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      Rachel Andrews glanced at the clock, then turned her attention back to the patient in her chair. Christmas music filtered in through the speakers above as she grabbed the dental floss, and coiled it around anxious fingers. In two short hours she’d be picking James up at the airport and she was excited to have him home for the holidays. Truthfully, she hadn’t seen much of him since he went off to Harvard right after their high school graduation two years ago. They might have started dating prom night, but she’d spent far more time with his younger brother, Kyle—before he enlisted in the army.

      She continued with her cleaning, and thought about the two brothers who meant everything to her. After Rachel’s dad had died of a massive heart attack, she and her mom had moved to Austin during Rachel’s sophomore year. A friend had introduced her to James and she met Kyle through him. The three had instantly hit it off. They were all tight through high school, and in all honesty she loved both brothers equally. By the time their senior year came around, James became a little more possessive around her, and the two started dating before he went off to Harvard. A natural progression of their relationship, she supposed. While he was away, Rachel went to work at night to put herself through dental hygiene school, and Kyle, much to his parents’ disappointment, joined the army the minute he was old enough. She wasn’t sure why he wanted out of Austin so badly, only that he was eager to move away. God, she’d missed him so much, and when he upped and left after high school without so much as a goodbye, it nearly tore her apart.

      Floss in hand, she swallowed down her emotions, finished the cleaning and straightened. “All set,” she said. She removed the bib from around the woman’s neck, and pressed a button to lift the chair. “Any plans for the rest of the day?” Rachel peeled off her gloves and tossed them onto the counter.

      “Just finishing up some shopping.”

      Rachel groaned. She’d been so busy she hadn’t even begun hers. Not that she had many people to buy for. Outside of her mother, the only family she had were James and Kyle. Not that the guys were related or anything. She and James had never even talked about a future. But they were both close to her heart and she’d be lost without them.

      Her client stood, and Rachel walked her out to the front of the clinic. As she made her way to the counter to pay, Rachel hurried back to her station to clean it, ready to check out for the weekend. She said goodbye to the staff, grabbed her coat and rushed outside. She had just enough time to get home, shower, and change and make it to the airport on time.

      The second she stepped outside and found Kyle leaning against his car waiting for her, her heart leapt. “Kyle,” she squealed. She ran to him, and he picked her up, spinning her around as he hugged her tight. “What are you doing here?”

      He grinned and set her back down, but kept his arms around her. “Oh, you know, just hanging out in front of the dentist’s office because a guy never knows when he’s going to chip a tooth.”

      Laughing, she hugged him tight, the warmth of his body chasing away the chill in the air. “I didn’t even know you were home.”

      “Got back early.”

      “Your mom and dad must be excited to have the extra time with you.” She fought off a shiver at the mention of his mom. No matter how hard she tried, she could never do anything right in Irene’s eyes. Neither could Kyle.

      “Haven’t seen them yet.”

      Her heart gave a little start to know he’d come to see her first. God, how she’d missed him. His gaze moved over her face, then his eyes met hers. They held for an extra moment, then he let go of her and opened his car door.

      “Get in. It’s freezing out. I’ll drive you home.”

      “I only live two blocks away.” She slid into the car anyway, and he crossed the front and hopped in to the driver’s seat. He grabbed the stick shift and she closed her hand over his. “James is getting in tonight. Will you be able to go to the airport with me? He’ll be happy to see you.”

      He scoffed. “He’s been gone for four months. It’s not me he’s going to be happy to see.”

      “Don’t be crazy. Besides, I want you to come.”

      “I don’t know, Rach.”

      Honest to God, she didn’t want him out of her sight, for fear that he’d up and take off again. “Pleeeease….”

      He smiled and shook his head. “You know I can never say no to you.”

      “Good.” She relaxed into her seat as he pulled in to traffic and drove the short distance to the apartment she shared with her friend Sara, to cut costs.

      He parked and they both darted up the stairs. Inside her small apartment, Kyle plunked himself down on her sofa and grabbed the remote. She glanced at him, noting how at home he seemed in her place. James hated her apartment. Said it was cramped and cluttered, but Kyle looked like he belonged.

