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ONE

 

 

RUNNING AWAY. Smart. Great, Harper. Real mature.

Alone in the bowels of LA’s Grand Hotel, somewhere in a dark corridor, she shook her hands, her arms, fighting to cast off the indignity.

“No. No. No. No! No!”

Good. ‘Cause berating herself was productive. She did enough of it in her head, did she have to do it out loud too? Was it her fault madness seeped out when it got too much to contain?

“Is there a problem, Miss?”

Oh, shit.

She stopped pacing.

Alone? Maybe not so much.

The whole idea when slipping out of her sister’s engagement party—okay, fleeing like the room was on fire—was to gather herself. Her thoughts. Her courage. Did she have any of that? She couldn’t even get seclusion right.

This spot had people.

Person. Alone? Hopefully. Judging from the pitch, male.

If she stayed quiet and wished herself invisible, would he go away? Probably not. So much for venting in peace. 

Broadening a totally fake smile, she spun around. From one indignity to another. Just don’t ramble. No rambling aloud. Allowed? Either worked.

“No, uh, I’m sorry.” Pressing both hands to her abdomen, she held in the proverbial scream. “I thought I was alone.”

Where had he come from? Not behind, the entryway was too narrow. So in front… with him now moving in her direction, she couldn’t see what was there. Or him, as more than an outline.

His form stopped a few feet away. And, yep, expectation, his anticipation hung in the black stagnant air between them. Amazing what a person could decipher with so few visual cues. For her, it was damn near a miracle.

“Evidently.” Oh, a smirk. Great. No, she didn’t see it. His voice didn’t hide it. He dropped his gym bag, startling her. Under the circumstances, edginess was justified. It was justified. “What’s wrong?”

Oh, just absolutely everything with the world, society, her family… her ex-boyfriend.

“Nothing,” she said because what else could she say to a stranger? “Nothing’s wrong.” 

Airing dirty laundry wasn’t her style. She wouldn’t share her thoughts with this stranger when she didn’t even share them with her friends. Or she wouldn’t share them with friends, if she had any friends. 

Adara was her decompression conduit. Most of the time. This night was an exception. She wouldn’t put her sister in the middle of the mess. The woman’s engagement party was in full swing. A sibling tête-à-tête wasn’t exactly appropriate.

“Are you a guest here at the hotel?”

“No,” Harper said. “My sister’s engagement party is in full swing upstairs.”

“There’s a problem?”

“No.”

Question after question. All the questions. Was this an interrogation? Move along, Quizzy. Her life was so not his business. 

She stepped aside, opening up his view. 

Hint, hint, that door right there was the exit. Don’t let it hit ya… 

“You’re not having fun?”

More questions. Why was her story the scoop of the day? Nosey guests should entertain themselves in the pool or with pay-per-view. 

Time to change the subject before the flames of shame engulfed her. Yes, that was a real thing. 

“Isn’t this a strange place to be at this time of night?” That was it, good, stem the tidal wave of his curiosity. “It’s almost eleven p.m.”

“Guests can access the fitness suite at any time, day or night. They only have to call the concierge,” he said. “During the day there is a range of personal training facilities—”

Her cough of laughter stalled him. “Sorry,” she said, overjoyed for the distraction from her own shit. “Do you loiter in dark, abandoned areas of the hotel ready to spout the marketing script to anyone you happen upon? Is that your job?”

“No.” The rumble of his deep voice anchored her in the mortifying moment. “Habit.”

“You’re in sales?” 

That’s right, Deep Voice, answer the question. Forget her embarrassing outburst. Move along. Move along.

“You could say that,” he replied. “Are you married?”

Or don’t move along… Damnit, apparently his idea of progress was to get super personal, super fast.

Uh… rude. “Excuse me?” 

Was she reading this right? They couldn’t see each other’s faces, yet he was hitting on her?

Maybe not. Matter of fact, he’d stated what was apparently obvious within seconds of meeting her. Yes, she was unmarriable. Just what needed to be reinforced. Thanks for that. Don’t worry, she was under no illusions. 

“If you’re running from your sister’s engagement party the typical assumption would be that you’re not married and perhaps envious…”

Okay, she’d missed the mark, he wasn’t hitting on her. “I’m not envious of anything.”

Was his casual curiosity a reprieve or should she be offended he was prying without tact again?

“Why did you run from the party?”

Ordinarily, putting words to her shame was difficult. Hence why it was her default to avoid the issue. This entitled stranger wasn’t being subtle, she got the feeling he’d wait all night for an answer. 

This could be an opportunity. Yeah, that’s how she should look at it. If she didn’t talk about what brought her there, she’d stay down in the dark forever wallowing in shame. 

The gloom, the anonymity, gave her a platform. One use only. Speak now, then forever hold her peace.

“I ran into my ex,” she admitted.

“Ah.”

“I didn’t expect to see him tonight.” Maybe she should have. “Damon had an affair with my sister’s best friend, Charissa. They left the country together a year ago, he works for my dad, and they had this opportunity in Australia…” The stranger didn’t care. “Anyway, they’re back and I think I’d just…” 

Articulating it was tough.

