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      Zara

      Some days, she absolutely loved her job.

      Who was she kidding? It was most days, especially when she got to stare at hot guys in tight white pants.

      Baseball pants were a gift from God. A god who definitely liked men because only a person who liked men understood that those white pants on a firm ass were one hundred percent sexy.

      As a sports agent, she saw men and women dressed in every type of uniform imaginable. Tennis skirts or tight shorts, baggy basketball or soccer shorts, football pants, and anything and everything else in between. The baseball pants were the only thing that ever got her engine running.

      Not for lack of trying to shut it down.

      As a woman in her field, dating a player of any kind was off-limits. Technically, it wasn’t off-limits unless she was their agent. Her own code though, one she’d given herself many years ago, made it off-limits.

      No dating, or, in her case, sleeping with athletes.

      Which was fine by her. She talked about sports all day, every day. She'd rather talk about anything else when she went home at night or out on a date. The weather would be preferable to sports.

      That didn’t mean she couldn’t admire their asses in those white fucking pants.

      She’d just gotten to the stadium in Arizona, where she stood on the side and watched both Arizona and Los Angeles take batting practice. She represented several guys on both teams, which was why she’d flown out to watch the game in person. It also helped that one of her best friends lived in Arizona and was married to a client.

      She hadn’t seen Celia in person in months and was really looking forward to spending some time with her face-to-face. Calls and video chats were great, but nothing was better than in-person conversations. Celia had married Kyle Dulaney at the start of spring training, and she and her daughter Jasmine had left Valley Falls to be with Kyle in Arizona. Zara was happy for her friend, but she missed her dearly. She’d taken Kyle on as a client before he and Celia had gotten together, but now it was even better because she could see her friend whenever she met with Kyle.

      Killing two birds and all that.

      “Zara!” She heard her name being called, and when she looked around, found Heath Bailey coming toward her. Heath was not only her client but her friend. He also happened to be her best friend Hannah’s brother. She and Heath had been close since they met all those years ago while she’d been in college, and now they were even closer.

      Not in a romantic way.

      Yuck.

      They were friends. Only friends.

      “Bailey, aren’t you supposed to be warming up on the field?” Heath was a pitcher for the LA Emperors and was slated to be the starting pitcher for the game.

      “Nature called.” He strolled up next to her, nudging her shoulder with his own. “When did you get here?”

      “Just a little while ago.” She pushed her sunglasses up and perched them on her head. “Is Hannah here yet?” Hannah was coming to see clients, the same as her, but she was flying in from Tennessee after taking the trip with the Valley Falls Strikers and meeting some clients there.

      And, watching her husband play.

      Yes, Hannah was also married and to a soccer player, no less. Edwin Boyle had been Hannah’s client since she’d become a sports agent right out of college. Unbeknownst to Hannah, he’d been in love with her almost as long. She’d also been in love with him, but hadn’t realized it. Luckily, they figured it out. Now they’re happily married and living the dream.

      Was it a dream to be happily married?

      Zara wasn’t so sure. She loved her single life. Sometimes it got old, say, when she hadn’t had good sex in way too long, but most times, it was perfect. At least for her.

      “Didn’t she call you?” Heath said. “Something came up with a client, and she isn’t going to make it.”

      Zara deflated. They might live in the same town and work at the same agency, but she and Hannah had both been so busy the last couple of weeks that they hadn’t seen each other. Zara had been looking forward to girl time with Hannah and Celia. “Well, damn.”

      “I better get back out there.” Heath jogged back out to the field, leaving her alone to be annoyed that Hannah wasn’t coming. She reached for her phone, planning to give her friend hell, but it rang as soon as she touched it.

      Hannah was calling.

      It was like she sensed Zara’s annoyance.

      She swiped the screen before placing the phone by her ear. “This client emergency better not be you and Edwin locked in a hotel room.”

      “While that sounds like a really great reason to stand you up, you and I both know I would never do that.”

      Zara did know that. Hannah may love Edwin more than anything, but she’d never jeopardize her career. Hell, that was one of the reasons she and Edwin almost hadn’t made it.

