckled. “Salt or no salt?”

      “No salt, please.”

      He set his menu down, and as if on command, a waiter walked over.

      “Are you ready to order?” the waiter asked.

      While Dane ordered, I took the time to admire his attire. Earlier, I’d been preoccupied with someone trying to shoot me. Now, I could ogle his dark blue button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His black slacks weren’t visible, but I had noticed those earlier. He’d spiked his hair and wore a very expensive watch.

      Once the waiter left, he looked over at me and asked, “What?”

      “Just wondering how large the wealth gap between us really is,” I admitted. “Not that I’m intimidated by it, just curious.”

      “My employer pays me well, but it doesn’t give me a lot of free time, so it is give-and-take. I only get one night off a week, sometimes not even that if he needs me for something,” he explained. “I work more than twelve hours a day on average, too. He also provides me suits and the watch was a gift so that when his business partners see me, they see wealth and associate that with him as well, which helps him gain more partners. Sometimes, I wish I worked less, but most days I forget that I’ve already worked more than ten hours.”

      “That’s crazy,” I said.

      He shrugged. “I enjoy it.”

      “So, you don’t date often then?” I guessed.

      He laughed. “No. Not often.”

      “That’s why you’re still single then? Can’t find a woman who can handle you being gone that much?”

      He wiped a drop of water from the outside of his glass and said, “That is one of the main issues. I’m sure you understand though, as an owner of your own business, how busy it can be.”

      I nodded. “I’m trying to let my manager take over more responsibilities, but…”

      “It’s hard to let go,” he guessed.

      I laughed and nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I get that,” he said.

      “So, how come Forrest and Shea were so close?” I asked, deciding it was better to get it all out now.

      “We work just a block over,” he said. “Saturdays the boss doesn’t come in until ten, so we stop at the café for our morning drinks before going into work. They were outside for a quick walk, so they were even closer than usual.”

      Ah, that explained it.

      “How come you don’t come for coffee the other days?” I asked curiously. “Not that you have to exclusively buy your coffee from me, just wondering.”

      “We start work as early as six o’clock most other days and your café is sadly not open yet,” he explained. “And we don’t get breaks like most other assistants so we can’t sneak out for coffee after we’ve already started.”

      “Your drinks,” the waiter said and set them in front of us.

      My margarita was huge and looked very tasty.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The waiter bowed and hurried away.

      Another employee came over and set some bread and butter on our table without a word, just bowed and scurried off like he was afraid we would bite him.

      “You come here a lot?” I asked, as I buttered a piece of bread for myself.

      Dane nodded. “My boss loves their food, so we come here for business meetings often.”

      “Do you like your boss?” I asked.

      “I love him. He’s one of my best friends,” he answered immediately.

      I blinked in shock. Never had I met an assistant who loved their boss or was good friends with them.

      “That’s awesome,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Surprised you?”

      “Well, yeah. Most people hate their bosses.”

      “You and my boss would probably get along great. Maybe one day I can introduce you,” he said and buttered his own piece of bread.

      “I’d like that,” I said with a smile.

      “If someone breaks in again, or attacks you, call me or Forrest, okay?” Dane said softly.

      “I don’t want you guys to get involved in a situation like that. What if you had gotten hurt? I should have just called the cops,” I said softly.

      “Do you have a security system?”

      I shook my head. “I was going to get one, but the company came out, looked inside for ten minutes, and said that there was a problem and they had to get back to me. Then, they never did. I honestly forgot about it since I hadn’t had any problems.”

      He scowled. “Have you had any other issues? Stock going missing or money going missing?”

      “Stock has seemed like it’s getting used up faster than it should, but we’ve also been getting more customers, so I’m not sure.”

      His phone chimed and he stood. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.”

      “Yeah?” he answered his phone as he walked away.

      Not the most polite greeting, but if he knew who it was, I supposed I shouldn’t judge him.

      I indulged in another piece of bread and sipped on my margarita as I waited, but I didn’t mind. Life as a business owner was usually not quiet and I respected that he helped his boss so much. If I could find an assistant like that it would make my life so much easier.

      Not that I could afford to pay them…

      Dane sat down with a smile. “Sorry for being gone so long. My boss wanted to remind me about an important event next Friday night.”

      “Well, I hope you remembered,” I teased.

      He chuckled. “It’s the only thing he’s been talking about for weeks. So, of course I remembered.”

      “What’s your favorite music?” I asked.

      He blinked a few times. “That’s a sudden topic shift.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know how much time I’ll have to get to know you, so I want to take advantage of the time I have.”

      “I don’t have a favorite. I like everything except country,” he answered. “You?”

      “Everything except jazz,” I said.

      His jaw dropped. “You don’t like jazz? You don’t like saxophone?”

      I cringed. “No, I hate the saxophone.”

      “I think this date is over,” he teased.

      I laughed. “Oh, are you a player?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I love the sound.”

      “Well, you can put headphones on and listen,” I offered.

      He threw his head back and laughed.

      My body warmed as I watched him laugh, a smile grew on my face on its own. He had a nice laugh. One that was warm and made all those nearby smile as well.

      Our meal came and I had to resist moaning out loud as I enjoyed the deliciousness of the food. Everything was cooked to perfection and I was glad that I had asked him to order for me.

      Once done, our dessert came and I had to wipe my mouth to keep the drool from falling on the tablecloth.

      “This is seriously the best chocolate cake anywhere,” Dane said.

      I narrowed my eyes. “That sounds an awful lot like a challenge.”

      He smirked. “I would never in my lifetime dissuade someone from baking for me.”

      After we finished, we headed to the carnival. There were a ton of people out, and I stayed close to his side to ensure we did not get separated.

      “You alright?” he asked as we stopped in front of the game where you had to shoot the bottles over to win a prize.

      “Crowds make me nervous sometimes,” I admitted.

      He put his arm around my waist and smiled down at me. “I’ll keep you safe. Promise.”

      For some reason, I totally believed him.

      “I think you deserve a memento of our evening,” he said, and paid the carnie.

      “Oh? You think you can win this rigged game?” I asked with a smirk.

      He splayed his fingers out on my hip and said, “Yes.” While staring down at me, he aimed the gun and shot four times in quick succession.

      To my, and the carnie’s, utter surprise, he shot down every single thing he had aimed at.

      The carnie held out a large blue stuffed dog with shaky hands. “Congratulations, sir!”

      “Thanks,” Dane said, grabbed the dog, and held it out to me. “For my beautiful date.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered and hugged it to my chest. The last time someone had won a prize for me was over two decades ago.

      We played a few games against each other, but it became clear that he was much better than I was.

      We got some funnel cake, drinks, and laughed until the carnival announced it was closing.

      I walked with him back to my café, hugging my stuffed animal. “Thank you for my gift,” I said softly.

      He had his arm around my shoulders; the wind had chilled me enough that my shaking was noticeable, and he’d put his arm around me to keep me warm. “You are welcome. Thank you for agreeing to come out with me tonight. I hope you enjoyed yourself.”

      I nodded. “I definitely did.”

      We stopped at my car and I chewed on my lower lip. I hated this part of the night. Should I kiss him? Would he kiss me? Should I play hard to get?

      “Next Friday, my boss is having a party,” Dane said. “Would you come with me?”

      “You want me to come meet your boss already?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I need a date and I wouldn’t want to go with anyone but you.”

      Meet his boss? A bigwig CEO who had a ton of money and was throwing a party that I likely would be shamed out of with my awful dress?

      “Um, what type of party is it? I don’t really have that many dresses for fancy occasions, since my life hasn’t really called for it,” I said.

      He smiled. “I’ve got that covered.”

      “What?” I asked.

      He leaned down slowly, giving me time to pull back, and kissed me lightly on the lips. “I’ll text you, okay?”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “Goodnight, Amelia.”

      “Goodnight, Dane.”

      He walked off into the night and I watched his perfect ass flex in his slacks as he walked away.

      Okay, I could figure this out. I could find a dress that was appropriate to wear and I could totally spend an evening with a group of rich people despite having grown up on a farm.

      Totally.

      Right?
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      True to their words, my replacement supplies arrived early Monday morning, and the suppliers I’d had so many issues with before were suddenly more than happy to help.

      I decided it was time to distance myself even more from the cafe, and didn’t go in for the entire week.

      As Friday rolled around, I found a package on my doorstep with a bright red bow on it and a note from Dane that said: Can’t wait to see you.

      We had talked a bit over text, but our conversations had been more cordial than anything.

      It wasn’t too surprising that he didn’t have time to chat if he was as busy as he had claimed and his boss was throwing a party.

      What had surprised me was the number of messages I received from Forrest.

      On Friday afternoon as I stared at my reflection, accusing it of trying to ruin me, he called.

      “Hey, Forrest,” I answered with a smile.

      “You’re coming tonight, right?” he asked.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Good,” he answered. “I can’t wait to see you.”

      My heart pounded. “Um, you know I’m coming as Dane’s date, right?” I asked him.

      He chuckled. “Yeah, I know. He won’t stop rubbing it in. Don’t worry, I’ll take you out next weekend once this has calmed down.”

      He wanted to take me out?

      “Did…did you just ask me out on a date?” I squeaked.

      “Yeah. I’ll take you out to the best Italian cuisine you’ve ever had. Nice little mom and pop joint,” he said. “You’ll love it.”

      “I’m sure I will. Won’t Dane be mad you’re trying to take me out behind his back?”

      “It ain’t behind his back if he knows, right?” Forrest asked. “In fact, he’s right here glaring at me.”

      “It’s alright, Amelia. We have an agreement that you can date us simultaneously,” Dane said from the background of Forrest’s call.

      “Oh,” I said, since there really wasn’t anything else I could say to that statement.

      “Anymore troubles at the café?” Forrest asked.

      “No,” I said. “Thank you for all your help that night. I really appreciated you risking your life for my stupid little shop.”

      “It’s not a stupid shop,” he said sincerely. “You make the best drinks in the city.”

      Was it stupid that his statement made me happy? Yes. Did that stop me? No.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “I’m just glad the guys who broke in were such bad shots.”

      Forrest chuckled and I really enjoyed his deep laugh.

      “Hey, let her go so she can finish getting ready,” Dane said in the background.

      “Dane and I will pick you up at eight, okay?” Forrest said.

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      He hung up and I stared at the phone.

      That had really happened, right?

      I wasn’t one prone to hallucinations, but I was seriously debating if the past week had really happened or not.

      Once I was finished getting ready, I sat on my couch and twiddled my thumbs in nervous anticipation.

      What was Dane and Forrest’s boss really like? What if he was a total douche and I hated him?

      Dane said he loved him and they were best friends, so I didn’t want him to be a jerk or end up hating him.

      What if he was even sexier than my two guys?

      I laughed out loud at that thought. As if anyone was more attractive than them.

      I studied my dress one more time, admiring the red, sparkly fabric that hugged my curves. The back and front were deep v-cuts, forcing me to go braless, thought thankfully that wasn’t an issue for me. There were also slits on both sides of the dress that went up to my hip. It was the first dress with a slit up the sides that didn’t force my legs out when I walked. I’d never had a dress with slits that only showed the slits when I stuck my leg out on purpose. It was glorious.

      My phone chimed and I hurried out of my house to the waiting car, which turned out to be a limousine.

      They had not said a limo would pick me up.

      Dane and Forrest stepped out, dressed in tuxedos and looking fine as hell.

      “Evening,” I greeted them lamely.

      “You look gorgeous,” Dane said and kissed my cheek.

      Forrest bowed and kissed the back of my hand. “Good evening, stunning.”

      “Um, hi,” I said smartly.

      That was me, conversationalist extraordinaire!

      Forrest held open the door and I climbed inside. The limo was much larger inside than I expected and I scooted towards the end of the seat, unsure where I was even supposed to sit.

      Forrest and Dane took seats on the other two benches, smiling at me.

      “Don’t look so worried,” Dane said. “You outshine any of the women who are going to show up.”