After Damon and Charissa emigrated—for a year as it turned out—the pitying looks did eventually dry up. Eventually. For months, she’d been living free and easy and hadn’t thought about Damon at all. She sure didn’t miss him. Then, bam! Him and Charissa show up, right there, celebrating without shame. One helluva gut punch.

“You’re just getting over the betrayal and you didn’t expect them to return?”

The stranger got it. He understood.

Thank God someone did. 

Maybe she wasn’t totally insane. “No, I didn’t. My sister, Adara, said nothing about them coming tonight. She and Charissa were best friends. Are best friends. Maybe it’s just a shock response. Adara can’t have known they’d be here or she would’ve told me.” She would’ve. “He looks great.”

“You’re not as over him as you thought?”

“No, it’s not that.” Her muddled thoughts didn’t want to form a line. “Maybe I… I thought I was going to spend my life with him… When I found out about the affair… it ripped my world apart. For him, it’s like nothing ever happened. And there he is, just there, back in my social life. If they’re here to stay, Damon’s going to be at the office.” And there was the nausea again. “He’ll be everywhere. How can I pretend nothing happened? He’s up there dancing with her… he used to dance with me, you know? It’s so normal. Like I imagined our whole past.” The stranger took a step in her direction, keeping his distance without a word. “Why do I feel like this?” she whispered, pressing her splayed fingers into her stomach again. 

“You’re not over him,” the stranger said. 

That explanation was too simple. She didn’t want Damon. Didn’t feel love or lust. No jealousy or envy. She just felt sick. 

“When they came off the dance floor, heading in my direction, I ran.” While doing her best to disguise the haste. “Man, I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I can’t pretend to be happy for them. I can’t. I’m in the same place, doing the same things I did when Damon and I were together. I can’t keep a man happy and he knows that. Charissa will look down her nose with pity. I don’t want to be pitied. They’ll take one look and know I’m a failure. I’m at my sister’s engagement party and I couldn’t even find myself a plus one… I’m pathetic. No wonder he left me.”

“Sounds like you’re throwing your own pity party.”

Thanks for the sympathy. Don’t sugarcoat it, will you?

“I don’t pity myself. I disgust myself. If I’d known they were coming I’d have made more of an effort to get a date. I do not want to be the pitied singleton.” The only singleton. “Again. If I had someone to dance with… someone to take my hand… let them watch me dance and laugh and be happy.” What a fantasy. Pathetic didn’t cover it. “If I had that distraction, I could be oblivious instead of drowning in humiliation.”

“You did nothing wrong.”

Ha, that was a joke. “Yeah? Damon’s been my father’s favorite for years. There’s only me and my sister; dad has no son to take the reins of his business. Damon was that man. I caught them cheating at my birthday party last year. My mother was with me and… she said it’s what men do.”

“She expected you to stay with him?”

“Is fidelity too much to ask?” Harper sighed. “My father expected us to patch it up… Davis Scott is never wrong. My father is used to giving orders and having them obeyed. When I refused to turn a blind eye and put up with the affair… Damon was already in line to set up the Australian partnership, but I was supposed to be the one to go with him. I found out about the affair and Charissa took my place… in every sense.”

“You did the right thing. If he didn’t make you happy—”

“I didn’t make him happy.” That was the embarrassment. “I didn’t go looking for a better offer. I didn’t have affairs to quench my un-slaked lust.” Her throat hurt. “I didn’t keep him happy in life. I didn’t keep him happy in bed, and both of them know that. Now I have to stand in front of them while none of us state that obvious fact. Will they be thinking it? I will. Does that sound like a fun way to spend an evening?”

The impromptu therapy session was helping. The stranger’s intrusion started as unwelcome, but talking it out provided some perspective. Kinda. She could do this. She’d have to psyche herself up to return to the party. She’d be missed eventually and if the partygoers made a big deal about her running away to hide, she’d be even more humiliated.

“Did he make you happy? This Damon guy?”

What did that have to do with anything?

Lifting her head, she wanted to decipher the stranger’s expression because his tone was so… knowing. Darkness liked to be infuriating.

“I hadn’t thought about it. I wasn’t happy. I wasn’t sad. I was… indifferent.”

“And you were going to spend your life with the man?”

He didn’t have to sound so incredulous about it. Grown-ups settled all the time. Love, like real love, the movie kind, yeah, she’d never seen evidence that actually existed. This stranger was a romantic… or an idiot.

“We had respect… or at least I thought we did.” The cheating thing sort of flew in the face of that. “Love is… an anomaly, it’s not as common as people make it out to be. The majority of us settle with respect, cohabitation. A partner. That’s what I thought Damon and I had before I found out about him and Charissa.”

“You were wrong about that, maybe you’re wrong about love too.”

Talk about missing the point. Her turmoil wasn’t related to a delusion about a prince sweeping her off her feet. Ha! Ridiculous! Hilarious!

All she wanted? To be left alone to live her life. Unfortunately, the people in her circle prioritized relationships above everything else. 

Well, other than her father, he prioritized business. That was the one thing they had in common. Because, truly, what else was worth the time?

“I don’t care about love,” she said. 