      “I know. What’s going on?” Zara slid her sunglasses back on her face and stepped back so she could talk privately without being overheard.

      “Just some bullshit with a few sponsors who like to make my life hell.”

      Been there. “Can I help?”

      “Not with this, but I do need a huge favor from you.”

      Zara’s stomach turned. She had no idea what the favor was, but something inside her told her she was not going to like it. “Why do I feel like you’re about to ask me for a kidney?”

      Hannah laughed, but it was strained. “Because you know me so well.” There was a short pause. “I need you to go with Noah Ashe to a meeting with a sponsor.”

      “No, anything but that.” She was right to think Hannah’s favor would be impossible.

      “Zara, please. I can’t be there, and this is really important. You know I wouldn’t ask unless it was an emergency.”

      “Fuck,” Zara swore. “I’d rather give you a kidney.”

      “I know. Really I do, but I need you for this. There’s no one else there from Sports World, and even if there were, you’re the only one I trust to get it done how I’d do it.”

      Zara sighed. “I hate you, you know that, right?”

      “I do, and I’ll owe you forever for this.”

      “Don’t think I won’t collect.”

      “I’ll send you everything in an email, and I’ll tell Noah to be on his best behavior.”

      “Like that’ll help,” she said under her breath. The man was her arch nemesis, and she wasn’t even sure he knew it. It was almost as if he didn't remember her at all.

      Which made it that much more frustrating when she thought about the night they met more than she should.

      Not for any reason she could figure out, other than it was the most embarrassing moment of her life.

      After hanging up with Hannah, she tried to put thoughts of Noah and that night out of her head. It was years ago, and if he didn’t remember it, she should let it go.

      Easier said than done.

      That night was cemented in her brain forever.

      She’d had plans with a guy she’d gone out with the night before. Aiden. Only, when she’d shown up at his place, he wasn’t home. He texted that he was running late and to just use the key under the mat. Zara decided what better way to greet him than to be naked and ready when he walked in.

      Only it wasn’t Aiden who walked through the door.

      It was Noah.

      At the time, she didn’t know or care who he was. She just wanted him to stop looking at her naked body.

      His eyes raked over her skin, and to this day, she could still feel the heat of them as they perused her body. She was bold, asking him if he liked what he saw, but his answer of yes, and wicked fucking smile, only embarrassed her.

      She did not get embarrassed about sex. She was open with what she liked and did, and never cared what others thought of her.

      Something about Noah and the way he looked at her made her shy. Before she could grab anything to cover up her naked body, the fire alarm went off.

      The fucking fire alarm.

      This is where the story went from bad to worse. She wasn’t overly concerned, but the look on Noah’s face was one of complete panic and fear. He was screaming at her to leave and when she didn’t move fast enough, he threw her over his shoulder and ran out of the apartment and eventually out of the building.

      With her still completely naked.

      Her bare ass was on display for the whole world to see.

      Okay, maybe not the whole world, but everyone who’d run out of the building and all the people outside watching.

      When she finally got her first good look at the building, she was thankful he’d made her leave as quickly as he had because the whole thing seemed to be on fire. It was hard to be mad at someone who’d saved your life. After she calmed down, he sat her on her feet and gave her his shirt to cover up with. When she turned around to thank him, he was gone.

      Poof, just like that. Almost as if he was never there in the first place.

      For a while, she wondered if she’d imagined the whole thing. Then one night, after she’d graduated and gotten her job at Sports World, she was shuffling through files of potential clients, and there he was.

      Noah Ashe, outfielder for the LA Emperors.

      Because, of course, he was an athlete.

      Somehow she was able to avoid him for years, even though he played for the same team as Heath and a few of her other clients. It wasn’t until he walked into her office almost six months ago that she’d come face to face with him again.

      Where he acted as if they’d never met.

      Was she so forgettable? Not that she wanted him to remember her, but still, it would be nice if her naked image was one he thought of often.

      Wait, no, she did not want Noah Ashe thinking of her naked. She didn’t want him thinking of her at all. She wanted nothing to do with him, which was why she’d turned him down when he’d asked her to be his agent.

      Then Hannah, her traitor of a best friend, went and took him on.