      Instead of scoffing like I wanted, I just smiled. “I’m glad you think so.”

      The driver took off and I leaned back in the seat, watching the scenery go by.

      “Here,” Forrest said and held out a glass of champagne.

      I took it and he and Dane clinked their glasses against mine.

      “To a night of fun,” Dane said.

      “Fun,” I agreed with a smile.

      We pulled up to a huge mansion that had a ton of paparazzi outside of it snapping pictures as they tried to catch a glimpse of anyone inside the limos that drove by.

      “Don’t worry, these limos are equipped with the darkest tints and the paparazzi won’t be able to see anything,” Dane said.

      I honestly hadn’t been worried about it, but for some reason, I relaxed a bit after he said that.

      “Should I have eaten before I came?” I asked. “I didn’t.”

      “Oh, there will be plenty of food available,” Dane said. “Forrest and I spent two full days agonizing over the caterers’ orders.”

      “Awesome,” I whispered.

      The car pulled up to the front and Forrest climbed out first, then Dane, and then as I stepped out, both held their hands out to assist me. I put my hand in both of theirs and let them both pull me out.

      A few people snapped pictures, but I was too busy smiling up at the gorgeous men at my sides.

      They both released my hands and I walked between them, feeling petite and special.

      At the doorway, the person with the clipboard just nodded to them and we walked in.

      Must be nice.

      Inside, I realized that they were full of crap and ninety percent of the women there were freaking supermodels.

      I recognized half the people there because they were either insanely rich business owners, or were actors or actresses.

      “Whoa,” I whispered.

      “Come on,” Dane said. “I’ve got to introduce you to our boss.”

      I let him and Forrest lead me inside.

      Everyone knew them, calling out their names, some coming over to hug or kiss them on their cheeks.

      At one point, they got pulled into a group of people and I stepped back to watch them interact.

      “This tastes awful,” a man said behind me.

      I turned and found a man in an expensive suit glaring at a coffee machine.

      “Maybe I can help,” I offered.

      He looked up from the pot, gave me a once over, and said, “If you’re a guest, I couldn’t possibly bother you.”

      He was quite possibly the most handsome man I had ever seen. He had a huge scar from his right temple to the top of his lip, and yet it did not take away how gorgeous he was. In fact, it added to it.

      I smiled. “It’s okay. I enjoy helping others.” I walked over, opened the lid, and scoffed. “I bet it tastes like shit. There’s twice as many grounds in here as there should be.” My dress was short sleeved, so I didn’t have to worry about ruining it as I scooped out the grounds and dumped them into the trashcan, then put half as many as there had been inside. I started the pot and as soon as the first cup was ready, the man took a drink and closed his eyes.

      “Yes, perfection,” he whispered as he drank. He opened his eyes and smiled. “I don’t think we’ve met before.”

      I held out my hand. “Amelia,” I introduced myself.

      “Stephan,” he said. “And did you come alone this evening?”

      “No, sir, she came with us,” Dane said behind me.

      We turned and Forrest and Dane stood behind me.

      Stephan’s eyes widened. “Oh, this is the woman you’ve been prattling on about non-stop for months? I see your reputation stands.”

      “I, uh…what?”

      “This is our boss,” Dane explained. “Stephan Moriarty.”

      Stephan bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Amelia. I’ve been trying to convince them to take you out and later introduce you to me for at least a month.”

      “Well, I’m glad you convinced them,” I said, still incredibly dumbfounded.

      “Is everything okay?” Forrest asked.

      “The coffee was horrible, but Amelia has fixed it,” Stephan said and winked at me.

      “Oh, I didn’t do anything,” I said.

      “Come, let’s head to the main room,” Stephan said. “I’d like to speak to you more, Amelia, but tonight may not be the best night for it. Dane. Forrest. Please be sure to show her a good time.”

      “Will do, sir,” Forrest said with a nod.

      “Yes, sir,” Dane said.

      “Good,” Stephan said. He smiled wide. “We should all meet for lunch tomorrow.”

      “Um, sure,” I agreed, still lost on what was happening.

      We followed Stephan through the room, but he was stopped by even more people than Dane and Forrest had been. Which did make sense, since this was his party after all.

      “You look very uncertain,” Dane whispered in my ear.

      “I just realized where I have seen him before,” I whispered. “I have a magazine with him on it.”

      Stephan Moriarty was one of the richest men in the world. He made billions in the technology fields, as well as other areas. He was also the most eligible bachelor in the country.

      “I’m not surprised he likes you,” Forrest said.

      “Me neither,” Dane said and smiled down at me. “I told you that you guys would get along.”

      “Dane. Forrest,” Stephan called from a group he was standing in.

      “Be right back,” Dane said, and kissed my cheek before he and Forrest walked over to Stephan.

      “Hello,” a woman said behind me.

      I turned and felt my eyes widen as I took in the beautiful model in a skin tight golden dress that gave a heavy view of her cleavage. She was one of my favorite models and I totally had a crush on her.

      “Hi,” I said, after looking around to make certain she was talking to me.

      “I haven’t seen you at one of these parties before. I’m Celia,” she said and held out her hand.

      “Amelia,” I said and shook her hand.

      “Are you a model?” she asked.

      A bark of laughter escaped before I could stop it. “Uh, no. No, I’m not a model or an actress. I’m a nobody.”

      She tilted her head as she examined me. “Your dress is beautiful. A Cheron original, if I’m not mistaken, which I rarely am. If you’re a nobody, how did you get such an exquisite and gorgeous dress?”

      I looked down at my dress and felt my mouth go dry. Cheron was a designer with a waitlist so long no regular person could hope to get on it. The designer sold dresses that started at six figures and they only allowed designers and millionaires to purchase from them.

      “A Cheron?” I stroked a hand down the dress.

      “You are an enigma. Who are you here with?” she asked and took a step closer to me. “If you’re after Stephan, I’m going to warn you now to back off. I’ve been working on him for a long time, but someone as sweet and innocent as you shouldn’t get involved with a man like that. You couldn’t handle it.”

      A man like that?

      “I’m not here with Stephan, but what is that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      Dane stepped up beside me. “Everything alright here?”

      I looked up at him and asked, “Is this a Cheron?”

      His eyes widened as he looked down at me. He raised his gaze to Celia, glared, and asked, “What have you beautiful ladies been discussing?”

      “Oh, I’m just trying to get to know her better,” Celia said in a sickeningly sweet voice. “I know what it’s like when you’re the new girl on the block. I thought she might be a new model or actress I hadn’t had the chance to meet yet.”

      “Definitely not either of those things,” I said. “I’ve never been one who could handle strict diets.”

      “Oh, please,” Celia said. “Your figure is banging.”

      “Well, you get a lot of muscle tone when you’re moving haybales,” I said with a shrug.

      Her eyes widened and I wanted to slap myself on the forehead.

      “Haybales?” she asked.

      “Come on, it’s almost time for the meal,” Dane said, took my hand, and pulled me away from Celia.

      “It was nice to meet you!” I called out to her.

      She raised the champagne glass in her hand, and gave me a dazzling smile that wilted as soon as she turned away.

      “Sorry, I’ll try not to leave you alone again,” Dane said.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I can handle a few conversations with people.”

      “She say anything cruel to you?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Not really. Aside from warning me not to try to go after Stephan.” I laughed. “As if that was ever an option.”

      Dane looked down at me and frowned. “You’re very self-deprecating. We’ll have to work on that.”

      Once in the main room, we were all summoned for dinner at a massive table that sat at least fifty.

      Dane pulled out my chair for me and pushed it in as I sat.

      “Thank you for joining me on this joyous night,” Stephan said, standing at the head of the table holding a glass filled with a dark liquid I assumed was whiskey. “Please, enjoy your evening and let us celebrate our friendships, no matter how new they might be.” He looked at me as he raised his glass and I did the same, toasting along with everyone else.

      Was it wrong of me to feel like his eyes were focused on me as we toasted?

      It already felt wrong to have both Dane and Forrest focused on me, but what would they think if their boss had his attention on me as well?

      I shook my head. No, that wasn’t going to happen. I was totally overthinking it. He was probably just being nice because I was there with his assistants.

      Waiters brought in food and I forgot about all my worries as I drooled over the succulent meal in front of us.

      I ignored all proper protocol and devoured the food, having not even eaten lunch earlier.

      So good!

      When I finished, most of the other women hadn’t even touched their food.

      I dabbed at my lips and smiled coyly at Dane who just winked at me from across the table.

      “Was the food to your liking?” Stephan asked me when we finally stood and people began to mingle again.

      I nodded. “It was the best meal I’ve had in years.”

      “Well, if you liked that, I can’t wait to hear what you think of dessert,” he said and snapped his fingers.

      Instantly, waiters hurried into the room with trays of wiggling chocolate pudding with whipped cream and a single red cherry atop them.

      Stephan took two of the little bowls, handed me one, and said, “This is my favorite dessert.”

      “No pressure to like it then,” I said with a smirk as I took it from him.

      He chuckled and handed me a spoon from the next server who had a tray of them.

      I took a bite and closed my eyes. Could you orgasm in your mouth? Because I was pretty certain I just had.

      “It seems like you’re enjoying that,” Stephan commented.

      I didn’t need to look at him to know he was smiling.

      “Try it with the whipped cream next,” Dane whispered behind me.

      My eyes flew open and I spun around, feeling like a terrible person for having been separated from my date, even if it had been by his boss, for a third time. “Uh, okay,” I said, and did as he said.

      Again, my eyes closed and I actually moaned out loud this time.

      “See,” Dane chuckled.

      “Hey, what’s going on over here without me?” Forrest asked, his tone full of teasing.

      “I’m just food orgasming,” I said, opened my eyes, and smiled up at the huge, delicious, man.

      “Well, I definitely want to be here for this,” he said with a smirk. A waiter brought Dane and Forrest their own cups and spoons.

      “How often do you guys eat this dessert? I think it’s highly unfair that you’re all treating it like it’s an ordinary dessert,” I grumbled.

      “It’s my favorite, so I spoil them by having it at least twice a month,” Stephan said.

      “With a bit more cream and some cinnamon, I think I can make something better,” I whispered to myself.

      “Better?” Dane asked.

      My eyes widened and I looked up at the three of them. “Um, sorry, that was supposed to be in my head.”

      “I would gladly challenge you to make something better. I will even provide a state-of-the-art kitchen with any ingredient you want,” Stephan said. “As long as I get to taste it first.”

      Dane cleared his throat and Forrest folded his arms over his chest.

      Stephan rolled his eyes. “Fine, as long as the three of us get to taste it.”

      “I would love to accept that challenge,” I said.

      “Tomorrow?” Stephan asked. “We could have lunch and then you could play in the kitchen.”

      Was Stephan Moriarty really asking me to have lunch and bake in his kitchen like we were friends? What was happening right now?

      “Okay,” I agreed with a wide smile.
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      To ensure I didn’t make an absolute idiot of myself, I limited my drinking to just two for the entire evening.

      Everyone else did not have the same restraint, and it wasn’t long before women were jumping into the pool in their six-figure dresses.

      Dane and Forrest were pulled away by Stephan again. The three of them and another group of three men disappeared into a room where the doors were shut hard and two men stood outside of it, clearly to keep others out.

      I stood outside, leaned against the side of the house, and watched the women splash each other.

      “You’re not going to join them?” a man asked beside me.

      I turned my head. This man was just a few inches over my five foot six height, but he had broad shoulders that tapered to his waist, betraying how fit he was. What would he look like out of that tuxedo jacket? He also had gorgeous cerulean eyes framed by long, wavy black hair.

      “No,” I answered. “I don’t want to ruin this dress.”

      I wasn’t sure if Dane had rented it or borrowed it, but I was sure I wouldn’t be able to keep it.

      The man held out his hand. “I’m Arcadio. I work with Dane. He asked me to keep an eye on you while he had to help the boss with some business.”