      “Give me a minue to shower and change.” She darted down the hall, peeling her clothes off as she went. Twenty minutes later she emerged from her bedroom, wearing jeans and a sweater with a hint of makeup. Kyle climbed to his feet when he saw her and his glance moved down her body, a slow inspection that rippled through her blood.

      Blue eyes locked back on hers and a muscle along his jaw ticked. “You look beautiful, Rach.”

      She laughed, but there was no humor in his eyes. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      “No just to you.”

      “Yeah, and the rest of the women you have falling at your feet.” She wagged a finger at him. “I see how women look at you.” He opened his mouth, like he wanted to say something, then shut it again. “Kyle?” she asked.

      “We better get moving.” He checked his watch. “Traffic is heavy.”

      She nodded, slipped on her boots and coat, and locked the door behind them. Kyle put his arm around her and offered his warmth when they stepped into the wind. Inside the car, she blasted the music and sang along to the Christmas carols. Kyle kept casting glances her way, grinning as she sang off tune. But she didn’t care. She was happy. Her two favorite men were home, and that was the best Christmas present ever.

      At the airport, Kyle parked and they dashed through the parking garage. She checked the board inside and clapped when she saw James’s plane had arrived.

      “Come on.” She grabbed Kyle’s hand. His big palm practically swallowed hers whole as she tugged him, maneuvering through the crowd until they reached the escalator. They stood at the bottom, and ten minutes later, she spotted James. His glance met hers and her heart beat faster when he gave her a big smile. That smile however, faltered a bit when he noticed his brother.

      James reached them and she let go of Kyle’s hand to give him a hug. He picked her up and spun her, in much the same manner as Kyle had earlier. His lips landed firmly on hers, kissing her possessively.

      After a very public display of affection that made Rachel slightly uncomfortable, James put his hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “Hey, little brother, good to see you.”

      “You too.” Kyle threw his arms around James and gave him a hug. A noise sounded at the luggage carousel and Kyle inched back. “I’ll grab your bag for you and give you two a minute.” Rachel smiled. That was just like Kyle. Always watching out for his older brother and conscious of his needs. There wasn’t anything Kyle wouldn’t do for him.

      As James pulled her in close, she cast a glance at Kyle, who suddenly couldn’t seem to meet her eyes.

      James shifted his backpack. “No need. I packed light. Let’s get out of here.” They started toward the car, Kyle walking a few feet ahead of them to give her and James a bit of privacy, she assumed. James leaned in to her. “I made reservations for us at Lucien’s.”

      She blinked, surprised. Lucien’s was a very expensive restaurant, and she was far from dressed properly. Not to mention a meal there probably cost more than she made in a day. “You did?”

      “I wanted to go straight there.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You don’t want to go home first?”

      “No.”

      Rachel looked him over. He seemed anxious about something. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I just didn’t expect to see you with Kyle, and the reservation is for two.”

      “I asked him to come. Do you think we can change it to three?” She didn’t want to leave Kyle out.

      “Hey,” Kyle said, slowing to let them catch up. “You two go ahead to dinner. I have things to do anyway.”

      She put her hand on his arm. “But I want you to come.”

      “Yeah, me too,” James said. The brothers exchanged a look Rachel didn’t understand.

      “You sure?” Kyle asked.

      “Yeah, I think you should come. You should be there.”

      Rachel wasn’t sure what James meant by that, but she was happy that they were all going to be together. James pulled his phone from his pocket and called the restaurant as they made their way to the car.

      The brothers sat in the front, catching up with one another, and Rachel claimed the back seat. She sat there grinning, her heart so full she was unable to wipe the smile from her face.

      Thirty minutes later, they were led to a quiet table in the back of the restaurant, and James ordered a bottle of wine. As they sipped, his hand closed over hers, and across from her Kyle shifted in the seat.