      Seriously, wasn’t there some sort of girl code about that? Never take a client who has seen your best friend naked and watched a building burn down together.

      If there wasn’t, there should be.

      She’d look into adding it to the girl code book. In her spare time, when she had virtually none.

      She paced the sideline of the field, clutching her phone in her hand waiting ever so patiently for the email from Hannah to arrive. What in the world could be so crucial that Hannah needed her to step in and help Noah? Especially when Hannah was aware of how much Zara did not want to be in the same room as the man.

      Her phone buzzed, alerting her that the email had landed in her inbox. Zara opened it and began reading, stopping almost immediately.

      Shit.

      Of course, Hannah needed someone at the dinner meeting with Noah. It was with Power Punch, the world’s leader in sports drinks, and a sponsorship that every athlete and agent wanted. Zara had pitched several clients to them over the last few months, but they hadn’t liked any, and never even took a meeting. The fact that they were meeting with Noah was a pretty big deal.

      She was shocked that Hannah wasn’t dropping everything to make this meeting.

      
        
        Zara:

        What could possibly be so important that you miss out on a meeting with Power Punch?

        Hannah:

        It’s not something I can talk about yet, but when I can, you’ll be the first to know.

        Zara:

        Fine, but you do realize I’m going to charm their asses off and you might lose them to me?

        Hannah:

        It’s a chance I’m willing to take.

      

      

      She slid her phone into her pocket, continuing to wonder what could be so essential to make Hannah skip this meeting. She would never skip something this big. It had to be a scandal. Only a scandal would warrant missing this meeting.

      She was so caught up in her thoughts that she didn’t notice the shadow that fell over her. When she looked up, there stood Noah Ashe, looking smug as ever.

      “It seems you’re my date this evening.” His smooth voice grated her nerves.

      “It’s a dinner meeting.” Her words were clipped and showed no emotion.

      He tipped his head, and even though he was wearing sunglasses, she could feel his eyes on her. “A dinner meeting with one of the biggest companies in the world when it comes to sports.”

      He wasn’t wrong and that had her wondering why Power Punch had chosen him. How had Hannah sold them on Noah? Granted, she knew virtually nothing about him. Well, nothing major. Just that he was a great ball player, never in the news for a scandal, and was always smiling. She never looked him up or read anything about him on purpose. It was for her own sanity.

      Once she started thinking of him, she’d never stop. And she did not want to think about Noah Ashe.

      Not even a little bit.

      He was the bane of her existence, and she wanted nothing to do with him.

      Unfortunately, thanks to Hannah, that was all about to change.
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      Noah

      God, she was beautiful.

      Even when she was so obviously annoyed and angry.

      Which was pretty much her standard operating procedure when it came to their interactions. All thanks to that one night all those years ago.

      A night that still haunted him in more ways than one.

      Before walking in on a naked Zara spread eagle on his couch, he’d had no clue who she was. It was pretty normal to walk in on his roommate Aiden with a girl, but never had he walked in on one alone with her legs spread in invitation.

      It wasn’t until two years later when he’d seen her at a game, talking to his teammate Heath Bailey, that he put two and two together that she was the woman he’d walked in on and carried to safety.

      The same woman he still thought about at night; remembering her naked body and how fucking perfect it was.

      She’d avoided him at every turn. Going so far as to run out of rooms when he walked into them, but that didn't stop him from wondering about her, wanting to know more about her, and thinking about her. Then, a few months ago, he’d gotten the silly idea that he'd ask her to be his agent. Only when he’d shown up at her office, she turned him down flat, leaving him standing in the middle of her office looking absurd. Hannah found him and took pity on him, not only at that moment, but taking him on as a new client.

      Which was all well and good, except, Hannah was standing him up and leaving him in, what he presumed, were Zara's very capable hands.

      He wasn't upset.

      “How in the hell did Hannah snag Power Punch for you?” Zara asked, her voice full of irritation.

      He shrugged nonchalantly, acting like he didn't care. “I don't know. I guess I'm just that good and they just wanted me that badly.” He was goading her, and he knew it.  But something inside him got a kick out of her agitation.

      She scoffed. “I seriously doubt that’s the case.”