      I shook his hand and chuckled. “So, Dane is a worrier? I wouldn’t have thought that about him.”

      Arcadio put his hands behind his back and shrugged. “He just wanted to make sure nothing happened to you. You’ve made quite the impression on Forrest and Dane.”

      I felt my cheeks warm and looked back at the pool. “I think he’s just worried because he knows this isn’t my scene. Not that I have a scene, unless a farm or café count as a scene.”

      Dammit! Why did my mouth have to run away when I was nervous?

      Arcadio chuckled. “Farms are much easier scenes to navigate than this. At least with farm animals you know their intentions. Humans are a lot harder to read.”

      I nodded. “True, but I had a few horses that would act like they were well behaved until they tried to knock you off using low-hanging tree branches.”

      Arcadio laughed again. “They sound like asses.”

      “They were,” I agreed and chuckled. “Stubborn little jerks who took years of work to get them to stop trying to buck me off or knock me off at any chance. I’ve got a few scars from them and their shenanigans.”

      His eyes sparkled. “Oh?”

      The dress had sleeves, but also a deep v on the back, so he could see my upper back and shoulder blades. I turned, showing him my back and said, “That crescent shaped scar on my left shoulder blade? That’s from one of them slamming me into a jumping standard. It bled a ton and was so deep you could see my bone. Mama fainted and Dad had to stitch me up.”

      His fingertip traced the scar and I shivered. “Your dad stitched you up? Why didn’t you go to a hospital?”

      I turned back around and swallowed nervously, realizing that I needed to remember how to act properly. Had Dane come out and seen Arcadio touching my back like that, I doubted he would have been very happy.

      Then again, I wasn’t in a committed relationship with Dane or Forrest, so it wasn’t awful of me to keep my options open. Right?

      “We lived too far. The only other option was calling out the vet, but Tilly was rougher with humans and I didn’t want her hurting me,” I answered.

      “Wow, you really are just a country bumpkin?” Celia asked. “I suppose that’s why Dane got you that dress. How did you catch the eye of one of Moriarty’s men?”

      “Celia, you’ve had a lot to drink tonight,” Arcadio said. “I think it’s time for you to go home.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m fine.”

      “No, it’s time for you to leave,” Arcadio said.

      “I haven’t even had time to talk to Stephan,” she pouted.

      “I’ll escort her out,” a rumbling male voice said behind me.

      A mountain of a man stepped out from behind me and I had to lean back to look up at him. It took me a moment to realize it was Shea, since I’d only caught a glimpse of him before he’d gone inside the café to deal with the intruders.

      “Thanks,” Arcadio said.

      “Come on, Celia. I’ll call you a car,” he said, and then looked down at me and winked.

      I shivered and dropped my head down. Why were there so many hot men in this place? Wait…were they all gay?

      No, Dane and Forrest had expressed their interest in me and Dane had kissed me.

      “Here,” Arcadio said and draped his jacket around my shoulders.

      He unbuttoned and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. “I’ve been dying to get that thing off.”

      I had been right; he was really muscular.

      “Well, I guess I’m happy to help then,” I said with a smile.

      He chuckled. “I appreciate it.”

      I looked at the open sliding glass doors and wondered how long Dane would be.

      “If you’re tired, there’s a guest bedroom you can use to sleep in,” Arcadio said. “It’s in a part of the house that no visitors are allowed in.”

      “I’m a visitor,” I reminded him.

      He smirked. “You’re Dane’s date tonight, so you’re part of the family.”

      Part of the family? That was a bit sudden, wasn’t it?

      “I’m okay,” I said. “Thank you for the offer, though.”

      “Would you like to go inside and sit down? It can’t be comfortable to stand in those heels.”

      It wasn’t, but I hadn’t wanted to complain.

      I shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Just keep the jacket so I don’t have to put it back on,” he said.

      I laughed and nodded. “Okay. Deal.”

      He led me back inside and to a living room where people were either making out, or in a large group, talking and laughing.

      It felt like high school all over again, looking at the tables and groups and wondering where I would be allowed to sit.

      Arcadio walked to a couple who were making out and kicked the man’s shoe. “Head home,” he ordered him.

      The man stood and I recognized him as a new actor who became really popular after landing a role as a hero in a movie everyone talked about. “Okay,” he said. The woman stood on shaky legs and the actor grabbed her hand and dragged her away.

      Arcadio grumbled under his breath, brushed off the circular couch cushions, then waved me over.

      I sat down, slid my heels off, and moaned softly.

      He chuckled as he sat down across from me. “You’re pretty good at hiding your discomfort.”

      I cringed as I rubbed my sore feet. “Well, all the other women were wearing theirs with stoic expressions, so I thought it was only fair I endured as well.”

      “You never have to endure for me,” Dane said and sat beside me.

      I smiled. “It’s okay. I’ve been enjoying myself.”

      He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long.”

      “I’ve kept her company,” Arcadio said.

      Dane took his jacket off, laid it on the back of the couch, loosened his tie, and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.

      He must have sensed my attention because he looked up and smirked.

      I looked down at my feet again and resumed rubbing them, but winced when I hit a sore on the back of my heel.

      “Be right back,” Arcadio said and walked off.

      Forrest sat on my other side, removed his jacket and tie, then grabbed one of my feet and started massaging it.

      I gasped and then sighed as his large fingers found the exact spots that hurt.

      “Here,” Arcadio said.

      I opened my eyes and fumbled to try to grab the band-aid from him, but Forrest had my foot in his massive hand and held it still as Arcadio put the band-aid on the back of my heel.

      “You guys don’t have⁠—”

      “Here,” Shea said and held out a bottle of water to me.

      I took it and felt like my entire face was on fire, my ears included. “Thanks.”

      Shea sat on Dane’s other side, the couch completely full with the five of us on it.

      Forrest and Arcadio fussed over my feet a bit and Arcadio added another band-aid to my other heel.

      Having the full attention of four hot men was not something I’d expected tonight, but I was going to enjoy every blissful second of it.

      Dane tugged on the jacket around my shoulders. “Whose is this?”

      “Arcadio’s,” I answered without looking at him.

      “He pawned it off on you so he could take it off? Typical,” Dane teased.

      “She was cold,” Arcadio argued. “I was just being a gentleman.”

      I took it off and Arcadio scowled, but took it. “Thanks for letting me borrow it,” I said quickly.

      “You’ve got a lot of scars on your feet,” Forrest commented.

      “Lots of barefoot trips outside as a kid and teenager,” I said. “Gravel is not kind to skin.”

      “What about these scars?” Dane asked and traced his finger over the top of my shoulder where my sleeve had gotten pushed up from Arcadio’s jacket.

      I glanced at the one’s he touched. “One of those is from getting into a fight with a boar. He won. A couple I don’t remember where I got them from. The crescent shaped one is from one of my horse’s slamming me into a jumping standard to knock me off.”

      “What about this one?” Shea asked and leaned across Dane to touch the one on my chin.

      “That one is embarrassing,” I mumbled, not wanting to admit how I’d gotten in.

      Dane held out his forearm and showed me a scar on the inside that looked like a jagged lightning bolt. “Jumped over a barbed wire fence and got caught on one of the pieces.”

      Shea took his jacket off, removed his tie, unbuttoned the top three buttons of his shirt, and pulled it to the side to show his chest. I glimpsed the top of a tattoo or two, but couldn’t tell what they were. He showed me a gnarly rectangular shaped scar. “Got stabbed by an enemy when I was sweeping the house.”

      “So, you were in the military?” I asked. “Dane mentioned that when you went in after the guys who shot at me in my café.”

      “Someone shot at you?” Stephan asked as he grabbed a chair and dragged it over to join our circle.

      All of the guys suddenly looked nervous and wouldn’t meet my or Stephan’s eyes.

      “Um, yeah. Two guys broke into my café, trashed my inventory, and shot at me. Shea and Forrest apprehended them, though,” I said.

      Stephan narrowed his eyes at Shea. “Did they? And who were these men?”

      “Junkies,” Dane said and looked up, finally meeting Stephan’s eyes. “Just a couple junkies from my old hometown.”

      Stephan leaned back in his chair, folded his arms across his chest, and asked, “Did you guys have a talk with them about righting their ways?”

      “We did,” Shea said. “They promised to get clean and won’t bother Amelia ever again.”

      “I need to get a security system,” I said. “I just need a better company than the last one, since they bailed on me for some reason.”

      “You’ve had a bit of trouble this year, haven’t you?” Stephan asked.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, but I’m hopeful it will work out. Thanks to these guys I was able to get some stock in that I wasn’t before.”

      “Oh?” Stephan asked.

      Again, Dane and the others looked nervous.

      “Why do I feel like I’m getting you guys in trouble?” I asked Dane softly.

      He sighed, put his arm around my shoulders, and leaned his head against mine. “You totally are, but it’s not your fault.”

      “That dress looks great on you,” Shea said.

      “Speaking of this dress…” I pulled away from Dane’s arm, making him sit up straight. “Do you have clothes here I could change into, so I can give you this back?”

      “Back?” Dane asked. “Why would you give it back?”

      My mouth opened and closed twice before I finally said, “It’s a Cheron!”

      Stephan chuckled.

      “That dress is yours,” Dane said with a soft smile.

      “This dress costs more than I could make in five years at the café. I can’t accept this.” I looked down at it and scowled. “Plus, this is probably the only time I’ll ever get to wear it.”

      “Was my party not to your liking?” Stephan asked.

      I looked up at him and frowned. “What?”

      “You said you wouldn’t have a chance to wear the dress again. Did you not enjoy the party tonight? Do you not want to come to another one?”

      My mouth popped open in shock. “No! That’s not what I meant at all! I enjoyed myself tonight and I would be honored if you asked me back again. I just didn’t think⁠—”

      “Well, then you’ll have another chance to wear it,” Stephan said.

      “I…I…” I was at a loss for words.

      “If you want to change, I do have some clothes you can change into,” Dane said. “If you want to be more comfortable.”

      “No, I’m fine. This dress is really comfortable,” I said. Plus, I wanted to enjoy wearing it.

      “Any issues tonight?” Stephan asked, leaning back and closing his eyes.

      I looked around and realized everyone was gone. “When did everyone leave?” I asked.

      “You nodded off,” Forrest said.

      “I did not,” I replied indignantly. I would have remembered falling asleep.

      “You did, too,” Dane said. “While Forrest was rubbing your feet.”

      “No, my eyes were just closed because I was enjoying it,” I grumbled.

      “No major issues,” Arcadio answered Stephan. “Although, Celia was being a bitch to Amelia.”

      “I escorted her out,” Shea said in his rumbly voice.

      “She threaten you?” Stephan asked without opening his eyes.

      No one answered.

      “Me?” I asked.

      Stephan smirked. “Yes. I was asking you.”

      “She told me she’s been working on you for a long time and warned me to back off,” I admitted. “Told me I was too sweet and innocent and couldn’t handle you.”

      “Oh? What did you say back?” Stephan asked, cracking one eye open.

      “I didn’t get a chance to respond because Dane came up at that point,” I said with a shrug.

      “Hm,” Stephan said and closed his eye again.

      I leaned back and Forrest grabbed the foot he hadn’t massaged and started massaging it. “Mm,” I said and closed my eyes. “You’re very good at that.”

      “Glad to be of service,” he said softly.

      “Any leftovers?” Shea asked.

      “Yeah. I think there’s even a couple puddings left,” Dane answered.

      My eyes flew open and I asked, “Pudding?”

      The men around me burst into laughter and my face burned.

      I fell back and stared up at the ceiling. “I’m just going to die of embarrassment now.”

      Dane kissed my cheek and then Forrest kissed my other cheek.

      “You’re adorable. Please don’t change,” Stephan said. “We could use someone like you around more.”

      “If Celia heard you say that, she might throttle me,” I said, and chuckled.

      “Oh, she definitely would,” Shea said. “But I’d toss her out before she could touch you.”

