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            ADDISON

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Ellis was right about something. I hadn’t eaten all day, and now I felt weaker than I ever had. Two strong arms caught me as I was about to collapse to the ground.

      Tucker.

      My heart jolted back to life when I opened my eyes and saw him standing there, the trench across his forehead deeper than before.

      “Huh…thanks,” I muttered.

      “Wilde, enough already. Seriously, you’re starting to freak me out. You almost fainted just about now.” His grip around my waist tightened. His low voice, barely above a whisper, tickled the side of my face. “What’s going on?”

      “Food. And water,” I said as he held me up, pressing me against his chest—my safe haven—his heartbeat rocking me into calm and bringing me much-required comfort. I took a deep breath in, hoping to send blood and air back to my brain.

      “Come,” Tucker said, his voice reassuring, laced with noticeable concern. “I’ve got you, sweetheart. I’m here. Lean on me.” Never letting go of me, he led me to a shadowy corner of the yard, where sunlight was gentle enough not to overwhelm me, and pulled up a chair. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead and hurried away.

      A tiny piece of my heart healed at how he cared for me, and another one hurt as he put more distance between us. My gaze stayed glued to him. Tension had taken over his upper back, and he kept rubbing his nape as if to loosen the knots that had developed there.

      A few seconds later, he watched me from a distance, and our stares fused. I tried to avert my eyes, urging myself to look away, but I couldn’t break the eye contact—the magnetism emanating from him reeling me in, powerful and impossible to resist.

      Tucker came back a moment later, carrying a plate of finger food and crudités with dip, along with a glass of water, and took a seat facing me. “Here. Eat.”

      I nibbled a carrot stick in silence, unsure if my stomach would hold it in, washing down the small bites with sips of water.

      “How are you feeling?” He traced the curve of my cheek with his knuckles. “You’re pale. Something is off. Don’t bullshit me.”

      I pressed my lips together, avoiding his piercing dark irises.

      “What did Dahlia’s mom tell you? You seemed upset after she left.”

      “Huh…no. I didn’t… I… Anyway, it doesn’t matter.”

      Tucker lifted my chin with a finger to study me, and my heart rate picked up.

      Could he read me as much as I could read him? I glanced down for a long second, praying that he would miss my despair.

      Instead of letting it go, he continued, “It matters to me, Wilde.”

      My shoulders slouched and I sank into the chair as fresh tears prickled the back of my eyes. How could Tucker Philips be so in sync with my feelings? If I wished hard enough, could I disappear right now to avoid spilling the truth to him?

      “Tell me,” he pressed.

      I lifted my fleeting gaze to meet his. A don’t fuck with me expression lingered in his dark one. My pulse kicked up another notch. “It…it doesn’t matter. Really. She talked nonsense.” I shrugged, bringing a stick of celery to my mouth.

      “Wilde. What did she say? If it’s nasty, I’ll chase her down. I don’t care how old she is or if her daughter is royalty.”

      A tiny smile peeked through, curving my lips. I squeezed his strong forearm, feeling the cord of his muscles twitching underneath my palm.

      “Stop. Don’t go all Chicago on Mrs. Ellis. She’s a fan of yours. She couldn’t stop praising you,” I said, avoiding his eyes.

      Tucker dipped his head down and searched my face. His voice lowered as he continued, “Then tell me, Wilde. What did she tell you? It affected you, and I won’t drop it.”

      I inhaled. I didn’t have to tell him, right? Dahlia’s mama had no idea what she thought she knew. A little what-if hovered over me, and I feared she could be right after all. No, she was wrong. So wrong. But Dahlia’s mama had more experience than I did. Ohmygod. My hands quivered. All the thoughts jumbled inside my head. Tucker moved closer, erasing the distance between our heads, his warm cheek now resting against mine.

      “Talk.”

      He cupped my bouncing knee with his big muscular hand.

      I pinched my lips together. Dahlia and Nick’s wedding wasn’t the time for all the drama.

      “Wilde.” Tucker’s voice grew impatient. Insistent.

      Why did he have to push the subject?

      “Talk. I know you’re hiding something. If I did anything that hurt you, I’m sorry. But I can’t fix it unless you tell me what’s wrong. Is it about last night? I didn’t wanna push you. I thought we were on the same wavelength. I had no idea you changed your mind. Truth is, I’ll never talk about us being together like this again if that’s what you’re afraid of. I promise. Now be honest with me. Please. We said truth always.”

      I spewed the next words, closing my eyes, not ready to face the emotions that would flood his grave expression with shock. “Tuck, I don’t need to be fixed. I’m not some project you gotta tackle. Since when do I owe you something? We’re not even a couple, so stop acting as if you’re entitled to know everything.” My voice cracked. “Anyway, it’s nothing. Already told you.”

      I cupped my mouth as more sobs rocked through me. Tucker did nothing wrong. He didn’t deserve my venom, or to bear the brunt of my moods.

      He cleared his throat, his next words like shards of glass piercing my fragile armor. “Don’t try to push me away by using harsh words, Wilde. It’s unlike you to talk like this. I’ve gotten to know you well enough over the past month or so to call you on your bullshit. I’m not letting you off the hook until you confide in me. I know you don’t owe me anything, but I can’t stand seeing you sad.”

