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      “Mari Carr's story is everything you might expect from her writing--emotionally rich, warm and funny, and sexy as all get out!” ★★★★★ Fedora, Goodreads

      

      “This book has everything I love about this crazy family, along with a fantastic HEA! What more can you ask for?!?” ★★★★★ Jennifer with Romancing the Dispatcher Book Review, Goodreads

      

      “In 2020 when visiting loved ones and having large gatherings is impossible, I love revisiting the Collins family.” ★★★★★ Kay Daniels with Kay Daniels Romance, Goodreads

      

      “This family, this series ... feels like home!” ★★★★★ Jenna, Goodreads

      

      “Wild Embrace is filled with love, passion, conflict and resolve.”★★★★★ Kai, Goodreads

      

      “I never want it to end.” ★★★★★ Nicole Lintemuth, Goodreads

      

      “Wild Embrace is steamy and spunky. I couldn’t put it down.” ★★★★★ A, Goodreads

      

      “I LOVE LOVE LOVE the Collins family and Mari Carr has written another wonderful installment to the family with Wild Embrace.” ★★★★★Sue Andrews, Goodreads

      

      “Mari Carr has hit another one out of the park!” ★★★★★ Xantippi Leska, Goodreads

    

  


  
    
      This story is dedicated to my mom and her sisters, my inspirations for Riley and Bubbles.

      

      They’ve spent years trying to teach me me how to decorate my house, grow plants, and cook.

      They have failed across the board.

      

      However, they were the best role models I could have asked for when it came to raising my children, showing me that laughter is the best medicine, and proving (through example) that weekly “tea times” are more fun when you serve beer.
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      Love is full of bad clichés.

      Falling for your boss.

      The widowed dad and the nanny.

      How did Darcy manage to find both of them in Ryder? His broken heart and wounded pride means he only sees her as an employee in his company and part-time caregiver for his son.

      Until another cliché surprises them both: the old broken elevator trap.

      Suddenly, the dark desire and overwhelming need to possess Darcy that he’s kept buried begins to break out. Can his perfectly ordered life survive discovering love again?
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      “You’re home early, my dear lass. Did you have a nice time?”

      Darcy gave Patrick a noncommittal one-shoulder shrug that pretty much said it all. His youngest granddaughter had just attended her senior prom, and he’d thought her plan was to then do a sleepover at her best friend Brooklyn’s house.

      “It was okay.”

      It was only a little after midnight, and Patrick was certain he was the only one still awake in the house. He’d moved in with Darcy’s parents nearly a decade earlier, his children concerned about him living alone in the apartment above the pub. He’d assured them he was just fine, but when Aaron and Riley put an addition onto their home and created this lovely little living space just for him, he was hard-pressed to say no. He had missed living with other people, being surrounded by family.

      The fact they lived in a ranch-style house and he no longer had to climb stairs was another big selling feature. His knees had been giving him fits for more years than he cared to admit.

      Darcy was still wearing her pale green prom dress, though she was carrying her heels by the straps in one hand.

      Patrick, who’d been reading in bed, scooted over and patted the mattress next to him. “Come tell me all about it. I’ll bet you were the prettiest girl at the dance.”

      “Everyone looked really nice.” Darcy walked across the room and claimed the spot he’d just cleared for her, sitting with her back resting against the headboard, sighing heavily.

      “That’s a sad sound, my dear. Did you not have fun?”

      Darcy twisted slightly to face him. “No. It really was okay. Just okay. I mean…I thought senior prom was supposed to be this awesome, amazing, romantic thing, but it was just a dumb old school dance in the gym.”

      “No romance, eh?” Patrick asked, trying to hide his grin. He’d been accused by others in his family of being “a bad influence” when it came to teaching his grandchildren about true love and romance. Those lessons had stuck for all of his twelve grandchildren, of that he had no doubt. But while half walked around with their hearts on their sleeves, like Darcy, the other half—his grandsons Colm and Lochlan leading the charge—pretended to consider things like true love bull hockey.

      Darcy was determined to find her Prince Charming and live happily ever after. Unfortunately, high school hadn’t yielded anything other than frogs.

      “It was just a bunch of Christmas lights strung up on the bleachers and cardboard cutouts of the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre.”

      At his quizzical look, she added, “The theme was ‘A Night in Paris’.”

      “Well, that certainly sounds like it had romantic possibilities.”

      She shook her head. “It didn’t.”

      “And your date?”

      “Mark. He was nice, but…he’s not the one, Pop Pop. He doesn’t make my heart race or my palms sweaty, and there were no fireworks when he kissed me good night. None of those things you said you felt when you were with Grandma Sunday.”

      Patrick smiled. Oh yeah. He’d definitely been a strong influence in this young girl’s life. She was one of his biggest fans when it came to his stories about Sunday and Ireland and the early days of the pub when their children started to come along.