      “I think I’ve caused you guys more trouble than I’m worth,” I said, my voice starting to trail off as my eyelids grew heavy. “I think Celia underestimated how much trouble I am and that you might not be able to handle me.”

      “Oh, we can handle you just fine, darlin’,” Arcadio said.

      “I love a challenge,” Shea said.

      “Tomorrow, I’m going to make you all the most delicious chocolate pudding dessert you have ever had,” I said and yawned. “I might have to beat you off with a stick afterwards.”

      “Sweetheart, if I didn’t have such tight leashes on them tonight, you would have had to start swinging as soon as you walked into the house,” Stephan said.

      I snorted. “Whatever.”
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      The sound of male laughter and conversation woke me. Blinking and wiping my eyes, I found myself in an unfamiliar room.

      After a few seconds of terror, I remembered falling asleep on the couch with everyone. Then, vaguely, a memory of Shea carrying me to a room and Forrest tucking me in.

      In horror, I realized I still wore the Cheron dress. I shrieked, fell out of the bed, and stripped the dress off, laying it flat on the sheets. It didn’t look too bad, but I probably needed to get it professionally cleaned.

      “What’s wrong?” Dane asked as he burst into the room with Arcadio, Forrest, and Shea right behind them.

      I turned, eyes wide, as all four got a completely unobstructed view of my naked body.

      All four turned and Dane slammed the door shut behind them.

      “Sorry!” he yelled from the other side of the door.

      That’s what I got for going commando in the dress, which I felt even worse about now that I knew it was a Cheron.

      “It’s fine,” I said, and exhaled. “I woke up and realized you let me sleep in a dress that costs more than my house, and freaked out. I’ll need to have it cleaned.”

      “There are some sweatpants, tank tops, and shirts in the drawers of the dresser in there,” Forrest said. “We’re almost done making breakfast.”

      “Okay,” I said and started opening the drawers.

      There were clothes, but they looked like they were all sized appropriately for Forrest.

      The tank top at least fit and I was able to pull the sweatpants string tight and roll the waistband a few times to keep it in place. I put one of the t-shirts on, tying a knot in the back to make it fit better, and then fussed with my hair to try to get some of the tangles out.

      I opened the door and found the hallway empty. “Is there a toothbrush or something I could use?” I called out.

      “Door to your right,” Arcadio called back.

      I turned and walked into the most extravagant bathroom I had ever seen in my life. On the counter sat a toothbrush still in the package and a tube of travel sized toothpaste. On the opposite side of the counter was a hairbrush.

      The fact that they had thought of this made me wonder how they were still single. I was fairly certain I was already in love.

      Once I was freshened up, I journeyed through the mansion until I found the guys in the most perfect kitchen I had seen in my entire life.

      My mouth hung open as I walked around, fingertips lightly touching all of the state-of-the-art equipment. Stephan hadn’t been lying when he made the offer. There were gadgets I didn’t even know what they did.

      “Morning,” Dane said and kissed my cheek.

      I looked up at him and asked, “Do you guys live here?”

      He nodded. “It makes things easier if we all live together. That way the boss can ask us to do things, and doesn’t have to wait a half hour or more for us to show up.”

      “I hope you like waffles,” Forrest said as he walked by me carrying a huge plate of fluffy waffles. He kissed my cheek as he passed and I followed him out.

      “I love waffles,” I said. “I can’t even remember the last time I had a Belgian waffle.”

      “They’re my specialty,” Forrest said confidently.

      “Well, I can’t wait to taste them.” He led me to a different dining room than the one we had used last night and when I walked in, Shea, Arcadio, and Stephan stood.

      “Morning,” Stephan greeted. “I trust you slept well?”

      I nodded. “Thank you for letting me crash here.”

      “Anytime,” he said and winked.

      “Here,” Dane said and pulled out the chair between Shea and Arcadio.

      I sat and he pushed my chair in, then walked around to take the seat on the opposite side of the table from me.

      Once I sat, Shea, Arcadio, and Stephan sat, too. It wasn’t often that I experienced men exemplifying etiquette like that.

      The table had cut up fruits, scrambled eggs, bacon, butter, and syrup. My mouth watered and I started spooning out the strawberries and cantaloupe onto my plate first.

      Forrest took the top waffle, set it on his plate, and then passed it to Dane on his left.

      I stabbed a strawberry on my plate with my fork and put it in my mouth, instantly moaning. “These are the sweetest strawberries I’ve had in years. They taste like Mr. Starson’s.”

      “They are from Starson Farms,” Stephan said. “I have them delivered weekly. They are the sweetest around.”

      My mouth dropped. “How do you know about⁠—”

      “It’s our job to find him the best produce for parties and functions,” Dane said.

      “When we did a search of the top-rated farms, Starson Farms was always the best rated. Plus, their prices are lower than most others, too,” Forrest said.

      I picked up another strawberry slice and bit it in half. “Their son is a tool, but the owners are very sweet.”

      “You know them personally?” Stephan asked as he buttered his waffle.

      Shea handed me the plate of waffles and I waited until I had my waffle and gave the plate to Arcadio to answer.

      “Yes.”

      It took me a full minute to butter my waffle because I had to be sure to get butter in every single indentation. Then, I poured the syrup in, also getting it into every indentation.

      “Did you live there?” Stephan asked. “Are you from that town?”

      Would he think less of me knowing I came from a small town? Would the others think less of me for it?

      I nodded. “I was born and raised there. I only recently moved here to open my café. I didn’t want to compete with the one that had been in the town for longer than I’d been alive.”

      “That’s very commendable of you,” Stephan said and smiled.

      I shrugged. “My mama would have never forgiven me if I had opened one and caused her favorite place to close. Plus, I was tired of living in that little town.”

      There had been zero romantic prospects for me there. But if things didn’t pick up here, I might have to go back.

      “I rarely meet people with a kind soul,” Stephan said. “You’re very refreshing to be around.”

      That statement had me a bit uncertain, so I just said, “Thank you.”

      We all lapsed into silence as we ate, but it was companionable silence.

      That silence was destroyed when I finally took a bite of Forrest’s waffle and moaned loudly.

      Every pair of eyes focused on me and my cheeks heated.

      “Sorry,” I said, embarrassed.

      Forrest smiled. “Don’t apologize. I’m glad you enjoy them.”

      “Did you put cinnamon in it?” I asked.

      He smiled. “Just a dash.”

      “It’s so good.”

      “Are you still up to the challenge of making a better dessert?” Stephan asked.

      I nodded. “Definitely.”

      “You should have seen her face when she walked into the kitchen,” Arcadio told him with a smirk. “Pure jealousy.”

      “It’s the most perfect kitchen I’ve ever seen in my life,” I said. “Of course I’m jealous.”

      “Do you bake your own pastries and other items that you sell at your café?” Arcadio asked.

      “I used to, but one of the employees does it now. It just takes too much time and I’m trying to stop spending so much time there. I’d like it to run itself, well with the manager running it I mean.”

      “What are you going to do once it does run without you there?” Stephan asked and leaned his chin atop his clasped hands, elbows on the table.

      I flushed, looked down at my plate, stabbed some eggs, and said, “Find a job I actually enjoy doing, even if it doesn’t make much money, because the café will pay for my pretend, non-existent, never going to happen lifestyle.”

      “Such as painting, or what?” Shea asked.

      “Honestly, I know it’s a crazy dream. I just don’t want to work in customer service forever. Maybe find a quiet desk job where I can file papers or something super mundane,” I said. “I’m sure I could find work as a receptionist. I’m really good at handling calendars and sorting mail.”

      “You want to be a receptionist…for fun?” Dane asked.

      I shrugged. “It’s easy enough.”

      “Try working for this guy and that will change your mind,” Forrest muttered.

      Normally, a boss would get mad that his employee was bad mouthing him to a person he had just met, but Stephan just laughed.

      “I am pretty awful to deal with,” Stephan admitted with a wide smile.

      “Can I go play…I mean cook in your kitchen now?” I asked.

      “Did she just ask to be excused from the table?” Arcadio whispered.

      “Finally, someone with manners,” Stephan said with a wearied sigh.

      “Come on,” Shea said beside me. “I’ll help you find everything.”

      I stood and then remembered my manners and faced Stephan. “Thank you for sharing a meal with me.” I faced Forrest. “Thank you for cooking me food.” I spun and jogged after Shea, who had already taken off.

      “You sure I can’t keep her?” Stephan asked.

      “No!” Forrest and Dane snapped.

      Shea held open the door to the kitchen for me and followed me in. “The boss isn’t going to stop teasing them about you.”

      I looked over my shoulder at him as I pulled out bowls I found beneath the island. “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, those two were talking about you for a few weeks straight, so they set us up with pretty high expectations of you,” Shea said.

      I set the bowls down gently and said, “And then I came here and acted like a total small-town idiot.”

      Shea scowled. “What? No.”

      I sighed. “It’s okay, Shea. I get it. After spending two minutes in that room full of models, millionaires, and actors, I knew I was out of my league here. At least you all were nice to me and I had fun.”

      The pot rack above the island was definitely built with six-foot-tall men in mind. I jumped and my fingertips touched the handle of the pot, but just made it sway back and forth. I grunted and jumped again, but had the same thing happen again. I put my knee up on the counter, but Shea grabbed my elbow and stopped me.

      He grabbed the pot easily and set it on the counter.

      I puffed out my cheeks in annoyance. “Thank you,” I said.

      He turned me around and twisted a chunk of my hair around his pointer finger. “You misunderstood what I was saying a minute ago, Amelia.”

      “You don’t have to sugarcoat things, Shea. I’m a big girl. I understand when I don’t fit in places,” I said, and patted his hand.

      “What the hell are you telling her?” Forrest asked as he walked into the kitchen. He stalked over to Shea with brows drawn into a furious scowl.

      “It’s okay,” I said quickly and held my hands up to stop him. “He wasn’t being rude.”

      “Like hell—” Forrest started, but Shea interrupted him.

      “She misunderstood,” Shea said. “I was⁠—”

      “Why is everyone yelling?” Dane asked as he walked in. He looked at me between Forrest and Shea and instantly rushed over. “What are you two doing? She’s a guest.”

      “You guys are abnormally loud,” Arcadio said as he came in.

      I groaned and sat on the floor with my hands over my face. “I give up.”

      “Boys, why is my chef on the floor covering her face? Good dessert can’t be made from the floor,” Stephan said.

      “She’s not your chef,” Arcadio, Shea, Forrest, and Dane snapped at the same time.

      “You okay?” Arcadio asked while the others began to bicker, and set his hand on my shoulder.

      “What am I doing here?” I asked. “I’m a poor, failing café owner. This is the home of one of the richest men in the country. I do not belong here.”

      “Failing?” Stephan asked.

      I dropped my hands and looked up at the five men standing in the kitchen. “Yes. My business is failing. Distributors are refusing to work with me. People aren’t coming. The first few months went fine and then something happened and they stopped. I’m probably going to have to just close it down and go back to my small town and help raise the horses again.”

      Raising horses wasn’t that bad, but I despised shoveling manure. I could go back to the other jobs I’d had, but I was trying to avoid that.

      “We took care of the distributors,” Dane said. “You won’t have problems with them anymore.”

      Arcadio wiped my cheeks and only then did I realize I was crying.

      I stood and quickly wiped my face. “I’m sorry. This isn’t your concern. I’ll make you the dessert and then leave. My problems aren’t yours and I don’t want to bother you with them. I’ll figure everything out on my own.” Like I always did. “Shea, can you get me measuring cups, and spoons? Can someone else show me where the dry ingredients are stored?”

      Everyone moved.

      Shea got the measuring utensils.

      Arcadio grabbed milk, eggs, and cream from the fridge.

      Dane opened a door that I hadn’t even seen and I followed him into what was the pantry.

