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        Lou, I believe in you. I’ll always believe in you.

        It’s you and me against the world, remember?

        Fight for what you want.

        You’ll do great things because you’re a special kind of someone and there’s only one like you.

        You may be small today,

        but you’ll be the bigger man one day.

      

        

      
        I love you

        Mommy xx
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            A GIRL LIKE YOU

          

          THE SONG

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Girl, I noticed you for the first time last night

        Looking pretty with your hair down and flushed cheeks

        My heart sizzled when you walked in

        But drowned as you stood too far away

        Because all I wanted was to call your name

        All I wanted was to claim you as mine

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

      

        

      
        Girl, I wish you could see yourself the way I do

        ‘Cause your smile is bright enough to light up my days

        The sadness in your eyes should be stolen away

        And replaced by a million dancing sparks

        Girl, I wanna be the man who adds colors to your life

        ‘Cause I would cherish your heart and never let you go

      

        

      
        A girl like you can change the world with only a smile

        A girl like you can jolt my heart back to life with only a glance

        You looked my way, and my pulse ran wild

        My body buzzed to life, and your pink lips I wished I could kiss

        The sea of your eyes drew me in, sapphires beckoning me into the night

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        A girl like you should stay wild in her dreams

        A girl like you should take the world by storm

        Let me be the guy who anchors your life and holds your hand

        And when you need a rest, I’ll lend you my shoulder

        And when you need a hug, my arms will hold you tight

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        A girl like you belongs with a guy like me

        And a guy like me loves a girl like you

      

      

      

      
        
        Music and lyrics by Carter Hills
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            ADDISON

          

        

      

    

    
      I slumped down on the couch of the posh hotel we were staying at all weekend and huffed, a wine bottle hanging from my fingers by its neck. Glasses were overrated, anyway. “That’s it. I’m over men. I’m done.”

      My childhood best friend snickered.

      “I’m serious, Dah. This time I mean it. You know I do.”

      I scanned the space around me. Large windows with a direct view of Nashville’s busy streets below, high wooden beam ceilings, dark flooring, and handcrafted wood furniture. Chic and tasteful, with an unmistakable country vibe.

      “Yeah, right. I’m sure you won’t last a week. Two at the most,” Dahlia teased.

      My friend, and the bride-to-be, inched closer, and I zipped her up. Her cut-out mermaid gown was a gray-lavender hue and looked both sexy and demure, showing just enough skin without being indecent. Perfectly Dahlia Ellis.

      Before I could sink back into my lazy position on the couch, she beckoned me to follow her with a finger. Sitting on the edge of the bathtub, I glugged the wine straight from the bottle while I watched her apply mascara.

      “Addi, there are good men out there who would appreciate your light. Don’t punish all of them because you dated a few who were total dickheads.” She grinned at her reflection, but it was meant for me. It warmed my heart as she continued, “I’m confident you won’t last in your quest to ignore them all when they turn on the charm.”

      “Laugh all you want, girlfriend. You’ll see. Be prepared to be shocked. This time, I’m not backing down. Anyway, remember Felicia from college? She messaged me last week. It’s destiny.”

      “The one you ‘experimented’ with?” my friend asked, curving her fingers into elaborate air quotes, her gaze fixed on her eyelashes in the mirror, not sparing me a look.

      Another sip. “The same. We could have been in love and lived happily ever after. The timing was just not right back then.”

      “Huh, you said the same thing about Carter once. Besides, I thought women weren’t your thing,” Dahlia added with a quirked brow.

      “It’s not the same. And perhaps I changed my mind. Who knows? I might be into women more than men after all. Think about it, we should have been a couple, you and I. Everything would have been much simpler.”

      “You think?”

      I shrugged. “We get along fine. And we’re friends, so our relationship would have had a solid foundation. Look at you and Nick. Friends, then lovers. I believe that’s the secret to long-lasting love. Back to business...” I sighed. “Felicia and I experienced some pretty memorable moments together. It’s just Shawn happened to cross my path, and I couldn’t resist him. Stupid me. Stupid men. I’m telling you their species is old news. You’re lucky you found two awesome ones in your lifetime. What are the odds? God knows I’ve tried. I usually don’t back down easily, but hey, maybe it’s time I try something else. That I understand once and for all what life has been trying to tell me all these years…”

      Dahlia shook her head, focusing her attention on me for the first time since I started the conversation about my disastrous love life. “Addi, you know how much I love it when you’re not being overdramatic, right?”

      I poked my tongue out, and we both burst out laughing. A sense of peace washed over me. Dahlia Ellis had that effect on me. Her presence was always enough to ease all my doubts and bring a curve to my lips, even when I didn’t feel like expressing joy. “That’s why you love me. I’m entertaining…despite myself. Anyway, where are the bridal shower festivities taking place? I can’t wait to party all weekend. The distraction will do me good.”

      My best friend reached over and landed a kiss on my cheek, her eyes searching mine. Worry shimmered in them. “You okay?”

      I nodded.

      “You’d tell me if it wasn’t the case, right?” I sensed the apprehension in her question.

      “Always. You’re the only one I willingly confide in.”

      With a warm smile that promised everything would turn out just fine, she went back to applying her makeup. “All over town. Tonight, we’re having dinner with only the people closest to us. Tomorrow, we’ll have a get-together with some friends and the guys on a yacht before splitting up and maybe meeting again later.”

      “Rewind for a sec. We’re having your bridal shower with your future husband and his friends?”

      “Yep. His best friend. Guys from work. That’s the idea.”

      “Yeah, I should’ve been the one organizing the whole thing.” Dahlia raised a hand, ready to argue, but I kept going. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I let you down. I was really looking forward to throwing you the bachelorette party of the century.”

      A new weight grew heavy on my shoulders. In the fog of my latest relationship blowing up, I had lost focus on what really mattered. This time, my tears had knocked me out more than ever. But I was back now, and no way was I failing the girl I considered a sister again.

      Dahlia pulled me into a hug. “It’s okay. Don’t chastise yourself. It’ll still be fun. And you did plan most of the wedding already. You deserve a night off…to enjoy yourself… You, me, booze, music. And the man I love and his friends.”

      I leaned back, studying her for a moment. Dahlia had no ounce of evilness in her. She really meant everything she’d just said.

      “What is it?” she asked, a frown marring her forehead.

      “Real sweet, Dah. After I told you I was done with men, you’re going to make me spend hours with a bunch of Nick’s buddies. And alcohol. If I didn’t know your heart, I’d think this was a test. To check my newfound determination.” One more sip of wine. Be strong, Addi, I repeated in my head. I flicked my hand and pasted a smile on my lips. “Know what? It doesn’t matter. I won’t back down. I’m done with men, and I’ll prove it to you. Tonight. I won’t flirt, and I won’t kiss. Nope. Nada. D.O.N.E. Just watch and learn, girlfriend.”

      I held out my hand, and we shook on it.
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            TUCKER

          

        

      

    

    
      “I was really hoping we’d go to a strip club or fly to Vegas or do something crazy and fun. When you said bachelor party, I never thought in a million years it would happen in Nashville.” I sighed because it was a real bummer. “I should’ve known better, man. You’re a stupid fool when you’re in love, a sucker for all things romantic. Remind me to buy you a pair of brand-new shiny steel balls as a wedding present. You might need those sooner than you think.”

      Nick rolled his eyes, handing me a beer.

      “Tuck, you’re just jealous. Always have been. If I remember correctly, you’re the one who stated, and I quote: ‘Settling down isn’t for me. I love diversity. And to be able to sample everything on the buffet.’ I can still hear and see you when you announced it.”

      With a frown, I threw my beer cap at him.

      “Yeah. When you say it like that, I sound like a fucking ass.”

      “Man, it sounded the same when you said the words as a teen. Lucky for you, Nashville is full of hot women. One rule, though.” My best friend, and the future groom, lifted a finger. “Stay away from Dahlia’s best friend, Addi. She’s been through a rough break-up, and she doesn’t need you to complicate things even more. Okay? She’s family, and her heart is hurting. Women get attached to you easily…even if you’re not interested in a relationship. No games this time. She’s off-limits.”

      “Is this a warning?”

      He breathed out. “It should be.”

      Nick waited for me to say something, his bottle hovering in midair just in front of his lips.

      “Is she hot?”

      Something bitter twisted in my stomach, but I spoke the words he expected—the ones everyone assumed I was heartless enough to say.

      “Tuck. Come on. You think all women are hot. You never look at their faces, only their tits and their asses. Stay. Away. I’m not kidding this time. We’re getting married in six weeks. Don’t do anything to make things awkward. Don’t get on Dahlia’s bad side before the wedding.”

      I threw my hands up in the air between us. “Impossible. Your future wife is a fan of mine.”

      “Yeah, she is. But don’t give her a reason to change her mind.”

      “Fine. The maid of honor is off-limits. What about the bridesmaids? Are they also forbidden?”

      Nick shook his head with a crooked smile. “Did you even hear a word I said when we spoke about the wedding before? It will be small. No bridesmaids. Just us four at the altar, which means you better behave.”

      I jumped up to stand and adjusted the cufflinks of my crisp white shirt, a sharp contrast to my dark skin, and continued, “Change of plans then. I need a date for tonight. Where can I find some pretty creature in a short amount of time?”

      Nick rose to his feet and clapped my shoulder. “No date needed. It’s only dinner with friends and family. You, me, Dahlia, Addison, and Carter. A few other people. And Dahlia’s parents. Fuck, you really registered nothing.”

      “I did. Me, groomsman. You, groom. Women in dresses. Booze. Music. Everything that’s important. Anyway…wait. Your sister isn’t coming?”

      “No, Jessica is attending some surfing competition in Hawaii. It’s fine. Good news, though. Your bestie Jack will make an appearance, but he’ll be with a babysitter so we can enjoy some grown-up time. He’s spending a few days at Dahlia’s parents’ afterward.”

      “Just pause for a sec, will you?” My brain had just processed what Nick had said a minute ago. “Carter Hills will be there?”

      “He’s Dahlia’s best friend. What did you expect?”

      “How’s your relationship with him? Still strained?”

      Nick huffed. “Better… I guess. We’re not quite friends, but I still have high hopes one day we will be.”

      “All good for me then. Do you think he’ll sign something for me?” I teased with a big smile spread across my face. “Autograph my chest or my shirt? Do you think he keeps posters in his trunk?”

      “Okay, you gotta see a doctor, man.” He shook his head, reeling in his smirk. “Since when did you become a groupie? Last fall, you faked having too much work to avoid coming to his show with me. Tickets you bought, remember? And now you want him to sign your man boobs?” He sent me a knowing gaze, with barely contained amusement and despair at my idiocy. Yeah, Nick Peterson could call my bullshit from miles away. My lips parted, but he kept talking. “Never mind. You do you.”

      I shrugged, bearing an all-teeth smile. “Do you think black ink would look good on my skin tone? Or should I get one of those golden markers?”

      “If I were you, I’d opt to transform the autograph into a permanent thing. I know a guy who can ink you for cheap.”

      I tapped my chin with a finger, pondering it over for his sake. “Would you add a guitar or a heart next to it? Or maybe a music note?”

      “Tuck, you’re incorrigible. Geez, it’s been too long since we hung out.”

