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      Seth

      I don’t remember the last time I was this nervous. Not when I stepped into the cage for a championship bout. Not even when I got married. Smoothing my hands down my button-down shirt—something I haven’t worn in forever—I catch a glimpse of myself in the reflection from the cafe window and wince. I should have shaved. A week’s worth of scruff decorates my jaw, with far more silver amongst it than there was back when I was with her.

      With Ashlin.

      Wiping my sweaty palms on my dark jeans—the nicest pair I own—I glance inside and spot her immediately, at a table in the rear of the cafe, as though she wants to be as far from the other customers as possible. At the sight of her, everything inside me clenches. There was a time when that woman was my entire world. But that was before she sat me down with a homemade dinner and asked for a divorce.

      I haul in a breath, straighten my spine, and shove the door open. Inside, the cafe smells of cinnamon buns and pastries. My stomach gurgles, but I dare not put anything in it. I don’t know what she wants with me or why she asked me to meet her, but I’m hoping it’s for a second chance. There’s nothing I want more.

      “Ashlin,” I say as I stop at her table.

      She meets my eyes, every bit as gorgeous as I remember, with delicate pixie features, dark silky hair, and porcelain skin. But where’s her smile? Ashlin Isles has a smile for every occasion. At least, she used to. Now, she’s cool and reserved as she appraises me. Curling my fingers into my fists, I resist the urge to fidget as I wonder what she sees. I’ve changed since we were together. I’ve grown rougher, because it was her influence that smoothed my jagged edges. These days, I rarely glance in a mirror, but I know the crinkles around my eyes have multiplied, and tattoos cover even more of my skin than before—not that she can see them, since the long sleeves and jeans hide the majority.

      “Hi, Seth.” Her voice is quiet but strong. “Thanks for coming.”

      “No problem.” I pull out the seat opposite her and drop into it. “Want to tell me why we’re here?”

      A furrow forms between her brows. “Would you like to get coffee first? Something to eat?”

      I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m not hungry.”

      She nods, and her fingers venture over to the ring finger of her left hand, then pause, and she glances down, as though confused by them. “Do you mind if I do?”

      I shrug. “Sure. Go right ahead.”

      If this is a “let’s try again” conversation, I want her to be as comfortable as possible. At the moment, it’s plain she’s nervous. Ashlin is usually the essence of grace, but every time I catch her eyes, they hold for only a moment before darting away. She waves to a waitress, who comes over, and orders a decaf latte. I raise a brow. Decaf? The Ashlin I knew loved her coffee strong. But then, I haven’t seen her for years, so how much do I really know about her these days?

      “Good day at the gym?” she asks while we wait for her drink to arrive.

      “Same as usual.” I’ve been running Crown MMA Gym for eight years, since before we divorced—before we were married, as a matter of fact. But she was there in the very beginning, encouraging me to pursue my dream because we both knew that my time as a professional MMA fighter was limited. No matter how good I was, age catches up with everyone. Becoming head coach at my own gym was a retirement plan. Now here I am, with one of the best gyms in the country, but no wife to share my success.

      “Devon is back at training?” she asks.

      I nod. “Dangerous” Devon Green has recently returned to the gym after a brief stint away while I came to grips with his relationship with my baby sister. I was worried about them at first since they effectively had a workplace romance, but fortunately, it seems to be working out. I’ll never hear the end of it for going overprotective big brother on their asses.

      “Yeah. He is.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “I wish they’d gone about things differently,” I confess. It had taken them God knew how long to come clean with me. Am I really such a scary guy that my sister and one of my closest friends couldn’t be honest from the beginning? “I’m not upset about them as a couple though. They’ll be good for each other.”

      “I think so too,” she says. Her drink is delivered, and she takes a sip, then clasps it between her hands as if to warm them, even though it’s a balmy eighty degrees out. “Right.” She takes a breath. “I suppose I should get to the point.”

      “That would be great. I’ve got no idea what I’m doing here.”

      She nods, then meets my eyes and holds the connection. “I want to have a baby.”

      “What?” I gasp for air as the metaphorical floor falls out from under me. No blow I’ve ever received from an opponent could knock me down the way she has with one statement.

