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      It was the yellow daisies on the "help wanted" sign that got Zoey Wilson's attention.

      She turned her head as she jogged down the sidewalk opposite the little café, checking out the sign in the window. It looked hand painted, maybe by a kid. Bright colors.

      Handmade art. It had been so long since she'd thought of painting, of poster boards calling for decoration, even though she'd spent a lot of time with a brush in her hand when she was a kid.

      On a whim, she jogged across the street to the café, so she could see it better. She stopped in front of the sign, smiling when she saw it up close. Daisies. A few hearts. A shooting star.

      Definitely the work of a child who had no problems with stars being purple polka-dotted, and hearts being filled with butterflies. Smiling, she touched the glass, remembering a time when she hadn't cared about how things were supposed to be, or what the rules told her to do.

      How long ago that had been. How much she had changed. How much life had changed.

      Movement from inside caught her attention, and she looked up as a woman walked in through the swinging doors that led from the kitchen. The woman was about her age, singing and dancing as she wiped down the counter.

      God. When was the last time Zoey had felt like dancing? Or singing?

      Weight settled on her shoulders, and the joy she'd felt at the sign faded.

      The woman looked up, saw her, and waved at her to come in. Zoey waved back, but shook her head.

      Yes, she'd moved back to her hometown of Rogue Valley, Wyoming, to try to get herself back on track, but she wasn't ready to talk to anyone. She'd arrived late last night, woken up at four in the morning after a restless sleep, and had decided to go for a run instead of sitting in her depressing rented apartment, wondering how she'd gotten to this place.

      She had originally planned to go over to her brother Dane's house later in the morning to tell him that she'd arrived in town last night, two weeks ahead of schedule. Right now, however, in the pre-dawn light, she needed time to process the fact that she was back in this small town of her youth that looked the same, and yet so different at the same time.

      She wasn't sure how to fit in here, and she certainly couldn't figure out why she'd decided this was the answer to the darkness that haunted her at every moment.

      She turned away⁠—

      "Hey, come on in. I just opened." The woman from the café poked her head out the front door. "Coffee will be ready in a minute."

      "I'm all set, thanks." Even as she said it, Zoey caught the scent of fresh coffee, a rich, dark roast that smelled amazing. "What is that?"

      "A local brand. It's fantastic." The woman held the door open wider. "Come on in. You'll love it."

      "I didn't bring any money on my run⁠—"

      The woman winked. "Free coffee to all first-timers. It's so good you'll be back every morning. I've created many addicts that way." She grinned. "I look sweet, but I'm really a ruthless mercenary with an entire town of minions."

      Zoey laughed, unable to resist the woman's warmth. "How do I say no to that?"

      "Perfect." The woman stepped back to let Zoey pass her. "My name's Lissa. You?"

      "Zoey."

      Lissa's eyebrows went up, and she got a thoughtful look on her face. "Not Dane's sister?"

      "Yes." Zoey tensed, not prepared to have to identify herself so soon. She wanted to be anonymous, which was kind of stupid, given that she'd moved back to her hometown, but that didn't change the fact that Lissa's identification felt like pressure she wasn't ready for. "You know Dane?"

      "Of course." Lissa grinned. "Everyone knows Dane."

      Everyone knows Dane. She supposed it made sense. When she'd left town, Dane had been just starting out as a cop, but now he was the sheriff. Of course Lissa would know him. While she'd been gone, Dane had made the town his own.

      "Come on." Lissa waved her in. "Grab a seat at the counter. Want an omelet?"

      "No, thanks. Coffee is good." The door jangled as she stepped inside, and she was greeted with the charming sound of country music from the ceiling speakers. She recognized the music of country superstar Travis Turner, the stage name for the youngest Stockton brother. She'd known him when he used to sit on the fence at Ol' Skip's ranch and sing, and now he'd gone platinum.

      He'd made his dreams come true, and she was happy for him. He was such a nice guy. All the Stocktons were, despite their rough childhood.

      The tables in the café were old and quaint. Mismatched wooden chairs, some painted, some not, gave the café a homey feeling. On each table was a mason jar filled with daisies and a paper mâché heart on a stick.

      It was so small town. So different than the life she'd lived in Boston for the last decade. That was why she'd come back, to get away from the life she'd trapped herself in. She wasn't going to stay forever. Just until she found her footing again. Until she found the courage to keep going. A day. A week. A month. A year. She didn't know for sure how long it would take, or what she needed to figure out. She just knew she couldn't keep going the way she had been, and she hadn't been able to think of any other place to go.

