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      She didn’t know who else to call.

      If she called Dave or Brad, they’d turn this into a tremendous ordeal. Well, a bigger ordeal than it already was.

      Right now, it was just an ordeal. The culmination of several poor decisions and Teagan found herself without cash for a hotel room and unable to budge Eric McKinnon from her place. Her college apartment that had been a gift from her father for buckling down and making the President’s list for three years in a row.

      She had to get him out. So, she called the only person she could think to call. The only person who dealt with Eric in the past and likely would again. Possibly. Hopefully. Probably.

      For all she knew, Jaxon could laugh and end the call. She wouldn’t blame him.

      Eric was a shit, and he was cutting coke on her antique coffee table, which was why she couldn’t call the police outright. She’d end up in jail as well, and then she’d have to call Brad, and Dave would be the one probably having to arrest her since he would respond to the call. And that would be nothing but a bad idea.

      Jaxon, however, answered on the second ring.

      “Teagan?” he asked, sounding surprised and a little like he thought this was probably a butt dial.

      It wasn’t.

      “Yeah, it’s me…” she answered, trying not to sound as forlorn as she felt.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked immediately.

      “Why do you assume something’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Well, for one, you’re calling me and not Brad or Dave. And for another, you sound like someone just killed your puppy or something.”

      “No, no, it’s nothing like that…” she replied. “It’s worse.”

      The rest, she explained in what felt like one long breath, but Jaxon caught all of it.

      “Oh, Teagan…”

      “I know… it’s… it’s awful, and it’s my fault for being so stupid-”

      “No, no. You’re not stupid.”

      Tears fell against her will. Teagan choked out a sob and shook her head. “I am.”

      “Please don’t cry. You’re not stupid, you just got taken in by Eric. That’s what he does. What he did. I-” Jaxon broke off for a moment before speaking again. “Where are you?”

      Teagan looked around the bathroom stall. She was currently hiding in. “At the University library. In a bathroom stall.”

      “At this time of night?”

      It was nearly midnight.

      “It’s finals week. Library’s open for twenty-four hours.”

      “And Eric is...?”

      “At my place. As far as I know.”

      “Okay. Listen. Teagan. Stay there at the library. I’ll be around shortly.”

      “Okay… Jaxon?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Let me see what I can do first.”

      She hung up with him, dropping her phone back into her purse and reaching around to flush the toilet for good measure. She hadn’t used it, but she assumed it was the polite thing to do when she’d been hogging the stall for the better part of an hour.

      Teagan shouldered her bag and left the bathroom.

      She was on the third floor of the library, and she went back to her ‘hiding’ place. It wasn’t really a secret to most students, but there would be no reason to think to look for her in the back of the third-floor bookshelves, back by the corner window.

      Her phone buzzed about thirty minutes later.

      “I’m outside the library. Where are you?” Jaxon asked.

      “Third floor, I can be down in a few minutes… what happened with-”

      “I’ll see you down here. I’ll get out of the car so you can see me.”

      “I know what your vehicle looks like, goober.”

      He’d, of course, already ended the call.

      Jaxon drove a pickup that doubled as his work truck. It was gunmetal gray and had ‘Block and Brick’ printed on the sides. His business’s name.

      Everyone told him it was a stupid name. Especially here in Batton Hills, where pretty much no one knew who the Lawsons were or where they were from. But he argued that was precisely why it was a good name. A memorable name.

      Brad contended that you couldn’t tell what he did by reading the side of his truck, and that was a mistake. What Jaxon did was flip houses. Teagan supposed he was technically a contractor, but basically, he bought houses on the cheap, fixed them up, and sold them for a profit.

      But he was good at what he did, so Teagan supposed the stupid name of his business aside, Jaxon, was successful, and with that success came a steadfast inability to admit when he was wrong.

      Teagan got up and made her way to the elevator, thinking she’d very much welcome the sight of Jaxon’s pickup truck and ‘Block and Brick’ at that moment. The air was brisk outside when she exited the library, so she pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders as she walked across the sidewalk towards the student parking lot.

      A loud whistle made her turn, however, and she squinted and saw Jaxon waving frantically at her from where he was standing beside a pitch-black car. She recognized it as Dave’s undercover police cruiser.

      Panic bloomed fresh under her skin and her mouth hung open for a long second. She closed it and hurried towards him. “You complete asshole,” she hissed, swatting at him as he went to open the other door for her.

      “That’s not very nice,” he countered, smirking as she swatted him again. “What have I done, other than ride to your rescue?”

      “You know full well what you’ve done. You told Dave when I told you not to.”

      “I didn’t tell Dave anything. I just borrowed his car, that’s all. He was parking me in.”

      “You were with him when I called?”

      “Him and Brad, actually. It’s our video game night. And I told neither of them a single thing. As per your wishes, Teagan.”

      She eyed him suspiciously as he put the car in gear and pulled out of the parking spot.