      I was there the last time she got pregnant. I witnessed the emotional aftermath of our miscarriage. Hell, I lived it. She fell apart, went through a period of depression, and I couldn’t do anything to help. Why would she want to put herself through that again?

      She continues to hold my gaze. For all that she’s delicate and sweet, Ashlin is steely when it counts. “I still want children, and after all this time, I’m finally strong enough—body and mind—to have them.”

      I want to protest. She didn’t see herself after we lost Cara. My thumb goes instinctively to the small tattoo inside my wrist. Our daughter’s name. I rub it back and forth, soothing myself, trying to ward off a wave of helplessness brought on by the memories. Ashlin had vanished into herself, and I disappeared into work. Then everything I cared about came crumbling down. But on the heels of the old grief comes something else.

      Jealousy.

      “I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.” Why is she even telling me this? Some kind of misguided attempt to prevent me getting hurt if I were to learn about it later? Too late. I wanted to grow old with her. To raise a family. It was one thing when I thought she just didn’t want that anymore because it was too much for her to handle, but to know she wants it with someone other than me is just cruel.

      “I’m not.” She sighs, and glances down for a second. Long enough for me to know she isn’t comfortable with this conversation. “I’m going to do it by myself.”

      “Wait, what?” She remembers how pregnancy works, right? Man + Woman + Sex = Baby. I’m not sure how she intends to remove the male part of the equation.

      She rolls her eyes. “IVF. I’ll go through a fertility treatment and impregnation process. After the damage from our miscarriage, it’s my best chance of success.”

      “No man involved?” I clarify.

      “Well, actually…” She bites her lip. “I need a donor. I was going to choose one from a catalog, but none of them felt right.”

      My jaw drops. Choose a father for her baby from a goddamn catalog? Of all the crazy ideas. Of course it didn’t feel right. It’s stupid.

      “You’re the only man I can imagine as the father.” She swallows, and her throat bobs. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but will you consider it? Will you help me have a baby?”
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      Ashlin

      They can probably hear my heart beating the next county over. Shock is written across Seth’s face, and etched in the clench of his jaw. A vein throbs at his temple. I fight the urge to yell “Punked!” and run for the exit. I knew he’d be surprised, but I’ve spent weeks dwelling on my choice, and haven’t approached him lightly. Right now, securing his agreement is the single most important thing in my universe, so I don’t flinch when he curses. I don’t glance down, or give him any indication that I’m not a hundred percent sure of my decision.

      I am unwavering.

      “Do you really think getting pregnant is a good idea?” he asks, the grooves around his mouth deepening.

      I inhale slowly to buy myself a moment of calm. I knew this question would come, and I’m prepared for it. “I can understand why you’d ask that, considering what I put us both through last time, but I’ve been in therapy and it’s really helped.” One of my hands trembles, so I rest the other on top of it. “I’m ready to try again.”

      “Ash…” That vein continues to throb at his temple. “Are you sure? Perhaps your memory of the time after the miscarriage is fuzzy, but for me, it’s crystal clear. You weren’t okay. And I… I let you down. Wasn’t there when you needed me. I’ll always regret that, and I’m not sure if I can be part of something that puts you at risk again.”

      My stomach sinks, even though I understood this was a possibility. I force my shoulders to stay back. Time to preserve my dignity.

      “If you don’t want to be involved, that’s fine, but you should know that I’m going ahead anyway.”

      His eyes widen, and he flinches almost imperceptibly. “Still so fucking stubborn,” he mutters.

      He looks down at his hands, turning them over and studying his palms. I follow his gaze, ignoring the flash of warmth that travels through me. They’re large and rough, and even though it was years ago, I remember with perfect clarity how they felt on my naked body. He used to touch me as though I was precious, but the more he lost control, the less care he took, and I reveled in his wildness.

      “Just tell me something.” He squeezes his hands into fists and raises his eyes, anger flaring in their blue-green depths. “Why the fuck do you want to hurt yourself this way?” He starts to reach for me, but then stops and drags in a slow breath. When he continues, his voice is like sandpaper. “I don’t want to see you in pain.”

      Oh, God. It’s just like it used to be. He’s a great, unsettled beast of a man that needs taming, and I want to stand behind him and soothe him with my hands the way I used to. Run them down his shoulders and back. Kiss the side of his neck. Watch the tension ease from him. My body clenches with the effort it takes not to go to him. I didn’t realize that his magnetism would be so potent after all this time. I should have known better. Whatever our problems, Seth and I have always been attracted to each other to the point of insanity.