      “Hey, I said nothing.”

      “No need.” He shook his head. “Just in case a part of you is serious in some ways, we must set some ground rules until the wedding. Tell me. Why didn’t I pick Jace as my best man?”

      My smirk widened, and I winked. “Because he’s married to your ex-fuck girl, who owns his balls and who happens to think you’re a pathetic loser because you refused to date her when she decided your little arrangement didn’t suit her anymore. And let’s be honest. I’m the best choice.” I scanned the suite. “Why isn’t he here this weekend, though? I thought he said he was flying in this afternoon.”

      Hurt flashed in Nick’s eyes.

      Jace was our other best friend. We all grew up together.

      If I had known Jace would be a no-show this weekend, I would’ve carried him here myself, regardless of the excuses his wicked wife came up with. She had a record of perfectly timed excuses to keep our friend away from us.

      The devil, or Pamela White according to her driving license, had organized a fishing expedition, something she knew Jace would never miss—somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean—the same weekend Nick was getting married. Such a low blow.

      The guy chose to marry a mean control-freak. Nobody forced him. But he had promised he wouldn’t miss this weekend. He swore he’d be here.

      Nick was like a brother to me, always there, and Jace, the pesky cousin who was flitting around. The three of us had been inseparable growing up in Chicago, and we got into trouble more than once. Jace distanced himself after he eloped with the devil.

      “What’s the reason this time?” I asked. “Let’s not kid ourselves. We both know Pam is behind Jace’s whereabouts.”

      “Her birthday. Her sister is in town one week beforehand to celebrate with her. He said he felt bad about leaving her behind in Chicago, even though she was the one who refused to come along,” Nick said as he took a sip and shrugged. “It sucks. We’ve been friends forever, the three of us. I still don’t get why she hates me so much. I don’t think I ever will… She’s the one who slept with one of my two best friends⁠—”

      His stare moved to a spot on the carpet as he peeled the label from the bottle, lost in his thoughts.

      Feeling a bit like a jerk for bringing that bitch up, I asked, “What are the rules? You’re never not organized, so you already must have a list ready for me… Just in case I was planning on going rogue.”

      “Tuck, don’t be a jerk.”

      “It’s me, man. You can trust me. I promise to follow them the best I can. But only for the weekend.”

      “Six weeks, Tuck. Not just this weekend.” He exhaled, and flecks of annoyance tinted his words.

      In our relationship, I was the unpredictable one, the wild friend always in pursuit of good times and short-term fun. Nick was more thoughtful, aiming for long-term commitments and a conservative way of living.

      “But—”

      “No buts,” my friend cut in. “You sure you wanna do this?”

      “Yep. Give it to me.”

      “Okay. First. No getting too close to Addison. Second. No fangirling over Carter. For whatever reason. If that’s really the angle you wanna play. The guy is now able to tolerate me for more than a couple of hours. Don’t give him a new excuse to hate me.”

      I chugged the rest of my beer. “Man, the guy can’t hate you. You’re the kindest and the most harmless person I know. You’re almost boring with your lovey-dovey ways. Don’t forget you were nicknamed Chicago Lamb back in the day.”

      “No. I wasn’t.”

      I shook my head. “You should have been,” I muttered. “No kidding. You’re too soft. Give Carter Hills a run for his money. I can help you. I don’t care if he’s mega-rich or the president of Nunavut.”

      “Focus, Tuck. For once. It’s important to me. And to my future wife.” Nick pinched the bridge of his nose. “And by the way, Nunavut isn’t a country. No president there.”

      I smirked. The guy was so predictable—at least, he was to me, most of the time—and bantering with him prevented me from thinking about all that was bothering me these days.

      “Smart ass, I know where Nunavut is. I was just testing your geography skills.” And doing my best to make you forget the fact that Jace isn’t here. “About Carter Hills hating you, I’m sorry. But you can’t blame him. You’re the guy in the middle. And that woman of yours is quite a catch. I’d be possessive too if I were him. Just sayin’.”

      Nick exhaled a noisy breath. “Let’s just say he’s overprotective of Dahlia and Jack and sees me as a threat… Or he used to. Now we’re surfing a calm wave. We’re getting along fine, and I wanna keep it that way.”

      “The guy is a douche.”

      “I wish. But he’s not. I swear. You should have come to that concert. You would’ve seen for yourself instead of taking my word for it. What he did for Derek... I’m still speechless when I think about it. Truth be told, he’s amazing to Dahlia and Jack. Their friendship is truly special. Getting into their close-knit circle—or rather duo—can be challenging. After everything they’ve been through, it’s understandable. One last thing. Don’t tease me in front of him for entertainment purposes. Please. That would be shitty. Even coming from you.”

      “Never. After all, I’m the reason you and Dahlia found each other. If I hadn’t sent you to Green Mountain in the first place, you’d still be alone and miserable. I’m glad my cupid ways worked. You still owe me for that one. I’ll cash in on my dues soon. Once I figure out what to demand in exchange.”

      Nick tilted his head back and let out a heartfelt laugh. “Keep sending yourself flowers, man. You know you’re delusional, right? Nobody owes anybody anything. If we’d kept tabs down all those years, you’d be the one in debt. For every single time I saved your ass.” My friend pointed to the scar across his eyebrow. The one he got after he jumped into a fight because I kissed a football player’s girlfriend and the entire team decided to get revenge. “Tuck, about those rules…are we good?”

      “Yup. I’ll stick to those two. For the rest, I intend to make this weekend one to remember.” I uncapped two more beers, and after I handed one to Nick, I raised mine to clink with his. “To you, man.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you ready, pussy-whipped man? Your woman can’t wait to see your sorry ass. I bet the girls are curling each other’s hair in the room next door. Or maybe they’re rubbing each other’s bodies with oil. Geez, I’m getting hard just thinking about it.” I shook my legs to remove the tension tightening my crotch. “While I’m here, do you want me to gel your hair or shave your butt? That’s as far as I’m willing to go for your bachelor party weekend. Just say the word and I’ll give you a beauty makeover.”

      “She said that?”

      Did my best friend hear a word of what I’d just said or only process the part where I told him Dahlia was getting ready next door? “Her friend arrived one hour ago. They’ll meet us in about thirty minutes at the venue. Your fiancée dumped all this info plus sent a dirty text while you were in the shower.”

      “Tuck, don’t read my stuff. Already told you that. Like ten thousand times in the last twenty years. Gimme my phone.”

      Nick rolled his eyes, and I laughed, unable to take my friend seriously when he was acting like a baby over a text message. It wasn’t even that dirty, anyway.

      Dahlia and Nick had rented half the top floor of City Garden, Nashville’s finest hotel, for the weekend. It helped that the future bride had founded the Carter Hills Band with her best friend when they were kids. A few years ago, before Dahlia retired from the music scene, the band was the biggest country music sensation in the world.

      Dahlia and Nick were two of the most incredible and generous human beings I had ever met. Their hearts were in the right place, and they never did anything half-assed. Both successful small-business owners, I bet they spared no expenses for this weekend. From what I’d seen so far, renting half a hotel floor for a couple of days to celebrate their upcoming nuptials didn’t seem like a big deal.

      “We’re ready to leave, I think,” Nick said as he exited the bathroom. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “Man, are you getting cold feet?”

      “Never. I love her, Tuck. She’s the one. I knew it the first time I laid eyes on her.”

      I clapped him between the shoulder blades. “I know, man. Seeing you with Dahlia is almost enough to make me believe in love. Almost.” I winced, but his honest smile shattered my train of thought. “You guys just fit. I don’t know how to explain it, but she’s the one for you. No questions asked. I’m happy you two found each other and that I put you on her radar, if we’re being honest.”

      His grin widened. “Thanks, man. It means a lot. Not the radar thing, though. Whatever.”

      I took a step forward and adjusted his shirt’s collar and the lapel of his jacket. “There. Better. You missed the Tucker touch.”

      I winked, and he pulled me into a hug. “Thank you, Tuck. For always having my back. And for being here this weekend and everything.”

      I tsk-tsked. “Don’t go all emotional on me, man.”

      He straightened his back and regained his composure. “Not a chance.”

      Three inches shorter and less muscular than me, Nick and I looked like complete opposites. With his blond hair and amber-colored irises, he had the serenity of a guy who’d experienced the ups and downs of life reflecting in his eyes. More comfortable wearing a pair of jeans and a T-shirt than a suit, he preferred nights in with his family to the loud music of any bar or nightclub.

      I, on the other end, was built like a pro football player—dark-skinned, broad-shouldered, crew cut, always dressed to impress. I had expensive and diversified tastes. Amazing food, grandiose apartment, designer clothes. And women.

      And yet, our friendship had lasted over two decades. Even in our differences, we were similar. And always had each other’s backs. No matter what.

      “Now let’s go. I can’t wait to meet the two people I’m not allowed to get too close to,” I teased with a wink.

      We made it to the top of the building, two doors down the street. For the entire night, we had the rooftop to ourselves. A green, faux-grass rug lined the concrete floor. A bar in a little shack made of reclaimed barn wood was on our right, next to a makeshift dance floor with fairy lights hanging from beams above. A long white table decorated with golden plates and green foliage was set in the middle. Tall vases filled with pink dahlias and baby’s breath gave a country-chic vibe to the decor. From here, we had a perfect view of the Nashville skyline from every angle. No doubt that was the main reason why my friend and his fiancée chose this place for tonight. It was magical.

      Even my untenable heart felt giddy as a server passed pink champagne in crystal flutes around.

      “Let me introduce you to everybody,” Nick said, tugging at my elbow.

      Before we could move, Dahlia came to us, with a tall girl in tow. Blonde hair and the most vibrant blue eyes I’d ever seen overpowered my senses.

      “Hey, Tucker. So glad you could make it.” Dahlia leaned forward and kissed both my cheeks before stepping back. “This is my best friend, Addison.” She motioned to the girl, now deep in a conversation with Nick, before moving closer. “I hope Nick has already warned you not to mess with my friend. The two of you together are sure to create wildfires and leave chaos in your wake. She’s been through enough already. If you tango with her, I’ll break your neck myself.”

      “Are you joking?”

      “Try me and find out,” she said in a deadpan tone, a mixture of humor and something fierce like protectiveness dancing in her moss-green irises.

      “Jesus, Dah. You and Nick have become a pair of cutthroats.”

      She tipped one eyebrow as if to say, Did I make myself clear?

      I lifted both hands between us. “No maid of honor for me. Understood.”

      Who knew Dahlia Ellis, the girl with the voice of an angel and the sweetest person I’d ever met, could serve threats the Chicago way? Guess the Southern ways weren’t too different from ours after all. She leaned back and offered me a warm smile, all traces of her harsh words gone, her voice smooth as honey. “I’m so happy to see you. You don’t visit us often enough. Enjoy yourself tonight, and let’s catch up later.”

      Nick wrapped an arm around her waist and drew her to him, kissing her temple and whispering something in her ear that made her giggle.

      “Addi, this is Tucker, Nick’s best friend,” she said, introducing us in record time, making sure we couldn’t exchange more than a “hi” or a “hey.” She tugged at her friend’s hand. “Come on, Carter is here. Let’s have a drink, the three of us. It will be like high school all over again.”