“You care about appearances.”

“It’s what I’ve been raised to consider.”

“How things look?”

“Instead of how things actually are? Yeah.”

“So you want it to look good?”

“My relationships?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You said you wanted someone to hold your hand tonight. You want to throw it back at him, have Damon think twice about his behavior.”

“I don’t want everyone to be reminded that I’m the pathetic dumped one. I wish I could just… pretend I didn’t care. Have Damon think he’s not crossed my mind in the year since they left.”

“Cowering isn’t going to achieve that.” 

Again, stating the obvious. This guy had a talent for it.

“No,” Harper agreed. “But it’s better than the alternative.”

“Your sister has made a life-changing decision. Hiding down here, you’re missing the chance to celebrate with her. You won’t get that back.”

Her sister had found a secure relationship. A stand-up guy. The couple would look after each other. 

“Carnell worships Adara, he’d never hurt her.”

“Sounds like love to me… Get back upstairs, get a drink… you never know what might happen.”

His message? That not everyone settled. Was that his point? Adara and Carnell were in love. Yes, that was true. Harper’s sister adored her fiancé, but not as much as Carnell adored his fiancée. 

“I suppose there’s a chance I’ll fall flat on my face in the middle of the room. That would begin a new humiliating chapter.” A little sarcasm was warranted. Okay, maybe a big sarcasm was too. “I wouldn’t want to miss that.”

She hated feeling sorry for herself. Work had been busy and she’d already had a drink or two, could that explain the unexpected wobble? Usually she was happy to tell the world to go to hell. Why was tonight so different?

“Don’t you want to celebrate your sister’s engagement?”

Yes! She did! Missing out on sharing this night with her sibling was heartbreaking. For her, at least. Adara wouldn’t miss a beat, she’d be up there having a ball. At the end of the day, wasn’t that the most important thing?

“Adara is beautiful and poised. Being social, fitting in, it comes naturally to her. Screwing up is what I do best.”

Story of her life.

“No more pity,” he said. 

The outside edge of his index finger grazed her temple.

When did he get close enough to touch her? To soothe with such a gentle—

“Go upstairs and hold your head high… We never know which cards our opponents hold. Act like you’ve got it and they’ll believe you do. There’s nothing more powerful than the bluff. When you pull it off, it’s a high.”

The electricity of his departed caress was still warm. It wasn’t intrusive; it was intimate. The zing still fizzled on the path his finger traced.

Sheesh, don’t make it a big thing. It probably only felt that way because they were alone in the dark. 

Giving her no chance to speak again, he opened the door that led back to the stairwell. Struck dumb, she followed his unspoken invitation to use it. 

Like an apparition, he didn’t follow, he just drifted away. 

Okay. Back upstairs. 

She could do this.


 

 

TWO

Bastian

 

 

FURTHER WORDS HAD weighted her lips. Even without seeing them, he’d sensed she wasn’t done sharing. Urging her into the stairwell was the quickest way to regain his sanity.

In theory.

The unique aroma of her intoxicating perfume tempted him to whisk her away from her family, her ex, and all her troubles. What was he thinking?

The gym was supposed to tire him, not set him on a personal mission.

Let it go. It was a bad idea. Forget her. And her troubles. And the breathy little gasps that peppered her desperate words. 

He stifled an internal groan.

In less than five hours, he was expected to host a fleet of executives seeking partnership. He didn’t want to partner—no, open mind. Keep an open mind. His friend Breck’s advice. Caspian concurred. Both knew what they were talking about.

There, in the hotel, his hotel, he’d be the consummate host for his professional guests. This was his world. His home ground. On balance, he probably spent more time in hotels than he did in his own home. Pushing through was where he excelled. Business, his life, it gave him an outlet for the mental energy he couldn’t expend elsewhere.

Though even that had been dragging of late.

Insomnia plagued him. Irritation was never good for business. Everything was on the up, he had no excuse for worry or preoccupation. Recently, for some reason, an unfamiliar weight burdened his shoulders. Something was there, something he wanted. Something he could feel but couldn’t see. Until he could figure out what the hell it was, he couldn’t pursue it.

Damnit, he was a man of action. See the goal, head straight for it, no distractions.

Success often meant being surrounded by people. Yet the number of bodies in his periphery was irrelevant if there was nothing to embrace, no challenge, no peace. God, what was wrong with him? 

He needed to get laid. 

Nope. Even that failed to inspire a smile. Sex was easy. What about laughter? Conversation? Connection?

He and Robyn had called it quits a while ago. Some might attribute his insomnia to that, but it wasn’t. If anything, getting out of that entanglement was a relief.

No, the hunger clawed long before they ended things. Something wanted to race him, he wanted to race…

Shit. No one could have it all. With the business taking up most of his time, his personal relationships often suffered. This was it. Life. Fucking handle it.

What was her scent? What did she…? Sweet, clean, fresh… playful. Like new season berries and mango, peach… the most incredible mouth-watering fruit salad. What the fuck did that mean?

The sweet woman sought something too.

Pride. Confidence. Security.

She wanted to be in a room with a companion, someone there for her. 