      “I guess we'll find out tonight,” he paused, lifting his sunglasses and letting her see the look in his eyes, “on our date.”

      “It's not a date.”

      “I'll pick you up at seven.” He sauntered away, wondering why he continued to poke the bear.

      Probably because poking the bear was so fucking fun. At least until it attacked you.

      Back on the field, he ran out towards Heath, who shook his head and wagged his finger. “Why do you always antagonize her?”

      “It's fun.” That wasn’t entirely true. He wanted her to like him. He really wanted her to feel the same way about him that he felt about her. He knew that was never going to happen, but a guy had to try, otherwise, what was the use?

      “You really have to stop. A mad Zara is not someone that anyone wants to deal with.”

      “She's not my agent.” Noah shrugged. “I don't give a damn if she's mad or not.”

      “Oh, so you just piss her off and leave her for the rest of us to deal with? Thanks a lot. You’re a real asshole.”

      He chuckled as he kept walking to the outfield. It wasn't like he wanted to piss her off. He'd prefer it if she was happy and friendly like she was with everyone else, but, since that was never going to happen, he used what he had.

      After another twenty minutes of warm-ups, the team headed for the locker room. When the team took the field for the game, Noah searched the stands for Zara, knowing that she was somewhere up there watching. Sure enough, he found her several rows up, right behind the first base dugout, pretending she wasn't watching him.

      He knew better.

      She might claim to hate him, but he’d caught her watching him more than once through the years.

      Not that he was much better. If she was in the room or, in this case, the stadium, he was watching her.

      It turned out, he put on a show for her and for anybody else watching. Several balls were hit hard and almost over the fence, but he was able to catch them, helping his team to a three-to-one victory. It was a good day, and he hoped it was about to get better after he met with Power Punch. The dinner was just a formality, from what Hannah said. Just one last meeting with the people in charge before signing on the dotted line.

      He rode back to the hotel with the team, where he showered and got ready for his seven o’clock meeting. He knew Zara was in the same hotel because she always stayed in the same hotel as the team. He wasn’t a stalker or anything. He just paid attention. A text from Hannah had him knowing exactly which room she was in because, god forbid, he had her number to call and ask.

      He wasn’t sure that was all he’d use her number for if he had it. There might be a few innocent texts here and there, just to get a rise out of her.

      Reaching her room, he knocked lightly on the door, his hands fidgeting in his pockets as he wondered how this night was going to go, both with Power Punch and with Zara. He wasn't sure which he was more nervous about.

      Actually, that was wrong. He was definitely more nervous about being in Zara's presence for more than a few minutes. It would be a first, and something he was really looking forward to, despite the nerves.

      Power Punch he could handle. They were actively courting him, and as long as he didn't do anything stupid, the sponsorship belonged to him.

      The door flung open and he had to restrain himself to keep his expression neutral. She was fucking gorgeous. She wasn't wearing anything overtly sexy, just a black pants suit with a pink camisole underneath it, but it was tight and hugged her curves perfectly, and it showed off her gorgeous brown skin. Honestly, Zara could be sexy in a garbage bag.

      Or, you know, nothing, which was how he preferred to picture her.

      “You look…” words evaded him, and even if they didn't, he wasn't sure he should say gorgeous. That probably wasn't smart with how she was glaring at him. “You look great,” he opted for instead, trying to change his voice so he didn't seem so desperate. And he was fucking desperate for any morsel of acknowledgment from her.

      Any attention from her would be welcome. A touch would be great, but a kiss would be even better. Neither was going to happen.

      She cleared her throat. “You look good.” She averted her eyes, so he wasn’t even sure she was looking at him, but he’d take the compliment. “Let me grab my purse, and we can get out of here.” He held the door open while she grabbed her purse, and then let her go first out the door where he followed her down the hall to the elevator, trying hard not to stare at her ass the whole way. Inside the elevator, they were quiet, neither of them saying anything as they rode down. Exiting into the lobby, he let her lead him outside, where she had a car waiting.

      “After you,” he said, holding the car door open.

      That earned him a glare as she slid inside the car. He slid in behind her, her perfume lingering in the air. Bold and rich, just like her. Being trapped in a small car with her was his idea of a good time. He highly doubted she saw it the same way.