      One of his favorite things to do was to tell stories about the past and Darcy was his most avid listener, always asking questions and wanting to hear more. He’d become more descriptive over the years, simply for her. Because Darcy had a vivid imagination, he’d had to work hard, turning his words into pictures in her bright, inquisitive, creative mind. It was never enough for him to say the pub where he’d first met Sunday was a typical Irish pub. He had to describe it, the sights, the smells, the sounds. All of it.

      And the same was true of his descriptions of love. He couldn’t simply say he’d fallen in love with Sunday after that first kiss. She’d demanded to know how he’d knew, what he’d felt—right down to the sweaty palms and twittery stomach and racing heart—that told him Sunday was the one.

      “You’re only young, lass. There’s plenty of time.”

      “You always say that, but I’ve never looked at anyone and felt anything even remotely like love. What if I never do?”

      Patrick reached over and patted her cheek affectionately. “You will.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because I know you, my lovely dark-haired girl.”

      Darcy grinned. Patrick had told her years earlier that her name meant “dark-haired or dark one.” In her case, it certainly fit…at least appearance-wise. She’d been born with a head full of deep, rich black curls, the color so completely like Sunday’s, it had taken his breath away the first time he’d lain eyes on her.

      However, there was no denying the meaning of her name only applied to her hair because there wasn’t a speck of darkness in Darcy’s soul. She was the very epitome of white, bright light.

      Even at only seventeen, he was proud to see the confident, compassionate young woman she’d grown up to be. Darcy was one of those rare souls who could look into a person’s eyes and see what they needed, be it a joke or a hug or even just someone to sit next to them so they didn’t feel so alone.

      He saw bits and pieces of his beloved Sunday in all his children and grandchildren, but it was Darcy who seemed the most like his much-missed wife, who’d always been wise beyond her years.

      “You know what you want, lass. You’ve always known.”

      She nodded. “I want a man like you and Dad. Someone who’ll let me be myself, who’ll make me laugh, who wants kids, and who’ll be so good to them. Someone who will love me forever and never let me go because he can’t imagine a day without me in it.”

      “That is the best list I’ve ever heard. You deserve all that and more, sweet girl.”

      She gave her grandfather a kiss on the cheek.

      “I’ve seen your heart, lass. It’s far too big to ever live without love. You are so much like my Sunday. Not only in looks, with that beautiful long dark hair, but inside as well. Heaven only knows where I would have ended up if not for Sunday, latching on to me and refusing to let go until I—if you’ll pardon the expression—pulled my head out of my ass.”

      “Wait. You always said you fell in love with her the first night you met her.”

      “And I did. But falling in love doesn’t pave the way to an instant happy ending. That takes hard work, trust, commitment. The truth is…I tried to walk away from Sunday.”

      Darcy’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      “Well, she had another suitor, Connall, a man of immense wealth. I knew he could provide for Sunday, could show her the world in a way I never could. In our small village, he was a prince, while I was the pauper.”

      “So what?” Darcy’s tone, her aghast expression, reminded him so much of Sunday’s response at the time, all those lifetimes ago, that it took him a moment to gather his thoughts and respond.

      “I rather thought I was being selfless at the time. Sacrificing my own happiness for hers because I truly believed I was not worthy of her. She deserved more…always.”

      “Wow, Pop Pop.” Darcy rolled her eyes and Patrick couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Your grandma Sunday had the same response, which proves to me you’re smart enough to spot the right young man for you. Men aren’t always the wisest when it comes to matters of the heart. We tend to think more with our heads and with our pride, which is why we need strong, loving women like you in the world. To show us the error of our ways and guide us to the place we were always meant to be. Your heart will recognize the man who is right for you, just as Sunday’s recognized me.”

      “You think so?” she asked.

      Patrick bounced his pointer finger off her perky nose playfully. “I know so. And like you, with those rolling eyes—you get that from your mother, Riley, who got it from her mother—Sunday set me straight and let me know that money and happiness did not go hand in hand.”

      “She didn’t give up on you.” Darcy hadn’t asked it as a question, but he answered anyway.

      “No. She didn’t. She outsmarted me.”

      Darcy grinned widely. “How?”

      “Oh, in that age-old way all women make the men in love with them face the truth. She tempted the green-eyed monster from his lair by accepting an invitation to a dance from Connall. It soon became obvious I wasn’t as selfless as I liked to think. In fact, I was a downright caveman. The only thing I managed not to do the night of the dance was beat my chest and spirit Sunday away over my shoulder in true King Kong style.”

      Darcy laughed. “I would have loved to see that.”