      “It’s good to be home.” James leaned in to press his lips to hers. This time she was the one shifting. Sure they were dating, but it felt oddly wrong kissing James in front of Kyle, and James seemed to be showing more affection in front of his brother than usual. His lips lingered and he coiled his fingers in her hair. “I missed you so much.” Before she could answer, James pushed his chair back, and then he went down on one knee.

      Rachel gasped and her gaze instantly shot to Kyle. He sat ramrod straight in his chair, his eyes locked on hers, his mouth set in a grim line.

      “Rachel,” James said, a note of irritation in his voice. “Look at me.”

      She turned her attention to James, her heart pounding so hard in her ears, she could barely hear anything.

      He pulled a box from his pocket and tears pricked her eyes. Was this really happening? Here, in front of Kyle? Is this what he wanted his brother to see?

      “Will you marry me?” he asked.

      “Oh, my God,” she said under her breath. Once again her gaze crept to Kyle’s. The muscles along his jaw ticked, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. Her throat tightened, her vision going a little fuzzy around the edges.

      She blinked, and something in Kyle’s face softened. There was a slight nod of his head as he pushed back in his seat. As he distanced himself both physically and emotionally, she turned back to James and knew she had her answer.
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      Two years later

      The prison sentence could very well be worth it.

      Mouth agape, Rachel Andrews stood inside her soon-to-be in-laws’ grand entranceway, her heart crashing against her chest as she listened to the words coming from her future mother-in-law’s perfectly painted lips. Rachel was calm by nature, never one to rock the boat, but as she fisted her hands at her sides, blind rage filled her.

      So did the need to strangle someone.

      After bullying Rachel on every wedding detail—big and small—Irene Nelson was now trying to get her and James to change their honeymoon plans. Hell no! They’d planned the trip months ago. The tickets had been bought on a payment plan, the resort had been booked, and she was already packed, for God’s sake.

      Irene smoothed a strand of jet-black hair behind her ears, showcasing diamond earrings that were worth more than Rachel’s monthly paycheck. The pretty, middle-aged woman dipped her head and looked down her nose at Rachel, continuing with, “I mean why go halfway across the world when we have a perfectly good cottage at Fox Point?”

      Desperate to occupy her hands before she wrapped them around Irene’s neck, Rachel briefly pinched the bridge of her nose, then darted a glance at James, who was rubbing his chin, a familiar habit when he was mulling something over. The pulse in Rachel’s neck leapt. Surely to God he wasn’t considering changing their honeymoon destination, wasn’t going to let his mother strong arm him into doing what she wanted—again.

      Hawaii was his idea.

      “James,” Rachel said through gritted teeth. He angled his head toward her, and when soft, translucent blue eyes met hers, Rachel’s stomach dropped. She loved him, she truly did, but how could he not stand up for her, for them? Rachel sucked in a quick breath and opened her mouth, even though she wasn’t sure what to say, but Irene was quick to cut her off anyway.

      “An expensive honeymoon is a bit frivolous at this point, don’t you think? You need to think about building wealth, not spending money you don’t have yet. James has only begun his career at the investment firm.” Irene steepled her hands in front of her chin, a breathy laugh shuddering past her lips as she looked heavenward. “I’m just glad James’s father and I could help out with the wedding costs, since the bride’s side wasn’t…well, you know.”

      Wow. It took real skill to insult someone while flashing a million dollar smile.

      “And you know we appreciate all you’ve done,” Rachel began through clenched teeth, even though she hated the idea of them paying for anything. She’d wanted a small wedding, immediate family and a few close friends only. Those were the things important to her. But the Nelsons were determined to have a huge, elaborate affair, inviting all their influential friends. They insisted on throwing money at the event to give their oldest son the “royal” wedding he deserved.

      Like they’d said to Rachel and James on numerous occasions—if it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right. Clearly appearances were everything to the Nelsons. While Rachel didn’t want anything to do with an extravagant wedding that was well beyond her budget, James had talked her in to accepting the gift, because it was what his mother wanted.

      What about what I want?

      A beat passed, and Rachel folded her arms and waited for James to say something…do something. When he continued to rub his chin, the rasping sound drilling on her very last nerve, Rachel spoke up. “Everything is already booked.”