      Addison stared at me, giving me a slow once-over, a gleam in her eyes. The girl was trouble. I could already tell. I hoped the future bride and groom had served her the same warning they gave me.

      Just a thought.

      She parted her lips and mouthed something I didn’t quite catch, her eyes still trained on me.

      I offered her my most dirty look, zooming in on her rack and making sure she noticed it.

      Dahlia led her friend away, offering one last silent “hands-off” warning when her eyes met mine over her shoulder.

      “Whoa, what did you do to piss off my future wife, man? I thought you two were best friends. Your words, not mine. You usually have a blast together.” Nick scratched the side of his head, his gaze following the girls traipsing away.

      I sipped my champagne, offering him my most unaffected expression. “Oh, we’re good, man. More than good, actually.” A smug grin stretched my lips. “She just threatened to break my neck, but hey, we’re all right. Don’t worry.”

      “Damn, she’s hot. Every time she stands her ground with you, I love her even more.” They grinned at each other from a distance. Love was like newborns or puppies; it turned people into weirdos. “Don’t meddle with a Southern woman. Whatever you do, don’t ever say I didn’t warn you.”

      Carter Hills came to introduce himself next.

      “How is it going, man? Heard a lot about you,” I told him as we shook hands.

      “Great things, I hope.” His eyes darted to Nick for half a second.

      “Always.”

      Something—or someone—caught Carter’s attention behind us. A wide smile curled up his lips, and he excused himself. I turned around to see a middle-aged couple, whom I assumed to be Dahlia’s parents, holding their grandson Jack’s hand as they exited the elevator.

      Carter hurried across, and after he greeted them—now I was sure they were Mr. and Mrs. Ellis—he swept the boy off his feet, his broodiness now forgotten. Carter’s face lit up as if he’d just won something priceless. From his well-over-six-foot height, he resembled a giant next to the little boy.

      “Okay... From up-close, the resemblance is even more striking. Fuck. Right now, I’d bet my savings they’re father and son.”

      “Yeah.” Nick downed the rest of his champagne. “I’m pretty sure his brother and he could pass for twins.”

      Dahlia neared them, and Carter enveloped her in his arms and pressed a kiss to her forehead. They exchanged smiles and seemed to understand each other without speaking a word.

      “Now a lot of things you said before make sense. Don’t you feel like kicking his ass or something? I know I wouldn’t like my girl being all cuddled up in another man’s arms if she were mine.”

      Nick blew out a long breath. “Well, I’ve learned to accept it. That’s the way they are. Dahlia could’ve dated Carter during all these years, but she never did, so why should I be jealous? That would just make me miserable. They are family, as they say. Nothing more. I trust her. I really do. Now I am just happy to be a part of her life. And Jack’s.”

      “Carter too?”

      “He will have to be the acquired taste.”

      A burst of laughter escaped my lips at his drawl. “For sure. Anyway, she’s head over heels in love with you. That much is evident.” I studied them for a few more seconds. “You’re right, man. She doesn’t look at him the same way she looks at you.” I raised my hands in surrender. “I won’t meddle in your relationship. You guys can have threesomes, if you desire, none of my business. Unless you want me to join in... But I’m telling you, I’m not doing you, man. Tried it once. A man, I mean. Not my thing. Never doing it again.”

      “Shut up,” Nick said. “Too much info, Tuck. Your sex life is your thing. No need to gimme the 4-1-1. I already know more than I should. Way too much. Stop putting these images in my head. They never fade away afterward.”

      I let out a loud laugh and ordered two whiskeys from the server as he neared us.

      An hour later, we all sat around the table. Riley, Dahlia’s former manager, rose to his feet to make a toast. “Let’s see. I’ve known Dahlia for a long time. We used to travel the world together. Without a doubt, she’s one of the most amazing and caring women I know. Dah, I’ve seen you at your highest highs and your lowest lows, and I can honestly say that today, you shine. No, you sparkle. It was about time you got your groove back. I’ve met Nick a few times already, and I can predict you two will go the distance. You’re made for each other. And come on, when was I ever wrong?” Carter tossed a balled napkin at him. “See? Carter agrees. He knows I’m speaking the truth. He’s the living proof.” Everybody laughed. “Anyway, I wish you guys many years of happiness. You’re what we should all aim for. Unconditional love. To Dahlia and Nick. And to soul mates.”

      We all cheered.

      “Nick, welcome to the family. You’re now officially one of us,” he said, lifting his glass one last time before sitting back down.

      A few more people said words before we dug into our five-course meal.

      The blue of the sky transformed into multiple shades of pink, and someone turned on the fairy lights over the dance floor, giving the rooftop a warm glow.

      We ate like royalties. The food was insanely delicious, with our wine glasses and tumblers always full.

      Addison stared at me from across the table, the blue of her eyes hypnotic. I’d felt the heat of her gaze from the moment we sat down. For the past hour, I’d been averting my eyes, doing everything I could to avoid meeting hers, no matter how tempted I was. Somewhere between the third and fourth course, she rubbed my shin with her foot under the table. I pulled my leg back. No, I wouldn’t go there. Not a chance. I was strong. I gave my word to my best friend. Addison was off-limits, and I loved my life way too much to risk Dahlia putting me in an early grave, way before my time.

      With one mission in mind, veering as far as possible from the troublesome maid of honor, I went to the restrooms, needing time to cool down—and give my overzealous teammate a stern talking-to. I usually never backed down from a challenge. Even less, a lady challenge. I loved women. Always had. A little too much, according to my friends. And I could never stay away when they shot me come-hither glances. But I didn’t do relationships, though. Never. And I never saw more than one woman at a time. Those were my rules. And to wear a rubber. All the fucking time.

      I was freakish about catching some disease or shit. Heard they made your junk red and itchy. No thanks, I’ll pass.

      In front of the mirror, I adjusted the collar and rolled the sleeves of my Esteban Fu button-up shirt, my everyday go-to clothes and my designer of choice, my jacket already discarded. Yeah, I looked elegant—and fucking hot. I smirked at the image the glass reflected.

      Too bad I couldn’t use my charm on anybody tonight. I would enjoy a good chase…get my blood boiling and more. But no, not tonight.

      When I exited the men’s room, the blonde temptress cornered me, drawing a hand over my chest, her long pink fingernails toying with the buttons of my dress shirt. I held my breath, curious about this encounter. Wearing a steel-blue gown that tied at her nape and ended mid-thigh along with strappy high heels, she looked gorgeous. Even with those extra inches, I towered over her as I watched the goddess in front of me. A star amongst a sea of dark dresses, her blonde hair fell over her shoulders like a radiant aura around her. She sported an intoxicating smile, and her heavy-coated lashes made her irises appear bluer than before. More alluring.

      “Tucker, right?”

      “Yep,” I said. A server walked by and offered me my drink of choice. I accepted and brought the tumbler to my lips, studying her features and the fire in her eyes. “At least it was the last time I checked.”

      “Oh, a sense of humor. I like that.” She laughed and lost her balance on her four-inch heels. I clamped my fingers around her waist to steady her. Something coiled inside me, warming my core where our bodies connected.

      “Ooooopsy. So sorrry,” she slurred, revealing how drunk she was. Addison pushed her hair over her shoulder, her smile devilish and enticing. “Stop looking at meee like this, Tuuuck. I can call you Tuuuck, right?”

      “Guess so.” I shrugged, keeping my back straight and doing my best to look unaffected by her antics. I had made a promise to my best friend, and if nothing else, my words counted for something. But Jesus, this woman.

      “Anyway, Tuuuck,” she said, her voice sultry and sinful, putting emphasis on my name, “just so you know, I’m ovvver men.”

      Every molecule in me woke up, reacting to the intimacy of her touch. To her tone. And the luring energy emanating from her.

      The heat circulating within me surged to a searing point.

      My grip tightened around the glass in my hand. “You are?” I asked, my voice a loud growl, my interest in her growing with every passing second.

      “Yesss,” she said with a firm slant of her head. “Men break hearts. No matter how muuuch you love them or how many times you suckkk their dicks in a week, they always end up breaking youur heart.” She waved her fingers at me. “This means youuu too break hearts. I can tell. Youuu have this thing that makes women cravvve you.” She leaned closer and sniffed me. Yes, she fucking sniffed me. I blinked, wondering if Addison was for real or if she was playing a game. “Oh, and youuu smell too,” she added, her voice a whisper against my skin.

      With a step back, I lifted my arm blatantly and took a whiff of my armpit, scared I really did smell, then dropped it back down. “You’re crazy, sweetheart. I don’t smell.”

      She scrunched up her nose and sighed, then waggled a finger at my face. “Nooo...not like that. Youuu smell like sex. You probably have a biggg dick and are very capable with youuur tongue. Am I right?”

      Who was this girl, and where had she come from? No wonder Nick warned me off her. I was wrong when I thought she was trouble. She wasn’t. She was pure evil. Sent on this Earth to be the end of me. I realized I had to be careful. All this time, I thought I was a player. But here she was—pure dynamite—and could play the game too. Damn it.

      Speechless for one of the first times in my life, I stared at her. Amusement danced in her eyes, and I was pretty sure it did in mine too.

      My body pulsed to her symphony. I rolled my lips over my teeth to avoid saying something I wouldn’t be able to take back or doing something I’d regret. Like getting the explosive tension out of the way by locking us in the restroom and ramming into her until I fucked the sassiness out of her. Addison was drunk. I’d promised to keep my distance. Two major turn-offs.

      I breathed out, barely in control, countless scenarios running through my mind. All of them involved us getting naked and panting.

      She lowered her small hand down my abdomen.

      My stomach muscles clenched.

      “Are those abbbs you are hiding underneath that shirt? Six-packs are a reaaal turn-on, by the way. Do youuu agree?” Her sensual voice twined around my control, cracking the tough shield I had erected around myself.

      “You tell me, sweetheart. I’m not usually patting a man’s stomach the first time we meet.”

      She fought a roll of her eyes, never breaking the contact. “Women possess themmm too. Don’t discriminate. Like I said, I’m ovvver your species. God should’ve named youuu T-R-O-U-B-L-E. I should re-baptize all of youuu. It’s a good thing I lovvve women now. Not being picky.”

      I chuckled. “And yet, you’re the one feeling me up right now. Are you enjoying it? Wouldn’t have guessed you’re into women.”

      She let her fingers drift lower, and a shiver coursed through me. Addison’s eyes turned to slits, and she cocked her head to the side. “Nobody ever told you not to make assumptions?” she asked.

      “Nobody ever told you not to send mixed signals?” I countered.

      She ate me up with her gaze, and I could almost touch the electric charge sparking in the air between us.

      The fire that had been simmering low inside me for a while now rekindled. My senses heightened. My heart did what I’d call a complete revolution. Whatever this woman did, it worked. I felt alive facing her. Like I hadn’t in quite some time.

      We fixated our gazes on each other. Her throat rippled, and her breathing accelerated.

      My cock pushed against the zipper of my trousers, bewitched by the blonde tornado ripping through my control.

      I downed the rest of my drink, wishing it was cold water and that it would kill my arousal.

      Addison gave me a doe-eyed look, not backing down from inspecting me as if I were her next meal.

      Two words: excruciating torture. A test of my willpower. All I could imagine now was that sinful mouth around me.