      I remained silent.

      “Suit yourself, Wilde. We’re staying here until we get to the bottom of this. I’m being your friend right now. Deal with it.”

      Fury bubbled up inside me, and I groaned, refusing to speak in case I said something I didn’t mean.

      He moved closer, squeezing my hand.

      I sighed, unsure how long I could keep the storm of doubt front and center in my head under control, or pretend nothing was wrong when everything could really be all wrong. I shut my eyes and silenced the voices in my head as I delivered the news, not knowing the best way to do this.

      “She thinks…she thinks I’m pregnant.”

      I pushed a hand over my mouth, hoping I wouldn’t throw up as the words flew out of my lips before I could catch them back. After all, being dramatic was my most endearing quality, no? That was what Phoenix, my twin brother, used to say growing up. He’d be so proud of me right now, because I just about aced the drama.

      Tucker froze beside me. His grip on my knee slackened. His throat worked as his breathing quickened. He pinched the bridge of his nose, and tilted his head back.

      He said nothing for the longest time, while I fidgeted with my fingers. After what felt like an eternity, he returned his gaze to mine.

      “Wilde, is she right? Fuck. Tell me the truth. Here and now. Don’t sugarcoat anything. Are you pregnant? Is Mrs. Ellis right?”

      I shrugged. Because I had no clue. What Dahlia’s mama said added up, but my upcoming period could explain most of my symptoms too.

      “Wilde. Are you pregnant? I deserve the truth. Be honest with me.” This time, his voice carried more urgency.

      I would never be able to lie to him.

      “I-I don’t know. It didn’t cross my mind until she suggested it. My cycle is always all over the place, so nothing unusual here. Adding to the fact I’m under a lot of stress⁠—”

      He framed my face with his large hands, his palms hot against my skin, calming the tremors in my body. I could have fallen asleep right there, knowing nothing bad could ever happen to me with him watching over me. Tucker Philips was not only irresistible, but also protective and caring, every side of him appealing to me.

      “I’ve got you, sweetheart. No reason to panic over it if it’s nothing. We’ll get a test and figure this out, okay?”

      I nodded, lifting my eyes to stare at him, knots loosening in my stomach at the idea he’d take the lead.

      Something softened in his expression. Why wasn’t he freaked out by all this? How could he be so calm? Inside, I was a storm. A volcano about to erupt, set to devastate my life. A freaking ticking time bomb, ready to blow.

      “No matter what, we’ll do this together. I have your back. Always.”

      I nodded again. Like a robot. What else could I do? I must have looked so dumb.

      “I have question, though. The morning-after pill…can it…can it fail?”

      “No idea.” I twisted the golden chain around my wrist between my fingers. “I followed the instructions. It’s supposed to be effective if taken within seventy-two hours. I took it well before that. I swear I did.”

      “Stop. Don’t blame yourself, okay? I would never blame you. I believe you. Addison Wilde, I trust you.” His lips molded to mine. Warm and soothing. Soft and comforting. Protective. “I love you, sweetheart. We’ll be fine.”

      My lungs idled. Air couldn’t reach them anymore. I swallowed. My pulse raced. What did he just say?

      “Whoa. W-what?” I escaped his grip, but Tucker held me there, inches away from his face. “You’re out of your mind. Are you crazy? This day is surreal. I’m sure I’m dreaming. What the fuck, Tuck. You don’t love me. We spent like a dozen days together at the most. Are you high?”

      My breathing returned. I inhaled a big gulp of air, needing to wake up my numb brain.

      “Stop squirming, Wilde. Listen to me. For once, just listen. I’ve never said those words to anyone before. There’s something about you. I-I never planned for this to happen. You woke up something in me. The time we spent apart made me realize many things. While they made you rethink everything, they cemented something inside me. Lately, you’ve become my best friend. The one person I can’t live without. Don’t ask questions because I don’t possess the answers. How you did that is still beyond me, but you took a big slice of my heart home after we went our separate ways the last time. Every day, you’re all I think about. The only person I wanna call at any hour, just for the pleasure of hearing your voice.”

      The gears of my brain overheated. “Tucker, you can’t love me. I told you I’m not screwing things up again. You and I, not happening. We can’t. It’s not… It is not…”

      He squared his shoulders.“It’s not what, Wilde? It happened when we were in different states. I spend all day waiting for our daily call. Everywhere I look, you’re there. I dream of you every night. Slowly, each time we had one of our late-night conversations, you anchored yourself deeper into my heart. Believe me, I’m as much in shock as you are. I had no idea what it meant either…until I saw you last night. And the more I think about it, the more I’m sure I’m in love with you, Wilde. If it isn’t love, then tell me what is this feeling? Because I have no idea how to get you out of my mind. You live under my skin. I want to be with you all the time. Kiss you even if everybody is watching. Hold your hands and dry your tears. Bury myself so deep inside you that no one can tell us apart. It was killing me to see you sad earlier without being able to touch you or comfort you. It was as if my own heart was bleeding and I couldn’t stop the hemorrhage.”

      He scratched the side of his head while I sat there, speechless, the words locked inside.