Someone without ulterior motives. Someone to take her around the dance floor. 

He got that. Singles often experienced social occasions from the margins. Judged. Silenced. Pitied. 

Miss Sweet wanted someone to be there for her. A plus one. A person catering to her needs. A crutch to lean on instead of propping herself against a wall in the corner hoping to remain unseen. 

Working social events under the guise of business networking, he understood the perspective. As he talked industry with staid associates, couples talked, laughed, reveled in each other. Discussing debentures and dividends didn’t fall into the category of fun.

After Sweet disappeared into the stairway, he used the employee elevator to get to his floor. Workout forgotten, now he was fastening his Rolex and running his hands through his dark, damp hair. It wasn’t perfect but it would do.

Heading out, he was soon back in the employee elevator. Singles needed to stick together. That pressure she spoke of, applied by others to “fix” those not in relationships, had been aimed at him a time or two. 

This Damon guy did a helluva number on Miss Sweet. On her own, she had no way to combat or deflect that. Joining her was impulse. Good idea or bad? One thing was for sure, Damon would never pity Miss Sweet again. 

All he had to do was seek out her scent in the ballroom… which would reek of perfumes and cologne. That’d be a breeze. He was nothing if not determined. Why not give it a shot? Right now, the mysterious woman needed a helping hand.

It would be a game, a fun distraction. He’d wriggled out of tough spots in his life and now had the chance to pay it forward. Maybe he’d catch that smile that evaded her.


 

 

THREE

 

 

ANOTHER COMFORTING PAT on the arm, another faux smile. Shit, she could give damn lessons on gritting teeth and accepting familial sympathy. A “grr” seemed appropriate.

“You keep your chin up,” Aunt Mabel said. “He’ll find you soon.”

He being the white knight, saber drawn, ready to save her from spinsterhood. Did knights have sabers? Probably not. Besides, if anyone asked, spinsterhood didn’t seem too shabby. Though being subjected to a lifetime of pity… Hmm, that went in the con column.

Stretching her smile until the octogenarian was gone, she breathed out and spun to lean over the bar. 

“Jack Daniels on the rocks.” Her order tumbled out fast. “Wait—” What was she thinking? “Forget the rocks and make it a double.”

The bartender’s smile told its own story as he went to fill the order. His wasn’t of pity but for sure it reinforced her pathetic aura. Before her instinct to throw something at the bartender’s head took hold, a voice rose behind her. 

“Harper.”

Her eyes closed in resignation. 

Shit. 

Shit.

Did she say shit?

Damon was a meteor on course to strike. No avoiding or escaping it. Fate had a sick sense of humor… she would have appreciated the alcohol first. Was that too much to ask?

A deep breath and another fake smile, she twirled one eighty degrees to face the speaker.

“Damon,” she said, quashing an impulse to hiss like a triggered feline.

Just shy of six foot, Damon resented the dusty blond hair and fine features that gave him a boyish look. The suit was perfect, though not professionally tailored. Hmm, how much of his money had Charissa spent?

“You look great,” Damon said.

Did he mean that? She should appreciate that he took the time to check her out, even if it was by rote. Whoa, wait, why? Why should she appreciate it? Because that was how women were conditioned from birth.

Check her out, don’t check her out, who the hell cared? She just wanted the agony of awkward embarrassment to end. 

“Where’s Charissa?” 

And still he was checking her out. Or… he was taking a last look at what he could’ve won and congratulating himself on the reprieve of pulling that lever one more time. Charissa was a better prize. Harper wasn’t naive enough to think otherwise. On her best day, she could never be described as graceful. Someone may think her height of five six and petite stature would lend itself to elegance. Yeah, no, her and sophistication never met. Ships in the night and all that.

On the other hand, Charissa was sleek and absolutely flawless. A perfect prize. A woman women envied because it was just so… effortless. 

Shut up. Comparison is the thief of joy. Huh, if that was true, she’d been robbed hourly since birth. Joy? What was that.

Focus. “She’s talking to Adara,” he said with a time-passing head-bob many folks would recognize.

Geez, this was awkward. Small talk. Okay, uh, how did a person shoot the shit with their smarmy ex? 

Be polite. Make your momma proud and all that. 

She mustered a, “That’s nice.” 

Bring back Aunt Mabel, please, pretty please. At least she was practiced at handling that class of torture. 

“Your father offered to put us up at the house, until we get settled again.”

Her father had… Holy shit, he didn’t—that was why this slimy warthog was making the effort to talk to her. She should’ve known. Absorb the outrage. Shrug it off. Meant nothing.

Jerk.

“Settled, yes,” she said, bile rising in the back of her throat. “Right, sure.”

What a rookie move. Where was her forethought? This should’ve been anticipated.

Damon despised confrontation, he much preferred to stab someone in the back and walk away. He’d never come over to chat just to be nice, of course he wanted something.

For at least a year before the affair was uncovered, Charissa lived at the Scott house with Adara. A six-bedroom house wouldn’t be nearly big enough to avoid the happy couple if they moved in.

“I told him we can’t accept without discussing it with you first.”