      Back down, I ordered my dick. Don’t expect anything from this woman. Not happening. I whizzed a quick breath out, urging my common sense to make an appearance.

      As if she could hear my train of thoughts, Addison blinked away whatever spell had taken her hostage, shutting down the desire that had been simmering between us. “Backkk to business. The thing is, I know I’mmm right. I know my men. Youuu are all the same. Except for Nick. Nick is finnne. He passed the test. Anyway, he doesn’t have that alpha-vibe pouring out of him like youuu do. You’re dangerous, Tuuuck. Very dangerous.” She got lost in her own head for a moment. “Now that I’mmm choosing to only lovvve anyone but hot-blooded men for the rest of myyy life, guys like you can’t hurt me anymore. I’m done being playyyed. Women don’t have dickkks, so they’re safe. And they aren’t heartless. Mennn are. Women are more compassionate. I had a… I had a girl lover once, and she used her tonnngue much better than all of youuu Neanderthal specimens combined. She could givvve you lessons. Do youuu want lessons, Tuuuck?”

      “Oh, believe me. I need no lessons, sweetheart.”

      She tsk-tsked. “Don’t get cocky on me, Tuuuck. Every man requires a woman’s help. Adam, Eve. Barrack, Michelle. Harry, Meghan. Anyway, youuu get the point.” She swept her bottom lip with the tip of her tongue, and it was one of the most erotic displays I’d ever seen.

      I blinked and perused the space around us for another drink, desperate to cool off the arousal sprouting in my dick and slowly climbing its way up my being.

      Something was going on, right? Was I being pranked?

      Where were the cameras? And the crew? Was Nick on it? Was the entire flirty encounter a setup? A test? Not that it was his style, but still, a guy had to ask.

      I made a split-second decision to keep playing along. “My tongue is made of gold, sweetheart. Don’t judge a product you’ve never sampled before.” I sucked a deep breath in, trying to keep my composure intact.

      “Too bad my vagina isn’t interested. Guess we’ll nevvver know.” She offered me a one-shoulder shrug. “See youuu around, Tuuuck.”

      As if she couldn’t convince herself to walk away, Addison studied me a moment longer, tracing the curve of her mouth with a finger, devouring me with her eyes, completely unaware of the battle consuming me. The one I could lose any second now.

      She opened her mouth to speak, and like an idiot, all I could focus on were those juicy lips, just sitting there, begging for trouble.

      A heat wave crashed over me, flooding my body with sensations I’d never experienced before. Well, I had…to some extent. But never close to the intensity searing inside me right now. I memorized the line of her neck and the freckle below her left earlobe.

      The womanizer in me had been poked, and all he yearned for was a little fun of his own and to have his way with her. Rip her clothes off and make her come until she passed out from too many pleasure induced by me orgasms. The kind of things she’d remember forever, stamping my name on her for eternity.

      We watched each other, my pulse throbbing in my temples. Addison closed her teeth around her forefinger. Was she even aware of how sexy and diabolical she acted, or was it all rehearsed? My blood boiled hotter at the thought that it came to her naturally.

      With a wink, she traipsed away, and I fought the desire to call her back, to settle this thing between us. To get the upper hand and lead my team to victory.

      Armed with a loaded weapon in my trousers, I watched her retreat instead, once more urging my on-alert cock to stand down. Recede. Play dead.

      A couple of deep breaths later, it finally listened, going from a strained, full-on superstar to a half-mast, second-string team player.

      I scanned the rooftop. From the dance floor, Dahlia and Nick looked in my direction. My friend offered me a subtle shake of his head, pinching his lips like he was about to burst out laughing.

      Dahlia made a cut-throat gesture with her finger and mouthed, Don’t even think about it. Off-limits.

      They were in on it. All along, they knew Addison was a risk to my sanity—and to my dick.

      From afar, Addison looked all sweet and harmless, but she was a vixen wearing colorful clothes and hypnotizing smiles. One I was now dying to taste. I could read every strategy in her playbook. Because we shared a similar one.

      I stood there, bothered and mesmerized.

      Fuck.

      Why did I promise to keep my distance?
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      I pushed Tucker away with one hand, ignoring the slackened jaw and what the fuck just happened expression in his eyes, and resumed my walk toward the pre-wedding party now filling the dance floor. When I had touched him, his shallow breaths and pounding heartbeat had vibrated under my open palm. I had chosen to disregard it because the zing traveling through me and the warmth pooling down my belly meant nothing. Instead, I focused on my steps. The ones taking me away from the temptation dressed like some Adonis. The more space I put between us, the more the thoughts of my encounter with him faded, making me relish the boozy bliss my head was swimming in. Even if my life depended on it right now, I wouldn’t have been able to walk a straight line. But hey, who cared, right? I felt happy. And relaxed.

      Alone in a chair, sipping a clear cocktail that I knew to be water—because Carter Hills didn’t drink anything else since his brother died—my favorite country singer was watching our friends dancing and laughing, a somber look etched on his face. Back then, when his brother passed away, he had chosen to clean up his act and be there for Dahlia and Jack.

      “You’re not joining them?” he asked, pointing to the dance floor with his chin.

      “I’m a litttle bit”—I squinted and pressed my thumb and forefinger together—“drunk. That wine was deliciooous.”

      Carter straightened his back and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He fixed me with an intense, scrutinizing gaze. “Why are you so sad, Addi?”

      I flicked my wrist as if it was nothing. Inside, an earthquake shook my foundations. Up to now, I’d been doing a great job, or so I believed, at keeping my feelings bottled up. But something in the way Carter looked at me threatened to fracture my fragile facade.

      “C’mon, girl. We’ve known each other for a long time. I can read you, you know? And right now, you’re hurting.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said, averting my gaze. I used my fingertips to wipe the moisture building in the corners of my eyes.

      “If you say so, but that sadness in your eyes is kind of a giveaway. All night, you’ve been acting like everything is good, but I know better.” He shrugged. “If you want to talk, I’m here. How’s Phen? I haven’t heard from him in ages.”

      Phoenix was my twin brother and one of Carter’s closest friends growing up. He moved to England to attend college, got married, and never came back home. “Still on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. Has twins of his own now.”

      Carter’s eyes flared. “Wow, he didn’t lose time to settle down. I’m glad he’s doing okay.”

      “I miss him, you know. We used to do everything together. Now I’m lost without the only guy who never played me.” Hot tears prickled the back of my eyes, and I blinked them away. The conversation had somehow sobered me up. “How are you holding up? I know it must be hard for you to be here tonight. This whole month and a half will be…”

      Carter scratched his forehead. “I love her so damn much, Addi, but I’m learning to let go of her. Getting better at it,” he said, staring in Dahlia’s direction as Nick spun her around on the dance floor, both so fucking blissfully happy it was sickening. “She always chooses the other guy. It’s fucked up. I can’t do this anymore. My love is always one-sided. Nick is fine. I’m not upset with him. He makes her happy… Jack loves him too. I’m mad at myself for not being enough. For not being what she wants...or needs. And for not being able to get over her sooner, like she had asked. I hope she doesn’t get married a third time. I’m not sure I’d survive watching the girl I’ve forever been in love with get hitched once again. Twice is more than enough for this lifetime.”

      I pulled my chair forward and hugged Carter.

      The guy had the biggest heart on Earth. Both times Dahlia fell in love, I’d witnessed his heart getting crushed.

      “It would have been easier if you’d agreed to date me in high school. We’d have had each other to be miserable with,” I added in a teasing tone. “Or maybe we’d have been happily married by now. Who knew what would have happened if you hadn’t pushed me away when I kissed you…“ I wiggled my brows, and Carter snickered.

      “I’m sorry, Addi. I never apologized, but I acted like a jerk that time. You took me by surprise, and I panicked. I should’ve been flattered you liked me like that instead of running away and giving you the silent treatment afterward, like I did.”

      I rested my head against his muscular shoulder. “It’s okay. We weren’t meant to be. We’ll be fine… Both of us. We just need time to heal. Or find whatever we’re looking for.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so. One day.”

      “What’s eating you up? Right now, what are you thinking about?” he asked.

      I shrugged, doing my best to come up with words that would make some sense. “In a way, I guess it feels like my life isn’t the way I’d imagined it’d be.” Carter said nothing. Perhaps what I said resonated with him too, so I continued. “I have dreams and expectations. For myself. But I have no idea how to make them happen. When I try too hard, when I push ahead, it always backfires instead of going the way I expect it to.”

      Carter spoke in a low voice, “Then don’t. Don’t push it. Be yourself. Let them come to you, Addi. You’ve always been the happy-bubbly person we all aspire to be. Things will work out. When, huh, when they are meant to… You just gotta be patient.”

      I snorted. “Can I serve you the same advice?”

      He shook his head, his protracted silence speaking volumes.

      Feeling a tad better, I rose to my feet and held out my hand. “Wanna dance? For old times’ sake. And for what could have been.”

      “Addison Wilde, you know I don’t dance.”

      “I’m sure you can make an exception for me, Country Boy. The last time, when Dahlia got married, you were a drunken mess. For the rest of the night, let’s stick together to survive the next few hours.”

      He nodded and knitted his fingers through mine. “One dance. I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” he said, shaking his head. “Only you, girl.”

      “Oh, Cart. I’m full of surprises. Never underestimate me. You should be aware of it by now.”

      “That sounds more like the Addison Wilde I know. Welcome back.”

      He wrapped his strong arms around me, and I felt so delicate in his embrace, Carter towering over me by almost a foot.

      “Thank you for being my friend,” I said as I sank into his chest and forgot about the things I had no control over.
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      “I’m calling it a night,” Dahlia said as she hugged me hours later.

      “Already?” I asked. “Is it even midnight yet? The night is still young.”

      “Almost. If I stay out too late two nights in a row, my face will be all puffy. I’m not used to partying this much. You should get some sleep soon. We’re having a full day tomorrow. I’ve planned some great stuff for us.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll head to that bar we like for an hour or two. Blow off some steam. You’ve always been too level-headed, girlfriend.”

      “By yourself? You sure?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I still have friends in town. I might give them a call. Or I’ll make new ones. Don’t worry about me. Now go and make love to your man while you’re still a free woman.”

      I winked as Dahlia’s smile stretched. “Addi, you’ll find your man too. He’s somewhere out there. Don’t be a pessimist. You’ll get your happy ending. I promise.”

      I brushed a strand of her hair back with my fingers. “I love how you have faith in me, Dah, but did you forget I’m not into men anymore?”

      She let out a loud chuckle. “My bad. For a second, I forgot.”

      “You’ll see. I’ll impress you. My next lover will be worthy of my love. I won’t offer my heart to anyone not reaching the highest standards anymore. The next one will be marriage material. No, correct that. The next ones, with an S, will be rebounds. Hot and sexy. Tempting and forbidden. Then I’ll find the one.”

      Dahlia hugged me again. “You deserve the best. I’m glad you got your smile back. Even if it’s just for tonight. Even if it’s slightly pretend. I love you. Don’t get into trouble. And if you do, call me. Night.”

      She kissed my cheek and joined Nick, who was standing near the elevator, his palm outstretched, waiting for her to slide hers in it. That. The simple gesture. This defined true love.