      “This is illegal, what you’re doing. Driving a police cruiser.”

      “Oh, stop it, Teags. When Dave’s in the drink, he lets Brad and I drive it all the time.”

      “That doesn’t make it any less illegal,” she muttered. Teagan’s leg bounced as they pulled off campus, but in the opposite direction of her apartment. “Where are we going?”

      “Well, since you let a psychopath cut coke in your living room, we’re going to the only fucking place open to make a few purchases and better secure your domicile, my lady.”

      The Quincymart sign glowed in the distance. Her belly dropped.

      “My card’s gone, though.”

      Jaxon was quiet for nearly a full minute. “Teagan? Where’s your bank card?”

      “Eric has it.”

      He pressed his lips together angrily, clenching one hand into a fist before releasing it. “Okay, so job one? You’re calling and reporting your card as stolen. Get your phone, call your bank and do it now.”

      She pulled out her phone and did just that, discovering it was a simple automated system after she confirmed her identity. During that process, Jaxon had pulled into the Quincymart parking lot and turned off the car.

      He pocketed the keys and sat back in the seat. Teagan did the same, hugging her purse close. “I can call my father tomorrow and ask for more money if Eric’s taken it all. To pay you back, I mean.”

      “It’s no trouble,” he assured her.

      “No, but it’s stupid of me to have let him have the card.”

      “Well, to the layman, yes, but I also understand how demanding and scary Eric can be, so no. Not stupid.”

      If anyone knew, she supposed it would be Jaxon. He’d run alongside Eric for about a year after he’d graduated high school. He’d called her father to help dig him up from the dirt, and Dad had done it. Made Jaxon feel like a complete loser, but he’d done it.

      God, she should have known better than to keep letting Eric call her. She pressed both hands against her eyes as hard as she could, attempting to push every terrible decision she’d made over the past two weeks out the back of her head.

      “Hey…” Jaxon’s hand was gentle as he tugged on her wrist. “None of that. We’ve got shopping to do, right?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded, letting her hands fall from her face as she schooled her features enough to speak. “What needs to be bought?” she asked. Jaxon reached across her lap and opened her door for her. Something she could have done herself, but she recognized his non-verbal ‘hurry the fuck out of the car. Please, I’m driving a bloody police cruiser and I’m nowhere near qualified to do so’ for what it was. They exited the car and Jaxon started rushing towards the front doors of the twenty-four-hour supercenter. Teagan fell into step behind him as he answered, rattling off a list. “New doorknob, new deadbolt, probably new locks for your windows. That reinforcing film that makes it harder to break the glass from the windows.”

      “I need all of that, you think?”

      Jaxon shot her a look and jammed his hands in his pockets, walking faster towards the front door.

      “What did you do, anyway?”

      “Hmm?”

      “How did you get him to leave?”

      “Not important,” he replied.

      “Um, yes? It sort of is? You aren’t hurt, are you?”

      He gestured up and down his body before replacing his hands in his pockets. “Look if you want. I’m fine.”

      “Jaxon…”

      “Teagan?”

      “Tell me what you did. And to whom.”

      He stopped walking, turning to face her, catching and holding her gaze. “It’s nothing, alright? I promise. I assure you. It was nothing. Put it out of your mind. Come on.” He reached out and took her hand, holding it until they ended up inside.

      His touch was warm despite the chill in the air, and Teagan took it at face value. As a way to get her to hurry and get inside the damn store.

      A quick walk back to the home improvement department found all the things he said she’d need, plus a few tools as well.

      “Don’t you have those things in your truck?” she asked.

      “I do. But my truck’s back at Brad’s, and time is sort of the essence. Besides. You really should have most of these already. The fact that you don’t makes you a bad tenant.”

      “Hey,” she said, a bit affronted. “I’m an excellent tenant. Apart from somehow allowing my apartment to become a crack den overnight, I’ve been a dream until now.”

      Jaxon smirked and shook his head. “You need them anyway. And I never got you a housewarming gift, so consider this as my attempt to make up for that.”

      She smiled. That was how she got the antique coffee table that was last seen covered in cocaine. Not one of her friends or family members had offered her home security.

      It was probably about as sweet as Jaxon Lawson got, so she’d take it.
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      Pushing the trolley while Jaxon tossed this item and that into the back gave her the opportunity to breathe. Something she hadn’t done in nearly two weeks. Not since she’d first been set up on that blind date with Eric.

      Nothing happened on the date. But apparently, that didn’t matter. He’d gotten his hooks in, and even though he scared her, she still did whatever he asked. Like a weak little nothing, not like the woman her father raised.

      The memories were painful, so she pushed them into the darkest corners of her mind and concentrated on something else.

      Namely, the way Jaxon’s jeans were slung low on his hips and how, when he reached up for something on a higher shelf, his t-shirt rose and revealed about an inch of bare skin.