      “It’s okay,” I reassure him. “I can handle whatever comes.” I might not enjoy it, but I can survive. Of this, I’m certain. “I want a family, and I’m strong enough to fight for one. Like I said, if you’d rather not be involved, that’s fine, but I’m doing it anyway.”

      His eyes narrow. Oh, he doesn’t like that. Of course he doesn’t. There was a time when I’d cave in to nearly anything he wanted if he used that gruff, bossy tone of his. But I’m not budging on this. His jaw shifts as he resists the urge to spill out the first response that pops into his head. Despite the circumstances, I have to smile. Always a hothead.

      “I can give you time to think about it,” I say, beginning to rise from my chair. “I know it’s a serious decision.”

      “No.” He gestures for me to stop. “Sit.” I do. He rolls his shoulders up to his ears and back down again. “I want to help. I can’t fucking stand the idea of seeing you pregnant with another man’s kid.”

      He knows there would be no touching involved, right?

      Still, a thrill shoots through me at his possessiveness. We’re not together anymore, and perhaps I need to have my head examined, but I always loved the way he made it clear who I belonged with and warned off anyone else. It made me feel cherished. Adored. Sternness aside, Seth Isles is capable of making a woman feel like a siren and a princess all in one.

      I stay quiet, waiting.

      “Okay.” His shoulders heave as the word leaves him on a rush of air. Those gorgeous turquoise eyes meet mine, and my insides tumble over each other. “I’ll do it.”

      “Thank you.” It feels like I’ve been holding my breath forever, and finally released it. I meant it when I said I’d go ahead with or without his help, but it wouldn’t have felt right. Choosing candidates from a list of physical attributes and places of employment seems cold. Distant. Especially when I’ve spent months picturing a perfect little baby with Seth’s crystal eyes and my dark hair.

      Discomfort worms its way into my gut. Part of me is afraid that all of this is my subconscious’s method of bringing him back into my life, but I shut that little voice down. I’m strong enough to stand on my own two feet. I’ve been doing it for three years now. I’ve proved to myself that I’m resilient and capable. So what if Seth makes my pulse climb and my heart soften? It doesn’t mean anything.

      “You won’t regret it.” I reach for my bag and extract a sheath of papers, then pass them to him. “This is a legal contract that sets out how everything will work.”

      He baulks, glancing from the papers to me, and back again, his distaste apparent. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Yes.” Of this, I’m certain. I won’t allow any shades of gray. “Read it later. Have your lawyer look at it. Whatever you need.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine.” He sets the papers aside and props his chin on his hand. “Let me pay for the procedure. IVF is expensive, right?”

      I shake my head. “I have enough in my savings. It’s important to me that I pay myself.”

      “Are you sure?” I can tell he wants to argue. He thinks he’s protecting me by taking on a financial burden, but I know the truth: I have to prove that I can stand on my own. I need it.

      “Yes.” I raise my chin, waiting to see how he reacts.

      To my surprise, he nods. “If that’s what you want.”
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      Seth

      I set the papers aside.

      This is my chance to get her back.

      I asked for one, and the universe gave it to me. Sure, it doesn’t look like I expected it to, but I’m going to grab on with both hands and not let go. If Ashlin and I have a baby, she’ll be back in my life for good. We’ll have to spend time together, and presumably, we’ll have to have sex. My body heats at the thought of touching her. Laying my ugly boxer’s hands on her pretty pinkness and bringing her down to my level. She was always an angel. Too good for me. But in our lust, we were perfectly matched. I ached to manhandle her, and she was desperate for me to do so. You’d never know it to look at her, but behind her good girl exterior is a dirty little deviant who likes to be punished for tormenting her man. God, I hope no one other than me has ever seen her naughty side, but considering how fucking gorgeous she is, she won’t have been hurting for male attention. Damn, I want to hunt down anyone who’s so much as looked at her pert ass and make them regret it.

      Taking another breath, I get my possessiveness under control. Maybe she liked that side of me when we were together, but we’re not married anymore. I don’t get to fuck her against the wall because some asshole looked at her in the way only I’m allowed to.