      Not ready to let the thought bother me, I yelled at everybody and nobody, “I’mmm hitting the bars. Those who want to extend the fun, follow meee.” I downed the glass of wine in my hand. And another one, just because I felt like it, and headed for the exit.

      Before the elevator doors closed, a large hand glided between them. When they opened again, Tucker entered the car, looking fierce. The flutters in my stomach returned. Fast. And invasive. No one said I couldn’t enjoy a great sight when presented with one.

      Taking his place beside me, he stole all the vital air from the car, and I sucked in a jagged breath in response. His proximity made me feel lightheaded. Or was it the huge amount of alcohol I had drunk all night?

      “Where are we going? I don’t know the city, and I need a guide. I think you might be up for the job. Anyway, I’m pretty sure it’s in my best man’s job description to look out for the maid of honor.”

      Oh, he wanted me to play tour guide. Nothing else.

      I could deal with that. This would keep me and my weak heart safe.

      The low baritone of his voice as he let out a deep chuckle shook my core.

      Girl, get a grip on yourself. Yes, in my intoxicated state, my willpower had no solid ground.

      If I couldn’t find a sure way to stay away, this night would end badly. I could already tell.

      All my radars were attuned to the man standing feet away from me. About six feet two, built like an athlete, with broad shoulders and a lean waist. His dark skin gave the impression he’d been molded from the most exquisite chocolate, with even darker, enigmatic irises and a smile showing perfectly aligned white teeth.

      Tucker was everything I had a weakness for.

      Smart. With a touch of sarcasm.

      Even if I denied it, no way would I ever be indifferent to how he made me feel. Not me. Scratch that. My body. To how he made my body feel.

      I got drunk on his cologne, the scent of sea breeze enveloping me.

      I clenched my thighs, refusing to let my imagination run wild.

      I was over men. Over. Men. T-R-O-U-B-L-E.

      I had to come up with an exit plan. An excuse to remove myself from his gravitational pull. My drunken brain made it almost impossible for me to map out an evacuation plan.

      “You’re not chaperoning meee all night,” I warned, pointing a finger at him. “I’mmm on a mission. To get laid.”

      Tucker rolled his jaw back and forth and arched one eyebrow. Its sharpness alone could tear my new resolution to shreds. “And I can’t help you with that because? Other than the fact I promised your best friend I wouldn’t seduce you.”

      “Wait. What? Youuu did what?”

      He shook his head, shoving his hands into his pockets. “It’s no big deal. Dahlia might have threatened my life if I fucked with you.”

      “Ohmygod. She’s the best.” I snickered. “I love her so much right now. Anyway, she’s not myyy mother, and I’m free to do whatever I-I want. But to... Sorrry, my head is all over the place right now. Too much wine… Huh, what was I saying?”

      “That I wasn’t on the list of potential fucks tonight, and I was asking you why.”

      “Ahh, yeah. That. I…huh…I remember now. Well, first, youuu’re Nick’s friend. That would be weird, right? Second, you’re…youuu.” I drew circles in the air inches from his face.

      “Me? What’s wrong with me? What does that even mean? The last time I checked, it wasn’t such a bad thing.”

      “God, do youuu need me to spell it out for you? ‘Cause I will. Youuu’re a man, Tuuuck. T-R-O-U-B-L-E. You lose all your points right there. I’mmm over your species. I already told you. Not that I…I don’t appreciate your gender. In fact, I do. A little too much. Like a pricey wine. In both cases, theyyy come with promises of a great night but with the risk of a major hangover the next day. Tonight, I’mmm looking for a woman. Someone sweet who can think with her brain and not her dickkk, for a change. Someone who knows how to use her tongue expert…expertisely…nah…oh yes, expertly. And her fingers. Don’t forget the fingers. Youuu can’t compete with that.”

      “Oh, sure. Right. Got it. You think women make better lovers.” He rubbed the skin of his nape. “See? I agree.”

      “Youuur mother taught you right,” I said.

      He flinched at that, and his face hardened. “Keep my mother out of it.”

      “Don’t get alll worked up, big guy. I was just complimenting how she raised youuu.” I paused because the grimace on his face unsettled me. What did I say that put him on edge? With a hand, I stroked his forearm.

      Tucker relaxed under my touch. The hard lines around his eyes receded.

      He blinked, and a devious grin spread across his face, his harsh reaction to my compliment forgotten—or pushed aside for now. “If I understood you right, tonight, we’re both playing the same field?”

      I nodded, pride filling me.

      “I’m willing to prove to you I’m much more qualified than you to entertain the ladies.”

      “In…huh, in that case, let’s make things interesting,” I said. “Let’s see who brinnngs someone to their hotel room first. What do youuu say? Deal?”

      Tucker seemed to ponder the idea in his head. “Oh, so you’re not only a tease, but also a player.”

      I mustered the widest smirk my lips could stretch into. “Tell me, Tuuuck. What will I get once I win this challenge? The stakes havvve to be high. Like super high. To keep them entertaining.”

      He stared at me, his gaze so dark that my feet melted into the floor as he pinned me to the spot. “A weekend in Vegas, all expenses paid. If I win, you pay. If you win, which I’m pretty sure will never happen, then the bill is on me.”

      I extended my hand. Finally, I’d found someone to play with. “Deal. A three-day stay with a view of the Strip. Not some shittty motel in a clandestine corner of the city. The real thiiing. Classy and unforgettable.”

      “Good luck,” he said with a wink. But under his confidence swam something I couldn’t define. It must’ve been my imagination. Or the alcohol I’d drunk. Everything about Tucker screamed cocksureness and nights of limitless pleasure.

      In Dahlia’s and my favorite bar, we parked our asses for the night. It was one of my preferred nightlife spots in the city. I’d been living in Atlanta for the last few years, but every time I was around to visit my parents, I ended up here. Dahlia knew the owner; they’d toured together. So, he usually set us up with VIP rooms and the best champagne. Not tonight, though. Tonight, I was on the prowl. To forget all about my last relationship—and men in general. No special treatment needed.

      Tucker ordered shots, and we each chugged three as we hung by the bar.

      “If we fraternize, we’ll look like a couple. No one will make a move on us,” I said, dabbing at my lips with the back of my hand, careful not to smudge my lipstick.

      “Sweetheart, I can melt panties from yards away. See how it’s done and pick up a trick or two. That’s why I’ll win this little beginner’s challenge tonight. Hands down.”

      “Tuck, I can play dirty. You’ve never seen me in action. Get ready to have your mind blown.”

      I tsk-tsked and walked away, swaying my hips, knowing the effect it would have on him. And just because I could. “I’ll win,” I whispered to myself as I watched him over my shoulder, his jaw slack and his eyes glued to my backside.

      In a corner, I spotted a group of women, all wearing short dresses, showing off their bare legs and too much cleavage, looking drunk and ready to party.

      “Hey, ladies,” I greeted, sliding between them. “I’ll come straight to the point. I’m looking for a girl to rock my night. You see that guy over there? The one with the dress shirt?” They all eyed Tucker, giggling like schoolgirls. “Well, we’ve made a bet, and he thinks I won’t go through with it. If he nears you tonight, please ignore him. He’s cocky as hell. If one of you wants to make out, just say the word. I’m your woman. He thinks I’m bluffing, but he’s wrong.”

      A girl with long jet-black hair, ruby lips, and a sleeve tattoo inched closer. She looked like a model in her tiny leather skirt and high heels, her infinite legs tanned and skinny. “Honey, you wanna give him something to talk about?”

      I nodded. Nervous excitement coursed through me as she gave me a slow once-over, observing me through her thick, curled lashes. She cupped my cheeks, and without breaking eye contact, dipped her tongue into my mouth, moaning as she did. After a few seconds, I relaxed and lost myself in one of the most sensual kisses I’d had in a long time.

      Everything inside me soared.

      I was breathless and longed for more.

      The girl, whose name I ignored, kneaded one of my breasts, and I dissolved into her touch.

      When we broke apart, I was panting, lacking viable oxygen to my brain.

      Yeah, I had forgotten how amazing being kissed by a woman was.

      My cheeks warmed up. I cocked my head and noticed Tucker watching us, his mouth agape. My gaze traveled down to the bulge in his pants.

      Our little bet got even more interesting.

      Now he didn’t stand a chance. At this rate, I’d get him so hot and bothered that he’d forfeit, and I’d win.

      “Shots?” I asked my new group of friends. They all cheered, and I waved the bartender over to take our order.
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      The pounding on the door brought me out of my slumber. I tried to open my eyes but couldn’t. My head hurt. No, my brain hurt. The pain was anchored deep inside my pulsing skull. I darted my tongue out to moisten my lips, but it was so pasty it made my stomach churn. My body felt heavy as if someone had wedged me in fresh concrete. Where was I? I patted the bed around me, but it was hard. Was I sleeping on the floor? Acid filled my mouth. This was bad. I had no memory of the previous night. The last thing I remembered was yelling at Tucker because he flirted with the girl I had been working hard to bring back to the hotel. She said we were bantering like children and we should get our shit together and left us.

      Tucker?

      Where was he?

      Did we even make it back to the hotel? Every part of me ached, and whatever was beneath me was far too hard for comfort. My face felt as if it had been scraped with sandpaper. A buzzing sound reverberated against the walls of my skull.

      The banging on the door resumed. Someone—a man—was angry. My brain was too numb to understand a word, or to make out whose voice it was, but by his tone, I could tell he was pissed.

      Sensations returned to my hands, my arms. Slowly, it made its way down to my toes.

      Something happened last night. The flesh of my inner thighs was tender. I wriggled a hand down my front. No panties. Okay, I was butt naked. I could deal with that. I moved my hand back up and slid it between my breasts and the hard surface. I had no clothes on.

      What did I get myself into this time? I begged my brain to give me a clue. Nothing. Zip. Blank slate.

      With a push of my hand, I lifted my upper body and opened my eyes. The room was trashed with junk food wrappers and sample alcohol bottles scattered everywhere. I was sleeping on my front on the carpet of the hotel room. Not my best moment. How could my amazing night have turned into this? Right now, I missed the comfort of a fluffy mattress.

      The banging on the door intensified. Oh yeah, that guy was upset.

      “Come on, open up. We’ll be late. You were supposed to meet me an hour ago.”

      Oh God, did I make some woman cheat on her husband? This was a nightmare. How would I get out of this one? Of all the people I chose to fuck last night, I had to pick a married one.

      The irony wasn’t lost on me.

      I let out a shaky breath and closed my eyes, trying to stop my head from spinning and my stomach from churning.

      A warm hand slapped my ass cheek, and I gasped.

      “Hey, sweetheart. You awake?”

      The blood froze in my veins.

      This was bad. So bad. Kill me now.

      What did I do last night?
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      I stretched my arms and pried my eyes open, the thumping on the door about to crack my skull open. I didn’t remember the last time I got so wasted. The little challenge between Addison and me last night had turned into a full-blown competition. The girl could play. She deserved a medal just for her efforts.

      Minutes after we had arrived, she kissed a woman, full tongue, right in my face, offering me the most perfect jerk-off vision I’d ever seen.

      The girl was a devil dressed like an angel.

      She was bad…so bad, and had almost killed me with every flick of her tongue.