      Except this place was so different than she'd remembered. There were new stores, new developments, and at the same time, so much had stayed the same. But she was different, and that made everything look different than it had once appeared to a desperate hometown girl trying to run away from who she was.

      She sighed as she looked around. The café was so warm. So inviting. As if it were a giant hug that she could never quite get. She hadn't fit in here as a kid. What had made her think she'd fit in now that she'd been away for so long? Suddenly, she felt so weary. Exhausted. "I'll take the coffee to go."

      "No problem. It'll be ready in a couple minutes." Lissa patted the counter. "Have a seat."

      Zoey shifted restlessly, staying close to the front window. "I'm fine. I'll just wait here."

      "By the door?" Lissa raised her brows. "I don't bite, you know. I'm quite friendly, really."

      Yeah, okay, that sounded weird, right? A café full of empty seats, and she wanted to stand awkwardly by the door? "Yeah, okay, thanks." She made her way around the tables set with paper placements and charmingly mismatched salt and pepper shakers, and then slid onto the nearest stool.

      Lissa bustled around, getting items ready for opening. "So, you're back in town for good, eh?"

      "No." She shook her head quickly. "Just for a bit. Maybe six months, or so." Yeah, that sounded good. Long enough to get a break, but not so long that she'd be trapped here.

      Lissa raised her brows. "That's it? I thought you were moving back?"

      Zoey frowned. How much had Dane been telling people about her? Why did Lissa know so much? What did it matter what she did? "Just for a while."

      "You got a job while you're here?" Lissa pulled a tray of coffee mugs out from under the counter and set them next to the three percolating coffee machines.

      "No. I'm taking some time off⁠—"

      "Want to work here? I saw you looking at the sign."

      Zoey frowned. "Here? I don't know anything about working in a café." In Boston, she'd been a partner at her own law firm. Her life had been late nights, paperwork, betrayal, and broken dreams. "I don't want to work right now. I'm burned out." Not just burned out. Lost. Broken. Exhausted. Crushed all the way to her soul? Yeah, those worked.

      "It's not work. It's a chance to socialize and chat with people." Lissa leaned on the counter, propping her chin up on her hands. "You'll catch on quick. It might be the best way to get reconnected with the community. Pretty much everyone in town comes through here over the course of the week. It's been how long since you lived here? A decade?"

      "Yeah, about." How had ten years gone by? It had been so fast, and so slow at the same time.

      Lissa set a carafe of cream on the counter, along with a dish of sweeteners. "Dane's been so excited for you to come back. And Ryder⁠—"

      "Ryder?" Zoey sucked in her breath, her heart stuttering at the mention of the one man she hadn't been able to stop thinking about since the moment she'd decided to come home. "I thought he didn't live in town."

      "He doesn't. But he comes through from time to time." Lissa raised her brows. "He's complicated, isn't he?"

      "I don't know. I haven't talked to him since I left." She hadn't talked to him in ten years, but she'd thought of him. Constantly at first. Then less often. But as time to come home had neared, he'd been consuming her thoughts again.

      Ryder, the guy who'd been her big brother's best friend, her protector…until her senior prom, when a pity date by Ryder had turned into a night of firsts…her first kiss, her first slow dance, her first lover.

      God, how that night had haunted her.

      Lissa peered at her. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah, sure." Zoey cleared her throat. "Is that coffee almost ready?"

      "Yep." Lissa didn't move. "Ryder's antsy for you to come back. I can see it in him."

      Her heart leapt. "Really?" At Lissa's curious look, Zoey quickly backpedaled, not wanting anything to get back to Ryder about her reaction. She knew how small towns worked. "Not that it matters, though. I mean, whatever, right? He's always been one of Dane's best friends." She quickly changed the subject. "How do you know Dane and Ryder so well?"

      Lissa gave her a knowing look, but went along. "Dane married my husband's sister, so we're all family now."

      "Your husband's sister?" Although Zoey hadn't come back for her brother's wedding, she knew he had married a Stockton. Jaimi was the only girl in a family of nine boys, one of which was Ryder.