      “I’ll send them to my lawyer tonight,” I tell her, making a point not to skim the details. I need to be sharp, and reading legalese isn’t something I’ve ever found easy. That’s why she used to do it for me, and summarize the basics. Ashlin wasn’t just my wife; she was also my sounding board and my conscience. Until I let her down.

      “How are you feeling?” she asks, knowing me too well to buy the calm facade I’m putting on for her benefit.

      “Crazy.” In a way, this is everything I’ve ever wanted. I used to dream of raising a family with Ashlin, but that was before everything fell apart. Leaning forward on my elbows, I reach over and grasp one of her hands. It twitches, as though her instinct is to yank it away, but she doesn’t.

      I frown. Her palm isn’t as soft as it used to be. She has calluses, and her nails are short and bare. When we were together, she always sported a manicure, and I could tell by its color what mood she was in. I never mentioned that to her, but it was my barometer for when she might need more affection, or was feeling particularly spicy. My stomach drops an inch. The unfamiliar sensation of her roughened skin drives home the fact that I don’t know her anymore. I used to be the keeper of her secrets, but other than what I’ve been able to glean on social media—not a lot—I’m completely in the dark about her life.

      “Ash,” I begin, concentrating on the shape of her fingers because at least that hasn’t changed. “I promise you, if things go wrong this time, I will be there for you.” I put my whole heart into the words, hoping she knows how much I mean them. “I’ll do a better job of taking care of you. I won’t let history repeat.”

      Her lips part, her eyes flickering with something dark, but then she clears her throat and withdraws her hand from mine. “That’s sweet, but I don’t need you to do that for me. This time, I’m capable of doing it myself.”

      Fuck. If she kicked me in the balls, it wouldn’t hurt this much. She knows I always prided myself on my ability to give her what she needed. Only, I failed in the end, and apparently, she hasn’t forgotten.

      “Seth…” She cringes. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. It’s just that I’m a whole lot stronger than I used to be.”

      I nod, noting her raised chin and defiant expression. It seems I’m not the only one with a lot of pride. “So, how are you keeping yourself busy these days?”

      Up until I saw her over the weekend, I hadn’t looked her up for years because it hurt too much. In the months after she left me, I checked her social media every damn day, looking for a sign she was doing okay—or that she missed me and was miserable without me. She didn’t post anything for six months, but then she replaced her profile photo of us on our honeymoon with one of her and two other women I’d never met. That prompted me to deep dive into her new friends’ accounts, but when I found myself getting unreasonably angry because one of them had a good-looking brother, I realized I needed to back the hell off and let it go. She wasn’t my business anymore.

      “I’m working at the kindergarten again.”

      “Whoa.” I lean back to study her. The set of her mouth tells me she’s expecting me to make a big deal of it. As well I should. She took months off after the miscarriage because she couldn’t handle seeing the kids every day and remembering what we’d lost. Now she’s back there? “Are you… enjoying it?”

      “I am.” She smiles, and the flash of her teeth renders me speechless. My throat constricts, and my fingers itch to reach for her. “Being around the children reminds me of how much I want my own, and maybe it’s risky, but honestly, they’re worth it.”

      “That’s great.” I wince when my tone is hoarser than I’d like it to be. “Really, Ash. I’m glad you’re happy.”

      “Thank you.”

      “There’s no man in your life who’s going to be pissed that you’re having a baby with your ex?” I’ve assumed there isn’t, but I’d prefer to know for sure.

      “There’s not.” She doesn’t elaborate, and I can’t help the barrage of questions I want to throw at her. Have there been others? Has she dated? Kissed? Fucked? Loved? It’s the last possibility that gets me the worst, chilling my chest and robbing me of my ability to breathe. “How about you? Any girlfriend I should be aware of?”

      A ragged laugh gusts from me. “Nope.”

      There’s been no one since her. Anytime I get close to someone, it feels wrong. One time, I nearly kissed a woman, but I couldn’t go through with it and ended up heaving my guts into a toilet a few moments later.

      “Is Harley still living with you?” she asks.

      Harley is my kid sister, and a friend of Ashlin’s. We divorced while Harley was out of the country, and as far as I know, no one has ever explained the reason for our separation to her. No one has explained it to anyone. It hurt too much.