      Irene waved a dismissive hand. “That’s easy enough to change.” James’s mother blinked dark lashes over eyes that mirrored her son’s. “James is just starting at the firm and hasn’t established himself financially yet, and you, well…”

      She let her voice fall off, leaving what she really wanted to say unspoken—James could do so much better than the girl from the wrong side of the tracks, one who didn’t have the right job or pedigree to step into the Nelson family.

      In all the time she spent with the guys, Irene had never once treated her like she was part of the family. Now here they stood, one month before the ceremony and Irene was still hell-bent on trying to drive a wedge between Rachel and her son.

      “James,” Rachel began, her blood burning.

      He turned to her and reached for her hand. “You know, Rachel, she does have a point.”

      What the hell!

      Without missing a beat Irene pounced. “That’s right, James. Mother does know best.” She flashed a smile Rachel’s way then turned back to James, but Rachel could see right through her. The woman was a wolf in sheep’s clothes. Irene smoothed her hands over the collar of James’s crisp white dress shirt and beamed with pride as she looked up at him. “I’ll even make sure to stock the cottage with all your favorite foods.”

      Rachel practically vibrated as heat crawled up her neck. With her body shaking, her face undoubtedly the color of a tomato, and steam coming from her ears like she was ready to blow, she could only imagine how crazy she must look to them. James hated confrontation as much as she did, but he needed to stand tall and put a stop to his mother’s interfering once and for all. Since it was his family, it was his place to do it, not hers. A strange strangled noise caught in her throat as she twisted her diamond engagement ring.

      Irene angled her head. “Are you okay, dear?” Rachel swallowed, trying to find her voice. Although, even if it did resurface, she was sure she wouldn’t be able to get the words past the lump in her throat. Irene patted James’s shoulder, a triumphant look on her face, and inched back. “Perhaps I should give you two a minute.”

      Irene’s heels clicked on the polished marble floor as she stepped into her library and closed the double doors behind her.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Rachael whispered. “You’re actually agreeing with her on this?”

      “Come on, Rachel.” James pulled her to him and brushed her hair from her shoulders. “She did pay for the wedding.”

      “That doesn’t give her the right to have a say on everything we do, and you know I didn’t want her to pay for it in the first place,” she shot back. “This whole elaborate wedding is what she wants, not me.”

      Rachel broke from the circle of his arms, stepped back, and put her hand on her forehead. Would her entire marriage be like this? Irene manipulating her son and twisting things until she got what she wanted? When would James ever stand up to her? His whole life he’d done everything to please his folks, their approval being the most important thing in the world to him. Maybe even more important than me. That realization stopped her cold. Her stomach clenched, equal amounts of anger and sadness curdling her blood as that truth penetrated her soul.

      “It will be fun at Fox Point.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his laundered beige khaki pants. “We can go swimming, boating, have a bonfire.”

      “We do those things every other weekend,” she countered, her voice rising to the point of hysteria, despite the fact that she didn’t want Irene to overhear their private conversation. But she couldn’t help herself. What James did next was important in so many ways. “This is our honeymoon, James. The beginning of our future.”

      “This time it will be different at Fox Point, because we’ll be married.”

      Her head started spinning. Did he really believe that?

      “This isn’t even about our honeymoon anymore,” she shot back. “Don’t you see? She’ll never think I’m good enough for you.” She drew in a breath and let it out slowly, her insides twisting as that truth settled in the pit of her stomach like a clump of cold oatmeal. “She doesn’t want us married, James. She’s trying to drive us apart.”

      He gave her a look that suggested she was crazy. “That’s not what she’s doing. She has our best interests at heart.”

      “She has your best interests at heart.” She shook her head, her heart aching. “You didn’t even stand up for me.”

      “What did you want me to do?” His voice turned hard as he went on the defense. Good God, if he could hold his own against her, why the hell couldn’t he do it with his mother?

      “I wanted you to tell her you’re a grown man and can make your own decisions. That Hawaii was your idea, and how much you’ve been looking forward to going. It’s all you’ve been able to talk about.”