      If Lissa was married to one of Jaimi's brothers, it meant she was Ryder's sister-in-law. Unless…Ryder was the Stockton she'd married! The thought made Zoey's stomach lurch. "Who's your husband? Ryder?" If Lissa said yes, Zoey felt like she would throw up. She hadn't heard that Ryder had gotten married, so she'd assumed he hadn't, but what if he had? What if he had some woman he adored who he'd pledged his life to? What if Lissa knew so much about Ryder because she'd married him? Nausea churned in Zoey's stomach, and she gripped the edge of the counter.

      "Ryder?" Lissa laughed and waved her hand. "No, of course not. Not that he's not a great guy, of course, but hell, no."

      The surge of relief was so profound that Zoey slumped, almost gasping as she tried to catch her breath. Not Ryder. Her hands started shaking, and she hid them in her lap as she tried to cover up her reaction. "No? Which Stockton, then?"

      "Travis." Lissa's face softened with pure happiness. "You remember him, right?"

      The musician whose music was being piped in through the speakers. That made sense. "Yes, of course." Zoey remembered them all. Her brother had been best friends with the twins Ryder and Maddox Stockton, which meant that he knew the rest of the Stocktons as well. As Dane's little sister, she'd hung out with them a lot, and knew them all.

      They'd been a rough group from a tough home situation. They scared most of the other kids in school, but not Zoey, because she'd seen the side of them they didn't show anyone else. The rest of the world saw aggressive, dangerous boys. She'd seen the loyal protectors who'd taken her into their circle.

      She was the one who would wake up in the middle of the night to find one or more of the brothers sleeping on her floor…and it was usually Ryder. Her throat tightened, remembering how safe she'd feel when she'd wake up and see Ryder asleep in her room, knowing that no one, especially her uncle, could get to her when he was there. "Yes," she said softly. "I remember Travis. I remember all of them."

      Lissa laughed. "How could anyone forget a Stockton, right? Those men are a force unto themselves." She winked. "Ryder's not married. He's never even had a date in all the years I've known him. Completely single."

      Zoey tried unsuccessfully to not care about that awesome piece of news. "Ryder's social life isn't my business."

      Lissa raised her brows. "No?"

      "Not at all." Zoey felt her cheeks flush even as relief settled deep in her gut. Ryder was still single. She knew she shouldn't care, but she couldn’t help it. She cared.

      Dammit. What was wrong with her? Ryder was her past, a gritty, ugly past that had left her heart so broken that it still hadn't completely healed from him. She didn't want to open that door again, not today, not ever.

      "Of course it's not." Lissa grinned. The coffee machine beeped, and she turned away. "Large?"

      "Sure—" The door jangled, and Zoey instinctively looked over her shoulder.

      Four Stocktons walked in.

      The oldest, Chase, entered first, tall and muscular. Then, behind him, was Travis. After him, Maddox, Ryder's twin, then, behind him, last in line…Ryder.

      She froze, her heart thundering. There was nowhere for her to hide. Nowhere for her to go.

      He wasn't supposed to be in town. He wasn't supposed to be here.

      But he was.

      He was in deep conversation with Maddox, and didn't look over as they walked in. His cowboy hat was tipped back, letting her see his blue eyes, his whiskered jaw, and the way his lips curved in a smile. God, that smile had melted her heart so many times as a teenager.

      He was taller now. Broader. Just bigger. More man. His jeans were faded, splattered with mud, and his boots were heavy work boots instead of cowboy boots. His gray tee shirt had paint on it, ragged and worn, just like he'd always been.

      But there was a presence to him that hadn't been there before. He held himself like he belonged. Back when she'd known him, he had a swagger designed to tell the world to fuck off. He didn't have it anymore, but there was a harder edge to him, a rough, untamed edge that made her belly tighten.

      "Good morning, gentlemen," Lissa called out. "Did none of you notice we have a visitor?"

      Zoey winced. "No, don't⁠—"

      But it was too late. All four men looked over, but it was Ryder who she watched.

      His gaze darted around the café, and then it landed on her.

      He stopped, his face going utterly still.

      Neither of them moved.

      She couldn't breathe. She couldn't think. All she could do was stare at him, at those blue eyes she'd dreamed of so many times, at the man who'd broken her heart more than she'd thought was possible.

      The man she'd never been able to forget.
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      Ryder Stockton caught his breath when he saw Zoey's face for the first time in over a decade. She was back.