Oh, yeah, ‘cause he was known for being so gracious. This wasn’t his idea. Damon didn’t care about her comfort or convenience, or anyone’s comfort or convenience. This was Adara, she’d put money on it.

“So you came over here…” she said, fighting an impulse to grind her teeth within her frozen smile. “We haven’t spoken for a year, and you came over here to ask if you could move into my house?”

“Your father’s house,” Damon said. Like that distinction mattered when it came to sharing a kitchen. Why did they have to live in such an expensive city? “It’s not out of line. It was my house too.”

He lived there with her. With her. Damon lived there with her, as her partner. Not that she’d say that. Davis Scott, her father, liked to keep his daughters close and rewarded them for complying. Adara would move out after she was married. At this rate, Harper would be in that house until her dying day.      

“Are you coming back to the firm?” she asked, mentally crossing her fingers.

“I never left the firm,” Damon said.

Just her. 

Right.

Seeking her whiskey, she fumbled for the glass on the bar behind her. Snatching it up, she took that medicine with the ferocity of an asthmatic sucking on an inhaler. Instant death averted.

“No, you didn’t.”

“I think everyone’s past this now.” Damon’s hand came toward her in a move too reminiscent of the aunt’s conciliatory pat. Nope. No way. She veered aside, going around him, putting her back to the room, forcing Damon’s back to the bar. Ha! Escape would be easier from that angle. “Harper…”

The pity was coming. It was coming. Brace for impact. Brace. Brace. Brace. She didn’t want to flinch, but holding her head high was becoming more and more difficult. Her stupid ex was about to feed her a “there, there” speech. 

In the corner of her eye, Charissa approached on an intercept course. 

What the fuck? Glancing down, she half expected to be naked. This was the worst nightmare of her life. 

Damon’s pity and Charissa’s gloating at the same time? Who was capable of enduring that without losing their sanity?

“Sorry I’m late.”

A masculine voice materialized behind her. 

Damon’s demeanor changed. Pity gone, offense tensed him. Oh, he wasn’t happy. Check out the snarl.

Something touched her elbow, a warm hand. Huh. A quick glance over her shoulder and, yep, confirmed, there was a man standing behind her. Not just behind her like that’s where he happened to be, but actually behind her. 

“Bastian Hunt,” the voice spoke again.

The hand left her elbow and reached around, offering itself to Damon. The voice, the hand, both belonged to this stranger at her back. 

“Damon Twaddle,” her ex said, accepting the shake.

Oh, well, the guys had been introduced. Great! Good for them, maybe now someone could clue her in.

Wary, Damon seemed confused, for which he could be forgiven, hers might be contagious.

“What…” 

Another glance back, their eyes met, and her words disappeared.

This guy was maybe six three, hair thick, dark, damp. And he knew something. Something she should know too. Except she didn’t.

His square jaw ticked like maybe her bewilderment was amusing. Laugh it up. Was he a jerk? One asshole was enough. Damon filled that quota all by himself. No supplements or understudies required, thank you.

The edge of his index finger glided down her temple and… it hit her. She gasped. This was the guy, the stranger from downstairs!

Oh. Oh. Oh! 

“What’s going on?” 

Charissa’s voice flared by Damon, snapping her attention to the couple. The curious Charissa tucked her hand into Damon’s elbow, laying intrigue on the man at her back.

This Bastian Hunt was still there. The wall of his form solid against her spine, he was definitely with her. But… why? What was she missing?

“Harper?” Charissa asked. Kudos, Charissa’s smile was almost genuine. Almost, but not quite. “Who is your friend?”

“Bastian Hunt,” Damon said, a little spaced out. 

What was going on? He hadn’t been that drunk a minute ago and she’d never known him to take drugs. Living with Charissa may have driven him to it, especially if she was eviscerating his savings. 

“Nice to meet you both,” Bastian said. “My apologies but I have to steal Harper. I have some groveling to do. I promised I wouldn’t be late and I let her down. I’m lucky she puts up with me.”

When his fingers linked between hers, she didn’t resist him relieving her of the liquor or leading her through the room onto the dance floor. She even let him hook both hands around the back of his neck and slide his own onto her waist.

“We have about a minute and a half to get our stories straight.” 


 

 

FOUR

 

 

“WHAT ARE YOU doing here?” she whispered, glancing at the couples around them as though proximity alone would reveal this Bastian’s scam.

“You wanted someone to dance with.”

What she should do was push out of his arms. She should slap his face and tell the creep to get lost. Should. Instead, her hands skimmed higher until her fingers twined in the ends of his hair.

He wasn’t a creep. Though unexpected, it was sweet that he would do something selfless like this for her, to save her. 

“You came to dance with me? To be my white knight?”

A fairytale moment brought to life.

“I had to get changed first,” he said. When she managed a yap of laughter, his straight white teeth flashed in a smile. Ah, and a dimple, cute. “Harper is your name?” 

She nodded. “Harper Scott.”

“Bastian Hunt,” he said. Yeah, she’d got that much. “What do you do?”

“I’m a corporate event coordinator,” she said. “I have my own business, though I work from my father’s office complex.”

Absorbing this, his expression became more serious. “What does your father’s company do?”