      I pointed at the top where the cocoa powder was. While he jumped up to grab to the cocoa powder, I grabbed the sugar, cornstarch, salt, and other dry ingredients I needed.

      When we came out of the pantry, I was excited to see all of the ingredients I needed on the island.

      “Do you want us to stay here to help or leave?” Stephan asked. “I can order them all out of the room.”

      “You can stay, but no one else is allowed to help,” I said as I washed my hands in the sink.

      “Can we talk while you cook?” Arcadio asked.

      I nodded. “I may only give you grunts in response to your comments or questions, but yes.”

      To my utter surprise, all of the men found spots on the counters out of my way and hopped on top of them.

      Despite saying I would give grunts in response, I didn’t even do that. I focused on my food and didn’t look up until I finished cooking and putting everything in the dishes that Stephan had taken out for me.

      I let it cool enough for them to eat before saying, “Done.”

      All of the men rushed over, grabbing one of the cups I had set out for them.

      Holding my breath, I watched as they all spooned some out and into their mouths.

      My hands clenched in front of my chest, my breathing stopped, and I froze, sure my heart even stopped.

      All of the men tensed, froze, and then moaned.

      “Okay, I was totally not expecting you to pull it off. This is definitely better,” Stephan said.

      “Oh my god, this is so good,” Arcadio said. He looked up at me. “How are you still single?”

      “Marry me?” Shea asked.

      I didn’t stop smiling for three days.
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      True to their word, my distributors were suddenly very willing to work with me.

      Knowing they had such pull made me nervous, but also super excited.

      After a week of ensuring my café ran on its own, I finally stayed home the next week.

      All four of the guys messaged me each day, chatting about their days or mine. They were quickly becoming my closest friends. Was it wrong to have super hot friends you wanted to sleep with?

      Forrest and I scheduled a date for Saturday evening. I spent an hour figuring out my outfit.

      He told me it was casual, but when I looked into his car and saw him in a suit, I was very nervous about my jeans and blouse.

      “You look great,” he said and kissed my cheek when I climbed into the car.

      “You’re in a suit.” I bit my lip. “Do I need to change?”

      He shook his head. “I had to go help the boss with something, so I had to put my suit on.”

      “You sure?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Promise.”

      I put my seatbelt on and smoothed my shirt down. “So, where are we going?”

      “Somewhere fun,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

      Now I was even more nervous for this date.

      “Did everything go well for the café this week?” Forrest asked.

      “Great. I think I can permanently step away,” I said. “Though, I do need to find a job that will keep me busy that is fun.”

      “Oh? Have you started looking?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Nope. I thought I would start looking after I updated my resume.”

      Updating my resume was the worst thing I could think of doing.

      I would put it off as long as I could…and maybe even longer. For now, I would take the time to get through my huge pile of books waiting for me to read them.

      “Well, if you want some help, let me know,” he said. “You could also add me as a reference.”

      “I don’t think I’ll need a reference for a filing job,” I said, and laughed.

      “It really boggles my mind that you would want such a boring job,” he said. “I rushed to get out of those types of jobs.”

      “I had manual labor jobs as a kid, helping on farms and ranches. I considered jobs baking, but those would just ruin baking for me. Plus, I don’t like being on my feet all day. Which is the main reason I won’t do retail jobs. I just want something I can ghost through to get me through my days, earning a little bit of spending cash in case my business fails.” I didn’t want to admit it to him, but I didn’t see the café lasting more than six more months. Even with the distributors working with me, unless business picked up soon, I would be forced to close my doors.

      “Don’t you have any hobbies, or wouldn’t you rather just relax since you have the business running on its own now?” he asked. “I’d rather just watch movies or television than work.”

      “That gets boring after a while,” I said. “I took off a few months, and after two weeks I was bored and begging my work to let me come back.”

      He laughed, glanced at me with a smirk, and said, “Sounds like you just didn’t have the right company to spend your time with.”

      “My boyfriend was with me, but he just wanted to watch movies, which he fell asleep to ninety percent of the time, or play single player video games. Don’t get me wrong, I love video games and watching him play was fun, but not hours straight each day,” I said.

      “What happened to this boyfriend?” he asked.

      “We broke up shortly after that. Just too different and honestly, I didn’t feel that spark or passion with him,” I admitted.

      “I bet he took you for granted and didn’t romance you like he should have,” he said.

      I looked over at the large, muscular man, and asked, “Are you a romantic?”

      He smirked. “Definitely. I love chick flicks, cheesy pick-up lines, and spend a lot of time buying presents that I know people will love.”

      “You just continue to surprise me,” I said.

      “Thank you. I hope to continue to surprise you as well,” he said.

      It wasn’t until he pulled up the emergency break that I realized we had arrived for our date.

      At a miniature golfing place that also had a building with hundreds of arcade games. It was one of my favorite places, but I rarely got to go.

      “You look excited. I chose well?” he asked.

      I nodded vigorously. “Yes.”

      He climbed out of the car, removed his jacket, and tossed it into the backseat. I watched with rapt attention as he rolled his sleeves up, exposing his muscular forearms. I was a sucker for forearms.

      “Are you going to get out?” he asked, a huge smile on his face.

      Crap. I climbed out, wiped my mouth in case of drool, and followed him to the entrance.

      “Just so you know, I’m not going to go easy on you,” I told him. “Just because it’s our first date means nothing when it comes to competitive games. In fact, let’s make a bet.”

      His eyebrows rose. “A bet? I love betting, but I’ve always had really good luck when it comes to bets.”

      “Well, you go first then,” I said, mainly because I wasn’t sure what I wanted to bet yet. My mouth liked to get ahead of my brain often.

      He paid, handed me a putter, then grabbed the two bright orange balls. “Well,” he said thoughtfully.

      I followed him into the miniature golfing course, well aware of all of the women looking in our direction. Strangely, there were several men looking at him, too, with expressions almost resembling fear. Was it because of his size? He was large, but why would they be scared?

      “If I win, you have to cook me dinner, including dessert,” he said.

      Cooking someone I was dating dinner was one of my favorite things to do, so that really wasn’t a prize, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. “Okay. If I win, you have to sing I’m a Little Teapot, shirtless, and let me record it.” I’d totally thrown the shirtless part in there on a whim.

      He threw his head back and laughed. When he dropped his head, his eyes seemed to glitter. “Oh, yes. I am definitely going to love making bets with you.”

      “Deal?” I asked and held out my hand.

      He shook my hand and nodded. “Deal.”

      I took my golf ball from his hand, smiled wide, and headed to the first course. “Let the games begin.”

      Halfway through the course, my dreams of seeing him shirtless began to wilt. “How often do you play this?” I asked.

      He shrugged one large shoulder and lined up his next putt. “Depends on what’s going on with the boss. At least once every six months, though.”

      How had I not seen him here then?

      “Do you come alone?” I asked.

      He hit his putt and then looked at me. “I didn’t take you for the jealous type.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not asking about you bringing other women. I wondered if you brought any of your coworkers.” Although now I was curious if he had brought other women.

      “Oh, trying to get intel to see if you can bet against the others, huh? Sneaky, sneaky woman.” He laughed and stepped aside so I could make my putt. “I usually bring Shea with me.”

      My swing went wild, but somehow made it at least halfway to the hole. “You and Shea?” No wonder the men here looked afraid. If I saw both of them together and didn’t know them, I’d be super intimidated.

      “Why do you have that look on your face?” he asked, stepping close to me so he could whisper.

      “I was just realizing why the men here look terrified of you. You and Shea together would be super intimidating if I didn’t know you,” I explained. Plus, it was sort of hilarious to picture the two huge men putting together, both bent over in half to reach the short height of the putters.

      Watching him now was pretty comical. The putter looked too small for his large hands and he was stooped over comically.

      “You judging me because I’m tall? You know I can’t control my height. That’s just rude,” he said, but his smile betrayed how he really felt.

      “So, what else do you do for fun?” I asked. “You guys said you don’t get much time off, so you must only do things you really enjoy.”

      “Honestly, most nights and weekends we all just hang out with the boss at his place,” he said and shrugged. “We have everything we could ever want or need there. He takes really good care of us.”

      It had to be nice to have someone there to take care of you, who cared about you, and not worry about your future. Not worry if you’ll be lonely forever.

      Warm arms wrapped around me in a hug and he whispered, “What’s going on in your head right now?”

      Crap. I’d gotten serious.

      I stepped out of his arms, rubbed my face, and gave him my warmest smile. “That’s really awesome that you have such a close relationship with your boss and that you guys can spend time together.”

      “It wasn’t always like this, but with the boss expanding his terr…business, we’ve been able to have more luxuries,” he said and beamed.

      “Come on, we’ve got four more left and I’m not giving up yet!” I exclaimed and hit my ball into the hole.

      When he lined up for the start of the next hole, I moved behind him and right when he swung, I fell into him, making his swing change. “Whoops,” I said and darted back.

      His ball veered right, but didn’t go as far as I’d wanted it to.

      He turned and narrowed his eyes. “You did that on purpose.”

      My mouth dropped and I held a hand to my chest. “I would never do such a thing.”

      He smiled and said, “Mm hm.”

      I put my ball down and lined up my shot. As expected, when I started to swing, he put his putter in the way. Since I had been expecting it, I stopped just before I hit my ball and turned to glare at him. “Excuse you.”

      He swung his putter up on to his shoulder and whistled, turned away, and pretended to be interested in the tiny stream that made this shot the most difficult. If you hit it wrong, it went right into the water.

      I quickly made my putt and walked down the narrow concrete divider towards my ball. “I love the sound of flowing water.” My foot slipped right as I stepped over the hole that went into the water.

      My arms flailed and I squealed, sounding embarrassingly girly.

      Forrest dropped his putter and grabbed me, holding me off the ground and saving my foot from the hole. “You really are klutzy.”

      “You can put me down,” I said and patted his arm. “Thank you for saving me.”

      He held me and took the final few steps to my ball. “I think I like carrying you. Plus, you can’t trip if I carry you.”

      “You’re just showing off how strong you are,” I said. “It’s working.”

      He laughed and set me down.

      I stood on tiptoe and brushed my lips across his. “Thanks.”

      He nodded and went to his ball, hitting it towards the hole.

      At the final hole, we were only one stroke apart. This obstacle was the dreaded steep incline to a windmill that spun and had a little trap door that dropped. If you didn’t hit it hard enough, you wouldn’t make it up the ramp. If you timed it wrong you would hit either the windmill or the door. I almost always hit the stupid door.

      “Final hole,” he said and rocked on his feet. “Feeling nervous?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. You?”

      “I’m just trying to figure out what meal to ask you to make,” he said, beaming already.

      Not today, Satan…er…Forrest!

      “Ladies first,” I said and waved him forward.

      He chuckled, lined his shot up, waited, and hit the ball. It rolled up the ramp and the door shut, making his ball fall back down.

      “Nice try,” I said and clapped. “Try again.”

      Another group stood behind us, waiting for their turn. They looked to be on a double date, all four about the same ages, and totally paired off.

      Forrest rolled his eyes, knelt to grab his ball as it rolled to him, and lined it up again, taking even longer to watch the door and windmill. He hit and it went up and in.

      Two hits.

      “Not bad,” I said and sauntered forward. If I hit this in one, I would win. With determination and focus, I watched the door and the windmill, waiting for the perfect time.

      Someone behind Forrest sighed loudly. “Any day now, lady.”

      Forrest turned around. “Chill, boy. Let my girl take her time.”

      I looked back at the windmill, but my mind was focused on the fact that Forrest had just called me his.

      “Oh, come on. Isn’t she done yet?”

      “She’ll get there when she gets there.”

      “Dude I could have taken my shot three times by now.”

      I turned towards the guy to tell him to stop distracting me, but Forrest turned, looked at the woman with the guy, and said, “I’m sorry. You must go through a lot of batteries.”

      I doubled over in laughter, but didn’t want to egg the guy on anymore, so I swung. The ball went in without hitting anything. I whooped, pumped my fist in the air, and danced around. “Oh, yeah. I won! I won. Woohoo. In your face!”