      “I never thought I’d ever feel this way about anyone. But here we are. This isn’t how I imagined breaking the news to you. And by the way, I should run away. I know it, and with any other woman, I would have already bolted far from here. And I’d be in denial. For some reason, with you, it’s different. I can’t hurt you, and I can’t comprehend why I’m so fucking calm right now. Wilde, if you’re pregnant, I’m pregnant. No way will I ever let you go through all this by yourself. And when you’re sad, I’m sad. Please explain what spell you’ve cast on me because I’m bewitched by you. And it’s powerful. I’m not sure I want to break free from it.”

      He lowered his head until his lips caressed mine with unsaid words.

      I held my breath. Nothing he said made any sense, yet for a moment, his words soothed the tsunami raging inside me.

      “We spent two weekends together physically, but hundreds of hours together over the phone or video chat. Sometimes over six hours or more at a time. Don’t lie to me or to yourself. It’s a lot of time to connect and to get to know somebody."

      “But—”

      “No but.”

      “There’s something else…”

      “Tell me.”

      “Always the truth, remember?”

      He nodded.

      “I lied to you last night…and…huh, it’s eating me up from the inside. I’m horny all the time when I think about you. I have no idea where it comes from,” I said against his lips.

      “See? That wasn’t so hard,” he whispered, his lips curling against mine. “We’ll be all right.”

      Tucker molded his hand to the back of my head and crashed his mouth on mine, tasting me. Owning me. The same way he did that first time in Nashville. This time, it hit me harder. Like I truly belonged to him.

      I placed one hand over his heart, relishing the strong beating under my palm.

      He sucked on my tongue, battled my lips for the upper hand, awakening flutters inside me. I fisted his dress shirt, keeping him close.

      “Let’s find out. We’ll get a test. Nobody will notice we’re gone. It will only take fifteen minutes. We’ll be fine. I promise.”

      I nodded, deepening the kiss, taking all he could give me right now because it calmed the throbbing in my heart, and my overactive mind.

      Words I kept inside emerged on their own. “I’m sorry I pushed you away last night. I didn’t want to. I thought I was protecting us. From falling too deep…from getting attached.”

      “What is going on?” The sudden interruption ruined the most intimate moment I’d had since… well, forever.

      Breathless, Tucker and I broke apart and turned our heads, our foreheads still pressed together.

      Nick stood there with wide eyes, Dahlia hot on his heels.

      “Tuck, what’s going on? Man, we agreed on two rules.” The groom shook his head, a million questions dancing in his eyes.

      My heart leaped in my throat. I squeezed Tucker’s hand, hoping he’d understand I would stick by his side.

      Tucker dragged a hand over his face. “Fuck. None of this is going down the way it should.”

      I sucked in a cleansing breath at his words, not sure what he meant.

      Tucker shook his head and took a deep breath before addressing his friend. “It’s not what you think. I love her, man.”

      “Tuck, stop saying that,” I said through clenched teeth, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “Wilde, it’s true.” He dropped a chaste kiss on my forehead. “I love you.”

      “You what?” Nick blinked.

      Dahlia stopped at his side, her gaze sweeping between Tucker and me.

      “Addi? What’s this all about?” My best friend studied me, crinkles forming around her eyes.

      Tucker turned around to glance at me. “I love her. I love you. And we might, or might not, be having a baby together.”

      Nick’s lips parted, but nothing came out.

      “Tuck—” I breathed out his name, bit it sounded more like a request.

      A yelp exited Dahlia’s mouth. “A baby?”

      Nick blinked, faster this time, watching us as if we spoke another language.

      “Addi?” Dahlia’s silken voice brought me out of my trance. “Speak.”

      I raised my hands and let them fall to my thighs. “We…we have no idea. It’s something your mama said. Anyway, it’s a long story. I’ll tell you more once I know for sure, okay? Sorry to rain on your parade, guys. You weren’t supposed to find out. Not this way at least.” I stared down, feeling a bit ashamed. My heart beat so fast I expected it to jump out of my chest.

      “Addison Samantha Wilde, look at me.” Damn it, my friend meant business when she used my full name.

      As if it hurt to do so, I slowly moved my eyes in her direction.

      She watched me with an expression I had never seen before. “Are you guys like together together?”

      “We are,” Tucker said at the same time I said, “No.”

      Both our heads swiveled until we faced each other again. For a moment, I was tempted to believe him when he said, “Trust me.”

      Dahlia continued. “Are you guys happy? There’s so much we missed. Last night, you two—” She sighed. “We’ll talk about it later.” Her gaze bore into mine. “Do what you gotta do. I’m here for you. Always.” She moved closer and enveloped me in her arms. Because Dahlia Ellis was the best. Always had been. And would forever be. “Go, get a test. And let me know if I’m going to be an aunt as soon as you find out, okay?”

      I nodded against her shoulder.

      “And while you’re at it, touch up your makeup. You have mascara stains down your cheeks. You look terrible.” She winked, and both of us burst out laughing. Yeah, I would be all right.

      Nick traced his eyebrow with a fingertip, lost in his own mind. He snapped out of his stupor with a shake of his head. “Keep us updated. Whoa. Never saw this one coming. When I think about it, I’m not even surprised...” He sighed. “Spare me the details of how this happened. You two are… Wow, I miss the words right now. Babe, we should have bet on it.” He secured an arm around his wife. Devotion and unconditional love passed between them. He brought his attention back to Tucker and me. “Do what you have to do. I’d say wrap it up, but I think it’s too late.”

