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JUST A LITTLE DESIRE


I wasn’t the type of woman who indulged in one-night stands, but the irresistible Liam Powers managed to charm me right into his bed—then disappeared before sunrise. I convinced myself the night was nothing more than a reckless lapse in judgment…until he walked into my office weeks later, looking every bit as sexy and confident as I remembered.

Only this time, Liam wasn’t just the man who’d wrecked my self-control. He was the wealthy investor interested in saving my family’s struggling tech company.

I told myself I could handle working with him. That I could ignore the spark between us and the way he looked at me. Like he still remembered every place on my body that he’d touched. I warned myself not to fall for that flirtatious smile a second time. Liam Powers didn’t do relationships. And I didn’t do heartbreak.

But partnership has a way of breaking down defenses. Late-night strategy sessions turned into banter and stolen glances. A business trip together had me falling into bed with him once more. Because Vegas revealed a softer, unexpected side of him—one that made me question everything I thought I knew about love, trust, and taking risks.

Then came Liam’s secrets. His betrayal. And his revelation about someone I loved. And I had to decide whether to walk away…or believe in the man who was fighting for us with everything he had.

Because somewhere between enemies, lovers, and second chances, Liam Powers became the one thing I never expected…My future.


CHAPTER ONE


Liam

The clink of a fork against a champagne flute rang out across the ballroom, catching everyone’s attention. Conversations faded, laughter dimmed, and two hundred heads turned toward the front of the room where the maid of honor stood beaming beside Fallon, the bride, who was also my new sister-in-law.

“Hello, everyone,” the maid of honor said with cheerful enthusiasm. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Brooke, Fallon’s best friend. I’ve known her for a long time, and I can honestly say I’ve never seen her as happy as she’s been since she met Noah.”

I glanced down the table where I was seated as one of the groomsmen, my gaze shifting to my brother, Noah, as I absently swirled the champagne in my glass. His usually composed, uptight expression had softened. His eyes were on Fallon like she was the only thing in the room worth seeing. To him, she probably was. The free-spirited painter had cracked open something in my older brother that none of us knew was there. She’d been good for him. Anyone could see that, even a cynic like me.

That didn’t mean I bought into the whole happily ever after narrative.

Brooke’s speech went on, her voice growing more sentimental by the minute as she started waxing poetic about soulmates and true love and finding your other half. All the things I no longer believed in.

“Fallon and Noah might seem like opposites,” Brooke said, her voice filled with affection, “but anyone who knows them can see they fit together perfectly. So, I’d like to raise a glass to my best friend and the one person in the world who completes her. To Fallon and Noah.”

We all sipped our champagne, and I smirked at my other brother, Simon, in a way that communicated my skepticism. He shook his head, his mouth twitching as if he wanted to laugh but didn’t dare. Smart man.

We were both groomsmen, but Noah had appointed his friend, Michael, as the best man because he hadn’t wanted to choose between brothers. Whatever his reasons, I was grateful. Simon wasn’t the sentimental speech type, and I certainly didn’t believe in the forever kind of love that Brooke had talked about.

Still, I was genuinely happy for Noah. He adored Fallon, and while romantic love might not be for everyone, it brought out a side of him that was worth celebrating.

The best man’s speech came next, mercifully shorter and far less emotional. He cracked a few well-aimed jokes about Fallon being the only person capable of removing the stick that Noah used to have up his ass, drawing laughter from everyone, then wished the couple well with a sincere smile.

Dinner resumed, which was gourmet and delicious. The whole wedding was a sophisticated affair. A jazz band set up in the corner of the room started playing soft, sultry notes that filled the space without overwhelming conversation.

“Lighten up,” Simon said from beside me, nudging my arm. “You look like you’re calculating the ROI on their marriage.”

His comment was comical, because if there was anyone in the world that needed to lighten up, it was him. Simon was a grump most of the time, and I would know. He wasn’t just my brother; he was my business partner in our investment firm—strategic, ruthless, brilliant, and a complete pain in the ass. I knew how controlling and cantankerous he could be, both in his personal life and in business. But our dynamic worked because we balanced each other out; his control-freak tendencies versus my easygoing pragmatism.