      “Yeah, for now. She and Dev seem pretty hot and heavy, so she might move in with him soon. I’ll miss her, but it’ll be a relief not to worry about seeing him naked every time I come home. He’s not shy about his body, that’s for fucking sure.”

      She giggles, and the reluctant sound makes me feel like a king. It reminds me of who she used to be when she wasn’t quite so contained. Not that there’s anything wrong with her current level of reserve, and considering we’re separated, it’s probably appropriate, but that doesn’t mean I like it.

      “Do you, uh, live with anyone?” I ask.

      “No.” She steeples her fingers and studies me over them. “I’d drive a roommate crazy with all the—” She cuts herself off, and shakes her head self-consciously. “I don’t need to bore you with the details. Suffice it to say, I live alone.” She slides her chair back and stands up. “I’d better get going. Call me if you have any questions about the contract.”

      “I will.” I watch, bemused, as she leaves cash on the table and walks away. What was that last hesitation about?
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      Ashlin

      That was close. I nearly told Seth more than I’m comfortable with him knowing at this point. Honestly, I expected to be flustered by being around him, but I underestimated how much he’s still imprinted on my heart. We’re always going to have a physical attraction—that’s just chemistry—but he stirred emotions I’d prefer to remain dormant.

      When I reach my car, I pause to look at my hands. They’re trembling. I breathe in to the count of five, then out to the count of seven, and repeat the cycle until I’ve calmed enough to unlock the door and let myself in. Sliding into the seat, I close my eyes and then rest my forehead on the steering wheel. I’m filled with jittery energy, and it’s just as well I know exactly how to work it off—one of the few positive things that came of my miscarriage. I fish my phone from my purse and open the group chat I have running with Paige and Jessica, two of my best friends.

      Ashlin: He said yes!

      Paige: Holy shit. So it’s a go?

      Ashlin: Once he’s signed the contract.

      Jessica: Are you okay after seeing him again?

      Ashlin: A bit shaky, but good overall.

      Paige: We’re on our way to your place with pregnancy-approved snacks.

      I smile. When I first masterminded my plan, I was worried how they’d react, considering I met them in a support group for women who’d miscarried or gone through a stillbirth. I was aware that by trying to get pregnant, I might trigger their grief and poke at old wounds, but they’ve both been wonderful. Except for some initial misgivings about involving Seth—because they know he’s the love of my life and time hasn’t changed that—they’ve been behind me all the way. I couldn’t ask for better.

      Ashlin: I’ll be there soon. Just leaving Sugar.

      Jessica: Drive safe. XO

      It doesn’t take me long to reach the brick house I bought a couple of years ago. Typically, a house this size in this part of town would be outside my budget, but the interior was an absolute disaster zone, so I picked it up for a bargain. Paige’s sporty BMW convertible is parked on the road, and I pull up the short drive, pressing the automatic garage door opener to let myself in. As I park and get out, the girls approach from behind. Paige bounces toward me, her glossy brown curls swinging over her shoulders, while Jessica follows at a more dignified pace. My friends are very different from each other, and from me, but somehow the three of us work well together.

      Paige comes from money, but except for her flashy car and designer outfits, you wouldn’t know it. She’s all smiles and seems to find something she likes about everyone she encounters. Jessica, on the other hand, is a former professional beach volleyball player who looks like Malibu Barbie, but she worked her way up from nothing and keeps her cards close to her chest. At the moment, her tanned legs eat up the distance between us, while her movements remain graceful and unhurried.

      Paige sweeps me into a hug and lifts me off the ground—not difficult, considering I can barely claim a height of five-two. “Gah, I’m so happy for you.” She sets me on my feet and grabs me by the shoulders. “Everything is falling into place, and now you’re going to have a little fighter baby with sexy genes.”

      “I hope so.” I brush my bangs off my face, and turn to Jessica. “Now we cross our fingers he doesn’t question the contract.”

      She raises a perfectly arched brow. “You think he will?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “Seth is a lot of things, but easy isn’t one of them. I can think of at least one clause off the top of my head that he’ll probably argue.”

      “Custody,” she says, and I nod. The three of us talked it over extensively. Seth didn’t have the best childhood, and he always made it clear that he intended to be a better father than his own absent one had been. Once he sees the clause where I’ve asked him to sign away all parental rights, I’m expecting a call. Honestly, a joint custody arrangement might be best for our future child, but it won’t be comfortable for me, so I decided it was worth trying for sole custody and seeing whether he made a fuss.