      “Come on,” Tucker said after they exchanged one of their one-shoulder man hugs, helping me to my feet and lacing his fingers through mine. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Dahlia snaked her arm through her husband’s. “If we had, I would have won,” she whispered.

      I shook my head, unable to hide my smile.

      “Let’s go. I wanna dance,” she added.

      Nick’s stare focused on his best friend for a few seconds before he led his bride away and kissed her as if nobody else existed in their world.

      Hand in hand, Tucker and I sauntered away, following in their footsteps.

      “Wilde, no matter what, I’m not going anywhere. Lean on me."
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      In front of the bathroom door, I paced while Addison peed on a stick. Full breath in. Full breath out. In the last hour, I’d lost the ability to inflate my lungs on my own, without having to remind myself. All my thoughts were a tight, disordered weave inside my head. My heart must have done a dozen flip-flops in my chest in the same amount of time.

      I not only had proclaimed my love to the woman who might be bearing my child, but also announced my feelings in front of my best friend. Dahlia and Nick promising to love each other forever earlier had turned me into a sappy version of myself.

      Fear crawled along my spine. I was just getting my head around being in a steady relationship, and now I had to consider that I might also become a dad.

      Every word I spoke to Addison earlier sent my heart into overdrive as I replayed them in my head. On a loop. I meant them, but it didn’t mean they didn’t terrorize me.

      It wasn’t normal for me to be this obsessed with a woman. Being in love and all the sentimental shit was Nick’s thing. It had never been mine before.

      I snapped out of my restless state and focused on the door.

      For how long had Addison been in there? Who took more than one minute to pee?

      I rapped on the wooden panel with my knuckles. “Wilde, come on. Give a man a little reassurance. I’m dying here. Are you okay? Do you need anything? Can I come in?"

      Not a word. Nothing.

      Resting my forehead against the closed door, I pleaded, “Addison? Let me in. I wanna be there for you. No matter what it says.”

      Still nothing. Some heavy breathing sound—kind of a leaden snore—reverberated from the other side.

      My pulse throbbed. “I’m coming in, sweetheart. You ain’t keeping me in the dark any longer.”

      The doorknob turned in my hand, and I stepped inside the room.

      The sight before me turned my blood to ice. Addison was curled in a ball on the tiled floor, her maid of honor gown spread around her in a chiffon puddle. At first, I thought she was crying, but then I realized she was actually asleep. My blood warmed up and my heart swelled at the realization.

      She was beautiful beyond words. Half her hair was braided in a fancy updo. A rosy flush covered her cheeks. Long, mascara-coated lashes rimmed her eyes. She resembled a doll. Her full lips formed a pout, one I was dying to tug between my teeth. And kiss senseless.

      Black streaks lined her cheeks.

      Fight had left her, and she now seemed at peace after going to war.

      With my back against the wall, I slid down until my ass hit the floor, lifting her limp body into my lap. She stirred but didn’t wake up. We stayed there for a long time while I brushed her hair away from her delicate face, my mind spinning. In her hand, Addison was clutching the stick. Carefully, I tugged at it, the urge to know what it said too strong to resist and wondering if life was about to send me on a ride I had never seen coming. One I wasn’t sure I was prepared for.

      She let go of the test when my fingers curled around it, and I pulled it free. A dark pink line appeared in one window. My throat closed, and it pained to swallow the lump growing there. My gaze scanned the second window, where I noted an almost invisible pink line. Was my vision playing tricks on me, or was it really there? That was the moment I stopped breathing. The moment I got dizzy and pressed the floor beside me with one palm to keep my balance, as if I were at risk of falling into a bottomless well and never seeing daylight again. I dragged a hand over my face. Fuck. I had no idea how this thing worked, but my gut told me my apprehensions would turn out to be real. With an extended arm, I grabbed the packaging set on the counter. Even after reading the instructions twice, I still couldn’t confirm with certainty what the almost-invisible line meant. Deep down, I was aware I did know the meaning, but it was like my brain refused to acknowledge it.

      Relishing her presence and craving her touch, I cradled Addison’s body to my heart and closed my eyes, resting my head against the wall behind me.

      With my eyes shut, I prayed the entire day was a dream, and Nick and Dahlia’s wedding hadn’t happened just yet. That I’d get a do-over. To make everything right.

      “Here you are,” a male voice said, bringing me out of my slumber. Did I fall asleep too? It took me a few seconds to realize the voice had addressed me. As if glued to my skin, I pried my lids open, briefly wondering where I was as my vision returned. The sight of Addison, still deep asleep in my arms, dressed in her yellow gown, rebooted my brain. I stretched my neck, perused the room, and met my best friend’s gaze.

      He cleared his throat and sat before me. “So?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t tell. It’s ambiguous.” I pushed the stick I’d been strangling in my hand into his and watched him as he rubbed his jaw and twisted it between his fingers.

      “How do women understand this?” he asked with a frown.

      I sighed. “No idea. I read the instructions several times. I’m still not one hundred percent sure.”

      He sighed, looked at me, and breathed out. “Do you love her for real? What I mean is, what’s going on between you two?”