      Teagan didn’t have feelings for Jaxon. She hadn’t for quite some time, and when she had, it had been a stupid crush that she hadn’t entertained since she was sixteen. Nearly six years ago. But she had eyes. And Jaxon was handsome in a rakish, bad-for-you sort of way.

      He only thought of her as a little sister, anyway. Hence this entire escapade.

      “I think that’s everything,” he stated, brow knit as he surveyed everything in the cart. “Come on, let’s get you home.”

      He paid, and they went back out to Dave’s car. It was the slowest drive ever back to her apartment. Mostly because people kept recognizing the car as a police cruiser, even if it was unmarked, and driving the meticulous speed limit.

      They pulled into the parking lot and Jaxon grasped her wrist to keep her from getting out right away. Once he was satisfied that no one was waiting there to ambush her, he allowed her to exit the car.

      Her apartment was on the second floor, so they had to go up a flight of stairs and walk along a short balcony breezeway to get to her door.

      She was surprised to see most of the coke still there on her coffee table when they opened the door.

      Jaxon groaned audibly and dropped the bags by the door. “Do you have an all-purpose cleaner? Like, a spray to clean things?”

      “I think so, yeah?”

      “Go get it, spray that shit and wipe it into a pile. I’ll get rid of it after I’m finished with this. Wash your hands well, okay?”

      “I can do something other than that,” she whispered.

      “I know you can, but I’ve dealt with this before. You want every trace gone, okay?”

      He stripped off his coat and rolled up his shirtsleeves, taking a screwdriver first to her doorknob and then to her deadbolt, replacing both in so quick a manner that she had to wonder just how many of these he’d done before. Likely every single one in every single house he’d worked on.

      “Come over here, close and lock the door so I can test it.”

      She did as he directed and opened back up when he knocked. “You’re good.” He came inside, this time closing and locking the door himself. “Teags, I hate to ask, but… he didn’t… you know… did he?”

      “What?” she frowned at him, confused.

      “You said he was here… he’s not your… You weren’t dating him, were you? You know… dating…”

      Realization dawned on her, and she shook her head. “Oh, no. No, nothing like that. It never. I got set up on a blind date with him, didn’t realize it was him until I was already on the date… and he was so charming that first night… but no. It never went further than dinner. And you know… lending him money. He showed up where I worked. And then where I lived. I mean…”

      The more she spoke, the more befuddled she became as to why exactly she was in this predicament. She’d hadn’t slept with the guy. Hadn’t done more than eat dinner with him. Never even kissed him. Why was this happening?

      She must have been going through a hell of a journey because Jaxon reached over and squeezed her shoulder tightly. “Hey, you still there?”

      Looking up into his eyes, she nodded. “Yep. Still here.”

      “He fixates on people. He’s a psycho. It’s what he does,” Jaxon replied. “He did the same thing to me. He’s… he’s a shithole, and he wants to get in your head and live there. You can’t let him, Teags.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Okay? Let’s get that table cleaned up, and then I’ll put film and locks on your windows.”

      He flushed all the powder they found, and Teagan cleaned the entire coffee table from top to bottom. Her hardwood floor, she squeegeed and tossed all the towels and everything into a bag for disposal later.

      Meanwhile, she heard Jaxon thumping around in her bedroom, and followed the sound to find him moving her desk from the window and installing new locks on the window frame. He pressed the film onto the glass and brought the shade back down, turning around and jumping when he saw her.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, apologizing as he scooted her desk back to the window.

      “How many other windows?” he asked, pretending she hadn’t scared him.

      “One in the bathroom and one in the kitchen, one in the dining area and two big ones in the living room.”

      “Alright, let’s go, then.”

      He went into the bathroom first, installing a lock on the frosted window over the commode and applying the film the same way as he had in her bedroom. He stopped after he’d finished, however, placing the leftover film on the counter as he started moving the things she stacked on the lid of her toilet tank.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, alarmed as he took the lid off.

      “Just checking something. Back when I was… you know… he used to do this as an insurance policy.”

      “Do what?” she asked, almost scared to hear his response.

      Jaxon reached into the back of her toilet and emerged with his hand dripping and a small bag dangling from his hand. He pressed his lips together and nodded down to the tank lid. “Could you move that, please?”

      “What is that?” she asked fearfully.

      “More of his stash. He liked to ensure that whoever ratted him out would get the same charges as he would.” He ripped the baggie open over the toilet and flushed all of it down.

      Then he walked to the sink to wash his hands. Teagan was standing there, holding the back of her toilet tank and watching as more cocaine swirled around her toilet bowl, finally disappearing down the drain.

      “Put that back and wipe everything down with that cleaner you used in the living room,” Jaxon instructed. “I’ll get started in the dining area.”

      She did as he directed, and washed her hands, only to meander back out to where he was. He’d finished in the dining room and moved on to the kitchen.