      He laughed and said, “You won. Good job.”

      “About time,” the rude guy muttered.

      Forrest turned to yell at the guy, but I jumped up and kissed him, leaning my body weight against him so he had to wrap his arms around me or I would fall.

      “Want to make another bet?” I asked.

      He smiled down at me, arms still around me. “What are you betting this time?”

      “If I win, you have to owe me one wish that I can redeem at any time,” I said.

      His smile wilted. “That’s a steep bet.”

      Pulling out of his arms, I sauntered over to the barrels where we were supposed to return our putters, adding more sway to my hips to ensure I had his attention. I peeked over my shoulder and his eyes were focused on me. “If you’re too afraid to take my bet, we can always leave.”

      “What are you betting you’ll win on?” he asked and dropped his putter in the barrel.

      “That I can get the most tickets in thirty minutes,” I said with a wide smile.

      “Make another bet,” he said softly.

      Why was he so against this bet? It was just a silly bet that I would use later for a kiss or something. Did he think I was going to ask for something crazy like a car?

      “Did I hit a nerve or something?” I asked softly, I tugged on the hem of my shirt, and looked down at his shoes.

      “I don’t like owing people things,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”

      “How about you owe me dinner if I win?” I asked, plastering a smile on my face before looking up at him. My feelings were hurt, but I didn’t want to let it ruin the evening.

      “She probably just needs a few drinks before going home with that asshole,” the rude guy said as he put his putter in the barrel a few feet away from us.

      This time, I didn’t stop Forrest, not that I could have.

      He turned, swung, and rude-y fell onto his butt, clutching his blood spurting nose.

      A security guard came over, scowling, and I knew we were about to get tossed out. Forrest could even get arrested.

      The security guard stopped and glared at the guy. “This punk bothering you, bro?”

      Forrest nodded. “I gave him a few freebies, but he couldn’t shut his mouth and insulted my girl.”

      “It’s time for you four to leave,” the security guard told them.

      “What? But he punched me?” the guy yelled.

      “Let’s go inside and get tokens,” Forrest said. He held his hand out to me and I set mine in it, still in shock that the security guard had been on his side.

      “You didn’t tell me what your bet is,” I reminded him.

      We stepped into the building and were assaulted by flashing lights, buzzers and other loud sounds, and laughter. It was a bit of a slap in the face, since outside was so quiet.

      Forrest pulled his wallet out, grabbed a couple bills, and put them in the token machine. “If I win, you come work with us.”

      “Work…with you?”

      He nodded. “Stephan already agreed and said you could have your choice of positions.”

      This was insane. There was no way he was serious.

      I looked around, but no one seemed to be paying us any mind.

      “What are you looking for?” he asked, gathered the tokens, and put them in a plastic cup they provided.

      “For Shea or Dane to pop out and tell me you’re joking,” I said.

      He smiled. “I’m serious. You can text Stephan and ask.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have his number and even if I did, I wouldn’t text him something like that.”

      “Want me to call him?” he asked and pulled his phone out.

      “No!” I squeaked. “No. I believe you.”

      He put his phone away. “So, what do you say? Thirty minutes to get the most tickets.”

      “If I win, I get dinner. If you win, I come work with you at Stephan’s billion dollar business.”

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      This was insane. Totally, certifiably, insane. If I didn’t win, I could always quit. He hadn’t put stipulations on how long I had to work there.

      “Okay,” I said and exhaled.

      He held out his hand and we shook on it. “Let the games begin!” he shouted.

      I spun and bolted across the arcade, dodging kids, teens, and grumpy parents. The game you could win the most tickets on was in a back corner and as luck would have it, completely empty. I was so winning this bet.
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      “I lost,” I said for the tenth time, looking at my menu without really seeing it. “I can’t believe I lost.”

      Forrest chuckled as he looked at his menu. “You totally lost.”

      We sat in a booth at a steakhouse back downtown.

      Just like with Dane, the people knew Forrest and went out of their way to accommodate him. They were a reservation only restaurant, yet he walked in, no reservation, and we were seated within minutes.

      “Order for me?” I requested with a smile.

      He set his menu down and nodded. “Can do.”

      As soon as he set the menu down, a waiter rushed over with his pad and pen out. “What can I get for you, sir?”

      Forrest ordered and I watched him. He talked confidently, but softly. Was it because his voice was deep and he could easily be accused of yelling if he talked in even a regular voice?

      A few times during our arcade battle he had been near me and I’d taken the opportunity to watch him then, too. He smiled while he played the games, but then a man would come over to him, calling him “Bro” or something and his smile would disappear. He talked with the guys, but his shoulders were rigid and he didn’t look at them.

      “Would you like a drink?” Forrest asked me.

      “A margarita, no salt, please,” I requested.

      The waiter bowed and hurried away.

      “You guys aren’t telling me something,” I whispered. “I don’t know what it is, but these people treat you differently, and I don’t think it’s just because Stephan is rich and you work for him.”

      Forrest leaned back in his chair and said, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Why do guys keep calling you, ‘bro?’”

      He shrugged. “It’s just a term for a guy you know. Like in California they say dude.”

      I did know that a lot of guys called each other bro, but it usually sounded different. When they called him bro it was like a term of respect.

      My phone rang and I pulled it from my pocket. “Hello?”

      “So, I hear you’re going to be working with us starting Monday,” Dane said.

      My mouth dropped and I glared at Forrest. “You told Dane already?”

      Forrest chuckled. “I told everyone already. You just have to pick your position.”

      “You don’t even know what my skills are,” I commented.

      “Well, once we run your background we will,” Dane said.

      My entire body froze and felt like ice had been dumped on me.

      “Oh? That’s something you guys do, huh? I guess it makes sense. You wouldn’t want possible saboteurs from competing companies coming in,” I said, swallowing the panic down for later.

      Forrest pulled his phone out and started typing away on it while scowling.

      “Don’t worry, the paperwork won’t take that long to fill out and I’ll help you,” Dane said, completely oblivious to my fear.

      “Well, I’m going to let you go so I can get back to my date with Forrest,” I said and cleared my throat. Why did it feel so much tighter?

      “Alright, babe, have fun,” Dane said.

      I put my phone in my pocket, using the time looking down to calm myself and put my date face back on.

      “So?” I asked, looked up, and smiled. “What position do you think I should take?”

      Forrest slid his phone into his pocket, put his elbows on the table, and leaned his chin on his hands. “Well, you wanted monotonous and boring, right? Mailroom would be a good job for that. Or data entry.”

      I nodded. “Right. Right.”

      “Do you like driving?” he asked.

      “I mean…” I frowned. “…I don’t not like driving. I don’t go out for joy rides or anything, but I don’t get angry driving in traffic or things like that.”

      “No road rage?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Nope. One of my mom’s boyfriends had it bad, but I never get it.”

      “Well, I know Stephan is often looking for drivers,” he said. “You could do that.”

      “I’ve never driven a limo before,” I commented, finger tapping my chin. “It’s probably like driving a tractor with a trailer behind it, making wide turns and such.”

      Forrest laughed softly. “You would be driving a car, not a limo.”

      “Who drives him now?” I asked. “I don’t want to get anyone fired just to get a job there. I can take an open position.” Especially since I didn’t plan on working there very long. Plus, how often did he need to be driven somewhere during the day? Weren’t most CEOs in meetings half the day and responding to emails the other half?

      “I usually drive him, but sometimes he sends me on other errands and has to ask someone else in the office to take him. If we had you assigned to him full time, that would take a huge load off my mind and his,” he explained.

      “What are the hours of this job?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      “That all depends on the position you take. And you. It’s not like I’m going to force you into a position to work swing shift or something,” he said.

      The waiter brought me my drink and a beer for Forrest.

      We sipped our drinks silently while I thought about everything.

      If he got all these perks working for Stephan, then I would get them, too. That wouldn’t be so bad. I could get used to that. Maybe if I stayed for like, a month, I could still hold on to those perks even after I quit.

      “How did you get so many tickets?” I asked. “I swear I only saw you play the types of games that give you low tickets even when you score high.”

      He smirked. “I’m not telling you. If I told you, you’d use it against me next time.”

      “Oh, you’re pretty confident there’s going to be a next time, are you?” I asked with a smirk.

      He leaned forward and lowered his voice more. “I’m counting on it.”

      My pulse skyrocketed and I shifted in my seat. “Well, if we’re going to be working together, you might get tired of me real quick.”

      Or realize how boring I am.

      Our food came, interrupting him before he could respond.

      The bowl before me held three of my favorite things: chicken, pasta, and cheese. The red pasta sauce was good, too, but I could take it or leave it.

      After setting my napkin on my lap like a proper lady, I dug in, devouring half of it within minutes and stuffing myself into a food coma.

      “Was it tasty? Or did you eat it too fast to enjoy?” Forrest asked, one corner of his lip curved upwards.

      “That was the best chicken parmigiana I’ve ever had,” I told him. “Now, I need a nap.”

      “I’m glad you liked it,” he said. “I’ll get them to box up your leftovers so you can enjoy them again tomorrow. Though, you might want to be sure you do it when you aren’t going to need to go somewhere afterwards.”

      “Are we going somewhere afterwards?” I asked and sat up straighter.

      “That’s up to you. I was hoping you might come over tonight and spend some time at the house with us,” he said.

      Us. He meant Dane, Arcadio, and Shea.

      Polyamory wasn’t common, but my mom had been polyamorous, so I knew about it. So, I wasn’t ashamed of my feelings for four guys at once. I was just afraid they wouldn’t accept it.

      “If they don’t mind me crashing your man cave, I’d love to come over,” I replied.

      “Man cave?” he asked and shook his head. “I’d hardly call that place a man cave.”

      “Bachelor pad?” I asked.

      He thought about it a moment and then nodded. “Yeah, that fits it better.”

      “Won’t I cramp everyone’s style? Being the only girl there?” I asked, but immediately realized I had no idea if I would be the only girl. Did they bring women back to the house often? Would it be like the party, just full of hot models everywhere?

      “You make the best facial expressions,” he said. “But I have no idea what they mean and can’t even begin to decipher what you must be thinking about.”

      “That’s probably for the best,” I said with a wide smile. “Are you ready to blow this popsicle stand?”

      Forrest throwing his head back and bellowing with laughter so loud it shook his entire body had not been the response I expected to that question.

      Everyone in the restaurant turned to look at us, which had me slinking down in my chair and hiding my face.

      “Why are you laughing so hard?” I asked.

      He wiped tears from his cheeks. Tears. Actual tears.

      “I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I just haven’t heard that phrase in so long and never on a date.”

      Yes, I was ridiculous and said weird things at times. He would have to get used to that if he wanted to continue dating me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “Check,” he called out, grabbed his napkin, and wiped his face. “Honey, you didn’t offend me. You’re far more worried about hurting my feelings than you should be.”

      The waiter dropped off our check and waited until Forrest handed him his credit card before running away again.

      “Are you sure about me coming over? I don’t want to cramp anyone’s style.” I set my napkin on the table to avoid looking directly at him.

      “I’m positive,” he said.

      A different waiter grabbed our dishes and power walked to the kitchen.

      Our check and to go containers arrived at the same time. Forrest signed the bill, rushed to pull my chair out for me, then grabbed our containers.

      As we walked out, I paid attention to the looks we were getting, not from the other customers, but the staff.

      Worry. Possibly fear. Why?

      I stayed silent all the way to the mansion, pondering all the things I had seen tonight.

      We walked inside and I was relieved to see it was just the guys.

      Forrest arched a brow. “Why do you look relieved?”

      I chuckled nervously. “No reason. Hey, everyone.”

      They were sitting in the living room playing a video game on one of the many large, wall mounted TVs in the house. One of the characters died and the three of them turned to look at us.

      Shea whistled. “Hey, beautiful. You’re looking good tonight.”