“Scott Solutions. They sell bespoke IT and multimedia installations to small and mid-sized companies.”

“Installation,” Bastian said. “Computers?”

“Pretty much,” she said, amused by his simplification of what Damon liked to pretend was complex. “I thought you were in sales.”

“A spade’s still a spade.”

She laughed again. That was true. Salesmen had the gift of the gab. She guessed he was off the clock and could afford to be honest. 

He drew her closer to nuzzle his nose in her hair. “Your perfume is intoxicating, what is it?”

“I’m not wearing perfume.” 

His disposition shifted a little and she loosened, prompting him to hold her closer. 

Now this guy’s suit was definitely tailored, no doubt about that. Expensive too, just like the watch on his wrist. An air of success shimmered around him… Was it just confidence or could he back it up? What had he said about bluffing? Given he was an advocate for faking it, maybe it wouldn’t be smart to trust him too soon. Though even fake, it was impressive. He really sold the confidence and affluence, honest or not. 

“Where do you live?”

“With my mother, father, and sister,” she said. “And apparently now my ex and his girlfriend.”

“They’re moving into your parents’ house?” Bastian asked, making eye contact without separating their bodies. “How big is the house?”

“Six bedrooms.” Harper couldn’t afford not to answer his questions now he’d shown up as her plus one. People would assume they were seeing each other, or at least that they knew some things about each other. She had to fill in the gaps… and fast. “It’s big but…”

“You weren’t wrong about your father’s opinion of Damon. Why would—”

“They’re just back from Australia,” Harper said. “Charissa lived with Adara at my parents’ for a long time before they went away. Damon was staying there too… with me…” Ultimately, “It gave him easier access to Charissa.”

In response to her shiver, Bastian splayed his hands on her lower back, comforting her with strength. 

“Don’t think about them,” he said. “Think about us. Let them watch.”

“I don’t imagine they’ll be watching,” she said, resting her face by his lapel. 

The soft fabric and unmistakable scent of man wrought a different kind of shiver. Damon’s arms were never this safe, she’d never felt this special with him. Then again, Damon never once went out of his way to care about her needs. Ha, out of his way? Her needs could be jumping up and down right there on the path in front of him and he’d still manage to avoid them.

“Oh, they are,” Bastian said. “Trust me, Sweet, they’re watching.”

She’d take his word for it. It wasn’t like she could check out the people around them. God knew what would happen if any of them made eye contact. She’d probably combust… or find herself naked in that nightmare. From bad to suspicious, it really could be she was having a psychotic break. How common was it that hot, sweet guys swooped in to play white knight? Maybe she was in a coma or high on drugs.

“Thank you for doing this,” she said, clinging to hopes of reality. “If I can ever repay—”

“The night’s not over yet,” he said with obvious cheer. If he was aiming for inspiring optimism, he’d misjudged his audience of one. “We’re just getting started. What’s your drink?”

“Vodka and cranberry,” she said. The whiskey was for emergencies and Dutch courage only. “What’s yours?”

“I drink Scotch,” Bastian said, squeezing her closer, scanning the room. Getting a measure of those he’d have to perform for? “You don’t need to know that. I take care of you.”

“I couldn’t ask you to actually—”

“What?” he asked. “We’ll dance, and drink, and talk to anyone who wants to gawk. You’re home, Harper, enjoy the night while it lasts.”

He’d been delivered by her secret fairy godmother. That had to be it. Or drugs were still a possible explanation. Would it be rude to ask Bastian if she’d been spiked? 

“Okay,” she said, having no reason or inclination to argue. 

It didn’t matter that this man was gorgeous or way out of her league. That night, he was there for her. What the hell? Why not enjoy it? Chances were this was the last opportunity she’d have to delay facing Damon and their past. It sure wasn’t going anywhere… unfortunately.

Bastian wasn’t done with his questions. “When would you introduce a man to your family?”

“Sorry?”

Getting their stories straight meant no time for pleasantries. 

“How far into a relationship would you usually invite him to meet your family?”

“They already knew Damon before we started dating, but a guy they didn’t know… maybe three or four months, why?”

“Then that’s how long we’ve been seeing each other.”

Oh, this wasn’t a first date? Interesting slant. With one glaring flaw.

“Seeing each other…” she said. “I don’t know anything about you.”

Shit, huh, she should formulate some questions of her own. This guy was used to driving. Something about him screamed “in charge.” So far, he’d led, and he, apparently, didn’t expect that to change. 

“Tonight’s about you, Harper. Our stories need to match enough to fool your family,” Bastian said. When the song ended, he retreated to take her hand. “Let’s get you a drink.”

Drunk. Yes. Stupefied. Blurring hard edges sounded good right about then.

This guy was attentive… or dangerous. In a room full of friends and family, she wasn’t afraid.

“Are you trying to get me drunk so you can take advantage of me?”

Bastian’s sure stride faltered and he turned fast, blazing scrutiny beneath his stern brow. He had to be trying to gauge if she was joking or accusing. When she smiled, his tempting dimple relaxed. 

“Maybe that’s the payment required,” he said in the spirit of the tease.