      “Yeah. Well, I’m not so sure Sunday would have appreciated that response the night of the dance. She let me know in no uncertain terms that I’d hurt her by trying to push her away. It was then I knew she was meant to be mine, and I vowed to never fail to appreciate the gift I’d been given. Sunday had given me her whole heart and I accepted the value of that priceless treasure, vowing to keep it safe. Sunday was worth more than all the riches on Earth. As are you, my lass. Never give up on your heart’s true love. Never settle for a man who doesn’t realize exactly how special, how extraordinary you are.”

      “I won’t,” she said. “I promise.”

      He smiled and gave her a kiss on the brow. “Do that, and I promise you will find everything you want. Happiness, romance, and true love.”
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      Darcy stood up when she heard a car door slam, the sound of voices coming from outside the house. Drifting to the front window, she saw Ryder Hagen emerging from the back of a car, thanking the driver. She spotted the familiar logo of a rideshare company emblazoned on a side window.

      She couldn’t understand why Ryder was getting a cab home. He’d clearly driven his car to work this morning, given the fact it wasn’t in its usual spot in the driveway.

      Maybe it broke down?

      Then she watched him stumble slightly on the sidewalk, and the light went on. Ryder was drunk. While she’d only babysat for him a dozen or so times in the past year, she’d never seen him drunk.

      She listened to him struggle to get his key in the lock for a moment before she realized he needed help. She walked over and threw the dead bolt for him, opening the door.

      “Oh, hey, Darcy.” He peered over her shoulder but didn’t walk into the house. “Boys asleep?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. For a couple hours now.”

      “Good. Don’t want them to see me like this.”

      She grinned, stepping aside as he entered. The two of them had a standard end-of-night routine that all took place in the front foyer of the house. He’d offer her money, she’d reject it, he’d insist, calling it beer money for college, and then she’d take it and head home.

      So she was surprised when he walked right by her and straight to the family room.

      Darcy paused for a moment, wondering if she should follow or leave. She really didn’t need or even want to be paid to take care of the boys. She’d do it for free, something she’d told Ryder over and over again. They were amazing kids, and she enjoyed spending time with them. She could simply call out good night, grab her coat, and be on her merry way. However, the Collins’ curiosity gene won out in the end, so she shut the door, following in his wake.

      Ryder had dropped down into the recliner, and she suspected he was only a few minutes away from passing out. She’d recently moved into the apartment above her family’s business, Pat’s Irish Pub, so she was pretty familiar with the stages of intoxication, having witnessed all of them in some form or another in the patrons.

      “Do you need anything?” she asked. “Water? Coffee?” She started to include aspirin on her list because she had a feeling his head was going to hurt like hell in the morning, but she didn’t necessarily want to point out she could tell he was wasted.

      Ryder glanced over, frowning, and she got the sense he hadn’t remembered she was there. He shook his head. “No. Nothing to do but sleep it off. How were the boys?”

      “Good as gold, as always. Clint had a little bit of a stomachache after dinner, but I gave him some ginger ale and rubbed his tummy and it passed quickly.”

      She grinned, completely aware that Clint was faking the stomachache. It was something he’d done quite a few times when she was here.

      “His mom always used to rub his stomach when he was sick.”

      Darcy had come to that same conclusion, which was why she never questioned Clint’s illnesses, and instead gave him as much motherly love as she could. “My mom did the same for me.”

      Ryder closed his eyes briefly. “He misses her,” he mumbled.

      “That’s only natural.”

      His only response was a grunt.

      “I started reading Harry Potter to them, but they informed me that your British accent was better than mine.”

      His eyelids lifted, and she sensed he was trying to focus on her and her comment. “I used to read that to…”

      Ryder didn’t finish his thought, but he didn’t have to. She’d been offering to read the book to them for the better part of a year, but both boys insisted Ryder was reading it to them. Or at least, he had been before his wife died. Darcy couldn’t help but notice every time she babysat that the bookmark never moved.

      Tonight, Clint was the one to pull it out, and she knew he’d given up hope that his dad would get back to it.

      “Vince claims you’re the best when it comes to doing Hagrid’s voice.” Then, she added, “Bloody ’ell, ’arry.”

      Ryder shook his head, one corner of his mouth quirking up in amusement. “I think that’s an Australian accent.”

      She sighed. “Damn. That’s what Vince said too. So, um…I thought you were working late tonight.”

      When he’d called this morning to see if she was available to stay with his son, Clint, and stepson, Vince, he had mentioned something about a big project at work and his plans to “burn the midnight oil.”

      “Yeah. I was. Made it all the way to six o’clock before that plan fell through.” His words were slightly slurred.

      “Fell through?”

      “Couldn’t concentrate.”

      This was hands down the longest conversation she’d ever had with Ryder. And she was about ninety-nine percent sure he wouldn’t remember it tomorrow. His eyes were clouded, unfocused, and while he was talking—mumbling—he wasn’t looking at her, but instead at some random spot on the wall over her left shoulder.