“You know weddings bring out the worst in me,” I said, swirling the last of the champagne in my glass.

Understanding flashed in Simon’s eyes. We didn’t discuss what happened with Ivy. It was an unspoken rule in our family. My brother might have believed I was over it, but I doubted I ever would be. I hated how much power that one incident still had over me and my ability to commit again to any woman.

“It’s been three years,” Simon said quietly, his tone careful. Not pushing…just observing.

I stiffened. “I know how long it’s been.”

He was silent for a moment, then leaned back in his chair. “You don’t have to stay for the whole reception, you know. Noah won’t hold it against you.”

I glanced at him, surprised. Simon wasn’t usually one to give me an out. “Really? Mr. ‘By the Book’ is telling me I can bail?”

He shrugged. “I’m saying you’ve done your duty. Stood up for Noah at the ceremony, smiled for the photos, sat through dinner and the toasts.” He paused, his voice dropping lower. “No one expects you to stay and torture yourself.”

The understanding in his tone—rare for Simon—made my chest tighten. “I’m happy for him,” I said and meant it. “I am. It’s just…”

“Hard to watch,” Simon finished when I didn’t.

“Yeah.”

He nodded slowly, studying me with those sharp, analytical eyes that missed nothing. “For what it’s worth, not everyone gets their happy ending the first, or even second, time around. But that’s not to say Noah doesn’t deserve his.”

“I know that.” I set my glass down, jaw tightening. “I’m not that much of a bastard.”

“Didn’t say you were.” Simon’s mouth curved into something that almost resembled a smile. “But you’re allowed to feel however you feel about it. Just maybe don’t let Mom catch you sneaking out early. She’ll guilt-trip you for the next six months.”

That pulled a genuine laugh from me. “Noted.”

“And Liam?” He waited until I met his eyes. “One bad investment doesn’t mean you write off the whole market.”

I stared at him for a beat, recognizing the business metaphor for what it was. “Sometimes it does,” I said quietly.

Simon’s expression shifted, something like disappointment crossing his features before he masked it. “Suit yourself. But you’re better than this.”

Before I could respond, the bride and groom’s first dance was announced, effectively ending the conversation. I wasn’t sure Simon was right, but I knew one thing with certainty. I wasn’t ready to risk my heart again. Not now. Maybe not ever.

At that moment, Noah and Fallon stood and made their way to the dance floor, the jazz band’s melody swelling into a romantic ballad. As I watched them, I couldn’t help but think about the wedding I had once planned. Would I have looked at Ivy with the same besotted look that was on Noah’s face as he twirled his smiling bride around the dance floor? Would I have felt that kind of certainty about my wife and our future if she hadn’t left me just three weeks before our wedding?

Probably not.

Because happy women didn’t cheat. They didn’t walk away from a three-year relationship without a backward glance because they’d fallen in love with someone else while I’d been too wrapped up in my job on Wall Street to notice.

I forced the memories back, burying them where they belonged. Dwelling on the past did no good. It was over. Lesson learned and I’d moved on.

The first dance ended to warm applause and the floor quickly filled with other couples. Some guests mingled, family and old friends catching up while enjoying the atmosphere. Children ran around the back of the room, playing a game of tag, and a few people headed to the open bar.

I considered joining them for a stiffer drink to numb the edges, but what I really needed was a break from the wedding festivities, and hadn’t Simon essentially given me permission to do so? No matter how I felt about the concept of weddings, I didn’t want to ruin anyone’s good time. Now that dinner and the speeches were over, I could slip out quietly. Escape the romance and sentiment before it suffocated me completely.

I remembered seeing a bar about a block away from the reception, so I stepped outside while everyone else was distracted. Standing right beside the entrance with her back leaning against the brick exterior of the building was my sister, Shannon. I knew she wasn’t looking for an escape like I was. The vape pen in her hand and the smell of cotton candy in the air revealed her reason for stepping away from the party.

I stopped beside her, hands in my pockets. “You’re supposed to be inside celebrating.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I could say the same to you. Where are you going?”