      Paige deflates, but pats my arm encouragingly. “It’s okay, Ash. We’ve got a game plan. You’re ready for whatever comes, and we’ll be with you no matter what.”

      “Thanks.” We meet eyes, then simultaneously reach for Jessica and tug her into a three-way hug, ignoring her grunts of protest. “I love you guys.” I release them and gesture toward the entrance. “Come in. Hope you’re in the mood to break things.”

      Paige winks. “Always.”

      We step inside and scoot around the debris on the floor. There was a time when I was ashamed to bring them here because of what a mess it was, but I got over that about the same time Jessica opened up and showed me photos of the trailer park where she grew up. These days, I hardly notice the broken parts. All I see is the changes I’m making. The pieces I’m putting back together, and turning into something beautiful. A home. I lead them into the living area—one of four rooms in the house that’s in good shape. The other usable rooms are the bathroom, the main bedroom, and the kitchen—all of which I’ve worked on with my own hands. How’s that for being a kickass woman?

      “What was it like to see him again?” Jessica asks as she rounds the counter that separates the kitchen from the living room. She collects three glasses from a drawer and fills each with water, then grabs a lemon from a bowl and slices thin wedges. She’s such a caretaker. Looking after others comes naturally to her. I feel a pang, once again, that she had to suffer through a stillbirth. She’d be a wonderful mother.

      “Strange.” I accept a glass of water when she offers it. “We were both very polite.”

      Her forehead crinkles. “Isn’t that good?”

      “Yeah, but it’s weirdly formal when we used to have hot, crazy, monkey sex.”

      Paige laughs, and flops onto a beanbag. The living room doesn’t have furniture yet because I’m funneling my money toward fixing the other rooms and saving for a baby. “You mean that talking like strangers weirded you out when he used to fuck you on a daily basis?”

      “Yeah,” I admit.

      She waggles her brows. “Was the spark still there?”

      I duck my head so they can’t see the blush that creeps over my cheeks. “The attraction never disappeared. That’s not the reason we divorced. In fact…” I trail off.

      “What?” Paige demands, sitting upright.

      “Nothing.” My face flames. “It’s just, I think he might have thought the meeting was going somewhere else. He dressed up for it.” I swallow, recalling how his body affected me. “He looked good.”

      Paige’s lips curl up. “Honey, I’ve seen the man. He always looks good.”

      “Looks aren’t everything,” Jessica chastens, and Paige snorts, giving her a once-over as if to remind her how stunning she is herself. “They’re not,” Jessica insists. “I’d be happy with an averagely attractive guy who doesn’t go out past nine and pays his share of the bills.”

      “So romantic,” I tease. Like me, Jessica’s relationship broke up after her pregnancy went wrong. Paige is the only one of us who managed to pull through, and come out the other side as a tight unit with her partner.

      Paige sighs. “There are literally thousands of men in Vegas who meet your criteria and would kill for a chance with you.”

      Jessica rolls her eyes. “Here we go again.”

      Before they rehash old ground, I set my drink down, stride over to a toolbox on the floor and grab a hammer. “The wall between the two spare bedrooms needs to come down. Want to help?”

      Leaping to her feet, Paige exclaims, “Hell, yes!”

      “Have you checked with an engineer that it’s safe to demolish the wall?” Jessica asks.

      “Yes.” I flash a piece of paper at her. “Got the permit yesterday. We’re officially allowed to knock it down.”

      A smile tugs at her lips. “I’m in.”
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      Seth

      Tyrell Stephens, my lawyer, raises his head and smirks as I approach his desk. “If it isn’t Iron-Shin Seth Isles. My only client who’s ballsy enough to charge into the office after hours, without an appointment, and expect me to drop everything to help him.”

      He stands, and I slap my hand into his. Teasing aside, I’ve worked with Tyrell since we were both nobodies, and he’s as loyal to me as I am to him. “I need you to review a contract. Fast. You got time tonight or tomorrow?”

      One of his dark brows shoots up. “I’m booked out months in advance, but you already know that. I can have a quick look and do you a solid if you get me tickets to Gabe Mendoza’s next fight.”