      “It’s complicated.” My eyes drifted to Addison, and I studied the pattern of her breathing. A lopsided smile grazed my lips. “There’s something strong simmering between us. We’ve spent some time together. The connection is real.”

      “Wow. But I thought she annoyed the shit out of you.”

      “She does…most of the time. Or rather, she used to. Now I can’t resist her. I thought I’d seen everything, but she’s wilder than me, man. I never believed it could be possible. Her kind of crazy unleashed mine. I don’t know how to explain it. It isn’t just physical. It’s chemical. I spent all my evenings at home in the last six weeks, waiting for her to call. One weekend, she surprised me and flew to Chicago. When she left, I missed her scent on my pillow, the way she tied her messy hair after she woke up, or her heartbeat when I held her at night. We spent another long weekend together in Nashville. A jerk was all over her, and it drove me nuts. Never felt that kind of jealousy before. We met with Barry and the guys, and even they fell under her charm. She’s special. All this time, it wasn’t even about sex. So, yeah, I think this is real.” I paused to order my thoughts. “Jesus, listen to me. I’m turning into you, man.” I ran my free hand over my face as realization set in. “Damn it.”

      Nick furrowed his brows and offered me a pointed look. “Is it such a bad thing? Being me, I mean. Look, I’m happy. I just got married today to the most amazing woman I know. I have a family of my own now, a great business, an incredible little boy, friends. Being me is great, actually.”

      I tilted my head back and let out a silent chuckle. “Yeah. It could be worse… I guess.” My laughter died. “What am I gonna do? I’m clueless when it comes to women.”

      Nick smirked. “No, you’re not. You’ve been studying them for years. I think you’ll figure it out. Just be honest if you can’t commit, okay? She doesn’t deserve to be misled.”

      I shook my head. “I would never. She’s the first woman I’m not thinking about getting into her pants every time we see each other. Well, yeah, I do, obviously, but I like that we can chat for hours about other things. That our connection is even stronger outside the bedroom. It’s not only about sex all the time. Just so you know, I may have broken rule number one back in Nashville six weeks ago, but in my defense, I have no memory of it whatsoever.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s a long story, but we kinda bet we would each bring a woman back to the hotel the first night. I have no idea how it happened, but when we woke up the next morning, we had hooked up together. You know the morning you barged in⁠—”

      “Fuck. She was the woman you trashed the hotel room with?”

      “Yep. And neither of us could recall anything.”

      “And that unbelievable shower story?"

      “That was part true. I helped her with her speech, we fell asleep, and I had to drag her into the shower to wake her up. Full disclosure, we spent the next day together. In bed. That’s the only time I broke the rules willingly. Sorry I lied to you.”

      Nick flicked his hand. “You’re both old enough to make your own decisions. I shouldn’t have given you those rules to start with. It just… I don’t know. Somehow, I feared the day you two would meet. You’re very much alike. Dynamite. Amazing people. Loyal friends. But sometimes, unpredictable.” His eyes trained on us for a moment. “For what it’s worth, Dahlia said you two are a match made in heaven. I have to agree. No pressure, man.”

      I snickered and shook my head.

      “Anyway, it’s almost dinner time. We would very much like for you two to join us. If Addi feels all right. She looked exhausted earlier. Heard pregnancy can do that.”

      “Give us a few minutes. I know she’ll request some time to fix her makeup and stuff.” I held my breath. “And I have no idea how she’ll react to this,” I said, pointing to the pregnancy test still in Nick’s hand with my chin.

      My friend handed it back to me and moved to his feet. “If you two are meant to be, I’m glad you’re the one for her. She’s amazing. And you’re my best friend.” He stopped on his way out and spun around. “Never would I have thought I’d see you sitting on a bathroom floor one day, caring for a woman with stars in your eyes. Somehow, it suits you.”

      He mumbled something else I didn’t quite catch and left.

      I blinked, still wondering if this entire day had been a dream after all.
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      Addison and I joined the rest of the wedding party, still unsure if she was pregnant or not. After she woke up, she read the instructions herself and stared at me with doubts in her eyes. Instead of panicking, we’d decided to take another test the next day. Besides, there was nothing we could really do about it tonight.

      We sat by our best friends for dinner. Gave speeches. Stole glances. Kissed. And danced under the stars when the band started playing one of Carter Hills’s hits. Our song.

      I pressed my hand to her lower back, enjoying the feel of her body nestled against mine. “Whatever the test says, I’m not going anywhere. We’ll find a way to be together. To work it out. If that’s what you wish too.”

      Addison nodded against my chest as my lips skimmed the top of her head. “Thanks. For being here with me,” she whispered.

      My insides clenched at the sound of her voice. “Are you feeling better? I’m glad you ate something. Mrs. Ellis warned me to keep an eye on you.”

      “She did, huh? She worries about me. But I’m fine. Or I will be. There’s still something bothering me, though.”

      I lifted her chin with one finger. “What is it? Ask me anything. I’ll be your loyal servant.”

      She detached herself from me and rose to her tiptoes until her lips grazed my earlobe. “I’m still horny. For you. Are you coming home with me afterward? My nap felt amazing, and now I’m ready to have some fun. And there’s no point in avoiding you any longer. All my arguments are pointless now.”