      “But she did have a good point.” He smoothed a hand through his short hair. “We should be thinking about our future.”

      Heartache set her chest on fire. “You’re right. We should be.” She twisted her ring off, letting the decision settle in her brain. “And since you’re always going to take her side over mine, you two can go to Fox Point and figure out what that future is.” She threw the ring at him, and he flinched. The diamond clattered to the floor, and right on cue, his mother stepped back in to the foyer.

      “Rachel, come on.” James reached for her.

      She dodged his hand and turned. Tears spilled down her face as she opened the front door and a burst of sunlight blinded her as she hurried outside. James started after her but Irene stopped him. The two exchanged words as Rachel ran down the stone walkway, not daring to look back. The last thing she wanted to see was his mother flashing her perfect white teeth in victory.

      She hopped into her car and swatted at her tears as she turned the engine over and drove away. She sped through the street, having no idea where she was going until she drove past Sky Bar. When she spotted Kyle’s motorcycle, the tears fell harder. She’d missed him so much when he was overseas. He’d taken leave and come home early for their wedding, to stand as James’s best man, but he seemed to be making himself scarce. The engine sputtered as she shut down the car and hurried from the vehicle, desperate to talk to Kyle. He’d understand. Unlike James, he never needed his parents’ approval and lived life the way he wanted.

      The instant she pushed through the bar’s heavy doors, he lifted his head like he could sense her presence long before he could see her. The second their eyes met in the dimly lit bar, he shoved his beer away and jumped from his chair so fast, he sent it flying backward. His comrades all turned to see what had caught his attention as he hurried toward her. Long legs made quick work of the distance as eyes identical to his brother’s remained latched on hers. While the two guys were unnervingly similar, there was a toughness about Kyle, a thickness to his muscle and a hardness in his eyes that his brother lacked. Perhaps it was from his years spent overseas, or from opposing his folks for so long. The strain had to be hard on him. Either way, he wasn’t a man who let anyone push him—or her—around.

      “What’s wrong?” He dragged her into his arms.

      She sagged against his chest, taking comfort in the strength of his embrace. Her tears soaked his shirt as she breathed in his familiar scent—sand, sun, and beach on a warm summer day. She tried to talk, but her words came out garbled.

      “Hey, Rach, come on.” He ran his hands through her hair, a gentle touch that helped calm her nerves and chase the chill from her body. “What is it?”

      “James,” she said.

      He stiffened, put both hands on the side of her head and pulled her from his chest. She tilted her head, and his eyes moved over her face. “What did he do?”

      “Nothing.” She choked out. “That’s the problem.”

      He frowned, confusion backlighting his eyes. “You’re not making sense.”

      “I left him,” she said. “I gave back the ring. It’s over.”

      Air left his lungs in a whoosh and washed over her cheeks as conflicting emotions flashed across his face. “Rach…” he began, his voice rough. “This is a mistake.”

      “He never stands up for me, Kyle. He’s canceling our honeymoon plans because your mother doesn’t think it’s a good idea. Hawaii was his idea. She’s always interfering, always making up his mind for him.”

      A spark of understanding moved over his eyes as his jaw seesawed from side to side. He pulled her back, and hugged her tighter, his heart thundering against her cheek.

      “Okay, let’s get out of here.” He exchanged a look with his comrades then put his arm around the small of her back to lead her outside to her car. He kept her close, guiding her around the parked cars until they reached her driver’s side.

      He brushed her hair from her face, and looked her over, a careful assessment. “Are you okay to drive? I had a couple beers with the guys and I shouldn’t be behind the wheel.”

      “Yeah,” she said, her nerves much calmer than when she’d first arrived. Kyle always made everything better.

      Kyle wiped the remaining tears from her cheeks, the pads of this thumbs rough against her skin. He dipped his head and she caught the sweet tang of beer. “Are you sure? If not I can call us a cab.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Okay.” He opened the door for her and she climbed in. His eyes remained locked on hers, worry lingering in their stormy depths as he crossed the front of the car and hopped in to the passenger side.