“Sneaking away,” I admitted quietly, and rubbed a hand along the back of my neck. “Don’t mention it to anyone.”

She frowned. “It’s Noah’s wedding, Liam.”

The guilt was instant. I looked back toward the doors, hearing the muffled, joyful sounds from inside, but the thought of Ivy, of the wedding I almost had, made it impossible to return.

“He won’t even notice I’m gone,” I said, forcing a shrug. “He’s too wrapped up in wedded bliss. And I’m happy for him.”

I hated how I sounded. This wasn’t me. I wasn’t the brooding type. Normally, I was the one making jokes, keeping things light. But today…even my normally easy charm felt like a lie.

Shannon tilted her head, studying me with the same quiet intensity Mom used when she knew one of us was lying. “You know, not every wedding has to remind you of her.”

I exhaled on a groan. First Simon, and now my sister. “I’m fine.”

“Liam—”

“I mean it, Shan.” My voice came out sharper than I’d intended. “I’m happy for Noah.”

She reached out, squeezing my arm. “I know you are. But you can be happy for him and still be hurt. Those things aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“I’m not hurt,” I insisted. “It’s been three years.”

“Yeah, and you’ve dated half of Manhattan since then,” she said bluntly. “And the second any woman wants something real, you bolt. That doesn’t sound like someone who’s moved on.”

I looked away, jaw working. “I’m not having this conversation.”

“Of course not,” she said, wryly, then softened her tone. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be a bitch. I just…miss the version of you that actually believed in this stuff. The Liam who got excited about the future instead of running from it.”

Her words hit harder than I’d expected and I swallowed against the tightness in my throat. “That version of me got his heart shredded,” I said quietly. “I’m not going back to being that naïve. I’m happier this way. No attachments, no expectations, no one to disappoint when I don’t live up to their expectations.”

She sighed and took a pull from her vape pen. “Okay,” she finally said, resignation in her voice. “Go. Get out of here. But, Liam, one day you’re going to meet someone who makes you want to try again. And when that happens, don’t let Ivy steal that from you, too. She’s already taken enough.”

I nodded, just to pacify her. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“And I won’t tell anyone you snuck out, unless Mom asks,” she added, a knowing grin curving her lips. “You know she can sniff out a lie from us like a bloodhound.”

I laughed. “You’re the best.”

“I know.” She waved me off. “Now get out of here before I change my mind and drag you back inside to dance with Aunt Carol.”

I grimaced. “You’re evil.”

“Sisterly love,” she called after me as I headed down the sidewalk.

I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets as I walked, the sound of my shoes tapping against the concrete. The more distance I put between myself and the wedding reception, the easier it felt to breathe. The tightness in my chest loosened with each step.

Noah could have his happy ending. I was going to find that bar, order a shot of something strong, and find my own happy ending for the night. No strings, no promises, no heartbreak.


CHAPTER TWO


Morgan

The bass thrummed through me, a pulsing rhythm that made my body move without thought. I swung my hips to the beat, arms lifted above my head, hair brushing my shoulders as I danced and sang along with the music. Around me, my friends formed a loose circle, all of us laughing and dancing and having a great time under the glow of colored lights.

After a busy week at the office, I was letting go of the stress I’d been carrying over the possibility of investors stepping in to take control of the company my father had built from the ground up. GalvaTech wasn’t just a business, it was my father’s legacy and where I’d worked for years as a marketing director alongside my stepbrother, Parker, who was CTO of the company. We represented decades of hard work, innovation, and sacrifice. The thought of handing over even partial control to strangers who cared more about profit margins than the people who built the company into what it was, made my stomach turn.

But I refused to think about that right now. Tonight was about me celebrating my twenty-sixth birthday with friends and forgetting, just for a few hours, that the future of everything I cared about was hanging in the balance.

A man brushed up against me from behind as I danced, and a pair of large hands suddenly landed on my hips. I stiffened and spun around, my smile evaporating, telling him with my eyes that his advances were unwelcome. I wasn’t opposed to being picked up in a bar, but I didn’t like how presumptuous he was by getting handsy without even engaging in a flirty conversation first.