      “Wilde, you sure?”

      She nodded, her irises swimming in lust.

      “You won’t have to ask me twice. I’ll be whatever you want me to be as long as you’ll have me.” I kissed the tip of her nose and pulled her closer to my chest, wondering what would happen next, and whether our lives would be forever entangled—and irrevocably changed—by the next morning. “Two weeks without you was pure torture. I’m obsessed with that pretty mouth of yours.” I slapped her ass, and she yelped. “We’ve somehow managed not to tear each other’s clothes off for over a month. I’ve been patient so far, but every second I’m not inside you is agony.”

      “I know. And I’m aching for you too.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about, sweetheart.” I held her hand in mine and brought it to my crotch. “Feel the effect you have on me.”

      She grew flustered, her eyes flaring. “Take me home, Tuck. I need you tonight. I don’t wanna be alone. Rumor has it I might have a surprise for you,” she said, mischief shining in her eyes.

      Around midnight, Addison could barely stay up on her feet. We said our goodbyes before climbing into my rental car. As I pulled away, my hand instinctively went to her thigh, giving it a soft squeeze.

      Addison rested her head on my shoulder, and I felt whole again. For the first time, the fragments of my life seemed to belong together.

      I parked in the driveway of Dahlia’s old house and turned off the engine. Unable to resist the maid of honor for another second, I pulled her to me over the console between our seats. My mouth found hers, our lips taking their sweet time, memorizing every detail. I curled a hand behind her head, holding her in place as my mouth devoured hers.

      She purred before pushing back, one hand splayed across my chest.“Gimme five minutes, okay? This surprise I told you about… It’s…it’s my best man gift to you. Something I put together with you in mind.”

      I arched a brow. “I thought it was that T-shirt?"

      A heartfelt laugh broke free. “Yeah. And this. You’ll see. I swear, you’ll like it…very much.”

      She exited the car and waving at me, entered the house, turning the lights on as she made her way to the second floor.

      I caught a glimpse of my ridiculous grin in the rearview mirror and shook my head in disbelief. I was becoming everything I’d always sworn I wouldn’t. And somehow, right now, that thought didn’t scare me. I even found it… thrilling.

      My smile widened, and my heart’s frantic thump softened.

      When the longest five minutes of my life ended, I made my way inside and locked the door behind me. I followed the trail of lights to the master bedroom upstairs.

      In the doorway, I swallowed. Hard. And swallowed again. Addison looked like every man’s wet dream, all sexy wearing the skimpy red lingerie I’d gifted her, tied to the bed, a selection of accessories lying around her barely covered body. I had no idea what the rules of the game were, but now that I got sight of the playground, I couldn’t wait and was more than ready to have some fun.

      Like a hunter, I stalked my prey. The one I remembered the taste of, as it was still lingering on my tongue even after over a month. Her red-painted lips, resembling juicy berries, looked enticing. And forbidden.

      My dick twitched in my pants. Easy, boy. I pushed it down with an open palm to tame its eagerness as desire coursed through me, unrestrained.

      “Wilde, you’re something else. I thought I’d seen everything.” I pulled my shirt off, nearly tearing it to shreds, the fabric burning against my skin, and held my breath.

      Unable to look away, I padded toward the siren lying on the bed, losing myself in the mesmerizing blue depth of her eyes.

      “You can’t ask a guy not to think about you when you do shit like this, sweetheart. You’re perfect, and I can already predict we both won’t be getting much sleep tonight.” I blew out a long breath as I neared the bed, letting my knuckles trace along her jaw. “I thought you were tired?”

      She shrugged. “I was. But my need for you is stronger.”

      Now bare-chested and about to combust at the seams, I smoothed her bottom lip with my thumb, taking the time to make sure she was speaking the truth and that a little exercise wouldn’t tire her any more than she already was. Addison shivered on the bed and moaned, making her even more irresistible, and confirming she really wanted to do this. A guttural groan left my mouth in response. Jesus, I was so weak when it came to her. She sucked my finger into her mouth, her tongue playing around the tip before she released it with a pop. A ripple of sensation surged up my spine, tightening my balls and firing through my body.

      “Ready to play with me, Tuuuck?"

      My throat worked as I tried to form coherent words. I hadn’t realized how badly I’d missed that flirty, playful side of her until now.

      My voice, sounding more like a growl, sent fresh, wicked twinkles to her eyes. “Tell me the rules, Wilde. It’s been six weeks. I’m more than ready for a do‑over… To be honest, I’ve been ready for a while.” I leaned forward, my lips finding hers, my hands locking on her hipbones, holding her in place as she wiggled beneath me.

      She bit my lower lip, almost sending me over the edge with the simple gesture, and I blinked as reality hit me. It doused the burning desire inside me. “Wilde, we can’t do this.” I stumbled backward, trying to escape her magnetic field. With her hands tied over her head, there wasn’t much she could do to keep me from stepping back.

      Addison’s lips pursed as she watched me, hurt painting her face.“Tuck. Don’t go. We can talk about it. I thought…huh…it doesn’t matter. We can just sleep. Or cuddle. Be with me tonight. Don’t go.”