      Her eyes. God, those eyes he'd dreamed of so many times. That mouth, the one he could still remember kissing. The last time he'd seen her, those green eyes had been full of tears and accusation, of hate that he'd completely deserved.

      He'd let her go that day. He'd made her go. He'd sacrificed everything to give her what she needed, to free her to live the life she deserved.

      And now, she was back.

      Here.

      Twenty feet away from him.

      She stared at him, her face pale, her lips pressed together in silence.

      He remembered the curve of her jaw, the slant of her nose, the flush of her cheeks. She was the same, but there was a wisdom and strength to her that hadn't been there before. She seemed taller now, stronger, a woman, not a girl. But at the same time, she looked exactly as she had so long ago. It was his Zoey, the one he'd promised to protect forever, the one he'd failed.

      The need to go to her was so strong, so visceral, that it took all his strength to stay still, but he didn't go over to her. How could he? She hadn't needed him back then, and she didn't need him now.

      "Zoey!" Chase walked over to her and pulled her into a hug.

      She dragged her gaze off Ryder and hugged his brother. "Hi, Chase."

      Ryder inhaled at the sound of her voice, and something deep inside him vibrated, almost violently. He'd missed her. Hell, he'd missed her so much that his chest actually hurt.

      Travis pushed Chase aside to embrace her. Then Maddox. His brothers encircled her, welcoming her, asking her about her trip, when she'd arrived, where she was staying.

      He didn't move.

      His feet were stuck to the floor, his legs frozen as he listened to her talk, letting the sound of her voice wash over him. He'd forgotten what her voice felt like, how deeply it touched him, how much he'd yearned to hear it.

      She looked over at him as she chatted with his brothers, her face pinched and tense. Because he was there? Was it his presence that was causing such pain and discomfort on her face?

      Shit. He should leave. Give her space.

      But he couldn’t make himself do it.

      He watched Lissa hand her a cup of coffee. Zoey grabbed it and then slid off the stool, waving off his brothers as she ducked past them. She hurried toward the door, her gaze sliding toward Ryder as she neared.

      Jesus.

      She was so close.

      They met gazes, and for a moment, he thought she would say something, anything, to break the ice, to let him know he was forgiven.

      But her gaze dropped, and she turned away, hurrying out the door.

      The bell jangled, as he watched her scurry past the front window, heading down the sidewalk, away from him.

      He let her go. He had to let her go, just like before. She deserved it⁠—

      "Was she always that sad?" Lissa asked softly.

      Ryder looked back over his shoulder at Lissa, who had moved up behind him. "She looked sad?"

      She nodded. "Broken, even. From the moment she walked in."

      Shit. He glanced back at his brothers, who all nodded. "She didn't even make eye contact," Chase said. "She's not the Zoey who left here."

      Son of a bitch.

      Protectiveness surged through Ryder. No one messed with Zoey. Ever. With a muttered oath, he sprinted for the door, yanked it open, and ran outside. "Zoey!"
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      Zoey closed her eyes when she heard Ryder shout her name. His voice was deep and strong, deeper than it had once been, but instantly familiar, sliding under her skin like a caress she'd been longing for. Ryder.

      God, how long she'd yearned to hear his voice. To hear him say her name. To have him chase her down, demand she not leave him, beg her to stay. For years, she'd dreamed of walking down the street in Boston, only to find him racing after her, having tracked her down after all that time.

      He'd never been there.

      He'd never come after her.

      He'd never shouted her name…until now.

      She swallowed, steeling herself as she turned to face him. Her fingers tightened around the coffee as he jogged toward her, in that same, athletic stride he'd had so long ago.

      After years of being in his constant presence, she hadn't seen him, talked to him, or even texted him since the day after her prom, a gaping loss that had carved indelible scars into her heart. And now, he was walking toward her, his tan cowboy hat pulled low over his forehead, almost shielding his face from her.

      She could barely even recognize him as the youth who had hid her innocently in his bed many nights when she'd been hiding from her uncle and his lecherous tendencies, swearing he'd protect her with his life if her uncle ever came for her.

      Approaching her was a hard, weathered cowboy, with dust on his boots, and weariness in his strong shoulders, nothing like the boy she'd hung around with.

      He came to a stop in front of her, and tipped his hat back, revealing his blue eyes, the eyes she knew so well. "Hey, ZoeyBear."