He raised his hands, still smiling. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. Have a good night, Birthday Girl.”

I almost asked how he knew, but then I remembered that I was wearing a glittery gold sash that proclaimed me the Birthday Girl. My best friend, Whitney, had draped it on me when we arrived. It clashed ridiculously with my short, sexy, body-hugging dress in a shade of green that matched my eyes, but I didn’t care. I was having a great time and I didn’t mind the attention. It made the night feel special.

“Come on,” Becca, my sister-in-law, said in my ear, tugging me off the dance floor as the song changed. “Let’s do another round of shots.”

I laughed, breathless from dancing. “Just one more,” I said.

We’d been here for a few hours, and I could already feel that perfect edge of a buzz. The warm, floaty kind that made everything lighter and happier. Too much more and I’d risk tipping into sloppy-drunk territory, which wasn’t my goal. There was a fine line between remembering tonight as a good time and regretting my choices in the morning.

The bar was packed, typical for a Saturday, but we had managed to grab a table for all six of us when we arrived, and miraculously, no one had tried to steal it while we were dancing. We all gathered around the circular table while Becca headed to the bar to get our last round of shots, even though she was the only one that wasn’t drinking alcohol tonight. At five months pregnant, it wasn’t an option for her, but she didn’t mind. In fact, she’d opened a tab so that she could pay for all the drinks and the appetizers we shared when we first arrived.

While Becca was at the bar, the rest of us chatted. Whitney sat right next to me, and she leaned in close with a smile on her face, her glossy, curly dark hair falling over one shoulder. “So, are you going to get that guy’s number?”

She nodded in the direction of the dance floor, where the handsy man was still dancing, but his eyes were fixed our way. I considered her suggestion. He was good looking enough, with short blond hair and a smile that showed off perfectly straight, white teeth. But I didn’t feel any spark or chemistry when our eyes met.

“I don’t think so,” I said, looking away from him.

“Well, there are plenty of other good-looking guys here tonight,” Whitney pressed, her tone playful but insistent. “And it’s been a while since you dated anyone. Maybe you should try to pick someone up and have a little fun. Seriously, you look hot as hell.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Thanks, but I’m not going to hook up with someone just to say I did. You know me. I need more than that.”

Whitney rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “Here we go.”

“I’m serious,” I said, leaning closer to be heard over the music. “I want the real thing. The butterflies. The spark. That pull in your chest that says, this might actually mean something. I’m not interested in sleeping with someone just to fill time or for an orgasm that my battery-operated boyfriend can handle just fine.”

“God, you’re such a hopeless romantic,” she teased, smiling before taking a drink of her water.

I took no offense to her words. “I always have been. You know that.”

Maybe too much so. I’d paid the price for that once before, falling for someone because I had misread the signals, convinced there was something more emotional between us than just sex, only to end up heartbroken. But I was still holding out for that special feeling. The butterflies. A relationship like my parents shared before Mom passed, and one like my father found again with Faith, his second wife.

I couldn’t be mad or upset my father had moved on, not when he was so happy. Seeing him find that kind of love twice gave me hope that it was possible for me, too. I could admit though, at least to myself, the situation with James had definitely made me more cautious when it came to men and their motives.

Whitney’s expression softened. “Yeah. But maybe holding out for perfect isn’t doing you any favors.”

I stilled, catching the shift in her tone, along with her reference to the guy I’d dated my senior year in college. “You’re talking about James.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “I just don’t want you to close yourself off because of what happened with him. You haven’t dated anyone seriously since and that was years ago, Morgan.”

I glanced away from my friend’s stare, the memory surfacing despite my best efforts to keep it buried. James. My college boyfriend, or at least I had thought he was my boyfriend. We’d spent months together. Late nights studying, long conversations, and the kind of sex that felt like it meant something. I’d fallen for him. Hard.

And then I found out he didn’t feel the same way. I had faced rejection and humiliation all in one fell swoop and not only was I blindsided, but completely devastated too.