      Was she under the impression I didn’t long for her? That I wouldn’t do anything, short of selling my soul, to be with her? To get a taste of her? I scratched my temple and sat beside her, brushing her hair back with my fingers. I didn’t have enough eyes to admire her the way she deserved to be. And the way I craved to.

      “No, it’s not that. I-I haven’t changed my mind, but if you’re pregnant, we’ll hurt the baby… I’ll hurt the baby.”

      She studied my face for a beat, but soon her clear laughter broke the silence of the night. “Tuck, if it does exist, it’s like chickpea size.” She brought her thumb and forefinger close together above her head, as if indicating something tiny. “It would be like this big. And even when it gets bigger, I don’t know a lot about babies, but I know sex can’t hurt them. No matter how impressive your manhood is. Stop fighting this.”

      I huffed, wondering if she spoke the truth. Amid everything that had been going on today, I hadn’t had time to look up safe sex during pregnancy.

      “Tucker. Listen to me. You can’t poke the baby. And there’s a reason why pregnant women are horny all the time. It wouldn’t be fair if we couldn’t indulge in sex. Let’s play now, okay? You can’t leave a woman all tied up on a bed and do nothing about it.”

      A naughty grin formed on her lips, and it broke my restraints. Forgetting all about my fears for a few hours, I plunged forward, intent on rocking her night and making up for the things we hadn’t done since the last time we had sex.

      Later, entangled in the shower, our bodies were still vibrating with lust and endorphins—and contentment.

      “Where did you learn to do that thing with your finger?” I asked Addison, still mesmerized by everything we had just done.

      She shrugged. She’d just given me the most erotic experience of my life, and she fucking shrugged. I shook my head, the tip of my spine still tingling, and my chafed cock aching for more. Usually a straightforward lover, I wasn’t used to sex with toys, but Addison made the game both enticing and exciting.

      “In college, I experimented a lot,” she said, motioning to the bedroom. “Hope I didn’t traumatize you.”

      “Sweetheart, it’ll take more than some balls and chains to scare me away. You should know that by now.” My tongue trailed kisses down the length of her throat. “I think I could get used to this. With you.”

      She spun in my embrace and looped her arms around my neck, her eyes glistening. “Want to go for a second round? We haven’t tried the hot candle wax yet.”

      “We should get some sleep. Never thought I’d say that, but my dick is begging for some rest. You should rest too. Today has been quite an emotional ride.”

      She stared at me and sighed, her smile never faltering.

      I kissed her pouty mouth as flashes of everything those lips had done to me in the last two hours danced before my eyes.

      “We’ll have a re-match tomorrow. I’m in town for another week at least."

      “Tucker Philips, are you taking a vacation?”

      I snickered. “Trying to. We’ll see how it goes. Nick suggested I stay here for some time. I wanna indulge in a change of scenery. They say mountain air is addictive… I think it’s time I test that theory.”

      “Awesome. Because, technically, I’m here for two more days. You better be a man of your word. I’m not done with you just yet.”

      My squeeze around her tightened. “Watch out, Wilde, or I’ll fall for you.” I winked, and we both grinned.

      “I thought you already had?”

      I palmed my chest with one hand. “Touché.”

      “Tuck, you don’t need to sweet talk me. Or promise things.”

      “I’m not. I just want to be there for you. With you. No matter what, don’t fight it.”

      I twirled her around and enveloped her with my arms, resting my chin in the crook of her neck. I lowered my hands to cup her breasts. “I think these bad girls missed me too.”

      “Go ahead, keep boosting your ego, big guy.” Addison playfully slapped my arm and tilted her head. I leaned in, meeting her lips halfway, and the world outside this shower disappeared.

      For now.
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      The next day, we woke up at ten and lingered in bed for hours, surviving on nothing but sex and snacks, our bodies tangled in the sheets. Addison lay by my side, still naked, her legs intertwined with mine, her head propped on my chest, and her bright blue eyes staring straight at me. She nibbled her thumbnail, a habit I’d learned over the last month meant something was bothering her. I stayed silent, waiting for her to sort out her thoughts.

      “What are we going to do?” She blinked and refocused her gaze on me, as if trying to read my mind. “If we’re having a baby? I live in Atlanta, and you’re in Chicago. I can’t ask you to move across the country, and I’m not sure I’m cut out for the chilly northern winters. How would we even co-parent? How would that even work? Flying up and down the country every week with a newborn? That makes no sense. This is the worst-case scenario. How could a night we can’t even remember lead to this? Maybe it’s just a false alarm…and now I’m rambling. I’m Addison Wilde. I don’t ramble. See? These hormones are already affecting my brain—and my sanity. I can’t live like this for another eight months.”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath in, held it for a second or two, then let it out.

      When her eyes roved back to mine, I held them. “We don’t need to make all those decisions just yet… Not before another test or a doctor’s appointment. But to answer your question, yes, I would move across the country to be with you.” I pushed myself to a sitting position and lifted Addison with me, keeping her nestled against my chest, my stare trained on her face. “Wilde, in the time we’ve known each other, you’ve become a huge part of my life. Things have been off—almost strange—on my end for a while now… Hard to explain. I’ve been feeling like my life is passing me by, with no idea how to fix it… Somehow, everything lately has lost its appeal. All my friends have moved on. I’ve forgotten how to be content.…until you came along.