“Man, then you really would be hard up,” she said, deliberately walking in to nudge him, meaning to hasten their arrival at the bar. 

Except he didn’t budge an inch. The feather-light caress of his fingertip on her temple dazed her until the intensity of his smolder was all she could see. 

“Yeah, I imagine I would be.”

Corny, but she laughed. “I need to be drunker for talk like that to work.” 

“Good tip,” he said, curving an arm around her shoulders, pinning their bodies together for the final leg of their journey. 

On arrival, Bastian slid her between him and the bar, trapping her in a protective circle, ordering their drinks over the top of her head. This was a bold move. Shielded by his body, Bastian staked a claim, keeping her safe and away from the possibly wicked intentions of others. Did he know that or was it incidental? Was she reading too much into it? Probably.

She’d taken one sip of her drink when Damon came barreling over. 

“Can I talk to you, Harpy?” Damon asked, completely ignoring Bastian.

“You are talking to me,” Harper said, licking her lips before sucking more alcohol up her straw.

Bastian’s hand flattened on her abdomen to urge her back against his torso. Physical contact. Support. Solidarity. Leaning on him… she liked it. 

“It’s important,” Damon grumbled. 

Whatever was going on, Damon didn’t want Bastian involved. That only encouraged her to keep her new friend close.

“You can stay at the house, Damon,” Harper said. “I can’t exactly say no. My father would probably kick me out before he would evict you anyway. But you can tell him you were noble and considerate, though you know I would never have said no.”

Sass was run of the mill for her smart mouth when it was feeling confident. And with the monolith that was Bastian supporting her, the assuredness came flooding back. Would it last? Maybe. Maybe not. But it felt good then. Which was an achievement given she’d almost vomited when Damon first raised the proposition. 

“Can I say no?” Bastian chipped in. “I don’t like the idea of you living with an ex.”

Tipping up her chin, she couldn’t see Bastian’s face but addressed him anyway. 

“Damon doesn’t want me, he’s in love with Charissa,” Harper said. “He dumped me, remember?”

“Thanks for screwing up,” Bastian said, propping his chin on her head. “She’s mine and staying that way.”

Damon gaped. “You’re Bastian Hunt,” he said as though he couldn’t quite believe it.

“Yes, I am.” Bastian lowered his mouth to her hair. “Where would you like to sit, Sweet?”

“Your choice,” she said, sipping her drink again.

“If I had my choice, we’d be upstairs in bed and you’d be sitting on me.” 
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SHOCK BURST IN her stomach, opening her mouth, dropping the straw from her lips. No man had ever said something so daring. Not about her, and definitely not in company. 

And her reaction was new too. Her inner thighs tingled, a rousing heat jolted up through her core. This was good, it was… Who was this guy?

Okay, yes, it was a ruse for Damon’s benefit. Intellectually, she knew that. Uh huh. Yeah. Yet her body squeezed backward, following its instinctive need to get closer. Something primal in her liked Bastian’s direct words and the conjured possibilities. At that point, she was a passenger to her body’s awakening.

A man as charming and attentive as Bastian could never be enamored with her for real. Tonight was simply a chance to dream. She’d take it. 

Fizz of desire aside, it was no hardship to see Damon at such a loss either. Ha! Take that!

Damon scoffed. “I can’t believe—”

“I’ve heard a whisper,” Adara sang, appearing behind Damon, beaming at the group. “It’s great to see everyone getting along.” Adara pinched Damon’s cheek much to Damon’s chagrin. Ah, what a cutie-cutiepie. “And it looks like that whisper is true.” 

Adara didn’t disguise her open appraisal of Bastian.

“Bastian Hunt,” he said.

Again, he reached around her body to offer a hand. 

Though Adara gave it a loose shake, her narrowed eyes weren’t so sure. “Yes, I heard that,” her sister said. “But what are you to our Harper?”

“The whole world,” he proclaimed. With a nudge, she cast a smile in his direction. “No point lying to them, Sweet.”

“Your significance is shrinking by the second,” Harper teased, enjoying the theme of their banter. 

“No, it’s not,” he murmured on her scalp, though the others must’ve heard it. 

Was that for show or could he sense her bubbling hormones? Please embarrassment, take a vacation.

She laughed and nudged him again, which tightened his embrace just as Carnell came to join them. 

“This is Carnell,” Harper said to Bastian who shook the man’s hand. “He’s the hopeless puppy marrying Adara.”

“After you plan the big day,” Adara said to her, cozying into her fiancé.

“I am not a wedding planner,” Harper said. “How many times do I have to tell you that?”

“You organize parties and stuff,” Adara said. “You wouldn’t help out your own sister?”

“I’ll help you as much as a sister can, but not to the detriment of my business.”

Her sister filled in some blanks for the three men. “She’s freaking out about this big launch event thing next month.” 

She sighed. “I am not freaking out,” she enunciated every word. 

Not that her sister was listening. “She was up at four thirty this morning working. Four thirty! What on earth would possess anyone—”

“It’s always office hours somewhere on the planet,” Bastian said.

“Thank you,” Harper said to him while glaring at her sister. Though she didn’t do much, or any, international business. “Someone finally gets it.”