      And truth be told, I had a weakness for bad women. All of them. No exception. Even the ones I’d promised to stay away from.

      My dick had been hard for hours, watching Addison make out with strangers, caressing their tits, gripping their asses. Staring at them with intense lust.

      Just thinking about it got my dick stiff. Again.

      The soft breathing of the woman next to me brought a smirk to my lips. At least I got laid last night. Yeah, congrats, Dick. I knew you still had it in you.

      If only I could high-five my wingman...

      Guess I won after all.

      The more I’d drunk, the hazier last night’s events became in my mind. I remembered my conversation with Addison up on the roof, then she’d danced with Carter Hills. The sight of them had sent a wave of misplaced jealousy through me. They laughed together, looking intimate. How well did they know each other? He clearly didn’t get the same warning that I did. To avoid making a scene because I somehow felt as if looking after her was my dutiful job, I had asked Mrs. Ellis, Dahlia’s mom, if she would like to dance. She ended up being quite a dancer, and I’d spent hours twirling her around.

      Then I had followed the maid of honor to the bar. Because I had no idea how to escape her magnetism. And because my dick was a selfish prick and enjoyed her attention.

      We had drunk shots.

      She had gotten me hard by kissing a woman.

      A surge of envy had stirred inside me. One that I could barely contain.

      Desperate to be the one her lips were molded to, I had downed more shots to forget about her.

      My memory faded from that point onward.

      From then on, my mind was flooded with flashbacks of our night.

      I flipped to my side and looked around. Why was I lying here?

      With my fingertips, I rubbed my throbbing temples. Nothing two painkillers couldn’t fix.

      A foot away, my hand found the curve of a bare ass. The porcelain flesh was a great contrast to my darker skin.

      My dick twitched. Perhaps we could have one last round before we go our separate ways. Just to get all the lust out and secure it away for the rest of my stay.

      “Hey, sweetheart. You awake?”

      The woman turned her head, and my words died in my throat.

      “Wilde? What the fuck.” I stretched my arm to grab a piece of fabric and used the discarded shirt to hide my junk. “Why are you here?” She blinked, watching me as if I’d grown horns. “Fuck, did we—? Nick is gonna kill me.” I ran a hand over my face. “No. Dahlia will strangle me. And then she’ll throw the pieces of me to sharks, so there won’t be anything left.”

      Would I burn in hell for this?

      I closed my eyes, praying my hangover brain had conjured the entire scene, and shook my head.

      When I peeled my lids open, everything looked the same. “I will burn in hell for this,” I mumbled, mostly to myself.

      The door of my hotel room burst open, startling me. Nick stood in the doorway, along with a concierge, his arms folded across his chest, an annoyed expression replacing the fleeting relief in his eyes. I grimaced. Addison. I raised my arm to fake scratch my nape, looking sideways to where she lay seconds ago, but she had disappeared. Did I dream of her in my room? I shut my eyes, trying to make sense of the scene unfolding before me. My best friend tipped the guy after assuring him of my well-being.

      The door shut behind him, and Nick stalked forward, stopping a foot away from my sprawled self.

      “What the hell, man. I’ve been knocking for over twenty minutes. I thought you were dead or had passed out in your puke. I really got scared for a moment.” His eyes took me in. “Why are you sleeping on the floor? You’re aware your room has a king-sized bed, right? Geez, Tuck. Are you all right? Should I worry?”

      I stood up, dropping the shirt and forgetting all about my naked state. “Everything is fine, man. Just overslept. Somehow, it got wild last night.” Or Wilde. Yeah, perfect choice of word.

      A whistle parted his lips. “C’mon, Tuck. Cover up. Your dick doesn’t have any effect on me. Anyway, you were supposed to meet me for breakfast. I got worried. Addison is missing too. Have you seen her when you went out last night?”

      I shook my head. “No. Addison who?”

      His eyes surveyed the suite. “Never mind. What did you do to your room? It’s trashed. Did you have a party in here?”

      “Yeah, got a few people over.” Did I? I snorted. I’d bet my best man title the chaos was Addison’s and mine only. We drank, we partied, we fucked. Seemed about right. Didn’t I say already we shared the same playbook? “They stayed late. I’ll sort it out. Don’t worry, okay? It’s your weekend. I’m a big boy. I won’t get in any more trouble.”

      Bemusement flashed in Nick’s eyes. “You do remember you are my best man and my only immediate family this weekend, right?”

      Yeah, Jace would miss his wedding. And his bachelor party. He only had me to count on. How could I forget? Right now, I looked like an egotistical jerk.

      I cast my eyes down. “I’m sorry, man. I mean it.”

      “Whatever. I’ll be in my room when you’re ready. You have fifteen minutes. It’s almost noon. If you’re not there, we’re leaving without you. I’m really looking forward to spending time together. I’ve missed you since I moved to Green Mountain. And if you hear from Addison, please ask her to call Dah. She’s worried sick.”

      I nodded, my head hanging low. Because what else could I do?

      I locked the door behind my friend, and after putting last night’s pants on, I reached for the bedroom. Addison was there, all dressed up, sitting on the bed, her hands locked between her thighs.

      “Listen, Tuck, about last night, I-I don’t know what to say because I don’t…huh… I don’t recall a thing…”

      I stood in the doorway, raking a hand through my hair. “Huh, I don’t either. Are you sure we⁠—?”

      “I’m sore. No doubt we did it. But I’m not sure we used protection, though.”

      “How can you…well, how can you tell? Sorry, stupid question.” I paused to regroup my thoughts. “Huh, okay. I want you to know I’m clean. Got tested last month, and I’ve been on a dry spell since.”

      “Well, I’ll take the morning-after pill when I get home. No big deal. I can’t take birth control pills because they give me migraines. Also, I’m clean too.” She breathed out. “Now at least.”

      My eyes flared as I stalked closer. “What do you mean, you’re clean now?”

      Fury scorched deep down in me. This was no joke. I didn’t mind sleeping around, but catching some fucking disease? Not happening.

      She dropped her head low, and her shoulders slouched forward. “You know my vow about staying away from men. Well, my ex...he-he cheated on me. Rather, he led me on. They all did at some point… Anyway, the guy I’d been dating for two months...it turned out he had multiple girlfriends.” Her eyes dimmed with hurt. “One in many states. I only learned about it because he caught something and thought he gave it to me. Felt it was his duty to come clean about his dick’s whereabouts. Like he was the savior in the story. Asshole. Anyway, I’m fine. Don’t stare at me like this. I didn’t screw around. He did.”

      Tears clouded her blue eyes.

      Now I felt like an idiot for assuming the worst about her.

      I sat on the bed next to Addison and held her hand in mine. It seemed like the most sensible thing to do after I fucked her without a condom and had no memory of any of it—or of doing it. Her touch quieted my racing thoughts. I breathed easier as we shared a moment. We both stayed silent, the reality of what happened hitting us.

      After a long minute that seemed like an hour, I tried to ease the tension in the room. “Guess we both won the challenge then.”

      “Or we both lost,” Addison deadpanned, avoiding my gaze. “I should get going. I’m supposed to go shopping with Dahlia, and I’m like almost two hours late. She must be running crazy.”

      “Huh, do you want to talk about it? Later. We could⁠—“

      She jumped to her feet. Her somber voice, lacking last night’s confidence, pinched my heart. “Nah, it’s okay. We shouldn’t. What’s done is done. Let’s just forget about it. Bye, Tuck.” She hurried out of the room without another glance in my direction.

      Twenty minutes later, showered and dressed in a clean Jaxon Arison button-up shirt and black trousers, I looked refreshed and felt better than I did earlier. With my headache almost gone and my hangover forgotten, I sauntered toward Nick’s suite with a swagger in my step.

      “Any news of Addison?” I asked, acting as casual as possible, after he let me in.

      “Yes, she’s fine. She overslept too. Said she turned off her phone because she had a headache. Anyway, she’s coming over soon. We just made a reservation for lunch at that restaurant Addi and I adore in East Nashville for the four of us,” Dahlia said with a twinkle in her eyes, meeting my best friend’s enamored stare.

      Their love really was nauseating.

      “I thought you girls had plans?” I asked. The idea of spending more time with Addison turned my spine into an ice pick. Nothing good could come out of this after what we did last night.

      “Change of plans. I know my bestie. What she needs is a meal with friends, nothing too fancy, and an afternoon nap to be in top shape for tonight. Shopping can wait.”

      A knock on the door sent my pulse into overdrive, and pearls of sweat gathered at the back of my neck.

      “Hey, Addi. Are you feeling better?” Nick asked as he greeted her and dropped a kiss on both her cheeks. She muttered something I didn’t catch, my blood rushing so loudly in my head that it drowned out all other sounds around me.

      “Hi, Tuck,” she said as our eyes met when she walked past me toward Dahlia.

      “Hey,” I echoed, my voice rough, running out of words.

      Dahlia clasped her hands before her. “Ready? I’m so excited we’re doing this. I haven’t spent this much time with grown-ups in years. And somehow, sharing this day with you guys is really important to me.”

      She beamed, and I felt stupid for racking my brain to find a dumb excuse to bail out on all of them.

      In the small eatery, with black leather booths and dark wrought-iron chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, Dahlia and Nick sat next to each other, and I took a seat beside Addison. The narrow booth was a tad small for my stature, so our limbs brushed against each other the entire time, and her heat shot through me where our bodies connected.

      The scent of her shampoo made me dizzy. It was too intoxicating. Too fruity. Too Addison Wilde. I loosened the collar of my shirt and rubbed my throat, trying to open my airways. I was suffocating. At this rate, I’d be dead from asphyxiation before lunch hour was even over.

      “You two ready for your maid of honor and best man’s pre-wedding speech tonight?” Dahlia asked, the sparks in her eyes still shining. She could light up the entire town with those.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      Beside me, Addison coughed. “Sure. Super ready. Yay,” she said, pumping her fist.

      I studied her from the corner of my eye. Gaze down. Dropped shoulders. Curved back. Flushed cheeks. The girl was the worst liar I’d ever met. Was her best friend blind or so overwhelmed by the wedding that she missed all the signs?

      Under the table, I patted her hand, but she yanked it away as if my touch burned her. Before Dahlia could push the topic some more, I changed the subject. “When is the honeymoon?”

      Nick intertwined his fingers with his fiancée’s. They exchanged a ridiculous grin that only people in love flaunted. “Carter has a month off later this summer. We’ll leave then. Jack will stay with him, so we’ll have a full four weeks to ourselves. Two in Fiji and two at home.”

      They kissed, and I averted my eyes.

      “You okay?” I asked Addison under my breath.

      “Sure. Never better,” she answered, not meeting my gaze.

      Back in my hotel room two hours later, I debated between lying down for a much-needed power nap or doing the thing that the voices in my head were nagging me not to do.

      After deciding a nap could wait, I gathered my phone, a sheaf of papers, and some stuff I filled my pockets with, and bolted through the door. Not knowing which room to go to, I gave Nick a call. “Hey, man. Looking for Addison’s room. I grabbed her key by mistake. Can you gimme the room number so I can take it back to her?”

      “Sure. Thirty-five-eleven.”

      “Thanks,” I said, cutting the line before he struck up a conversation.