      Part of her thought she should probably just leave, but she could tell he was upset, and that bothered her. A lot. Darcy hated it when people were sad, and Ryder Hagen had been sad since the day she’d met him.

      Granted, that first meeting had taken place just a few days after his wife, Denise, had been killed in a car accident. He’d spent the last year grieving.

      She looked toward the front entrance, then she perched on the edge of the couch.

      “Why couldn’t you concentrate?” she asked quietly.

      “It’s Denise’s birthday.”

      “Oh.”

      Denise and Ryder had been married for six years, buying this house and raising Vince and Clint together. Darcy couldn’t even begin to imagine the pain and loneliness Ryder must feel without her.

      Nowadays, Ryder shared the place with Leo, their living situation what Darcy considered the most incredible thing two dads had ever done for their kids.

      Leo was Vince’s dad, so when Denise died, he got full custody of his son. Rather than separate the boys after their mother’s death, Leo and Ryder had decided to become roommates to allow the brothers to remain together. They’d already lost their mother, and the men didn’t think it was right to also rob the boys of each other.

      When her cousin Yvonne, who was good friends with Leo, told her what the men were doing, Darcy vowed she would help them however she could. She wanted this unintentional but wonderful family of all males to succeed. Yvonne had felt the same way, so now they were both pretty regular visitors to the house. Darcy, who was in her last year of college, babysat, while Yvonne—the greatest cook on the planet after Darcy’s mom, Riley—brought them dinner a couple times a month.

      Ryder leaned his head back against the recliner, his gaze traveling toward the ceiling as he chuckled miserably. “Fucking remembered it this year.”

      Darcy bit her lower lip, uncertain how to respond. She’d never heard Ryder curse. So between him dropping the F bomb and getting bombed, she was floundering a bit.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, simply because she didn’t know what else to say.

      “Always forgot it,” he said to the ceiling. “Every fucking year. Woke up this morning and it was the first thing I thought of. She would have been twenty-nine.”

      Darcy swallowed heavily as a wave of sadness washed through her. She couldn’t imagine dying so young, and as she considered the boys sleeping soundly down the hall, she felt incredible sorrow for the entire family. For the boys growing up without a mother, the husband without a wife, and for Denise as well. She was going to miss so much of her children’s lives—from birthdays, to Christmases, to graduations, and weddings. It just wasn’t fair.

      “Ryder—” she started, but he was still muttering, and she was sure he hadn’t even heard her speak.

      “Every year. Same fight.”

      She considered his inebriated state and hoped he’d at least spent the evening drowning his sorrows with a friend. No one this sad should be alone.

      “Where did you go tonight?” she asked, trying to distract him from the undeniable guilt he was suffering.

      “Bar near work.”

      “Anyone go with you?”

      He shook his head, though that was probably not an accurate description. It was more like he flopped it to the left just once before resuming his intense study of the ceiling. “No one…there’s no one…” The rest of his sentence was incoherent as he closed his eyes again, breathing deeply.

      She considered nudging him, trying to help him move from the recliner to his bed, but she decided against it.

      Instead, she stood up and walked over to him. He was still fully dressed in one of his tailored work suits. He’d loosened the tie a bit, but she was certain he wouldn’t be comfortable sleeping like that, and she was a bit worried about leaving him in his current state.

      Darcy glanced toward the front door again and debated going home. If she weren’t here, Ryder would have already passed out, which was pretty much inevitable and probably the best thing for him.

      Then she decided against it. Bending toward him, she slowly, carefully untied the knot of his tie, then pulled it from the collar of his shirt.

      Ryder grumbled a bit but didn’t stir.

      Then she reached for the top button of his shirt. She’d just slipped it free when she realized his eyes were open…and he was looking right at her.

      “I thought you’d be more comfortable if I loosened your collar,” she whispered.

      “Don’t stop,” he said.

      Darcy blinked a couple times, then did as he’d asked—actually, commanded was a better word. She’d never noticed how deep and sexy his voice was. Tonight, it had an almost gruff quality to it that was taking her mind to some pretty naughty places.

      She unbuttoned his shirt as far as she could, then tugged the hem free of his pants so she could take care of the bottom two. Her fingers accidentally grazed his bare stomach.

      She heard him suck in a deep breath.

      “I…miss…fuck. I can’t…” He turned his head away, and Darcy got the sense he’d gone somewhere else, that he was with someone else.

      “You miss Denise?” she whispered.

      His gaze flew back to hers, his eyes narrowed in a scowl. “No. Yes. I just…can’t…” He rubbed his forehead wearily. “Jesus,” he muttered when his eyes briefly managed to focus on her. “Darcy?”

      Darcy cursed herself, afraid she’d overstepped a line. She and Ryder weren’t close. Hell, they were barely more than strangers.

      “I’m sorry. I should probably go,” she said softly.