      She sat there staring at the wheel. He put his hand on hers and she turned toward him. Her heart missed a beat. He’d been away too long.

      He gave her hand a squeeze. “Where to?”

      She didn’t want to go back to the apartment she still shared with Sara, and sitting in a coffee shop in the state she was in was out of the question. “The bluff, I guess.”

      She drove twenty minutes until she reached the spot where they all hung out in high school. They parked at the foot of the hill and hiked to the top, and she turned her face to the late-day sun, her thoughts a jumbled mess. Kyle put his hand on her cheek to gain her attention.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      She leaned into his hand, and he drew her close until her body pressed against his. With her emotions in turmoil, she circled her hands around his waist and relaxed into his strength, taking comfort in him being there.

      “It’s over,” she whispered, her hands splaying over his back, his hard muscles tightening beneath her touch. His breathing became a little more ragged and she listened to his throat work as he swallowed.

      “You need to go back,” he whispered, his voice so strained it was hard to understand him. “You two are meant for each other. You guys can work this out, Rach. I know you can.”

      She shook her head, her damp cheek brushing over his chest. “No, I’m not going back, not if he keeps letting your mother run our lives.”

      “I’ll talk to her. I’ll tell her to back off.”

      “You shouldn’t have to, and it will cause more tension between you all anyway.”

      “I don’t care. She has no right to interfere.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. It’s over.”

      “Rach…” he began, a note of desperation in his voice as it dropped an octave.

      A moment passed, and he touched her chin, lifting her eyes to his, but it wasn’t her eyes he was looking at. As he zeroed in on her mouth, he swiped his tongue over his bottom lip. He drew a ragged breath, the hand he had on her face shaking. Her insides trembled. There was nothing casual in the way he was looking at her. It stirred all the deeper emotions inside her. His eyes snapped shut, like he was waging some internal war, and when he opened them again, they were the deepest shade of blue she’d ever seen.

      “Kyle,” she began, but lost all train of thought when his lips came down over hers.
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      Present Day, five years later

      Air evacuated Kyle’s lungs as he stood on the cracked and pitted sidewalk stealing glimpses of Rachel as she pushed her daughter, Ava, on the swing at Glenmore Community Park. The last time he’d seen them was a little over two years ago. Ava had only been a toddler when they’d buried her father.

      Kyle’s stomach clenched, never having gotten over the passing of his brother. As a military man he was used to death, but the loss of James had damn near killed him. His muscles tightened, flattening the gift bag he had in the crook of his arm as he gripped the chain-link fence surrounding the park. He squeezed the wire until his knuckles turned white, and sucked in a quick breath, desperate for air. Desperate to keep himself in check as he watched mother and daughter at play.

      Rachel.

      Jesus Christ he loved her so fucking much. His years on the battlefield did little to diminish his love for her, but she wasn’t his—she never had been. He needed to remember that. They’d been so close years ago, but after she’d started dating his brother, and the two began down a path that didn’t involve him, Kyle had no reason to stay in Austin. He’d upped and joined the army right out of high school, and began one of many tours overseas.

      He’d only been home twice since James and Rachel had gotten engaged. Once for his brother’s wedding. Once for his funeral. Both had been painful.

      Rachel laughed as she pushed her daughter higher and higher, and as the sound wrapped around his soul his mind went back to the afternoon at the bluff—even though he’d long ago vowed never to think about it again.

      He’d made a horrible mistake that day, one he’d never forgive himself for. Rachel wasn’t in her right mind, and taking her into his arms and making love to her might have been the sweetest moment of his life, but he never should have given in to the things she’d aroused in him. Never should have let his weakness for her—or her emotional vulnerability at the time—overshadow sensibility. While he’d like to blame his lack of self-control on the beers he’d put back with the guys, that was pure bullshit and he knew it. Then again, he could also try to convince himself that she’d been split from his brother when she’d come to him, so technically they hadn’t cheated. But that was nothing but a load of crap too.