      Seconds later, I knocked on the door, stuffing my free hand into my pocket and trying to look relaxed. Addison answered after a minute. Fuck, did I wake her up? She had changed into dark gray sweat shorts and a see-through white tank top.

      She folded her arms over her chest, guarding her room, wearing a disapproving frown. “What do you want, Tucker?”

      The sight of her brought a smile to my lips, and without waiting for an invitation, I ruffled her hair and pushed inside, not intimidated by her little act. Yeah, Addison Wilde was as scary as a kitten while trying to look disgruntled.

      With a loud thud, she closed the door behind me, breathing heavily through her nose. The wrinkle across her forehead hadn’t receded as she swiveled to watch me while I sat in a chair next to the bed. This little mask of fury looked adorable on her.

      I took a second and perused the room. Open-floor suite—same as mine—set up as a loft. It had panoramic windows with a stunning view of Nashville, high-beam ceilings, and a southern touch in its wooden accents.

      “I’m here to help you out, sweetheart. You haven’t written your speech for tonight.”

      “I have,” she lied.

      Still not convincing.

      I waggled a finger. “Didn’t you learn lying is bad? Stop already. I could tell earlier, and I’m here because I wanna help you save face tonight. We should get to work. I’m sure Dahlia expects great things from you. You wouldn’t want to deceive your best friend, no?”

      Addison neared me and huffed, the most irritated look I’d ever seen on someone now painting her face, her fists resting on her hips.

      My gaze swept over her figure. I couldn’t believe not remembering her naked and under me last night. The crests of her hips. The curve of her ass. The fullness of her breasts or the taste of her pussy. I shook my head, annoyed at myself. It had never happened before—having sex and retaining no memory of it the next day.

      “Why? Why would you want to help me? It makes no sense. You wrote yours? Congrats, you’re the perfect best man. Now leave. I can do this on my own.”

      “Nope, you’re stuck with me until it’s done.”

      She glared at me. I hated that last night’s misadventure had created tension between us and that she would have to deal with the repercussions on her own to avoid any unplanned surprise taking over our lives nine months from now. Even though I was as responsible for our crazy night as she was, I could do nothing but hold her hand and support her through it all. Whatever happened, I refused to be just another man who failed her, one who would just abandon her in such a situation. I guessed if I were her, I’d be annoyed and pissed at myself too.

      With a groan directed at me, she continued with her accusation, unaware of my thoughts. “You could shine as the perfect best man tonight, making me look unprepared. Why don’t you, Tucker? Tell me. Unless you have an ulterior motive. So, what is it? I’m all ears.”

      This woman. Even her anger couldn’t deter me from my goal of helping her.

      I let out a warm laugh. “Call it team spirit, sweetheart. We fucked up last night…and fucked. If I had to guess, we went at it a lot. Anyway, I consider us friends now, and I wanna help you out. Don’t overthink it. I don’t usually offer my help that easily. And freely.”

      “Still not believing you. What do you want in return? Men always want something. They all do.”

      I sprang to my feet. “Whoa. I’m not that kind of guy, Wilde. I’m not being nice to get my dick sucked, if that’s what you’re referring to.”

      A dark blush spread across her cheeks. “Fine. What do you have in mind?”

      I emptied my pockets on the nightstand. Her ocean on a sunny day blue eyes rounded.

      “Sweetheart, the best way to get over a hangover is by having another drink. It’s drinking 1-0-1. Make yourself comfortable. We’ll be here for a long time, you and I.”

      Six mini liquor bottles and around thirty balls of paper strewn all over the room later—we tried our luck at basketball using the trash can but failed—we came up with a draft that pleased us both.

      “See? It wasn’t hard,” I said once I finished reading it out loud. “I kinda like it.”

      “Again, why are you helping me, Tucker?” Addison asked, her voice throaty. “You never answered the question.”

      I shrugged. “No idea. It seemed like you had a bad week. Or a bad month. Or whatever. I thought you could use a friend and some ass-kicking to get your speech over with. Have you written your speech for the wedding yet?”

      “Yeah. I wrote it months ago. I’d forgotten about the one for tonight, though. Let’s just say I’ve got a lot on my mind these days.”

      We clinked our bottles and knocked back the vodka in one gulp.

      “Do you have any idea what went down last night?” Addison asked, her glazed eyes full of hope.

      I shook my head. “If I had to guess, I’m sure I went down…on you.”

      She offered me a death stare.

      “The truth? No idea. It’s a shame I can’t even remember the taste of you. Or how good we were together… I’ll let the mystery fuel my fantasies for a while.” She threw a pillow at me. “Don’t think too much of it, sweetheart. You should be the one crying because you can’t remember how being fucked by a real man felt like.” Sitting side by side on the bed with our backs resting against the headboard, we stayed silent for a while.

      “Thanks for helping me today, Tuck.”

      Okay, so we were back to Tuck instead of my full name. Progress.

      “All my pleasure,” I said as she rested her head on my shoulder. “I think we make a great team.”

      “Yeah. We do.”

      Soon Addison’s breathing evened, and I beseeched my own eyelids to stay open. We both dozed off before either of us could make out what was happening.
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      The sound of sirens reverberated inside my head. They bounced against the walls of my skull. Were they real or a figment of my imagination? Right now, I couldn’t tell. My eyelids weighed so heavy that it’d take an entire crew to force them open. The sirens turned into a deafening alarm. My head spun, heavy and confused. Still sleep-deprived, I couldn’t remember where I had landed my ass last.

      Something fastened around my waist shifted, and as if I’d been tased, I woke up. I scanned the room. Images of the last few hours flashed through my mind.

      I patted the bed, looking for my discarded phone. Instead, I found Addison’s. At least now I knew where the alarm was coming from. I turned the annoying sound off and stared at the screen, my brain taking longer than usual to make out the time.

      I shut my eyes.

      Re-opened them.

      Blinked a few times.

      Better. It brought the focus back.

      “Wilde,” I said, shaking her. “Wake up. We have to get ready.” She mumbled something and sank her face deeper into my chest. “Earth calling Addison. Wakey wakey. Show me those blue irises. Get up right now, Wilde.” I pushed her hair away from her face. Having her nestled against my body felt oddly domestic. Even if I didn’t do love, this time somehow, having a woman in my arms just for the pleasure of it didn’t freak me out as much as I thought it would.

      She pushed my hands away as I dug my fingers into her ribcage and tickled her. “Stop. Leave me alone. I’m exhausted. I need sleep. Let’s just stay here and skip the festivities. No one will realize we’re missing.”

      I chuckled. “You’re right. Neither the best man nor the maid of honor shows up, and nobody will notice. Very clever.” I squirmed from underneath her, disappeared into the bathroom, turned on the shower’s cold water, then returned to the bed to lift her slumped body over my shoulder.

      “Tuck, put me down,” she pleaded. “Gimme another ten minutes.”

      “Remember, I’m doing this for you, sweetheart. Don’t hate me, okay? It’s for your own good.”

      I lowered her to her feet under the stream. A high-pitched cry escaped her as cold water ran over her. With my shoulders, I blocked her exit, my feet rooted to the tiled floor by the shower opening. Addison reached for me, pulling at my shirt, and scratching me like an angry kitten, trying to escape the glass box.

      I held her in place with one hand. “Here,” I said, adjusting the shower to warmer water while fumbling with the knob in my free hand. “See? Better?”

      The minute I let go of her, she charged at me, jumping into my arms and twining her legs around my waist.

      I risked a step back, but she didn’t let go. “Come on, Wilde. This is how you repay me for caring for you?”

      Her upper body molded to mine, drenching my shirt. “All my clothes are wet because of you. It’s only fair yours are too.”

      I shook my head as she jumped to her feet, satisfaction brightening her face.

      “You know this isn’t actually my room and that I gotta return to mine in order to change, right? Real nice, Wilde. Well played.” I unbuttoned my shirt and twisted it, trying to squeeze out as much water as possible.

      Addison stood there, speechless, staring at my naked torso, her lips parted.

      I flexed my biceps and my abdominal muscles to give her something to fawn over. “When you’re done drooling, you may want to undress and shower. We gotta be ready in less than an hour. I’ll pick you up in fifty minutes. And by the way, I can see everything through that shirt of yours.”

      She yelped.

      I winked and turned on my heel, leaving a mute Addison behind. My feet landed on the hallway carpet at the same moment Nick was about to knock on the door.

      He scanned me from head to toe, his throat working, question marks dancing in his eyes. “Is everything all right? What are you doing here? Why are you shirtless? Two rules, man. Two.”

      I raised my hands in surrender, not hiding the trademark smirk I usually wore. “Easy, tiger. It’s not what you think. Addison had a shower problem, and I helped her fix it. I just got soaked in the process. What are you doing here, anyway?”

      My friend studied me for a few seconds longer, then shook his head, not impressed by my excuses after over twenty years of friendship. “Just…just don’t do anything stupid, okay? Addi asked Dahlia to check on her in case she slept through her alarm.”

      “No need. She’s getting ready. Give her some slack. She’s a grown woman, not a toddler you two need to watch over.”

      “It’s not like that. Told you she had a bad breakup. She’s been off lately. Dahlia is protective of her right now. Anyway, once you’re all ready and decent, meet up with us. We’re having drinks in our suite.”

      “Yeah, see you in a bit.” I walked away before my best friend could read through me and figure out I’d been lying to his face. Sorta. Did it count as a lie if I had no memory of breaking the rule?

      Forty minutes later, I was about to go get the maid of honor when she appeared at the threshold of my room. Dressed in a floral tube dress and high heels, with her blonde hair tied into a sleek ponytail, she looked beautiful and dangerous. For all mankind. Men of our kind. Me included.

      I fixed my gaze on hers after giving her a slow, appreciative once-over. “Wow, you clean up nice, Wilde. I knew that a cold shower would do you good. You can thank me now.”

      Addison didn’t return my smirk. Instead, I noticed panic flashing in her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” I stepped closer, trailing my fingers down her forearm. As if touching her had become my obsession—something I had to do.

      “Okay, listen, here’s the thing… I ordered something for tonight. A present for Dahlia and Nick. It was supposed to be here by now, but it’s not. And I totally forgot to check the delivery time earlier today. I called the store, and they told me the package was on its way. If I wait for its arrival, I’ll never make it to the boat on time.” She sighed and rushed with the explanations, almost tripping over her words. “Do you think you could stay back with me for another hour? I’d wait on my own, but I came here by train. I don’t have a car, and I don’t like cabs and stuff. They gross me out. You got a rental, right?”

      I nodded. “Cabs disgust you? Everybody takes them all the time, sweetheart. God, you’re weird. You know what? Somehow, it suits you. Lucky you’re not a New Yorker, or you’d go nuts.” I checked the time on my phone. “Fine. I’ll wait with you. I’ll text Nick so he doesn’t go ballistic on us for being late. Again.”

      In the lobby, Addison sat on a plush sofa while I rested in a sable-brown oiled leather armchair, both of us sipping cocktails I got from the hotel bar. Dark wallpaper with a silver pattern adorned the walls. A stone fireplace with a wooden beam used as a mantle stood in the middle of the room. Wrought-iron chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The space looked like the foyer of a chalet-type resort in a decor magazine.