      “No. I’m sorry. I…” He squinted hard, as if his head was already starting to hurt. “I don’t usually drink. Too much Scotch.”

      “It’s okay. I live above a pub. I’ve seen my uncles and cousins taken down by Jameson more times than I can count.”

      The tips of his mouth actually curved upwards, something Darcy took as a win. Ryder wasn’t an unpleasant man at all, but he never smiled, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him laugh.

      The second that thought crossed her mind, she realized she wanted to find a way to bring laughter back to him, to this house.

      Clint and Vince had spent the last year talking about how much fun Ryder was, about the games they’d played, the funny voices he used to do when reading stories, how he used to make up silly songs to get them to eat or take a bath. It wasn’t until a few months ago that Darcy realized all those stories were about the time before Denise had died. Since then, in addition to rubbing Clint’s upset stomach, she’d taken to making up her own songs and doing her own crazy voices to entertain the boys during story time, though apparently, she was going to have to work on her British accent.

      Her heart ached for all of them, and Darcy longed to meet the guy Ryder used to be.

      Ryder shifted on the recliner and his shirt parted, revealing more of his bare chest. She fought hard to keep her eyes on his face, rather than let her gaze drift lower. Though she’d seen enough when she was unbuttoning his shirt to wish she had the courage to sneak another peek. Ryder was ripped, like six-pack-heaven ripped. He’d mentioned once that there was a gym in the building where he worked that was available to everyone at his company.

      Obviously, Ryder took advantage of that. Frequently.

      Ryder distracted her when he attempted to unfasten his belt. His fingers fumbled over the clasp several times before she finally pushed his hands away and took over. She unhooked it and then—like she did with his tie—pulled it free.

      Darcy started to set the belt on the coffee table, but he grasped her wrist and took it from her.

      “Used to…” he muttered, drifting away from her again as he wrapped the leather around one palm.

      “Used to?” she asked, confused until her eyes locked on the way he’d distractedly begun to flip the tail end of the belt against his thigh.

      Suddenly, a wide array of erotic uses for the belt sprung to mind, and Darcy began to feel hot. Flushed.

      Jesus. Aroused.

      Between his bare chest, his sexy, deep voice, and the way he was holding that belt, Darcy was letting her imagination travel to places where it had no business going.

      “Um. I should⁠—”

      Before she could say “go,” Ryder spoke again, the words still slurred and halting.

      “Everything’s…gone.” Darcy was unable to follow anything he was saying, too many of the words mumbled sounds without meaning. “I’m—mumble—wish I could—mumble—she—mumble—now I can’t…” Almost all the words he spoke were indecipherable.

      Darcy studied his face, quiet in case he tried to finish what he was saying—his mind clearly bombarded by too many things he couldn’t deal with—but his eyes were closed again. She couldn’t begin to follow his line of thought, mainly because he was losing his battle to remain awake and his slurring was worse.

      Her heart cracked as she thought about the pure desolation in his tone. Though an entire year had passed, it was obvious Ryder was still every bit as devastated over losing Denise as he had been the day she’d died.

      She longed to find a way to tell him he still had so much to live for. So many wonderful things. This home, the boys, a good job, Leo.

      Not tonight, of course. He was too far gone—from the alcohol, the guilt, and the grief.

      Darcy had come to love this family very much over the past year. Clint and Vince were sweet, creative, funny kids, while Ryder and Leo were kind, attentive, loving dads. Despite all of that, there was definitely a hole in this home, left behind when Denise died.

      She reached for his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to help you.”

      His eyes didn’t open this time, so she went for broke. She untied and pulled off his shoes, then she grabbed a throw blanket from the back of the couch and covered him up.

      Ryder slept through it all, breathing deeply, easily.

      The alcohol had finally won, finally taken him down.

      She took one last look at him before turning off the lights in the family room and quietly walking to the front door.

      Just before she left, she glanced back toward where Ryder slept…and her heart gave a funny pang. Darcy had dated a lot of guys the past few years, but she’d never been in a serious relationship. Her sister, Sunnie, teased her, calling her a hopeless romantic, just like Pop Pop. Darcy insisted there wasn’t anything wrong with holding out for the right guy, and she’d always been certain that just like Pop Pop, she’d know the minute she met him.

      That was when Darcy felt it.

      The twittery stomach.

      The racing heart.

      The sweaty palms.

      “Oh no,” she whispered to the silent house.
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      Three years later…

      “What are you still doing here?”

      Darcy looked up from her computer, slightly bleary-eyed. She’d been staring at the screen for way too many hours.

      She blinked a few times before she was able to clearly see Ryder standing next to her desk.

      Wow. She must have been in the zone if she hadn’t seen him approaching. Typically, her Ryder radar was much stronger, detecting the man from a million paces away.

      She took a deep breath and reached for what she called her Ryder tone—casual, nonchalant, fake as fuck. She’d had three years to perfect it, so as always, she nailed it. “Finishing up a design for Helen. She needs it for Monday’s meeting.”