      “Hannah sent me the talking points, and it seems like the deal is pretty much finalized. This meeting is more of a formality. Do you have any questions?” It was the first time she had looked directly at him since she’d opened the door to her hotel room.

      Her deep brown eyes entranced him, and he wasn’t sure he could speak, let alone string together coherent words.

      She was all business like he knew she would be when he was thinking of anything but the deal. “I don't think so. We've been working on this for a while, and honestly, I still have no idea why Power Punch picked me, but I'm not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      She turned her body even more to face him, tilting her head to the side. “You have no idea why they picked you? From the information Hannah sent me, it looks like you were their number one choice, and they've just been biding their time, hoping that you'd come to them versus them coming to you.”

      He shrugged, trying to come off like it didn’t matter. In reality, he’d been over the moon when Hannah had told him about their excitement. “I mean, I don't cause any problems. I'm never on the news. I play the game, and I go home. That's about it. So I guess maybe that's why they want me.”

      That was all true. He didn't go out. He didn't stir the pot, and he didn't cause problems. He loved baseball more than anything. Loved playing it, loved watching it, and loved reading about it. From the smell of the stadium to the sound of the fans and everything in between. He loved everything about baseball. He never wanted to do anything to jeopardize that love.

      Not to mention, his mind was consumed with one woman and one woman only since the day he’d walked in on her naked and spread eagle on his couch years ago. Women didn’t interest him unless they were Zara, except that wasn't ever happening. He’d had a few sex partners in the last couple of years, but they were only sex. Just to try and get Zara off his mind. He’d gotten very familiar with the feel of his hand on his dick.

      He had to say, it was a pretty good companion. It didn't talk back, didn't piss him off, didn’t make snide comments, and the best part, didn’t care that he was always fantasizing about another woman when they were together. It was a win-win situation.

      “I'm sort of mad that I turned down being your agent. The commission alone from Power Punch could set me up for life. This is a five-year contract. A five-year contract with one of the biggest companies in the world. A sports drink company at that. I’d be swimming in the money, laying on the beach reading books with no cares in the world.”

      A hint of a smile turned up her lips. No wonder she rarely smiled in his presence. His dick was never going to go soft again, all from that smile. “Is that what you want? To lay on the beach with no cares in the world? You don't strike me as the type of person who lays around and does nothing.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Her smile was gone, replaced with a frown.

      “I'm just saying, you look like you'd much rather be working and making business deals than laying on a beach, relaxing in a chair.”

      “Are you saying I don't know how to relax?” Anger laced her voice.

      He chuckled, hoping to calm her down. “That's not what I'm saying at all. You just don’t strike me as the sort of person who would be happy relaxing in a chair over making a deal in a boardroom or at dinner, or wherever you make deals. It seems to me that you like running people’s lives, helping us make good choices, and finding the best ways to live our lives.”

      Her lips flattened. No smile or frown. They were completely neutral. “I do like those things, but I think I could also enjoy relaxing on the beach with a margarita in my hand.”

      “Never said you couldn't.”

      “You know, you're really annoying sometimes.”

      “Never claimed I wasn't.” He tried not to smile, but it was impossible.

      The car came to a stop much too quickly, leaving him wishing they had many more minutes alone in the car. “I guess we're here,” he said, opening the door and sliding out. He held out his hand to help her from the car, but, just as he assumed, she denied it and got out on her own. He should hate that she didn’t seem to want to touch him. Instead, it had him wondering why she went out of her way to make sure she never did.

      There wasn't time to dwell on it, because as soon as they entered the restaurant, the executives from Power Punch were waiting. These were the bigwigs. The people who sent other people to do their work and then came swooping in at the end to take the credit.

      “It's great to meet you,” Zara said. She was friendly and happy, something he’d rarely seen from  her before. “I'm sorry you’re stuck with me instead of Hannah tonight.”

      “We totally understand,” a tall man said as he shook Zara’s hand. “We’ve heard great things about you. I'm Kevin, and this is Stacy.”