      Addison kept checking the time, her leg nervously bouncing in her three-inch nude pumps. From behind my tumbler, I studied her. The girl looked amazing in her strapless dress, giving a hint of the swell of her breasts. I still couldn’t believe I had those luscious globes all to myself last night and couldn’t remember any second of it. Such a waste. Her blonde ponytail bounced over her shoulders every time she turned her head, and she had put on enough makeup to hide the dark circles under her eyes and make the blue of her irises pop. Addison Wilde was a gorgeous woman. The jerks who had hurt her in the past were just that, jerks. No way would I ever be able to make a woman like her cry. Or hate me.

      “Enlighten me, sweetheart. Is the Cumberland River big enough for a fancy boat?” I asked, trying to dissipate her anxiety.

      “Yep. You should see the big-ass ships you can spot when you’re in Riverfront park. There’s even a showboat offering tours, dinner cruises, and live shows. Tourists love it. It’s nothing compared to the yacht Dahlia and Nick chartered, though. Wait until you see it. I saw pictures. It’s huge.” She whistled. “I wonder why the owner would keep it here, in a river in Tennessee, instead of at a marina along the oceanfront where most yachts are anchored.”

      “That impressive, huh?”

      She bobbed her head.

      A man dressed in a delivery company uniform passed through the door, and she jumped to her feet to greet him, forgetting all about our conversation. They exchanged a few words, and she signed something before sauntering in my direction, a bright smile now lighting up her face, oblivious to the man’s lingering gaze over every enticing inch of her. She waved the package at me, triumph in her eyes.

      “Got it. We can go now.”

      “Follow me then,” I said, pushing her forward, my hand molded to her lower back as if it had been made to rest there.

      Two blocks away from the hotel, the lane merging onto the highway was blocked, a truck lying on its side. “Damn it,” I said, hitting the steering wheel with an open palm. “We’ll never make it on time. Wilde, get the GPS on your phone to find another route. Else, the yacht will leave without us.”

      “No need, big guy. I grew up around here and know just the perfect shortcut.”

      I sighed, made a U-turn, and followed her directions.

      “Next traffic lights, on your right, then turn left at the stop sign.”

      I maneuvered through the narrow streets.

      My gaze darted to the time on the dashboard, and I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. We only had nineteen minutes left to get to our destination, and I loathed being late.

      “Right here,” she blurted without any notice, her finger pointing to our left.

      I hit the brakes, the sudden motion propelling our bodies forward before we collapsed into our seats, the car behind us almost rear-ending us. Instinctively, I stretched my right arm in front of her, the gesture meant to protect her. Or prevent her from any impact.

      “Jesus, Wilde. A little advance notice next time would be appreciated.” I flicked the flasher, and once my pulse settled, I followed her directions.

      Addison pointed to a supermarket and said, “Turn here.”

      Agitation simmered inside me. The tapping of my fingers skipped to a faster beat, frustration tightening my muscles. My eyes took in the time. Beads of fury danced in my stomach. “Are you kidding me right now? The time is ticking and you wanna make a pit stop?” I dragged a hand over my face and rubbed my freshly shaved jaw.

      She puffed and cocked her head toward me. “What? No. There’s an alley just behind. It’s a shortcut. We’ll get there faster.”

      “Faster? I feel like we’ve been driving in circles for the last ten minutes.” I grabbed my phone from the center console, turning the GPS app on.

      Addison stole the device from my hand and held it as far away as possible from my reach.

      “Gimme that,” I begged, humor absent from my tone.

      She shook her head. “Not a chance. I’m the one giving directions. We already agreed. I’ll take you to the boat, big guy. Trust me.”

      I put the SUV in park. “Not now. We’ll be late, and I’m not playing this game with you anymore. Gimme my phone back.”

      “Nope. I’m telling you. There’s an alley behind the supermarket, and it will lead us to where we’re going faster,” she argued.

      Jesus, Addison Wilde had a way of getting on my last nerve.

      “Thirteen minutes left,” she said with a large grin that drove me nuts.

      Deciding to give her the benefit of the doubt and not waste any more time, I followed her instructions.

      Once we exited the alley, we drove through a residential neighborhood, then turned right on another alley behind some sort of tattoo parlor, only to land on a deserted road parallel to the railway. Somewhere that appeared far from civilization but was actually two streets away from another residential neighborhood.

      “Wilde, for the last time, you sure you know your way?”

      She folded her arms over her chest, pushing those luscious tits of hers up, and I glanced at her sideways, entranced.

      Eyes on her face, man, I told myself.

      “No shame in admitting you’re lost. Or asking for directions,” I said, my aggravation dropping a notch.

      “Are you serious?”

      Oh-oh, now she sounded half-offended and half-amused as if about to scold me.

      Not willing to participate in a battle of wills, I gave her a stiff nod and spoke before she could add anything else. “Dead serious. Now gimme my phone.”

      Addison angled her body until her back rested against the passenger door. She studied me for a beat, shook her head, annoyance tracing her features. “Tuck, Tuck, Tuck. Listen, you gotta learn to trust women. This is a bad habit of yours.”

      My insides clenched at her words, and I forced an innocent expression onto my face. “Who said…? What are you even talking about?”

      “Sorry to ask, but do you have trust issues? With women? Because from what I’ve seen, it is evident.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Don’t you agree?”

      “Enlighten me, sweetheart.”

      She cleared her throat and raised one finger, challenge burning in her eyes. “First, I mentioned your mother and wanted to compliment you, but you flinched.” She raised another finger. “Second, when I said we had sex this morning, you asked if I was sure. Come on. How could I have put your cum there myself?” She lifted a third finger. “Then you insinuated I hadn’t written my speech.” She sighed and shook her head. “That time, though, I’m giving it to you. You were right.” With a smug expression pasted on her face, she raised a fourth digit. “And now you thought I gave you bullshit directions to the yacht. The devil is in the details. Your behavior, taken individually, seems insignificant, but when put together, it’s incriminating. You also gave yourself away just now, stiffening your upper back when I asked if you have trust issues with women.”

      I blinked. Something resembling fury mixed with uneasiness seared inside me. I cracked my neck to the side and rolled my shoulders back, trying to dissipate the thorny vice around my muscles before it lodged there longer than necessary. “No, I don’t. Since when are you a shrink?” I tried to hide the wrath lacing my words, but failed. My clipped words sounded harsher than I intended.

      Addison studied me, not impressed by my weak comeback, her gaze drilling holes into my skull as if she could read what was going on in my mind. “Hey, no need to get defensive with me. It’s okay. I recognize the signs. Because I don’t trust men, remember? Well, most of them anyway.”

      She shrugged, furrowed her brows, then changed the subject as if she just hadn’t uncovered my innermost fears and laid them bare for everyone to see. The ones I thought I had done a good job of burying deep when I was a twelve-year-old boy.

      “Dahlia picked this part of the Cumberland River because we used to come here a lot when we were teenagers.”

      The knots around my stomach released their deadly grip, and I forced a deep breath in. “Fine. I’ll do whatever you say. And for your information, none of this has anything to do with trust. In women, I mean. You are wrong.” I stole a quick glance at her, but her face stayed neutral.

      Without a word, she motioned to the deserted road with her chin.

      “Show me the way,” I said.

      I relaxed my stance, happy the conversation had been forgotten—or put aside for now.

      “There.” She pointed at an old warehouse on our right that had been turned into a gym. “Turn here. We’ll save a lot of time. The parking lots are all interconnected.”

      We raced from one empty lot to another, the SUV bumping on the uneven pavement. In the distance, I saw the yacht. It was huge and immaculate.

      Tingles lined my spine. The excitement set in, replacing every tendril of tension in my back. Tonight would be fun. I could already tell.

      “Nooo,” Addison screamed, pulling me back from my admiration. “The gate. Look. It’s locked.” She slouched in her seat and brought her hands to her face.

      We were at the end of the lot, where vegetation grew through the cracks of the pavement, the building on our right clearly abandoned.

      I parked the car and angled my upper body to face her. “Wilde, what the fuck. I thought you knew the place. You said so. Now we’re screwed.”

      “Yeah, it will take forever by road to get there unless—“ An idea flashed through her mind because her eyes flared, and a smirk twisted her gorgeous pink-painted lips. “How do you feel about a challenge?”

      I snickered. “Sweetheart, I never say no to some fun. And I love a little risk. You should be aware of it by now. What do you have in mind?”

      “Trespassing. Climb over the fence, jump to the other side, reach the boat. I know it’s all rusty and shit, but who cares, right?”

      My eyes traveled the length of her, appreciating every curve of her body. “You’re telling me you’ll climb a rusty fence in that dress?” I arched a brow and waited for her answer.

      “I’m a lot tougher than you think, Mister I Refuse To Get My Hands Dirty. I’m a Southern girl, Tuck. Nothing scares me. Stop doubting everything I say and follow me.” She grabbed her purse and package from the backseat and exited the car with her chin high and back firmed. “Turn around. I’ll go first,” she said, throwing her stuff over the fence before waggling a finger. “And don’t sneak a peek up my dress.”

      “For your information, I saw more than your panties last night. And you’re barely hiding anything with that piece of fabric.”

      Addison let out a long breath while removing her heels, then throwing them to the other side, one after the other. “It doesn’t count if you don’t remember. And my dress is perfectly fine, so stop complaining.”

      A wolf-whistle slipped through my lips. “Not complaining, Wilde. Never. The view is enjoyable from here. You’re free to parade in front of me anytime. Clothes optional.”

      “Shut up. And turn around.”

      I faced the SUV for a few seconds but glanced over my shoulder once she started climbing. “Need a hand?”

      “I’m all good on my own, big guy.”

      I pressed my lips together as my eyes admired the woman. I could stare at her toned legs all night if given the choice. She could really climb. I had to give her that. She swung her long leg over the fence with the ease of someone who’d done it a million times before, even in that tiny outfit, and I got a peek of her red lace panties. I want to get fucked panties. No women wore red underwear unless they expected some action later. My throat went dry at the thought, and I swallowed hard, turning my head back around to focus on the hood of my rental. The last thing I needed was to get caught and be on the receiving end of her ire. Even though I doubted Addison Wilde would get mad if she caught me staring. After all, she had to know how attractive she was.

      Still, my brain formed images of her. Of us. Naked, entangled. Taking her from behind. Hearing her moan my name. Pleasuring her, my face between her thighs.

      Heat slammed into me like a wave.

      I blew out a breath, my mind drifting to Pamela White to kill the excitement bulging down there. Yep, Jace’s wicked wife had that effect on me. Erection murderer.

      “Your turn,” Addison announced, quashing my racy thoughts.

      Her feet hit the ground, and I rolled my sleeves, ready to join her. Something about her made me want to be close to her. For a moment, I swore under my breath, wondering how I found myself trespassing on an abandoned lot instead of already sipping drinks with my friends. I was way too old for this game. Why did I agree to go with this plan of hers? I knew it was stupid, and yet, I rolled with it like a champ. Damn it. I swept one leg over the fence, careful not to tear my pants. Grinning with satisfaction, I planted my hands on the rail, ready to swing my other leg over when I lost my footing. Instead of climbing down as I had planned to, my shirt caught on the rusty grid, and it tore open at the front on the left side. From my nipple to my waist.

      Addison gasped.

      I froze.

      Was I topless?
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