      He was a grown man, one who knew right from wrong, which was why immediately after making love to her, he’d tried to convince her to go back to James and work things out. The two belonged together. Of that he was sure. But she’d refused, cancelled the wedding and stopped taking James’s calls, even though everyone knew she still loved him. But her future wasn’t with Kyle, despite what had happened between them and he’d told her that. After another few weeks of reflection, and a lot of hard work and groveling on James’s part, she’d come to realize what Kyle had always known—she belonged with James. Unlike Kyle, James was a great man, one with a bright future in front of him.

      James.

      Christ, he was the best older brother a guy could ever ask for. He was the world to Kyle, and Kyle would have done anything to make sure he received the parental approval he so desperately needed. He wasn’t sure why James constantly needed their consent; perhaps it had something to do with being the first-born. Regardless, Kyle had always put James on a pedestal and stood in the shadows of his greatness for many years. In fact, he went to great lengths to ensure he stayed in those shadows during their youth. But that didn’t stop the guilt of betrayal from eating his gut like a goddamn parasite, and now he was determined to prove himself an honorable man.

      Rachel laughed at something Ava said, the sound seeping under his skin and touching his darkest corners. His heart squeezed. The last time he’d seen her she had the strain of loss written all over her face. Now here she was, finding some semblance of happiness as she picked up the pieces of her life.

      As if sensing him there, her eyes lifted, and the smile fell from her face when their gazes collided. She went as still as a stealth soldier as the swing came back and hit her across her hip. Her hands grasped for air as she stumbled backward, and Kyle pushed though the chain-link gate and darted across the playground. He dodged dogs, small children, and strollers as they crossed his path, needing to get to her.

      When he reached her, he found her flat out on the ground. He dropped to one knee and cupped her elbow. His thumb slid along her skin. Warm, silky soft, the way he remembered. His heart pumped faster than a military issue rifle, but it had little to do with his quick sprint across the park.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I…I…Kyle?” She blinked three times and stared at him, like she was trying to figure out whether he was a figment of her imagination or not.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” he said softly. “I’m really here.”

      “What?” she whispered, her hair tangling beneath her as she shook her head. “When?”

      He captured her hand and pulled her to her feet. His gaze left her face to look her over. “Are you hurt?”

      “No.” She wiped shaky hands over her shorts, brushing the grass from her clothes with a little more force than necessary. “I’m okay.”

      “Mommy?” a small voice asked.

      “Ava.” She scooped her daughter up on to her hip, and held her close. “Oh, honey, are you okay?”

      Dressed in a frilly pink princess gown, Ava touched her mother’s face with tiny fingers, a frown tugging down the corners of her mouth. “Mommy, why did you fall down?”

      “I slipped. I’m okay. I promise,” she said, her words coming out a little too fast. She was trying to present a calm demeanor, and actually might have succeeded with someone else. Someone who didn’t know her as well as he did.

      Coming to her rescue and giving her a moment to catch her breath and get herself under control, Kyle turned his focus to her daughter. “Hi, Ava. Do you remember me?”

      Ava looked at Kyle and shook her head, her blonde curls bobbing around her face.

      Rachel tugged on her daughter’s dress, to smooth it over her knee. “This is Kyle. He’s your…” She stopped speaking, and shifted from one foot to another.

      Christ, he’d really thrown her off. He hadn’t meant to. He thought stopping by instead of calling might ease the awkwardness of seeing each other again after all this time. He’d been wrong.

      “I’m your uncle,” he said.

      Ava looked a bit unsure. “What’s an uncle?”

      Kyle laughed. “An uncle is a friend of your mom’s who brings presents.”

      Blue eyes that mirrored her father’s went wide and focused on the gift bag under his arm. She pointed a small finger. “Is that mine?”

      He nodded and Ava squirmed until Rachel set her down. Rachel straightened and smoothed her hair back. Unable to help himself, he reached out and pulled a strand of grass from her hair.

      “I must look a mess.” She quickly, finger-combed her long, brown curls.

      “You look fine, Rachel.” As beautiful as ever, actually.

      Her face turned a shade of pink that matched her daughter’s dress, and she looked everywhere and anywhere but at him. As Ava stared at him, he handed her the gift bag.
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