      I looked down at my jeans and t-shirt with a scowl. “I’m not sure if that’s sarcasm or just a terrible pick up line.”

      All four laughed.

      Dane walked over and hugged me. “You always look good, babe.”

      Babe. When had we moved to that stage? Well, in text we had, but this was the first day he’d used it verbally.

      “Thank you,” I replied, and kissed his cheek.

      “Are you here to play games?” Arcadio asked.

      “I haven’t played games in years,” I admitted. “But I am totally up for beating your asses in some games.”

      “Oh ho!” Shea said with a wide smile. “The kitten has some claws.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Kitten?”

      He beamed, walked to stand before me, set his hand on my head, and then moved it horizontally until it hit his sternum. “You are tiny.” He picked me up in a bridal carry against his chest. “Light.” I shoved at his chest and he set me down. “And feisty. You are a kitten.”

      “So, that makes you…” I pondered a word to use that would be fun without being super insulting.

      “Ox,” he said proudly.

      “Uh…” Had he just called himself an ox?

      “That’s my nickname,” he explained. “I’m Shea ‘The Ox’ Moseley.”

      “You’re serious,” I realized. I pointed at Forrest. “What’s his name?”

      “Forrest ‘Flowers’ Angrisani,” Shea answered.

      “F-flowers?” I stammered.

      “I’m Dane ‘Crackers’ Cerino,” Dane supplied.

      “What about you?” I asked Arcadio.

      He smiled, showing off his teeth. His canines were more pointed than most people’s and always caught my attention. “Arcadio ‘The Jackal’ Mossa,” he answered.

      Ox. Flowers. Crackers. Jackal.

      “Who the heck came up with your nicknames?” I asked.

      “Me,” Stephan answered behind me.

      I spun, heart in my throat. “Oh, hi. I, um, didn’t know you were here.” Smacking my forehead after I said something would look stupid, but not thinking he would be in his own home was pretty stupid on its own.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said softly.

      “It’s your house,” I said. “Sorry if I’m intruding.”

      He put his hands in his pockets and the movement made me focus on his outfit. He was in a loose t-shirt with penguin pajama pants. “Intruding? Lovely, I told you that you’re always welcome here. Plus, I hear you’re going to be working for me soon. So, I need to get to know you better.”

      After a quick glare at Forrest, I looked at Stephan again. “About that. I know we made the bet for fun and all, so if you don’t want me to work for you, I totally understand. Since I’m dating some of your employees, it might look⁠—”

      “I suggested they find a way to recruit you,” Stephan said. “I have a feeling you’re just the piece our puzzle is missing.”

      “That’s one jagged puzzle,” I whispered.

      All five men burst into laughter.

      Stephan shook his head. “I truly never expect the things you say. It is very refreshing. So, have you picked your position yet? Or would you prefer a tour first and then you can decide?”

      “I suggested she become your driver,” Forrest said. “Apparently she is immune to road rage.”

      “How did you come up with their nicknames?” I asked, trying desperately to change the subject.

      “Those stories you have to earn,” Stephan said with a smirk.

      “Earn?” I asked, my mind instantly throwing itself into the gutter.

      “She should work with me,” Arcadio said. “I bet she would be a huge help.”

      Dane scoffed. “All you’d do is give her your work and then ogle her all day.”

      Arcadio shrugged. “If the work is getting done and my view improves, I see no downsides.”

      “She could work with me,” Shea said. “We could be good cop, bad cop for anyone that we have to interrogate.”

      “Interrogate? What is your job?” I asked.

      “Security,” Shea replied.

      “I think she should replace Forrest,” Dane said. “I guarantee she’d be better at handling the calendar conflicts.”

      “You just want her to sit at the desk next to you,” Forrest accused and folded his arms across his chest.

      I looked around the room at all of these hot, rich men, and realized they were fighting over me working with them.

      “You are all insane,” I said softly.

      All of them stopped talking and turned to look at me.

      “How so?” Forrest asked.

      “You have no idea if I can even use a computer,” I reminded them.

      They all rolled their eyes.

      “You have a bachelor’s degree,” Dane said. “You can’t get one without using a computer.”

      “How did you—” Had I told him I had a degree?

      “It’s on your wall at your place,” Dane said with a chuckle.

      “You’ve been in her place?” Arcadio asked. “Is it bright and cheery or plain and void of personal artifacts?”

      “What is that supposed to⁠—”

      “I bet her room is the only place she has anything personal,” Shea said.

      They went back and forth a few times before I finally figured out how to change the topic.

      “Why is everyone so scared of Forrest?” I asked loud enough they all heard me and stopped talking.

      “What?” Stephan asked.

      “Everywhere we went, people were scared of him. He punched a guy and the security guard threw the other guy out. Guys kept coming up to him and calling him ‘bro,’ and they let me into a ridiculously expensive restaurant in this outfit!” I waved at myself and realized I had ended up shouting at the end.

      Apologizing would undermine what I wanted to know. So, I stood straight and waited for someone to respond.

      “Why did you punch someone?” Dane asked.

      “He was rude to Amelia multiple times,” Forrest said. “I let him get away with it twice, but the third time I punched him. It was just a jab. I only broke his nose a little.”

      “A little?” I asked and my mouth hung open. “It was spurting blood everywhere and made a disgusting crunching noise!” I yelled and waved my arms.

      “You know the guy who insulted her?” Dane asked.

      “Nope. Some young guy trying to show off for his girl,” Forrest replied and shrugged.

      “If you’re going to ignore me, I might as well just go home,” I said, folded my arms across my chest, and pouted.

      Shea picked me up again and carried me to the couch. “Play games with us. It’ll be fun, I promise.”

      “Is there any pudding?” I asked as I grabbed a controller. “I could totally go for some dessert.”

      Stephan chuckled. “I don’t have any pudding left, sorry.”

      “I think we have some ice cream. I can make you a sundae,” Arcadio offered.

      “Oh, I haven’t had a sundae in a while,” I said.

      Shea started the game before I could offer to go with Arcadio and Dane and Forrest sat on the couch with us.

      “So, who wants to make a bet before we play?” I asked with a wide smile.

      “She’s devious. Don’t let her fool you,” Forrest warned them.

      I beamed. “I haven’t forgotten the bet you owe me. I intend to get it before I leave.”

      “What did you bet?” Dane asked and looked between Forrest and me.

      “I’ll show you the video afterwards,” I promised.

      Dane’s eyes widened and I realized how that all sounded.

      “No, nothing sexual. Geez Louise! What kind of girl do you take me for?” I rolled my eyes and looked at Shea. “Bet?”

      “You beat me and I’ll buy you a present,” he said.

      “A present? What kind of present?” I loved presents, but I hated surprises.

      “It’ll be a good one. Promise,” he said. “If I win, you have to go on a date with me.”

      I glanced at Forrest and Dane, but neither seemed bothered by his request.

      “Fine,” I said.

      He created a private lobby so we could fight each other in a one-on-one match. The game was a first-person shooter, but the characters had some super powers, too.

      I adjusted my controls, then sat forward and focused. “Ready.”

      “Why do I feel like she’s done this before?” Stephan asked behind me.

      “She’s a shark,” Forrest said. “She beat me at miniature golf.”

      The timer counted down and then the match started.

      My play should have been rusty, but it felt like riding a bike, and I beat Shea three to zero.

      He set the controller down on the table, turned to face me fully, and asked, “Who are you?”

      “Who’s next?” I asked.

      “Different game,” Dane said and stood to look through the shelf beside the TV with the game cases.

      “You don’t actually have to get me a gift,” I told Shea. “I just play better with bets.”

      “No, I owe you a gift. You won fair and square,” he said and pulled out his phone.

      “Do you need a ride Monday morning?” Stephan asked me.

      “No, I’ll drive,” I said. “What time am I supposed to arrive? Do I need to bring anything? I haven’t updated my resume yet.”

      “Just yourself and your driver’s license for the background check,” he said.

      Again, my entire body froze and I struggled for a breath. “Can do,” I replied as calmly as I could.

      “Forrest, can I talk to you a second?” Stephan asked.

      Arcadio set a sundae on the table with whipped cream and a beautiful red cherry on the top. I kissed his cheek, set the controller down, and picked it up. “Thank you!”

      Shea stood and he and Dane whispered conspiratorially around the games, pointing at one and then another as they tried to decide.

      I ate a bite of my ice cream and my eyes closed as I enjoyed the sweet strawberry ice cream with whipped cream, chocolate syrup, and sprinkles that had been hidden beneath the whipped cream. A tiny moan escaped. “So good.”

      “I’m glad you like strawberry. I was worried you wouldn’t,” Arcadio said.

      I opened my eyes and looked around at the five men staring at me. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “Do you always moan when you eat?” Shea asked.

      My cheeks warmed and I looked down, scooping some more ice cream out. “Only when it’s really good or something I haven’t had in a while.”

      “We’re going to have to make her eat bland things at work or we’ll be fighting men off her with a club,” Stephan commented.

      I set the ice cream down, took my shoes off, and walked to the door to set them down.

      Normally, I was pretty good about holding in my sounds, but I felt more relaxed around them than I did other people. Clearly, I needed to work on it, though.

      “What is it about your past that you don’t want us to find out?” Stephan asked me softly.

      I raised my head and found him leaning against the wall across the hallway from me. “What?”

      “You reacted negatively both times a background check was mentioned. Do you have a felony or something you don’t want them to know about? If you tell me, I promise to keep it secret, as long as it doesn’t affect them and won’t cause any issues,” he said.

      I looked over at the guys, all of them now debating over which game to play next, and chewed on my lip. He was going to find out when he ran the background, so I might as well tell him. “It’s kind of a long story. Can I tell you in your office or somewhere they won’t hear?”

      He nodded, turned, and said, “I’m stealing your girl for a minute.”

      All of them turned, eyes narrowed.

      “What for?” Dane asked.

      Stephan smiled, draped an arm around my shoulders, and said, “Business. Don’t worry, she’ll be back by the time you finally decide on what game she’s going to beat you at.”

      He guided me down the hallway and to a huge office. It was wood paneled with a fireplace that took up almost one entire wall. It fit him. It also made me even more nervous. At least there weren’t animal heads on the walls.

      “Please, sit,” Stephan said and waved at the leather chairs in front of his dark red mahogany desk.

      I sat, put my hands in my lap, and drew a deep breath. I would do this and he would understand and everything would be fine. Right?

      “So, Amelia, what is it about your past that you don’t want them to know?” Stephan asked. He leaned back in his chair and looked completely at ease.

      “I…” There wasn’t really any easy way to say this, so I just had to do it like ripping off a band-aid. “I killed a man.”
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      Stephan blinked at me. “Could you say that again?”

      “There was this man who was obsessed with my mom. No matter how many times she told him she wasn’t interested, he wouldn’t leave her alone. My mom is polyamorous, so we always had at least one of her partners at the house with us. Well, they decided to go on a camping trip, just the boys, to bond more. While they were gone, that man came over and attacked my mom. I grabbed one of our guns, told him to leave, but he pulled out a pistol and aimed it at my mom. So, I shot him.” The explanation tumbled out of me so fast, I wasn’t sure if he even understood half of it.

      He stared at me in silence for what felt like a full minute before he finally asked, “Did he kill your mom?”

      I shook my head. “I killed him before he could pull the trigger.” My body felt incredibly hot, a reaction to my anxiety and panic at telling the story again. I hated talking about it.

      “So, it was self-defense,” he said.

      I nodded. “Yes, but it’s still on my record because they arrested me initially.” Sweat dripped down my spine and I shifted uncomfortably on the seat.

      “Is that all?” he asked.

      My mouth opened and closed as I stared at him in disbelief. Is that all? What did he mean? Killing someone, self-defense or not, was a serious thing.

      “That’s all,” I answered after a moment. I needed to cool down. How?