      The kitchen window was the one Eric and his two accomplices used to escape, apparently, judging by all her broken tea mugs and dishes on the floor. She sighed and started sweeping up the mess while Jaxon worked his magic on the windows.

      “Thank you again,” she said, dumping the broken dish and mug pieces into the garbage and turning round to get an eyeful of Jaxon’s ass in his tight jeans as he bent in an awkward position over the counter to get the film on the upper half of the window.

      “Is that all I get?” he asked, grunting a little as he straightened, stretching his arms over his head before dropping them and walking past her to the dining room.

      “What?” she asked, confused.

      “Is that all I get, your thanks?” His eyes danced a bit.

      “What else do you need?” she countered, crossing her arms in as saucy a manner as she could manage this late at night, and after the day she’d had. But with Jaxon, it felt almost effortless, falling back into their old ways. He was a pain in her ass. She was a thorn in his side. 

      “I’ll take a rain check,” he said.

      “Rain check for what?” she asked.

      “Don’t know yet. It’s too late at night for me to think right now. Not much beyond getting this stuff installed before I leave, anyway.”

      “You’re leaving?” she asked, panicking a little at the thought of being alone here.

      “I have to get Dave’s car back to him. And then I have to get home and sleep? Unless you want to join me?”

      “Yes, please,” she blurted, nodding as he turned back to look at her, peering into her eyes before nodding.

      “Yeah, okay. Just follow me back to your brother’s while I return the keys to Dave. He’ll probably have passed out by now.”

      “Passed out? Can’t you guys hold your drink yet?”

      Jaxon laughed. “I can. Your lot never could. It doesn’t matter, anyway. Dave’s off on Thursdays, remember? Besides, I can’t get drunk like I used to on weeknights. I have work tomorrow.”

      She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was tomorrow. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

      “I will be once we return this car and get back to my place.”

      “I’m staying with you?” she mused aloud, even though that’s exactly what she’d asked for.

      “Aren’t you?” he asked, laughing. “Your other option is to crash at Brad’s and explain to your sure-to-be-hungover brother why you’re there and where you came from, which if you choose that route, clue me in on the lie you’re telling, so I don’t fuck things up, okay?”

      She supposed she could ask him to come back here after he got his car, but there was something off about her apartment tonight. She really didn’t want to be here. With someone or alone.

      “I guess you’re right…” She pressed her lips together, watching his back as he finished up the front windows. “Is there a place for me to sleep at yours?”

      Jaxon usually lived in houses he was fixing up while he worked on them and until he sold them. They were in all levels of disarray. It was a valid question.

      “You could probably bring a blanket with you,” he replied with a shrug. Teagan went back to her bedroom and tossed a change of clothes, a pillow, and a throw blanket into an overnight bag. If Jaxon was admitting she’d need a blanket, she’d likely need a few extra things as well.

      She also packed her toothbrush and toothpaste.

      When she reemerged, he was just finishing up. “This is done. Are you ready to leave?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I am,” she replied, shouldering both her bag and her purse.

      Jaxon smirked a little when he saw her bag. “Moving in, are you?”

      “It’s mostly pillow,” she informed him haughtily.

      “Ah. Yeah, you’ll probably need one of those now that I’m thinking about it.”

      She followed him out the door, and he used the new keys to lock the deadbolt. He handed them to her, and she quickly added them to her key ring while slowly following him to the car.

      He doubled back and took her overnight bag for her, slipping one arm around her shoulders to hurry her along.

      “I’ll drop you off at your car at the college, and you can follow me to your brother's place.”

      “Okay,” she replied, her stomach twisting in knots as she fully realized what was happening right now. She’d spent the night with Jaxon in the room before. But never just Jaxon. She needed to get a grip. She ducked into Dave’s car and Jaxon started the engine, glancing behind him before backing out.

      The drive was again longer than it needed to be, but it gave her time to think some more. “Is there anything else I should do?” she asked meekly.

      “You’ll need to come back and deep-clean that entire apartment tomorrow.”

      She nodded. “Sounds like a job for eight-hours-from-now-Teagan. Not me.”

      He chuckled a little at that as they pulled into the university parking lot nearest the library. She pointed out her car and Jaxon pulled in behind it. Climbing out of Dave’s, she got into her car, revving the engine before backing out and following him to Brad and Dave’s place.

      Brad had chosen a house in a rather pleasant suburb once he could actually afford something back there. Before that, he’d lived at home throughout University because while her parents loved him, they definitely didn’t trust him with a place by himself back then.

      In retrospect, seeing as she’d had hers taken by a drug dealer, perhaps they shouldn’t have trusted her either. The sick flutters in her stomach multiplied, and she took a deep breath to squash them down.

      Jaxon idled Dave’s car, pulled his own truck out of the driveway, and then pulled Dave’s into its space.

      He ran the keys inside and came promptly back out to climb into his truck again. His stupid logo glistened in the street lamps as he pulled into the driveway and turned around. Teagan did the same after he’d cleared out and idled in the middle of the road, waiting for her.