      Noah shook both Kevin's and Stacy’s hands. “It’s great to meet you. Your team has been easy to work with.” It was the truth. The lower execs at Power Punch had treated him like a king throughout the process.

      “They said the same about you,” Stacy said.

      They were all led to a table in the back of the restaurant, where it was quiet. He pulled out a chair for Zara, and while she took it, he could tell she was trying hard not to scowl.

      The waiter came over immediately, taking drink orders. Both Kevin and Stacy ordered alcohol, but he stuck with water since he had a game the next day. What shocked him the most was when Zara ordered club soda.

      “I've had a long day,” she explained, obviously noticing Kevin’s look at her drink order. “Alcohol and jet lag don't mix.”

      “I hear that,” Kevin said. “Last week, I flew in from Berlin, and I think I was a zombie for three days. I'm not a young man anymore, and I like my sleep.”

      Noah would put Kevin somewhere in his fifties, but he still looked pretty fit for a guy who sat in an office all day.

      “I guess we should get right to it,” Stacy said. “We love what you do on and off the field, Noah, and how you present yourself. Kevin and I have kept up with the negotiations and are aware of everything going on. Noah, we would be proud to have you as a sponsor of our sports drink.”

      “I'm honored,” he said truthfully. “I know that you could have gone with any other athlete in any other sport. That you chose me means a lot. I promise I won't let you down.”

      “Everything was outlined in the contract that we sent Hannah. If you agree to all of that and you don't have any questions, we can go ahead and sign. This dinner was just a formality. We wanted to meet you, get to know you a little, and enjoy our evening before we set a date to start the campaign.” Kevin leaned back in his chair, looking pretty happy for a guy that was about to pay Noah millions of dollars.

      “Sounds great to me,” Noah said, looking to Zara for confirmation.

      She nodded her head. “Hannah gave the go-ahead. It was up to Noah to make the final decision.” She smiled a real one, not a fake one. And he knew the difference. He'd seen the fake one many times. The real one he only saw sparsely.

      “Fantastic!” Kevin said. “Let's get some food and celebrate. I know you have a long day tomorrow, Noah, so we won't keep you out late.”

      All days were long when it was baseball season. His days consisted of going to the gym in the mornings, a big protein-packed breakfast, a nap, and then heading to the stadium for batting practice. He didn't like to stay out late in the off-season, let alone nights when he had games the next day.

      They ate and chatted for a couple of hours, talking about all kinds of different things. He learned that Kevin was married and had two kids, both heading off to college in the next couple of years. Stacy was single after just coming out of a long relationship. She wasn't looking to get into another one anytime soon. Both of them lived in New York City and, from the sounds of it, enjoyed the hustle and bustle. Noah joined in, telling them about his life growing up with his parents and his sister in Colorado, his love of baseball from an early age, and what he did in his free time, which was honestly nothing, but they didn't need to know that. He also didn't tell them about his dad, who had passed away years ago from a tragic accident.

      That was something he didn’t talk to anyone about.

      Not ever.

      He wasn't even sure if anyone on his team knew his dad was no longer living or that he died one night while fighting a fire.

      It wasn't something he liked to talk about, think about, or even remember.

      If his mom brought it up, which she did any time he saw her or talked to her, he quickly changed the subject, never wanting to hear about the night he lost his dad.

      The night his world changed.

      It was part of the reason why he'd freaked out the night he walked in on Zara naked. That fire in that building was reminiscent of the fire that had killed his dad. His mind was overtaken with thoughts of death, and somehow reflexes he hadn’t even known he’d, had kicked in, helping to get them both out of the building alive. His adrenaline was high, and by the time he got her outside, he was breathing heavily, his body gripped with fear. All he could think about was getting away from there as fast as he could.

      Because breaking down in front of a woman he’d just seen naked, and then saving her life, was too much for him to handle.

      He kept his feelings bottled up and never told anyone about them. Unless you counted his therapist. She knew everything and was trying to get him to be more open and deal with the situation.

      He wasn’t ready. Not even twelve years after his dad’s death or seven years after the incident with Zara.

      After about two hours, dinner was over, and Kevin and Stacy were heading out.

      “I guess we should get out of here, too,” Zara said.