      “Darcy. It’s after nine o’clock. You were here before me this morning. No one expects you to work these long hours.”

      She grinned, secretly pleased he’d noticed. It meant he’d noticed her.

      Ryder had a reputation—well-earned—as a workaholic. There were very few days he wasn’t the first to arrive and the last to leave the office. Of course, as Vice President of Stadium Operations for the M&T Bank Stadium, Ryder’s list of job duties was endless.

      She’d just recently been hired as a graphic artist in the marketing department, thanks to Ryder putting in a good word for her with the manager. She was grateful to him for going to bat for her and determined to prove she could handle her first real—benefits and a 401K—job.

      Especially since it meant she got to work on the same floor of the same building with him, every single day, instead of just seeing him on the all-too-rare occasions lately when she babysat.

      She had known Ryder Hagen for three years, eleven months, and twenty-seven days. And she’d been absolutely obsessed with him for too much of that.

      Not that the man had a clue about her crush.

      God, she hated that word.

      Today marked the end of her second month on the job and, while she loved what she did, she was still struggling to acclimate to the heavy workload. Helen, her department manager, assured her things would ease up a bit once football season was over, but there were still several months to go until February.

      “I’m almost finished,” she said.

      Ryder stepped closer, bending over to look at the screen, and she sucked in a deep breath, catching the faint smell of his musky, woodsy cologne. “That looks fine,” he said. “What’s left to do?”

      “Fine?” she asked, disappointed, leaning back in the chair and suddenly thinking her design must suck worse than she’d thought. Darcy was her own worst critic, typically stressing over everything from shading to fonts to filters.

      Ryder breathed out a long sigh. “Good? Great? Fill in a word, Darcy, then save that and shut down the computer. It’s late.”

      “Wow. High praise,” she muttered. “Don’t overwhelm me.”

      “Darcy,” Ryder said in a tone he seemed to have reserved just for her. The only way she could describe it was reluctant amusement.

      When she’d first started working here, she realized no one in the office spoke to Ryder like he was a real person—no jokes, no teasing, no easy banter, or camaraderie.

      Instead, the other employees were all business around him. It wasn’t that Ryder was an unreasonable or unkind boss. He didn’t yell or scream. In fact, he was very fair and straightforward, but he didn’t grab a sandwich with other people in the office or join in on the occasional happy hour or even gab by the coffeepot for a few minutes each morning.

      Instead, Ryder put out “keep your distance” vibes. Though Darcy wasn’t sure he was aware he was even doing it. It was actually those vibes that called to her because she felt like there was something behind them—sad or wounded. And there was something in Darcy’s genetic makeup that couldn’t stand to see him always alone at work, because she didn’t get a sense that was what he truly wanted.

      “I just need another minute or two to⁠—”

      “Don’t you have a party or something tonight?”

      “Shit.” Darcy bounced out of her chair so fast, she nearly coldcocked Ryder with the top of her head. Luckily, he moved away fast, or she would have given him a black eye.

      “Oh, Ryder. I’m so sorry. Um. What time did you say it was?”

      “Nine,” he repeated.

      “Oh my God. Sunnie is going to kill me. I’ve got the vodka for the punch.” Darcy pulled a liquor store bag from her bottom desk drawer.

      “You have liquor in your desk?”

      She laughed. “I ran out and grabbed it on my lunch break. And it’s not like it’s in a flask.” Then, because she couldn’t help herself, she joked, “Just to be clear, a flask in my desk would be frowned upon, right?”

      “It would,” he deadpanned.

      He didn’t laugh, but Darcy was used to that and didn’t take it to heart. Hell, she took it as a challenge and had for years. On the rare occasions she’d managed to make him chuckle, she honestly felt like she’d won the Olympic gold.

      She quickly saved her work and shut down her computer. Then she noticed Ryder had his briefcase.

      “You done for the day too?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I was just leaving when I saw the light on in here. I’ll walk you to your car. It’s late.”

      That sealed it. She was working this late every night for the rest of her life. She smiled, hoping she was managing to project an air of coolness. “Let me guess. You aren’t coming to the Halloween party.”

      Ryder shook his head. “No. I’m not. Long week. I’m tired. Though I appreciate the invitation.” His tone didn’t suggest he appreciated it at all. Instead, she got the sense he wished she and Yvonne would stop inviting him to stuff so he wouldn’t have to keep coming up with excuses.

      And while she wasn’t surprised he wasn’t attending, she was disappointed.

      Ryder still shared a house with Leo, and now Yvonne. Leo and Ryder had put an addition on their home to accommodate them all so Vince and Clint, thirteen and eleven, were still together in the same home. Yvonne had just had a baby girl, Reba, a couple of months earlier, so the unconventional yet wonderful family continued to grow.