      The place Jaxon was flipping was just a few streets over, in a slightly worse neighborhood. Not much worse, just slightly. And as Teagan parked her car behind his in the driveway, she glanced around, actually impressed. The house itself didn’t look terrible upon first inspection.

      Well, the exterior didn’t.

      The interior looked as if it’d survived a zombie apocalypse.

      She stopped just inside, eyeing the blanket pile on the floor and noting that the temperature inside was the same as out.

      “Jaxon, is there no electricity here?”

      “Of course there is. The heat just isn’t working,” he replied, switching on the single lamp in the room to illuminate it. It looked better in the dark.

      Teagan decided not to make too big a deal out of it. She was only going to be here for a single night, after all. And it was infinitely better than being in her place right now. Her place felt violated and tainted by Eric.

      “Is there someplace I can brush my teeth?” she asked, placing her bag on the sofa and rummaging inside for her toothbrush and toothpaste.

      “Yeah, the kitchen.”

      Teagan followed him there and stepped over a couple of power tools he had in the middle of the floor. He handed her a bottle of water and nodded toward the sink.

      Realization sunk in immediately.

      “There’s no running water?”

      You’ve got to be kidding me!
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      “Well, technically, there’s lots of running water. Unfortunately, it all ran down into the basement, so I had to turn it off. And replace the sump pump. Fixing the leak is Thursday’s job.”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “Don’t give me that look. I’m showering at Brad’s.”

      “Why don’t you just stay there as well?” she asked, uncapping the bottle of water and applying toothpaste to the brush.

      “Because this is my place, and I can stay here without worrying that I’m becoming a burden.” He reached for his own toothbrush while she was brushing, but waited until she was finished to use it.

      Approximately two minutes later, she gave him a worried look. “Where do I spit?” she asked.

      He laughed.

      “Sink’s fine. Just pour some water in to clean it out after.”

      She spit into the empty sink and did as he directed. “You need running water, Jaxon. This is barbaric.”

      He rolled his eyes and squeezed the toothpaste into his own brush. “You’re the one who couldn’t stay in her perfectly refined apartment. This is what I have, so I’m offering it. I’m even going to let you sleep on the sofa tonight, princess. You’re welcome.”

      “Wait, there’s no bed?”

      “There’s no heating and you’re surprised there’s no bed?” he laughed and started brushing.

      She waited until he was finished to respond. “You don’t have a bed.”

      “I usually sleep on the floor.”

      “You bring women to a place like this and they don’t run screaming back to civilization the second they see your weird blanket nest on the floor?”

      He smirked. “Yeah, guess it’s that good, and they don’t mind a little floor sex. Of course, the women I bring back here aren’t as picky as you are.”

      “Clearly,” she retorted with an arch of her brow. She sat down on the sofa, not even lamenting that she’d forgone pajamas because it was that cold in the room.

      There was no smart-ass reply to that. He simply crossed the room and turned on the space heater. It was a minor comfort, but Teagan was happy to see that he wasn’t completely living the rough life.

      She spread the blanket down on the sofa, tugging out her pillow and laying back to stare at the ceiling while Jaxon got on the floor.

      He flipped off the light, and they were both lying in the dark. As her eyes adjusted, she took in the room. It wasn’t half bad, the bones of the house. Of course, she’d only seen the kitchen and the living room. There was an entire upstairs, a bathroom, and she assumed a master bedroom that she hadn’t seen yet.

      “Thanks for letting me stay here.”

      “No problem,” he countered, sounding half asleep.

      “No, I mean it. Thank you for all of it. For coming when I called and helping me secure my apartment and for dealing with Eric and-”

      “No problem,” he repeated. “Good night, Teagan.”

      She swallowed thickly, bringing the blanket up as her teeth chattered.

      “Aren’t you from Batton Hills?” Jaxon asked.

      “Yes,” she replied, tucking her blanket all the more tightly around her to stop her incessant shivering.

      “How is it you’re not adapted to this weather, then?”

      “I live in a finished home with heating,” she replied. “Who is accustomed to sleeping in the cold like this? I can barely feel the heat from your heater.”

      Jaxon sighed heavily, throwing back the blanket. “Come on, then.”

      “What?”

      “Come down here. It’s warmer with two.”

      She paused for just a moment, but the cold got the better of her, and she ended up joining him on the floor. He was right; it was warmer with two.

      “You’re to imagine a dividing line between us, though…” he said, once she joined him. “You stay on your side, and I’ll stay on mine.”

      Rolling her eyes, Teagan wrapped herself in the blanket she’d brought with her, and started scooting around to get comfortable.

      Once she had, Jaxon sighed aloud, swatting at his face. “Your hair has broken the rules.”