      “Every time we’re together and you’re beside me, it soothes all my doubts…all my insecurities. I don’t feel so lost anymore. And…I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I worship the ground you walk on. I can’t explain the effect you have on me. Whenever we’re together, or even when we talk, everything falls into place. It feels like rediscovering my true self…like I no longer have to hide behind expectations or pretend to be someone I’m not. That I can be myself and it’s enough. Whatever it means. No one—not even my best friends—has been able to make me drop the act. Only you did.”

      A single tear rolled down her cheek, and I caught it with the pad of my thumb.

      “Don’t cry, sweetheart.”

      Addison watched me as if I held answers she didn’t possess, and my heart waltzed behind my ribs at the sight.

      “Marry me.”

      She blinked slowly. “What?”

      I cupped her cheek with my hands and leaned in to catch her lips between mine. “Let’s get married. You and me. Make it official.”

      “But I may not be pregnant, Tuck.”

      I searched her gaze. “See, I don’t care. I want you. All of you. Now. No matter what the test says. Let’s not get influenced by the result. I love you.”

      Addison blinked again, as if to make sure she was awake and that this wasn’t some dream. “And I thought I was the impulsive one?”

      A loud chuckle broke free. “I have my moments."

      “You’re still in shock about the pregnancy scare. Let’s not rush things, okay?”

      “Nick once told me, when you know, you know, when he was talking about Dahlia. This is the first time I understand what he meant that day. Because what we share is real…and rare. Wilde, you’re the only person who can tame my ways, who makes me yearn for more.” I brushed my nose against hers. “If you weren’t aware by now, I’m a smart guy. Nothing I do or say is always as spontaneous as it sounds. Most of the time, I have plans. And rules. Or at least, I used to. Not anymore. You shattered them all. You freed me from some invisible ties and stole the best friend title, Wilde. I don’t see it changing anytime soon. You just get me. You don’t require a manual to understand how I work. It all comes naturally to you.”

      “Wow. It-it’s a big commitment. You’ve become one of my closest friends too, Tuck.” Her lips searched mine. “Truth is, I’ve talked to you more in the six weeks we’ve known each other than to all my friends combined in the last year. And Dahlia and I talk a lot. Seriously, we talk a looootttt.” The ghost of a smile formed on her lips, still pressed against mine, her breath sending shivers through me. “I can’t believe I’m actually considering this. Am I awake?”

      “Yes, I promise you are.”

      We kissed before she pulled back.

      “Let’s say we were to do this. Would you want a ceremony or to elope?”

      I shrugged. “Anything that would make you happy. Since we never do anything half-assed—or like most people do, whether it’s big, small, or messy—I’d vote for Vegas. You, me, Nick, and Dahlia. Your parents if you want them there. And we could throw a reception later. For everyone else we didn’t invite. What do you think?”

      She nestled against me, and we sank into the mattress, my arms holding her close. “I love how you think. The best of both worlds. Why am I excited about this?” She let out a contented sigh, her happiness impossible to hide. “Let’s do this. Tomorrow we’ll pick a date.”

      With a single skilled motion, I caught her wrists and rolled her onto her back, getting lost in the blue sea of her eyes. My cock sprang wood, and while I busied myself kissing the shit out of my fiancée—was that how I should call her from now on?—I pushed two fingers inside her, relishing the way her back arched and her legs opened to make room for me.

      I trailed kisses down her throat, along her collarbones, in the sweet spot under her earlobe. I traced her jawline with my tongue and found my way down to her perky breasts. I laved one nipple with circular strokes and sucked on it as she cried my name, her breathing quick and unsteady, as if begging me not to stop. With one hand curled behind my head, she positioned me over her other breast. Her hsilent plea made me cherish her second nipple the same way.

      I lowered myself until I could kiss her belly and traced the seam between her thighs with the tip of my tongue. Her body trembled, and I moved back up, unable to wait another second before sliding my dick home, where it belonged.

      Home. That was how being with this woman made me feel.

      In perfect rhythm, we moved together, Addison whimpering each time my length slid in and out of her. No doubt her fingernails left marks on my back as she shifted the angle of her pelvis, deepening our connection.

      With hooded lids and rosy lips, she looked fucking fabulous.

      “Mine,” I said between slow thrusts, trying to lengthen the pleasure, not ready to be done just yet. “Addison Wilde, you’re mine.” My mouth found hers, our tongues entwining in an erotic number.

      Something had shifted between us. I could feel it in the way our bodies communicated. In the way we kissed. And the way we touched.

      I nuzzled her neck, letting the fruity scent of her imprint on all my senses. Using my elbows to support myself, I leaned closer, every inch of me aching to touch every inch of her.

      “Oh God, don’t stop what you’re doing.” Her hips buckled and rolled with every plea leaving her mouth. She reached for my hand, and we linked our fingers as I increased the pace. She locked her other hand around my nape and drew me closer. Until I almost crushed her under my weight. “Don’t you dare stop.”

      A raw, shuddering cry spilled from her luscious lips, and it almost brought me to a point of rupture. I had never felt this way before. My entire self had a hard time comprehending the shift taking place within me. Without breaking eye contact, I pounded into her until we both went over the edge, undone and satiated.
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