      I drag a seat around his desk so we can talk without it between us. “You need to impress a new client?”

      He laughs. “Potential father-in-law. I’ve been seeing this new girl, Tyesha. Real pretty. Works as an agent. Her daddy manages a hockey team.”

      “Wait.” I hold up a hand. “Tyrell and Tyesha? Isn’t that a little too cutesy for you?”

      He shrugs. “Can’t ask her to change her name. Not gonna change mine. So who gives a fuck? Anyway, what do you say?”

      “You got it.” I bump his fist, then hand over the contract.

      He scans the heading. “Whoa, man. Hang on. You’re going to knock up your ex?” He drops the papers on his desk and stares at me. “Have you gone completely crazy? This is the worst idea ever.”

      I square my shoulders and narrow my eyes, knowing that I’m a scary-looking fucker when I want to be. “I don’t plan on her being my ex for much longer.”

      “Oh.” The word is filled with meaning. “Are you sure? The divorce destroyed you. Do you really want to go another round with her? It might not turn out the way you hope.”

      I shrug. “Until the weekend, I hadn’t seen her for years. Whatever happens, it can’t be worse than that. Not seeing her, or knowing what’s going on in her life… that’s hell.” I roll my neck from one side to the other, trying to loosen the stiffness. What Tyrell doesn’t know, and I’m not prepared to tell him yet, is that I’ll do everything in my power to make Ashlin my family again. If that means rolling with the emotional punches, I’ll do it. If it means being her shoulder to cry on, I’m there. If I have to woo her the old-fashioned way, with dates and love letters and flowers, then just call me Mr. Romantic. “Will you look at it, or what?”

      He sighs. “You know I will. But as your lawyer, it’s my job to tell you that I think this is a mistake.”

      “Got it. Loud and clear.” Doesn’t mean I intend to listen to him. He’s my friend, but he’s never had a love like the one I shared with Ashlin so he doesn’t know how it feels to lose it, or the lengths I’d go to in order to repair what we had.

      “You’re a stubborn bastard.” He reaches for the contract and skims the first page. “This looks pretty standard. I’ll read it in bed tonight and get back to you tomorrow. Sound good?”

      I nod. “Thanks. I appreciate it, Ty.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I’ve got this.” I stand up and drag the seat back to where I got it from. “Talk tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” He waves the papers at me. “In the meantime, promise that you’ll think about whether this is a mistake.” His expression is utterly serious. “I love Ashlin as much as the next person. She’s pretty irresistible. But you’re my first priority.”

      “I’ll think on it.”

      For a moment, he opens his mouth as though he wants to call me on my bullshit, but then he just shakes his head and gestures to the door. “Don’t let it hit you on the way out.”

      “See you.”

      I take the elevator down to my car, which is parked in the basement, and keep an eye on the shadows of the artificially lit area as I cross the concrete floor. I slide inside the vehicle, lock the doors, and then recline the seat to stare at the ceiling. My brain is so full of everything that’s happened in the past hour I feel like I need to get it all out. But who can I talk to? Am I even supposed to mention this to anyone? Ashlin didn’t say, and discussing it behind her back feels wrong.

      Jerking upright, I grin. I’ve just been handed the perfect reason to call her. I grab my phone and dial her number from memory. I deleted it from my contacts not long after the divorce so I wouldn’t be tempted to reach out and beg her to take me back, but it’s stamped in my mind anyway.

      “Hi.” She’s breathless, and my imagination automatically conjures an image of her naked and sweaty. I wonder if her body still looks the same as it used to. “Did you have a question?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I clear my throat, and squeeze my eyes shut, trying to dispel the image. It won’t go. My gut churns, and I ache to know exactly why she sounds that way. What has she been doing?

      No, Seth. You don’t deserve to know what’s going on in her life.

      So I don’t ask. Instead, I focus on the reason I called. “Can I tell anyone what we’re doing, or should I keep it secret?”

      “Hmm.” She hums in the back of her throat, and my sex-deprived body remembers how she used to do that while my cock was in her mouth.

      Oh, fuck.

      Keeping my cool around her is going to be even harder than I realized. Emphasis on “hard.”