      “Not my fault,” she retorted, reaching back to sweep it out of the way and readjusting herself until she was finally comfortable. But once she’d done so, she felt her eyes growing heavier with every second, even with Jaxon griping about her moving around, and breathing, and existing so close by.

      She was just about asleep when a thought suddenly occurred to her.

      “Jaxon?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You don’t think Eric would see my car here and cause trouble for you, do you?”

      “No,” he blurted. “And that’s not just because I was almost asleep. It’s because Eric doesn’t know where I live anymore, and that’s how I like it.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m positive. He’d have been more likely to hide in your car and follow you here that way.”

      She could feel him cringe beside her almost as soon as he’d said it. And while she knew in the back of her mind that such a thing was nearly impossible, she knew why he was cringing. Because of what she was about to say.

      “You don’t think he could have, do you?”

      “No. No. Nope. Not at all.”

      His words were too fast. He was placating her.

      “Jaxon…” she sighed and rolled over to face him. “You said it and now I’m worried.”

      “Worried? Teags, that is such a stupid thing to worry about. No offense. If he’d been in the back of your car, you’d have seen him by now. You drive a sedan. There’s nowhere for him to hide.”

      “None taken, but think for a second. Would you put it past him?”

      “Fuck it all,” he swore and threw back the blankets, rolling to his feet and cursing the entire way. “He’d be in the boot. That’s where he’d hide.”

      He grabbed something by the front door that Teagan belatedly realized was a cricket bat and stomped barefoot outside in the cold. She ran to the door to watch him and realized that he’d been sleeping in his boxer shorts. Teags trousers, which were bunched up on the floor at the foot of the… ‘bed’.

      He used her key to open the boot, and she heard a loud thwack, which jolted her heart into overdrive, but then he just sighed and closed the boot, shouldering the bat and returning to the house.

      “He’s not in there,” he informed her. “But that bag of potting soil you have back there has been dealt with, rest assured.”

      She would have laughed, but she was relieved it wasn’t something more.

      As he settled back down in the blanket nest, she spoke again. “You’ve got no trousers on.”

      He got settled on his back, parallel to her. “No, I do not. I was going to sleep. You have a modesty blanket wrapped around you, and this is what I normally sleep in.”

      She shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me. I just thought I’d mention it.”

      “Teagan, go to sleep.”

      “It’s nearly dawn. How are you going to get any work done?”

      “I’ll sleep until I need to wake up, and then I’ll wake up. That’s the good thing about working for yourself.”

      “I would suppose so.”

      “God, woman. Do you ever-”

      “Good night, Jaxon.”

      He sighed, and she had to stifle a giggle. “Good night, Teagan.”
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      When Jaxon awoke the next morning, he was warm. Not uncomfortably so, but that cozy sort of warmth that only came from shared body heat. That was his first thought.

      His second thought was that he couldn’t remember exactly who he’d brought home with him the night before. He knew it was someone, though.

      Groggily, he started running through the events of the previous night: beers at Brad’s with Dave and Brad and then Teagan called. Oh fucking hell. He came to the startling realization that the person currently pressing her backside against him was none other than Teagan Madden. She was clutching her pillow to her front and her long hair was draped across his face.

      He’d mentioned the dividing line, hadn’t he? One or both of them were well over it.

      He couldn’t rightly see which one of them had broken his very carefully laid out rules, but he wasn’t about to cop to it himself. And since it was her hair currently impeding his vision, he wanted to say at least some of the blame rested on Teagan’s shoulders.

      He also couldn’t feel his left arm. Another point against her. He never caused his own arms to lose feeling when he slept alone.

      He blew a breath, hoping to remove most or all of Teagan’s auburn strands from his face. They barely fluttered, settling back down like a net. He shifted slightly, not enough to jostle her, but enough to slide out from behind the auburn curtain impeding his vision.

      Finally able to crack his eyes open, he spied the cause of his arm’s current predicament. Teagan’s head was pillowed on his bicep, effectively cutting off circulation to the lower part of the extremity.

      Sighing, he let his head rest back on his pillow and Teagan shifted, tossing her hair like a whip against his face once more.

      Next time, she was braiding her hair.

      Next time? He thought, bewildered by his own brain. There wouldn’t bloody well be a next time. This wasn’t… it wasn’t a thing.

      He tried to yank his arm from under her head, but found it was stuck fast. By what, he couldn’t tell because of the placement of Teagan’s head. And the rest of her, which was currently flush against his front, her warmth and her scent flooding over him suddenly and drawing attention to the fact that he was afflicted in other places, not just his left arm.

      This affliction, thankfully, couldn’t be attributed solely to her. It was a normal one. Especially considering the nature of the appendage currently afflicted.

      It was morning. This had happened every morning since he was thirteen. Usually, however, it never happened while snuggled against Teagan Madden. More specifically, against her backside. That wasn’t helping matters, now that he thought about it.