      “You know, you could try to surprise us every once in a while. Rather than being so predictable.”

      “I prefer consistency.”

      Yvonne and Darcy had invited Ryder to countless Collins parties over the years, but he always turned them down, claiming he had too much work to do either here at the office or at the house. From what Darcy could see, the man worked twenty-four-seven, his cell phone constantly in his hand. She suspected he probably slept with the damn thing under his pillow at night. And when he wasn’t working, he was with the boys.

      Ryder had zero social life, a concept that seemed downright foreign to Darcy, who lived for her family’s crazy, fun parties.

      Tonight was their annual Halloween party, and it kicked off what Darcy referred to as “the social season.” The holidays were her absolute favorite time of the year, and the Collins clan did it right. This year, like every year, they were hosting get-togethers for Halloween, Friendsgiving, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Eve, either in the family’s pub or above it in the Collins Dorm, the apartment Darcy shared with her cousins, Colm and Oliver, as well as Oliver’s foster brother, Gavin.

      To make the season even crazier, they’d added an extra party, a Boob Voyage party for Darcy’s godmother, Bubbles, who was having breast reduction surgery in December.

      It was going to be two months of madness starting tonight, and Darcy couldn’t wait. She put her coat on, and then grabbed her purse and the vodka.

      Ryder waited patiently, looking as hot as ever in his tailor-made black suit and pressed, crisp white dress shirt. Today, he’d at least attempted something whimsical and completely out of character by wearing a black tie with tiny orange jack-o-lanterns on it. In the boring world Ryder chose to exist in, the tie was downright madness, and she loved it.

      Darcy silently chastised herself for her never-ending fascination with the man. She was two of the world’s worst clichés. The woman who had a crush on her too-hot-for-words boss, as well as the babysitter with a crush on the dad.

      Jesus.

      Darcy wished she could kick her feelings, but they clearly weren’t going anywhere anytime soon. So here she was. The twenty-four-year-old virgin with—fuck—a crush on her older boss.

      Sadly, Ryder didn’t see her as anything more than said employee/babysitter.

      To him, she was stuck solely in some sort of limbo land where she was more than an acquaintance, but not quite a friend; someone special not because of his feelings toward her, but because of his sons’ feelings for her, and a bit more than just an employee because of a longer, more personal association.

      Basically, she was a whole lot of nothing.

      About the best thing she could say was that he didn’t seem to view her as a kid-sister type, because that would have driven her insane. She already had a big brother and too many overprotective male cousins. She didn’t need one more of those.

      They walked to the elevator side by side, neither of them talking, which was strange for her. Him not talking was actually the norm. Ryder’s side of any conversation between the two of them was usually him responding to her questions or comments. He was a quiet, introspective man, and Darcy wondered if that was part of his appeal. She was part of a huge family of boisterous, can’t-get-a-word-in-edgewise people—the male relatives as loud and talkative as the women, especially when sports and wagers were the topics.

      Ryder seemed to spend a lot of time in his own head, alone with his thoughts, and Darcy was dying to get a glimpse inside. He also projected an air of alpha male that she found super sexy. She’d spent too many nights recalling the way he’d wrapped that belt around his hand the evening he’d come home drunk all those years ago.

      Since then, Darcy had become fascinated by the concept of domination and submission. Her cousin Caitlyn had married a Dominant man, and she had probably answered at least a million and twelve of Darcy’s questions about their relationship in the past couple of years.

      Of course, Ryder wasn’t all work and no play. Darcy had caught more than a few glimpses of his playful side with Clint and Vince. The way he teased and joked around with his sons reminded her of her close relationship with her own dad, Aaron.

      However, it was safe to say that most of the time, and with the exception of the boys, Ryder was serious and reserved, a sexy mystery, which simply ensured he kept Darcy captivated.

      Ryder didn’t glance her direction as they stepped onto the elevator. Instead, he pushed the button to the bottom floor and waited as the doors closed.

      The man was completely oblivious to her feelings for him. Which she could admit was her own fault. After all, she worked overtime to act completely natural around him, though she knew her family suspected her feelings.

      It was hard enough to know her crush was one-sided, so there was no way she’d make a jackass of herself mooning over him or making him uncomfortable with unrequited feelings.

      They’d only descended a few floors when the lights flickered. The elevator stopped rather abruptly, and Darcy had to quickly reach out to the side wall to steady herself. The lights went out completely for a second or two before emergency backup lights flashed on. They were much dimmer than the real lights—more pale gold than bright, fluorescent white.

      Darcy took a deep, steadying breath and closed her eyes. “Please start moving again,” she whispered. Their offices occupied the entire fifteenth floor of one of Baltimore’s tallest skyscrapers. If she had to guess, she’d say they hadn’t passed the tenth floor yet.

      Ryder sighed. “Dammit.”