      ZoeyBear. His nickname for her, his reminder that deep inside her was the strength of a grizzly that could handle whatever life threw at her. It was him. It was really him. She didn't know what to say. It had been so long. So awkward. So silent. There were a million things to say…and nothing at all to say.

      Honestly. What was she supposed to say to the guy who, prior to taking her virginity on prom night, had been her protector, her best friend, her defense against the world? The guy who had shattered her heart into a million pieces and hadn't stayed to help her fix it.

      Nothing. She could think of absolutely nothing to say.

      Regret flickered across his face. "No response?"

      "Ryder." His name slipped out, an aching whisper.

      "I'm so sorry," he said softly, his voice almost breaking with emotion. "I'm so sorry for what I did."

      It was the apology she'd always wanted, and yet, now that she had it, she realized that it didn't change anything. It didn't change what had happened, and how completely she'd been shattered. She'd trusted him with more than her heart, more than her soul. She shook her head, fighting against the sudden tears. "It was ten years ago. It doesn't matter."

      "It matters." He took her hand, his fingers rough and callused. "I should never have made love to you that night. It was wrong."

      She stared at their entwined fingers. That was what he regretted? Making love to her? He didn't regret losing her? "It was a mutual decision. It was fine."

      "Zoey." He gently touched her jaw, forcing her to look up at him. "Where's the sparkle that once danced in those green eyes?" he asked softly.

      "It died a long time ago," she whispered.

      Regret filled his face. "Because of me? Did I break you?"

      He looked so sad, so regretful that her heart ached for him. "No," she admitted truthfully. "It has been so much more than you." He was but one factor in the life that had become more than she could handle. "I'll be fine, though. That's why I'm here. A little R&R, and I'll be back at work in a few months." Maybe. She hoped. She prayed. But she feared she was wrong.

      His eyes darkened. "I thought you were moving home for good."

      "No. Just six months." The timeframe rolled more easily off her lips this time, but with Ryder standing in front of her, suddenly six months felt both agonizingly short and unbearably long to be around him.

      His fingers tightened around her hand for a split second, then he released her. The loss of contact with him made her want to cry, but she pulled back, standing straighter.

      "You're going to leave again," he said. It wasn't a statement, really. More of an acknowledgment of a truth he had to process.

      She nodded. "I have to. You know I don't fit in here. I never did."

      He said nothing. He just looked at her, his gaze searching for the truth she could never hide from him.

      I missed you. She wanted to say it, to beg him to hug her, to fold her into that embrace that always made her world better. But there was a wall between them now, a wall that she didn't know how to take down.

      "You need help unpacking?" he asked.

      She hesitated. "No⁠—"

      "I'd like to help you."

      She thought of all the boxes lined up in her living room.

      She thought of how achingly lonely it had been waking up in that apartment a few hours ago.

      She thought of how long it had been since she had felt okay.

      "You need a friend," he said quietly. "I'm that friend."

      She wanted to say yes. She wanted to beg him to fill her little apartment with his warmth, his humor, and his kindness. But she'd made that mistake before, thinking that he could fill the emptiness inside her, thinking any man could fill the emptiness inside her.

      She knew she had to do it herself this time. "Thanks, but I'm all set. I'll see you around."

      Then, before she could change her mind, she turned and walked away.

      She almost managed not to look back to see if he was watching her, but when she reached the corner, she took a quick peek.

      He was standing exactly where she'd left him, waiting for her to turn around.

      Her heart leapt, and she hesitated. She didn't need romance. She didn't want romance. But a friend? A friend who knew all her secrets, all her fears, all her weaknesses? A friend who always knew how to make her feel stronger than she was?

      There was only one person in the world who was that kind of a friend, and he was standing right there.

      Damn him.

      With a muttered curse, she turned around and stalked back over to him. "Here's the deal," she said, poking him in the chest. "You're right. I need my friend Ryder. Not the asshole who took my virginity and then dumped my ass the next day for reasons he refused to explain. If my friend Ryder can show up at my apartment, then he's welcome. If he brings the jerk who broke my heart, then he can't. Got it?"

      He grinned. "Got it."

      "Fine. 321 Maple Grove Apartments, number 3D. Bring groceries. I have no food."

      "I'm on it. Give me two hours, and I'll be there."

      She nodded. "Okay, then." She handed him the cup of coffee. "I can't run with this. It's yours."

      He took it, his fingers brushing against hers. "Hey, Zoey?"

      She started to jog away from him. "What?"