      He wasn’t in any hurry to leave Zara’s company, but there was nothing to say to keep her there any longer. He pushed back in his chair, standing. He held out his hand for Zara, and just like earlier, she dismissed him, standing up on her own and walking in front of him toward the exit.  The car was waiting for them outside, and they both slid inside. When the door shut behind them, Noah had just about enough.

      All the emotions he worked so hard to control around Zara emerged.

      “Do you hate me?” he asked, his voice showing every bit of his annoyance.

      She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “Don’t try to pretend like you don’t know why I want to keep my distance from you.”

      “I have no fucking clue why. I've been nothing but nice to you every time I’ve seen you.”

      “You've been nothing but nice to me every time you’ve seen me,” she mocked. “I think you're forgetting about a time.”

      “I don't think so.” He racked his brain, trying to remember something, anything he did to annoy her.

      “The night of the fire ring any bells?” She threw up her hands.

      That had him stopping in his tracks. “Wait a minute, you're mad about the night of the fire? I saved your life. How can you be mad about that?”

      “You walked in on me completely naked. You saw all this,” she ran her hands up and down her body, “naked.”

      She had him there. “Yeah, you were naked, and I definitely looked, but as soon as that alarm went off, your nakedness was the last thing on my mind. All I wanted to do was get you to safety.”

      “I think we would have been fine,” she said as if they hadn’t watched that fire tear through that building in a matter of minutes.

      “Now I think you're the one not remembering. That was a bad fire, Zara. Anyone stuck inside would have died within minutes. I got you out of there before the building collapsed around us.”

      “And then you left, you just left!” she shouted.

      As she shouted at him, everything instantly came back to him, the adrenaline rush of that moment seven years earlier, as well as the memories of his dad, and his need to flee from the situation. Now it just came out as anger.

      “What the hell did you want me to do?!” He raised his voice. He wasn’t sure why he was even arguing with her. Except, it stirred that same feeling inside him that he got when they goaded each other.

      “Oh, I don't know, maybe stay. Maybe have a conversation. I didn’t even know who you were until years later when I saw you at a game playing with Heath. I had no idea you were a baseball player.”

      “I didn't know you either, and it was the same for me. I saw you with Heath at the stadium, and I remembered you as the woman that I'd walked in on naked, and then saved from a fire.”

      Both of them were breathing heavily, staring at each other, eyes intense. He wasn't sure who moved first, but in the blink of an eye, she was in his arms, and her mouth was on his. The urgency of the kiss was too much, yet at the same time, not enough. He wanted to consume her, to drink her in so that her taste would never leave his mouth.

      She pulled away so fast that he practically got whiplash. Her eyes were wild, but also filled with confusion. “We are not doing this.”

      Part of him told him to back off, but a small part, the part he listened to, told him to push her just a little more. Leaning in toward her, he latched onto her neck, nipping and biting the skin there gently. “It sure as hell seems like we're doing this.”

      She whimpered. “Why does that feel so good? I cannot be doing this with you.”

      He kept going, not letting up, not stopping. This was what he’d wanted for all these years. Zara in his arms, his mouth on her skin, tasting her, touching her. She tipped her head backward, giving him more access to her neck. He moved his mouth back up, finding her lips and taking them with a desperation that he'd felt for too many years. She was right there with him,  her hands in his hair, her mouth taking just as much as it gave.

      Until she pulled away again. “No,” she shook her head and pressed her lips together tightly. “I don't like you. I don't want to be doing this. I'm not going to do this.” She scooted as far as she could towards the door, crossing both her arms and legs as some sort of shield over her body.

      He was torn between pushing her more or listening to her. In the end, he knew he couldn’t or wouldn’t push her, even if he knew deep down that she wanted this. Wanted him. He tried to stop looking at her, keeping his head down, looking at his feet. She confused him to the point of not knowing what came next.

      He was never unsure of what came next. He always knew his next move, always had it right there waiting. Except, it seemed, when it came to Zara. This was twice now that she had turned his world upside down, leaving him clueless.

      Maybe she was right. Maybe they couldn't do this. As much as he wanted her, it might be time to cut his losses and move on once and for all.
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