      He stood and smiled. “Well, that’s nothing to be ashamed of, Amelia. You protected your mother. Trust me, those boys out there won’t be put off by the fact that you protected your family and yourself. If you still don’t want me to tell them, I won’t, but I really don’t think you need to hide it from them. I appreciate you being honest with me and I’ll be sure to keep the truth of your background check secret from them.”

      I exhaled and felt my shoulders drop. I hadn’t even realized how tense they were. “Thank you, Stephan.”

      He walked around, opened the door, and waved me out. “Let’s return to the games.”

      I nodded, stood, and felt sweat all over my body. Cool. I needed something cool.

      We walked out to the living room and all of the guys looked at me with varying expressions of worry and curiosity.

      My face felt even hotter and I wondered if they had overheard. Had they eavesdropped while we were in the room?

      I needed to cool off.

      Pool! There was a pool outside.

      “Excuse me for a moment,” I said in a soft voice. My throat felt tight and it was hard to swallow. With quick steps, I walked outside, set my phone on one of the lounge chairs, and jumped into the pool.

      Several of them called my name, the sound muffled by the water all around me.

      Blessed cold relief. All of the anxiety leeched away and I felt a million times better.

      I surfaced, drew in a huge breath, and smiled up at the five men staring down at me. “That felt amazing.”

      “You could have warned us,” Forrest exhaled and squatted down at the edge of the pool. “I was getting ready to jump in after you.”

      Shea opened a door on the side of the house I hadn’t seen and pulled out a towel. He set it on the lounge chair next to my phone.

      I climbed out, wrapped the towel around myself, and sat on the chair. “Sorry to have startled you all. I just needed to cool off a bit.”

      All of them turned and looked at Stephan who held his hands up. “I didn’t do anything. We just talked.”

      “Talking about my past makes me anxious,” I explained. “Cold water helps me reset my brain.”

      “Come on, you can put some of the spare clothes on,” Stephan said and held out his hand to me.

      I took it and let him pull me up, smiling wide. “Thanks, boss.”

      With a skip to my step, I went to the room I had used last time, changed clothes, and went back out to the living room where they were all gathered. “Did you choose a game finally?” I asked, sat back in my spot, and resumed eating my sundae which was only a little melted.

      On the table were three games. A racing game, a contemporary first-person shooter, and a side scrolling platform fighting game.

      “We each want a chance to battle on these,” Arcadio said.

      “Everything okay?” Forrest asked softly, his mouth close to my ear.

      I turned and gave him a peck on the lips. “Yes.”

      “We want you to choose your bets before we start playing,” Dane said.

      My eyes narrowed as I regarded all of them. “Do I get to know who I’m going to be battling? That’s going to change what my bets are.”

      “Duh,” Dane said with a smirk. “It wouldn’t be fair if you didn’t know what you were getting into.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I want to start with the racing game.”

      Shea walked out of the room and then returned with a piece of paper and a pen. “I’ll write all the bets down so no one can try to wiggle their way out of them.”

      I smirked. “You going to write yours down so you don’t forget?”

      He smiled. “I already bought your present, Kitten. It will be here tomorrow.”

      My eyes widened and I fidgeted in my seat, desperately wanting to know what it was. “Do I get a hint?”

      His smile widened. “You don’t like surprises, do you?”

      “No,” I replied immediately. “I do not.”

      “Everyone likes getting surprise presents,” Forrest argued.

      “Yes, but not if I know they are coming and have to wait to find out what they are,” I explained. “If you want to get me a surprise gift, just don’t tell me. Wait until you have it in hand to give me, so I don’t have to be anxious until I see it.” I looked back at Shea. “It wasn’t expensive, was it?”

      His wide smile stayed in place as he remained silent.

      Wonderful.

      “Alright, if I win, you have to make me a dessert,” Arcadio said.

      What was I supposed to bet with these guys? I didn’t want them all to get me presents. I also didn’t want to ask for anything ludicrous. I would have asked for a favor at a later date, but the way Forrest had reacted made me wary of that option.

      “If I win, you have to take me to the beach,” I said, beaming since I finally figured something out.

      Arcadio’s eyebrows shot up. “The beach?”

      I nodded. “I’ve never been.”

      “You’ve never been to the beach?” All five guys asked at once.

      “No,” I said.

      “It’s only two hours away,” Stephan commented.

      I shrugged.

      “Okay, I accept the bet,” Arcadio said.

      “Great. Who is next?” I asked and rubbed my hands together. What else could I ask for?

      “Me,” Dane said. “If I win, you have to accept the dress I have for you.”

      “The Cheron?” I asked. That dress was already at my house, hanging in my closet in a garment bag so bugs and dust couldn’t hurt it.

      “The dress I have for you,” he said again, smirking.

      Did…did he have another dress?

      “If I win you have to spend an entire evening with me, wearing only assless chaps, cowboy boots, and a cowboy hat,” I said.

      Shea let out a bark of laughter before covering his mouth. “Sorry.”

      “Babe, if you want to see me naked, all you have to do is ask,” Dane said with a wink.

      I rolled my eyes. “If you’re too scared to accept the bet, I’ll think of something softer.”

      “I accept,” he said.

      “If I win,” Forrest began, “you have to delete the video I’m supposed to make for you.”

      “No way! That’s totally not a fair bet. You might as well cancel our previous bet,” I said. “If you want to go that route, then my bet would be to cancel the bet you won.”

      “Alright!” he said. “If I win, you have to spend an entire week here.”

      “Here?” I asked and looked at Stephan.

      “It’s our house, so they’re allowed to have guests over,” Stephan said.

      Did they have women over often? Was I going to be just one of the other rotating girls for the month?

      “Will there be other women staying here that week as well?” I asked.

      “No, you will be the only person besides us here,” Forrest said. “It would be just the six of us.”

      “If I win you have to make me breakfast in bed the next time we spend a night in the same house,” I said.

      “Deal,” Forrest said with a nod.

      “I’m next,” Stephan said.

      My eyes widened. “Y-you?”

      He nodded. “You think I’m going to miss out on this fun? No way.”

      “Um, okay. What is your bet?” I asked. No way was I going to go first.

      He tapped his chin as he looked at the ceiling in thought. “If I win, you have to sign a contract to work for me for a full year.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Did he know I planned to quit as soon as I could? How was he so intuitive?

      “Do I still get to pick the position and work hours?” I asked. If I would be stuck working with him for a year, I needed to have some control over the situation.

      He nodded. “We will negotiate position, hours, and income with everyone here present so you don’t feel like I’m taking advantage of the situation.”

      Crap. That wasn’t an awful deal. Honestly, this entire situation made me nervous. Why had they accepted me so quickly? Why were they all ready to have me work with them, spending eight hours a day in the same building, and allow me into their house? Shouldn’t they be wary of strangers, not invite them in? What if I was psycho? There were plenty of people, men and women, who seemed great until you spent a lot of time with them and they couldn’t hide how crazy they were.

      “Okay. If I win, I get to quit after one month,” I said and smiled victoriously.

      “What?” Forrest asked.

      “That’s not a good deal,” Dane grumbled.

      “Don’t accept that,” Shea said.

      “Sneaky woman,” Arcadio mumbled beside me.

      Stephan considered me a moment and then held his hand out. “Deal.”

      I shook his hand, picked up a controller, and said, “Let the games begin.”

      “I’m going to get us snacks and drinks since it’s not my turn,” Shea said.

      “I’ll come to help you carry things,” Stephan said.

      Arcadio picked up the second controller and started the racing game. “You’re going to lose,” he sang.

      “We shall see,” I said nonchalantly, but shifted forward on the couch, and prepared to try my hardest to beat him.

      By the time Shea and Stephan returned, Arcadio was pouting on the floor, arms crossed over his chest, and mumbling about NPC interference.

      “Are we going to play only these games?” I asked.

      Forrest nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Cool,” I said as I chose the character for the first-person shooter I was playing next. As soon as the game started, I grabbed the nearest pistol and snuck my way behind the boxes in the warehouse to find him.

      “She knew right where a gun was,” Dane commented. “She’s definitely played this before.”

      Forrest poked his head up out of cover and I shot him with the pistol twice.

      Dead.

      “What the—” Dane exclaimed.

      “Can you aim like that with a real gun?” Shea asked.

      “In real life, I can use a gun, but I’m not a great aim,” I answered as I reloaded in the game.

      Forrest tried to rush me, but I shot him before he made it halfway across the warehouse.

      “That was stupid,” I said with a chuckle.

      “I didn’t think the pistol would be that good long distance in this game,” Arcadio said softly.

      “Pistols are often one of the best weapons in shooters,” I replied.

      This time, Forrest found a shotgun and snuck around to shoot me in the back. Unfortunately for him, I spawned right by him, pistol in hand, and killed him.

      “I win! Mark that down, Shea!” I said with a wide smile.

      “She isn’t a shark,” Forrest said. “She’s a damn velociraptor.”

      “I do think I’m clever at times, thank you,” I said and beamed.

      Forrest handed the controller to Dane and said, “Good luck, man.”

      Dane sat beside me and said, “Same game.”

      I shrugged. “Okay.”

      Dane was a much better shot than me and much better at hiding. I lost within two minutes.

      “What the heck?” I exclaimed. “Were you just pretending to be impressed by my shooting?”

      He chuckled. “No, I was genuinely surprised by how good you are. I was worried I might not win, but I’m glad for all those nights playing.”

      I grabbed the drink Shea had brought me and took a big gulp. Fiery sweetness slid down my throat and warmed my belly. “Fine. One loss. Who’s next?”

      “Me,” Stephan said. “The final round is always the boss level.”

      I laughed at his joke and shook my head. “I bet you love making those jokes.”

      He sat beside me and said, “Mostly because those four groan and roll their eyes each time.”

      “So, platform fighting game?” I asked.

      Stephan nodded. “Yes.”

      Side scrolling platform games were the ones I had grown up on. Mainly because we didn’t have much money and I only had two games.

      After each death, the scene changed to a new location, giving me time to take a drink or eat something.

      We were tied two to two and the drink started to hit me.

      Crapola. If I didn’t win this point, I had to work for him for a year. My eyes were getting heavier by the second.

      “Come on!” I shouted. “Time for me to win.”

      “Your cheeks are red. Are you feeling alright?” Stephan asked.

      “Wonderful,” I said, and then hiccupped. I covered my mouth and giggled. “Excuse me.”

      “Oh shit. She’s drunk!” Arcadio exclaimed.

      “Am not,” I lied.

      The round started and I jumped up to the third level to grab the ray gun. Stephan stayed at the bottom and grabbed the pistol.

      I jumped down to the second level and Stephan jumped up to meet me.

      The guys yelled around us, cheering for Stephan.

      Angry that no one was rooting for me, I pulled the trigger.

      Stephan jumped over the electric bolt from my ray gun and shot me in the chest from point blank range. My character fell, the image flickered, and x’s replaced the eyes.

      Stephan had won.

      Everyone cheered.

      My eyes were glued to the screen, staring at “Player Two Wins” as I realized I had just lost a bet that required me to work for him for a full year.

      “What have I done?” I whispered.

      “I’m really looking forward to having you work for me,” Stephan said.

      I set my controller down and decided to get serious. “What if one or more of the guys end up not wanting to see me anymore?” I asked. “Do you expect me to work somewhere that I will feel uncomfortable? What if you decide I’m not good at the job I pick? Can you fire me? Or would you put me in a terrible position I’ll hate since we have the deal?”

      The guys looked around at each other, but didn’t say anything.

      “You realize that we went to your shop once a week for two months to see you, right?” Dane asked me softly.

      “That doesn’t change my questions at all. You guys don’t know me that well. What if I’m psycho?”

      “We’ve known plenty of psychos and you are not one of them,” Forrest said.

      “If you feel your mental or physical well being are in jeopardy, you may quit,” Stephan said. “If one of these men decide that they don’t want to see you anymore, they’re morons and I’ll have to send them to a different position until they find their brains.”
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