      "Welcome home."
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      Ryder hadn't been to the Maple Grove Apartments before. He'd figured they were some new condo development perfect for Zoey and her high-class Boston life.

      He wasn't prepared for them to be shitty, rundown buildings with rickety stairs, peeling paint, and missing gutters.

      Swearing under his breath, he pulled in between a decent rental car he assumed was Zoey's, and a rusted pickup truck with two kegs in the back. There were old, faded lawn chairs strewn around an old barbeque grill in the browned-out grass to the side of the building, along with an overflowing trash can that had a couple empty cases of beer tossed beside it. There were burned spots on the grass, as if the residents were more interested in drinking than making sure the coals stayed in the grill.

      How could she be living here? This wasn't supposed to be how her life turned out.

      Scowling, he parked his truck, slung six grocery bags over his shoulders, and then carried the other four in his arms as he strode across the parking lot, narrowing his eyes at a twenty-something kid smoking a joint on the bottom step. "You live here?"

      The dude gazed at him with bleary eyes. "What's it to you?"

      "The woman in 3D is under my protection. Make sure everyone knows it."

      He raised his brows. "The pretty one?"

      Ryder narrowed his eyes. "The one you don't get to talk to."

      The youth stood up, tall and lean in his black leather jacket and nose ring. "You don't get to tell me who to talk to."

      Ryder tensed. "Did I mention my name?"

      "Who gives a shit?"

      "My name's Ryder Stockton. You may have heard of me or my brothers?"

      Fear flickered in the youth's eyes for a split second, then he shrugged. "Maybe."

      "Stay away from her. Got it?"

      "Whatever." He tossed his butt aside and stood up. "Get a life, old man." Then he walked off, sneering at Ryder once he figured he was out of range.

      "You think I can't reach you from here?" Ryder asked conversationally.

      The kid paled and took off in a dead sprint, disappearing around the corner.

      Ryder sighed and looked around, but he didn't see anyone else loitering. The curtain in one window fluttered, as if someone had been watching him. Shit. He didn't want Zoey living here. He'd sacrificed everything so this wouldn't be her life. What had gone wrong?

      With a rising sense of anger, Ryder took the steps two at a time, following the signs to the third floor. Zoey's apartment was the second to last on the left, the door opening off an exterior landing that anyone could access. The apartment at the end, next to Zoey's, had more empty cases of beer stacked up outside, another rusted barbeque grill that had to be against fire code, and cigarette butts scattered on the ground.

      Damn.

      He let out a grim sigh as he reached Zoey's. Her front door was open, and he could see cardboard boxes stacked everywhere.

      No security whatsoever.

      Shit.

      "Hey, Ryder!"

      He turned to see Zoey walking toward him along the landing. The moment he saw her, the tension inside him eased. It was just so damn good to be near her again, after all that time. She was in sweatpants and a tee shirt, her hair in a ponytail, wearing what looked like a pair of decades-old sneakers. The clothes were baggy, and she looked adorable in them. He'd always loved her in sweats. Her body had filled out since she'd left, giving her more curves that were tempting as all hell. He cleared his throat, dragging his gaze off her body. "Hey, ZoeyBear."

      She smiled, a big-ass smile that made him grin. "You came." She sounded pleased, which made him a little less cranky.

      "Of course I did." He shifted the bags. "You left your door open?" he asked, trying not to sound as pissed as he was.

      "I was just dropping a few boxes off in the recycling." She smiled. "Come on in." As she spoke, she slipped past him, her shoulder brushing against his chest.

      His reaction to her touch was sudden, instant, and visceral, a cruel stab of desire so fierce that he had to close his eyes to fight it off. Jesus.

      He stepped back, gripping the grocery bags tighter. He hadn't expected to react this way when he'd headed over here this morning to help her unpack. Seeing her at Lissa's café had been emotional, but he'd been in protector mode, determined to do whatever he needed to keep her safe. In that moment, she'd been his Zoey, the one he took care of.

      But when she'd touched him just now, everything had changed.

      He hadn't expected his heart to start hammering, or for his fists to clench, or for such need to crash over him. The need to hear her voice, to see the way her eyes sparkled when she laughed, to run his fingers through her hair, to fall asleep under the stars with her in his arms…like the old days…only with deep, intimate kissing and so much more.

      Shit.

      He could not do that to her.