      He could only assume Teagan would feel a somewhat comparable degree of grogginess upon waking, but he knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t likely be as retrospective as he was. In fact, she’d likely kick one of her long legs back to afflict him in a very different way if he didn’t handle the extraction of himself from her side with great delicacy.

      The tablecloth approach would be the best method, he decided, taking a deep breath and whipping his arm from beneath her as smoothly as he could muster.

      Unfortunately, the thing that was keeping his arm from moving before was the fact that his and Teagan’s hands had become clasped during the night, fingers intertwined and tightly held. Therefore, his ‘tablecloth approach’ only succeeded in flipping Teagan around to face him, dragging her face against the floor and waking her suddenly nose to nose with him.

      “Jaxon?” she mumbled, reaching up to rub her forehead. “What did… why… oh God, why are we⁠—”

      He didn’t have any time to answer her litany of questions, however, because at that moment, a set of keys jingled in the front door and none other than Shea Madden pushed it open, her eyes going even wider as she swallowed back her surprise at seeing the two of them enveloped in what, by all outside accounts, could be seen as a passionate embrace.

      What Shea was doing with the spare set of keys he’d given Brad, Jaxon had no clue, but there were other more pressing matters to be attended to first. He was at least thankful it was Shea who’d discovered them and not Brad.

      Teagan’s mouth flew open, and he reached for her with his good arm, clapping his hand over her just in time to muffle her cry of surprise.

      They both must have looked petrified, because Shea’s evil grin disappeared and instead she called over her shoulder, “Brad, it’s weird. He’s not here. Maybe we should come back later?”

      “What? Bullshit, his car’s here. And also… one that looks suspiciously like Teagan’s… Jaxon’s new bird drives the same car as Teagan. Isn’t that funny?”

      “Shit…” Jaxon hissed, rolling over and looking around for his trousers. He found them in the corner, apparently having been kicked down there sometime during the night. He reached for them, dropping them on the floor again because his blasted arm was still asleep.

      So there he was, hopping around the living room in his boxers, trying to pull on his trousers with one hand.

      Shea was saying everything she could to keep Brad from concluding he was bound to come to.

      And Teagan was just sitting there on the floor, frozen to the spot, facing telling Brad the truth. In fact, the only thing that got Teagan to jump up off the floor was Brad’s silhouette in the doorway. He stopped dead when he saw Jaxon. He let out a sort of death rattle when he saw Teagan.

      This was it. The end of his and Brad’s friendship. They’d had a good run, hadn’t they? Fifteen years or so?

      “I thought you said he wasn’t here,” Brad muttered finally, directing his question to Shea, who looked between them with nothing but sympathy in her eyes. He brought his hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose. Jaxon couldn’t see his eyes for the dark sunglasses that covered them, but if he had to venture a guess, they were likely bloodshot and dry.

      “Trick of the light. The sun hit my eyes just so and I couldn’t see a damn thing. “You should get curtains in here, Jaxon,” Shea said, walking into the room and standing beside Teagan, who was practically shaking apart.

      “I didn’t know you were bringing Shea,” Jaxon replied. “Thought you were bringing Dave.”

      “He’s coming later,” Brad replied from behind his hand. “He was worse off than I was this morning.”

      Jaxon changed tactics. “Or, at least I thought you’d be coming later in the day than⁠—”

      His phone was somewhere not on his person, so Shea supplied the time. “Twelve forty-eight.”

      “Later than one in the afternoon,” he finished lamely.

      Ignoring Jaxon’s unhelpful rambling, Brad turned to his sister. The one trembling in the middle of Jaxon’s living room. Not Shea. “Teagan, what’s —” Brad began.

      “We’re seeing each other,” Teagan blurted, her eyes wide as she glanced over at Jaxon with something between a plea and a warning. More plea, though.

      Jaxon blinked rapidly, freezing where he was, one leg in his trousers, and the other not. What had she just said?

      Her eyebrows knit and she bit down on her bottom lip. Her eyes were wide and watery and, and he was thinking she had him wrapped around her finger the same as everyone else in her life because, for some idiotic reason, he was nodding.

      “Yes, we… we’ve been seeing each other, and we felt it wasn’t something we wanted to go public with. To our friends and family…” he stammered, his gaze ping-ponging between Teagan and Brad.

      “Yet,” Teagan finished for him. “We wanted to be certain it was real before we told anyone.”

      Jaxon started coughing, choking on what she’d just said because he’d had nothing real in his life, and Brad knew it.

      Brad was silent for a long moment, reaching up to yank off his sunglasses and step fully into the living room. He closed the door softly behind him and turned back to face them. There was a long, tense moment before, thankfully, he broke into a grin. “It’s a good thing I caught you, then, because you’d be waiting forever for something real with Jaxon, Teags.”

      Jaxon’s arm was finally at that painful pins and needles stage that meant he could move it, but with great difficulty, nonetheless, he pulled up his trousers and fastened them, something stinging more than the circulation returning to his arm.