“I thought we had something real,” I said, meeting her gaze again. “He told me he wasn’t looking for anything serious, but I didn’t believe him. I thought if I just waited, if I was patient enough, he would change his mind. That he’d realize he loved me, too.” God, I’d been such a fool.

Whitney reached out, squeezing my hand. “I know.”

“But he didn’t.” I forced a smile, even though the old hurt still stung. “He met someone else. Fell for her in, like, two weeks. Suddenly, he was ready for serious. Just not with me.”

“He was an idiot,” Whitney said fiercely.

“And I was just a convenient hook-up.” I’d also spent way too much time wondering why I hadn’t been good enough for him, beyond what I now recognized as regular booty calls. “Either way, I learned my lesson. I’m not going to chase after someone who doesn’t feel the same way about me. And I’m not going to settle for less than I deserve just because I’m afraid of getting hurt again.” But I also wasn’t a serial dater and didn’t want to waste my time with someone I had no chemistry with.

Whitney sighed, resting her chin on her hand. “I get that. I do. I just don’t want to see you close yourself off completely. You have these insanely high standards, and I’m worried you’re going to miss out on someone great because you’re too busy looking for those fireworks right away.”

I considered her words. Whitney had known me since freshman year in high school, and she had a knack for cutting straight to the heart of things in a way only a best friend could. Maybe she was right. It was hard to admit that I had a bad habit of overthinking when I looked for romantic partners. I had to wonder if I’d passed up opportunities for a genuine connection because I was too hung up on looking for a man that ticked all my boxes right away. Maybe I was missing out on what could be something special because I was too wary of trusting a man and his true intentions.

“I’ll think about it,” I finally said, because I didn’t know what else to say.

She smiled, bumping her shoulder against mine. “That’s all I wanted to hear and I don’t mean to give you a hard time. I just want you to be happy. I know you’ve always hoped to find true love, and I want to see that happen for you.”

Something in my chest softened and I smiled back at her. “I appreciate that, and you. Really.”

Just then, Becca returned to the table with a waitress following her, who was holding a tray of Fireball shots and one glass of what looked like a soda for Becca. My sister-in-law looked flustered, her cheeks red and her shoulders slumped. Something was wrong.

“Hey, what’s going on?” I asked Becca as the waitress set the drinks on the table.

Becca bit her bottom lip and pulled me aside so that we were out of earshot of the others. “It’s so embarrassing. My card was declined when I tried to close out the tab. I have no idea why. I need to call Parker. You know he handles all our finances. Maybe something’s up with the account.”

I nodded, trying to reassure her. Parker, my stepbrother, was a computer genius with a knack for numbers. He managed their bills and investments and kept their household running smoothly. If there was an issue, he’d figure it out.

“I’m sure it’s just a mistake,” I said gently. “Do you want me to pay the bill for now?”

Her eyes widened and she quickly shook her head. “No way,” she said, looking even more embarrassed. “I don’t want you to pay the bill on your birthday. This was going to be my treat.”

“I know,” I said, placing a hand on her arm. “But really, Becca, it’s not a big deal. If you’re that worried about it, you can pay me back later, okay?”

She hesitated, pride clearly warring with practicality before she sighed. “Okay, fine. But I will pay you back.”

We returned to the table long enough to take our shots. Whitney lifted hers, eyes sparkling. “To Morgan!”

“To Morgan!” everyone echoed, their voices overlapping in laughter.

The Fireball’s cinnamon burn slid down my throat, warm and sweet, chasing away the last traces of work stress and old heartbreak. “I’ll be right back.” I set my empty glass down and grabbed my purse.

I headed to the bar to settle the bill, weaving through the crowd. The DJ had just taken a break, so people from the dance floor were gathering around, trying to grab fresh drinks before the music started again.

I slid into an open space at the end of the bar, sandwiched between a couple who couldn’t keep their hands off each other and a man who looked overdressed for a random bar. His tuxedo jacket hung on the back of his bar stool. His crisp white shirt was open at the throat, sleeves rolled up to his forearms, and his black tie hung loose around his neck. His dark brown hair was thick and styled back off his forehead, and the faintest shadow of stubble darkened his jaw.