      “No.” Darcy shook her head. “Not dammit. Don’t say dammit.”

      He turned to look at her and grimaced. “It would appear the power has gone out.”

      “Can we open the doors?”

      Ryder shook his head. “No. I’m fairly certain we can’t.” He pressed the emergency call button, and Darcy could have cried in relief when a voice responded.

      “This is Ryder Hagen. The elevator has stopped.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Hagen. This is Rodney at the security desk. There’s a power outage and it appears to have taken down a large chunk of the city. I’m trying to find out now how long they anticipate it will be out.”

      “Okay. Will you let us know when you find out?” Ryder asked, looking put out, but also at ease, considering their situation.

      “Of course, sir,” Rodney replied.

      “There’s no way to get us out of here?” Darcy asked Ryder, hating how breathy her voice sounded. It was as if her throat had closed and she suddenly couldn’t get any sound through.

      “Is it possible to open these doors manually?” Ryder asked the man on the other end of the call button.

      “I’m afraid not, sir. Are you alone?”

      Ryder glanced around the elevator. “Isn’t there a camera in here, Rodney?”

      “Camera is down due to the power outage.”

      “I see. There’s another person trapped as well. Darcy Young.”

      Darcy swallowed hard, wishing Ryder wouldn’t use the word trapped.

      “Are you both okay?” Rodney asked.

      “We’re fine.”

      Darcy wouldn’t use the word fine, either. Because she was not fine.

      “I’m sorry to say I think you’ll both have to sit tight at this point. As I said, I’ll let you know how long the expected outage time is as soon as I find out.”

      “Thank you,” Ryder said, taking his finger away from the button, then looking at her. “So we’re stuck.”

      Darcy nodded slowly, working overtime to contain the freak-out threatening to erupt.

      She must have been successful because Ryder didn’t appear to notice her distress. He put down his briefcase, took off his suit jacket, loosened his tie, and leaned against the back wall of the elevator casually. Like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Meanwhile, she was struggling not to throw up.

      They both stood there, silent for a few minutes, as the reality of the situation sank in. Ryder was taking it in stride, though she knew him well enough to know he was probably more inconvenienced than annoyed.

      As for her. Well, she was trembling inside so bad, she didn’t know how she wasn’t breaking bones.

      Darcy jumped when Rodney’s voice crackled through the speaker again.

      “Mr. Hagen?”

      Ryder stepped back to the call button. “Yes.”

      “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      Darcy shook her head. “No, no bad news,” she muttered.

      Ryder glanced at her as he spoke to the man. “How long?”

      “Looks like several hours. Pretty bad transformer fire in a substation. A lot of the city is currently without power. Nine-one-one is being bombarded with calls, so I’m not sure I can get anyone here to help you out.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      Darcy didn’t. She really fucking didn’t.

      “No firefighters?” she asked Ryder. “Can’t they break people out of elevators?”

      “You heard him, Darcy. They’re fielding a million calls right now,” Ryder explained, his finger off the button so the man couldn’t hear. “This doesn’t exactly constitute an emergency. We aren’t in danger or injured.”

      Darcy and Ryder were going to have to agree to disagree on what constituted an emergency because, in her mind, this was a big one.

      Darcy considered calling her dad. Aaron Young was a cop, and he’d hightail it over here to try to get her out if he knew she was stuck. But she couldn’t do it. As much as she was freaking out inside, she knew there would be others who would need him more. It wouldn’t be right to drag him away from his job just because of what she knew was an irrational fear.

      Ryder pressed the button. “We appreciate you letting us know, Rodney.”

      “I’ll be in contact if I’m able to get anyone here to help. Otherwise…”

      Ryder went ahead and finished the man’s comment when it was obvious he didn’t want to point out they were well and truly stuck. “Otherwise, we’ll simply wait until the power comes back on.”

      Ryder returned to his previous spot, leaning against the back wall. She watched as he completely removed his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. If she weren’t struggling for air, Darcy would have found his actions hot. But at the moment, she couldn’t get enough oxygen to her brain to appreciate Ryder’s sexiness.

      Oh God. Was the air thinning out? Were they going to suffocate?

      Ryder pointed to the bags she still held. White-knuckled, actually. “Might as well get comfortable, Darcy. It looks like we’re going to be in here a few hours.”

      Hours.

      Oh God.

      She couldn’t do hours!

      Then she glanced down and realized… “Vodka.”

      “Are you proposing we get drunk?”

      “It couldn’t hurt.” In her case, it could only help. She lifted the bag, pulling out a bottle.

      She was surprised when Ryder took the bottle of Grey Goose from her and opened it before handing it back.

      “Ladies first.”

      She grinned, lifted it in a silent cheers, and took a drink, wincing slightly. “Oh, what I’d give for some orange juice.” Darcy handed it to Ryder, who took a longer swig.
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