      “I suppose it’s only fair that you have someone to talk it over with,” she says after thinking for a moment. “But I’d appreciate if you could limit it to one or two people. And only those you trust. I don’t want word getting out in case it doesn’t work.”

      “I hadn’t even thought about that.” One of the only things that made our miscarriage manageable in my eyes was that we hadn’t told anyone we were pregnant yet, so we didn’t have to deal with their sympathy afterward.

      She laughs without humor. “I can hardly think of anything else. I’m just wishing and hoping and praying that things will be different.”

      “They will be.” If I say it convincingly enough, we might both believe it. “But if they aren’t, we’ll survive. We’ve done it once, and we can do it again.”

      “We can,” she agrees. “Is that all? Because I have some guests over, and I should get back to them.”

      Before I can demand to know who she’s with, I force myself to shut up and rethink my word choice. “That’s all for now. I’ll call if there’s anything else. Bye, Ash.”

      “Talk later.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashlin

      “Ms. Isles, look at my painting!”

      Smiling, I head to five-year-old Sasha Grey and pause at her shoulder to ooh and aah over her picture of what I presume is meant to be a cat. It has three legs and its whiskers are almost as long as its body, but her pride is evident and honestly, with her pink cheeks and darling curls, I don’t have to fake my enthusiasm.

      I love my job.

      Yes, it was hard for me to be around children constantly when I’d recently miscarried, but eventually I decided that being around these kids was better than nothing at all, and now I only ever experience the faintest of twinges.

      “Very good, Sasha. What’s her name?”

      “His name is Milo,” she replies, adding a blue stripe to Milo’s face.

      Beside her, Bethany Yu bounces on the spot, desperate to receive attention. I turn to her. “What have you painted, Bethany?”

      She points her brush at the paper. “It’s Mrs. Chou’s dog, Flossy. She lives next door. Mom says Flossy is a rat.”

      Her innocent statement startles a snort from me, and I cover my face to hide the reaction. “Do you like Flossy?”

      She shrugs. “She’s okay, I guess.”

      Something catches my attention in the corner of my eye, and I glance around just in time to see Benjamin Potts go bottom-up over a table and land in a heap on the other side. Fortunately, the table is only a foot or two high. Unfortunately, Benjamin is the king of drama. His lip wobbles, and I rush over, praying he’ll hold it together, but just before I reach him, the waterworks start. He wails, scrunching his eyes and letting loose with a wave of sound an opera singer would envy.

      “There now, Ben, you’re okay,” I soothe, checking him over to make sure he’s uninjured.

      “Not. Okay,” he grumbles.

      “There’s barely a mark on you.” Perhaps I sound unsympathetic, but I’ve found that with him, it’s best to play things off and he’ll come around. Act the slightest bit concerned and he’d have made such a fuss, his parents would be here within thirty minutes.

      “Isn’t there?” His lip wobbles again, and he glances down at himself as though expecting to be missing a limb. “Huh.”

      “So are you all good?” I ask. “Ready to get back to painting?”

      He nods, and I help him clamber to his feet, then smooth my hands down my skirt. Dressing nicely isn’t always the best idea as a kindergarten teacher but I enjoy the way it makes me feel, and it doesn’t bother me if the kids mess me up. In fact, I kind of like it. It shows they’re comfortable with me, and that I’m still capable of interacting with them despite what happened. Maybe I’ll never be the kind of tough Seth was in the ring, but I have my own brand, and it’s not any less valuable than his.

      Seth.

      I hope he’ll say yes, even after he’s had Tyrell read over the contract. I know he won’t read it himself. The man doesn’t have the patience for that. If he has concerns, I’m prepared to negotiate. A band constricts around my chest. I just want a baby, and for some reason I’d rather not delve into too deeply, I want it to be his.

      What would our baby look like?

      I spent plenty of time picturing Cara, the daughter we never had. We’d chosen a name before we even got pregnant. Perhaps that’s what jinxed us. It’s hard to break free of that image and try to build another child in her place. For a while, I felt like I was betraying her by wanting to try again. Not honoring her memory. But my therapist helped me see how misguided that was. After all, she’ll always be a part of me, but she never even drew a breath. It hurts to think about losing her, but I want another chance.

      At the back of the class, Ying Lee waves at me, and I smile. I want my own little girl more than I fear being devastated all over again.
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