      He was there as her friend, as the only person she'd ever been able to lean on during her hellacious childhood, someone with whom she'd shared the secrets that she hadn't even been able to tell her own brother. He was not there as a man who wanted to taste her lips, trail his kisses down her neck, and bury his hands in her hair.

      Ryder had promised he wouldn't show up as her accidental, one-night-of-hellacious-decision-making ex-lover. He needed to be the man who wanted nothing from her, other than to be the friend she so desperately needed. He needed to be there as a comrade she could trust and lean on while she rebuilt her life. But as he stood on that crappy landing, watching her cross the threadbare carpet of her new home, he realized that as much as he'd wanted her when they were teenagers, it was a thousand times more now.

      He wanted her now. He wanted her thoroughly kissed, naked, and his.

      Fuck.

      He knew from Dane how much she'd been through, and there was no way he was going to betray her by crossing that line that he'd torn through so long ago.

      But he knew there was no way he could walk into her apartment right now, not with the way he was reacting to her. There was no fucking way he could shut down the need thundering through him right now. He hadn't prepared for this response to her. It was time to bail, and regroup⁠—

      She paused in the middle of her living room, looking back at him. "You're not coming in?" There was an edge to her voice, a tightness, as if she was already preparing for him to disappoint her again.

      If he had any sense of decency, he'd drop the groceries, get back in his truck, and leave. He'd walk away now, and she'd never have to deal with him again, and he wouldn't have to fight off the intense need pounding through him. He could do that.

      But if he did…if he walked away…wouldn’t that be a second betrayal?

      She needed him now. He knew that. His job was to be there for her, not to let his own need for her drive the wedge more firmly between them. Shit.

      Her expression cooled and became distant. "Never mind. It's fine." She turned away, walking back into her kitchen. "You can leave the groceries by the door."

      The moment she gave up on him, he knew he had no choice. He stepped forward, out of the sunlight, and into the darkness of her apartment.
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      "I think I'm officially old." Zoey set her hands on her hips and bent over, trying to work out the cramps in her lower back. "Twelve hours of unpacking is too much."

      "It's been a hell of a day." Ryder set another box on her kitchen counter. "We're making good progress, though."

      She eyed him as he ripped it open, his biceps flexing. He'd been working like a man on a mission all day, barely pausing to eat or talk. She would have quit hours ago, but how could she pass out on her couch while he was still working on her stuff?

      There was still so much to unpack, despite the twelve-hour day, mostly because the majority of the day hadn't been spent unpacking. Ryder had taken one look at the outlets in the kitchen, declared them unsafe, and that had been it. He'd spent half the morning rewiring the outlets so they were all grounded. Then he'd put a new deadbolt on the front door, and special locks on the windows that opened onto the landing.

      After that? He'd reinforced the frame on the front door so no one would be able to break in, and then he'd fixed the drain in the bathroom so it would actually drain. The whole time, he'd been muttering about her being in an unsafe situation.

      His help had made her feel better, because who wouldn't feel better with Ryder Stockton in protector mode? But at the same time, his deep concern about her safety had gotten in her head and started to freak her out that an axe murderer was going to hack his way into her apartment and chop her up as soon as she fell asleep tonight.

      While Ryder was stalking around the apartment with a hammer, the idea of an axe murderer didn't seem so scary, but she knew that once she was lying in bed alone, being hunted by a rusted blade wouldn't feel quite so special.

      And in truth, despite the fact that she felt safer having him there, it had been uncomfortably awkward working with him. They were like polite strangers, careful not to bump into each other, or say the wrong thing, and she hated it. She'd needed her friend tonight, not this guy that was practically a stranger. A decade apart had put a rift between them that she hadn't expected, and she was exhausted trying to deal with it.

      They'd ordered pizza over an hour ago, and she was nearly in tears waiting for it to show up and give her an excuse to sit down, take a break, and then kick him out. She was exhausted, cranky, and at the end of her ability to cope.

      She glanced at him, then grimaced when she saw him lift a stack of plates, making his damned biceps flex again.

      And she couldn’t lie to herself. Half the tension gripping her so tightly was because she couldn’t stop noticing the thickness of his whiskers, the beautiful richness of his voice as he muttered to himself, or the way the muscles rippled in his back as he hammered on the front door. She couldn't help but notice the strength of his forearms, or the blue of his eyes, or the way he watched her when he thought she wasn't looking.
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