He was sexy as hell and looked like trouble in the best possible way. And when his eyes flicked toward me, skimming me from head to toe, it felt like a physical touch. My skin tingled everywhere his intense gaze lingered.

“Can I help you?” the bartender asked, jolting me out of my daze.

I pulled my eyes away from the gorgeous, formally dressed man. “Uh, yes. My friend just tried to pay our tab and had a little trouble—”

“I took care of that,” a smooth, deep, masculine voice said from beside me.

I turned back to Mr. Tuxedo in surprise. “What?”

“I paid the woman’s tab,” he said easily. “She looked upset, so I told the bartender to put it on my card.”

The bartender gave a quick nod of confirmation. “Your bill is paid in full,” he said, before moving down the bar to take a drink order.

“Oh.” I blinked at the man, shocked by his random generosity. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

He gave a slight shrug, the movement drawing my attention to the strong line of his shoulders. “It’s not a big deal.”

His smile reached his eyes, warm and disarming. They were a mesmerizing copper color, and I wanted to stare into them endlessly. I also didn’t miss the genuine interest in his gaze as he stared back.

And just like that, something fluttered in my chest. The kind of instantaneous spark I’d been telling Whitney I wanted to feel.

“It is a big deal,” I said, trying to sound composed even as my pulse sped up. “That tab was probably huge. Let me pay you back.”

The couple beside us moved away from the bar, freeing up a stool. He gestured toward the now vacant seat with an inviting, flirtatious smile. “How about you have a drink with me instead. Then, we’ll call it even.”

It wasn’t a question. Not quite. But the way he said it—calm, certain, like he already knew I’d say yes—sent a little thrill through me.

I should have hesitated. Should have at least thought about it for more than half a second. But Whitney’s voice echoed in my head. Maybe if you stopped expecting fireworks right away, you’d give someone a real chance.

Except I was feeling a spark. The second his eyes met mine, there had been no doubt in my mind that the awareness between us had been mutual.

Maybe Whitney and I were both right. I needed to open myself up to new experiences with men without over-analyzing the situation, but it didn’t hurt that I felt such an immediate connection with this gorgeous man who’d just offered to buy me a drink.

He was confident and direct and left the choice entirely up to me. I could say no, thank him again for covering our tab, and walk away. Go back to my friends and spend the rest of the night wondering what if.

Or I could stay and see where things might lead.

My heart gave a decisive thump, making the decision for me.

“I’d love to,” I said, sliding onto the stool next to him.

His gaze followed the movement, tracking the way my dress rode up slightly as I settled onto the seat, then along the curve of my waist, the fullness of my breasts, and even the sway of my hair as I settled in.

When his eyes finally came back to mine, there was an unmistakable heat and desire there that made it impossible to remember what I’d just said, because I felt it, too.

With that one look, the night shifted, thick with the kind of anticipation that made the air hum with promise, along with the certainty that whatever this was, it wasn’t going to be just another drink.

What better way to end my birthday celebration than by tempting fate with the sinfully good-looking man beside me?


CHAPTER THREE


Liam

“What’s your drink of choice?” I asked the beautiful woman perched on the stool beside me.

When I paid the pregnant woman’s tab a few minutes earlier, I hadn’t thought twice about it. She looked frazzled and upset, so when she walked away, promising to return with a different method of payment, I’d been compelled to give the bartender my credit card. It was a little pricey, but that didn’t matter. My pockets were deep and I figured the small act of decency had been a nice way to balance the scales and assuage my guilt after walking out on Noah’s wedding reception.

But meeting her? That was pure, unexpected luck.

Her green dress hugged her curves like it had been made for her stunning figure. Her dark hair brushed her shoulders as she turned toward me, eyes bright with amusement. “I’ll have Sex on the Beach,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow, a grin tugging at the corners of my mouth. “That’s bold. Not that I’m objecting.”

She laughed, the soft and lilting sound cutting right through the bar noise. “It’s a drink with peach schnapps, vodka, and orange juice,” she clarified, still smiling.

I signaled the bartender to come back over and ordered her girly drink. I still had a glass of bourbon in front of me that I’d been sipping on since I arrived.