“Like peas in a pod,” Adara said. 

Much as she loved her sister, they couldn’t be more different. “We can’t all be happy in Mani-Pedi World.”

She and her sister teased each other about their life choices. Only teased. Adara played up to the pampered princess persona, but the truth was, she cared, she listened, Adara had a good heart. Though she didn’t always know what to do with it.

“Yes, I am entirely shallow,” Adara said without shame. “But, please note, this is my engagement party, proving that I, at least, get something out of my superficial life. I got my guy. You work, sweat, and break your back. Why? To get more work. It’s senseless.”

Her ex couldn’t resist the urge to get in on the action. “Harpy’s always been a workaholic.” 

“I am not a workaholic. What is this? Attack Harper hour? Is this one of your planned party games?”

“You know we’re only teasing,” Adara said, wearing a smile that faded when she side-eyed Damon. “You’ll stop when you find the right man.”

“Will I?” Harper asked appreciating the veiled insult Adara sent Damon’s way. 

Charissa pushed through Carnell and Adara to once again put her hand in Damon’s elbow, asserting her ownership. Yeah, she could have him. Good luck. Charissa had a right to be insecure about the relationship given the way it had started. What was it? Once a cheater, always a cheater.

“Your father wants to speak to you, Harper,” Charissa declared.

Damon bristled. Where was his attitude coming from? That answer would have to wait. Her father would too. She so wasn’t in the mood for family judgment… more family judgment. 

“I bet he does,” Carnell murmured. 

Meaning…?

“Where’s Mom?” she asked her sister. 

Adara sighed. “With Carnell’s parents.”      

“Trouble?”

“Only in so far as they’re already arguing about our marriage.” Adara swallowed down some of her pink drink.

“The wedding?” 

“No, the marriage,” Adara corrected her. “They’re picking out locations for where we should live. Dad wants to build something for us.”

“That’s generous,” Damon said. 

“It’s only to keep us close. We’ll end up in a backyard pool house.”

“Still generous.”

“Yeah.” Adara didn’t have much patience for Damon. Served him right. “Like you’d have been happy living on their doorstep if you married Ha—oh…”

Without Bastian at her side, that would’ve reignited the mortification. With him there, meh, who cared? Man, she really owed this guy. Maybe she could pay him to be her full-time ego float.

“It’s okay,” Harper said. “The cat’s out the bag.”

“You told Bastian?” her sister asked.

That she’d been cheated on and cast aside? Yes, she had. Though if she hadn’t that question would’ve dropped her right in it. 

Bastian soothed her sister. “It came up in early conversation.”

Early was right.

Adara’s blush faded as she addressed Bastian. “He’s a bastard but she’s my best friend. Talk about a rock and a hard place. I’m surprised you haven’t hit him in the face… Harper did.”

“Too many witnesses,” Bastian said, jovial. 

At least, she thought so until Damon straightened up.

Wow, whatever expression Bastian wore, it could turn a guy to stone. 

“Your father wants to speak to you, Harper,” Charissa said again, a parrot stuck on repeat.

“Dad wants to speak to me about you two moving in.” 

Her relationship with her father was tenuous at best. It had never exactly been robust, but since she’d refused his offer of a job at his firm in favor of going out on her own, yeah, most of the time she was dead to him. As highlighted by his affront that she’d rejected Damon and his cheating, choosing self-respect over her father’s legacy. Oh, she was such a disappointment.

“Or about your new boyfriend,” Adara said. “Is he your boyfriend?”

Everyone’s curiosity about the stranger was justified; she hadn’t mentioned being involved. In her defense, she wasn’t involved until less than an hour ago. 

Instead of perpetuating the lie, she joked. “He’s a gigolo.” Harper stroked the hand he had around her. “I just hired him for the night.” 

She still held a drink, Bastian apparently didn’t have one because both of his hands were on her.

Adara’s lips curled in a tease. “Leave me his card.”

“Excuse me?” Carnell asked, quickly placated by the kiss Adara pressed to his cheek before wiping away the gloss she’d left. 

“You’ve kept quiet about this, sister,” Adara said, giving Bastian another look over. “He’s expensive.”

“Only the best quality.”

“She was kidding about the gigolo thing,” Damon said. 

Trust Damon to explain something everyone understood. 

“Doesn’t make him any less expensive,” Adara said. “Men like him want to take a woman to the opera and the ballet.” Damon and Carnell snickered. “Not exactly Harper’s style.”

“We’re only using each other for sex,” Harper said, quietening the snickers in an instant.

Adara grinned. “Then have at it,” she said. “You deserve a break. You haven’t had the best of luck with men.”

“Passive-aggressive doesn’t suit you, Adara,” Damon said. 

Pinning him under an icy glare, Adara snarled, “Would you like me to hit you? I have no problem being direct.”

“Everyone knows that,” Damon said, kindling his confidence. “That’s how you worked through every man in ScoSo management before settling on this sap.” 

Adara was bold but delicate and didn’t deserve that. 

“Take that back, you asshole!” Harper jerked out of Bastian’s grasp. “Apologize!” 
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