“I’m Liam,” I said, introducing myself while the bartender started mixing her cocktail.

“Morgan,” she replied.

She extended her hand and I grasped it in mine, feeling that undeniable jolt of awareness settling deep and low. I didn’t let go right away. Neither did she. Her skin was warm and soft, and my mind immediately went to imagining what it would be like to feel those slim fingers gliding over my bare skin, or stroking my cock. My dick twitched at the thought.

Finally, she slipped her hand free and tucked a strand of silky hair behind her ear, that small, feminine motion drawing my gaze to the graceful curve of her neck before I focused back on her face.

“So, what’s a beautiful woman like you doing in a place like this, besides turning heads?”

She laughed at my deliberately cheesy pickup line, a soft shade of pink sweeping across her cheeks at the compliment. “Escaping work stress mostly, but tonight’s about fun.” She tipped her head, her gaze taking in my attire. “What about you? Tux says wedding, but sitting in a bar like this, you look like you’re hiding from whatever formal affair you left behind.”

Her tone was playful, but her eyes, bright and assessing, lingered just long enough to make my pulse stir. “I’m actually skipping out on my brother’s wedding reception, which is, as we speak, still going on just down the street,” I said, surprising myself by admitting the truth. “I needed a break from all the ‘happily ever after’ vibes. But running into you? Best part of the night so far.”

Her eyes widened in shock as she latched on to the first part of my reply. “You actually ditched your brother’s reception?”

I gave her a small, rueful wince. “Guilty.”

“Please tell me you at least stayed for the cake cutting,” she said, amusement dancing in her eyes.

I shook my head, enjoying her quick wit and bubbly personality. “I’m afraid not.”

Her jaw dropped, her expression exaggerated and charmingly dramatic. “That’s just criminal. The cake is the best part of any wedding. Then again, I just love cake in general and any excuse to eat it.”

I couldn’t help the grin that tugged at my mouth. I found everything about her infectious, and I could feel the mutual attraction sparking across the inches of space between us. In the shifting light of the bar her green eyes sparkled like polished glass, and I found myself drawn to the glimmer of mischief in them.

“I’m guessing you’re the birthday girl,” I said, my gaze sliding to the glittery sash draped across her full breasts. Her sexy-as-hell dress was cut low enough to show off mouth-watering cleavage. This woman had curves for days, the kind of lush body I could easily imagine losing myself in for hours.

“Yep,” she said, accepting her drink from the bartender. “I’m twenty-six today.”

“Twenty-six,” I repeated, letting my eyes drift over her again, slower this time, taking in the fact that she was six years younger than me. Not that it mattered in a situation like this, which for me was always an uncomplicated and temporary distraction. “Was twenty-five a good year for you?”

She took a sip of her drink, considering the question. “It’s been…complicated. But tonight? Tonight’s been perfect so far.”

The way she said the words, the way her gaze held mine, made the attraction between us much stronger. “Complicated how?” I asked, genuinely curious.

She shrugged, but I caught the brief flash of tension in her shoulders. “Work stuff. Family business. Lots of pressure and decisions that feel too big for one person to make.” She paused, then seemed to shake it off, her smile returning. “But I’m not thinking about any of that tonight. Tonight, I’m just…letting loose.”

“Dangerous mindset,” I teased, lowering my voice slightly. “Letting loose on your birthday.”

She gave me a flirtatious grin. “Maybe I like a little danger.”

Fuck. That sent a surge of heat straight through me.

“So, what about you?” she asked, leaning in just enough that I caught the faint scent of her perfume, something warm and subtly floral. “Why are you really hiding out in a bar instead of celebrating with your brother and family? Anxiety about weddings in general, or just his?”

I huffed a quiet laugh, impressed by how quickly she’d read between the lines. “Let’s just say weddings bring up some…unpleasant memories for me,” I found myself sharing as I leaned in a bit closer, so our knees brushed under the bar. “Figured I’d spare everyone my cynicism and grab a drink instead.”

“Ahh.” Understanding flickered across her face. “Bad breakup?”
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