      What Brad had said was the truth, but for whatever reason, it almost hurt his feelings. Or it would have if this scenario had any truth to it at all. But to Brad, it did, so it still hurt.

      “You’re not… angry?” Teagan asked, and Jaxon thought it was a great acting job, honestly. Mostly because she wasn’t completely acting. There was a very real chance Brad could have kicked his ass for fooling around with his sister.

      “Angry? Not at all. I’m surprised. Because I thought you two… You honestly hid it really well. I must commend you.”

      “Well, I mean—” Jaxon began.

      “Honestly, Teags. I thought you were running ‘round with that Eric fellow, and I have to say, I’m vastly relieved to discover you and Jaxon are running round instead. The McKinnons are a bad lot.”

      “I agree,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.

      “I would, however, like to talk to Jaxon sometime. No reason. Not about this. Just about something else. Alone.” Brad pressed his lips together in the worst semblance of a smile Jaxon had ever seen, and it gave him pause.

      Shea quickly reached out and grabbed Teagan’s arm. “Come on, let’s go grab breakfast.”

      “It’s well after midday, though…” Teagan objected, shooting a look of alarm back at Jaxon.

      It was touching. She was trying to keep him from either receiving an ass-kicking or from hearing Brad’s pound-of-flesh talk.

      He’d prefer the latter, and judging by Brad’s bloodshot eyes and dark under-eye circles, he wasn’t feeling up to kicking Jaxon’s ass yet. So this was likely just the pound-of-flesh talk he gave to all of his sisters’ boyfriends.

      “I could eat,” Jaxon replied, nodding slightly as Shea dragged Teagan from the room, leaving him there alone with Brad.

      He took a deep breath and gestured to the sofa. “Would you like to sit down?”

      “I would.” Brad sat down with a deep sigh that made Jaxon feel bad for springing this on him when he was obviously hungover. And then he snapped himself back to reality because this had been sprung on Jaxon as much as it had Brad. He’d have to have a talk with Teagan when he saw her again.

      He was surprised that he wasn’t angry His life was a little too humdrum anyway, wasn’t it? In fact, he hadn’t had a woman over in a few weeks, so this could be believable. And call him an old softie, but he knew Teagan would have to come clean at some point. It didn’t hurt him at all to help her out for the time being.

      Jaxon sat down on the opposite end of the sofa from Brad, waiting for him to speak.

      “I honestly never thought you and Teagan would ever…” Brad chuckled a little and shook his head. “I mean, I guess we all saw the chemistry, but we never thought you’d get your shit together and actually… well done.”

      “What?” Jaxon blinked, taken aback. “I, uh… well done?”

      “Yeah… I mean. I thought it would be after she graduated, but if the universe wants it now, I guess⁠—”

      “Wait, you saw this coming?” Jaxon asked, raising his eyebrows so high they damn near flew off his face. “Because she’s your sister, man.”

      “Yeah. And you had a crush on her when we were younger. High school for sure, and after that.”

      “I did not,” Jaxon snapped.

      “You don’t have to hide anymore. I might have been a little angry about it back then, but now, I’ve made my peace with it.”

      “Made your peace with it nothing. You’re going to punch me right here and we’re not going to talk about it anymore.”

      Brad laughed and clapped his hand on Jaxon’s back. “No, no. I won’t be doing that. Not unless you hurt her.” He gripped a little more tightly. “If you hurt her like Josh did, or that McKinnon guy would have, I’ll feed you the gravel in your driveway.” His voice took on a very serious tone when he was threatening someone’s life.

      Joshua’s name felt like someone hit him in the head with a cold bag of ice. Jaxon hadn’t thought about that little shit in a long time, and he didn’t want to ever again.

      “I’d never…” he shook his head rapidly. “Not like Josh, or Eric, or–”

      “Or any other elaborate way that’s true to a Lawson, either,” Brad added. “Just do well by her and that’s all.” He chuckled again. “Seriously, well done, Jaxon.”

      “Thanks,” Jaxon said, his voice sounding hollow in his own head as he leaned back on the sofa for a long moment.

      Brad kicked his foot, disrupting the blanket nest on the floor. “Can you move your sex blanket, please? You have company.”

      “It’s not—” he stopped in mid-sentence and sighed. “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll move it.”

      “Why aren’t you staying at Teagan’s?” Brad asked, as Jaxon began folding all the blankets and stacking them neatly in the corner.

      “At Teagan’s?” Jaxon repeated.

      “Yeah. She’s got the room. She’s not far from here. And she has heat. And running water.”

      “I…”

      “I don’t want to be the guy who tells you where to take your girl, but maybe swallow your pride and just stay at hers until this place is more inhabitable.”

      It wasn’t like he’d ever have to actually do this or anything. It was just for pretend. And he needed to get better at it if he didn’t want to give that away.

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right…”

      “I mean, unless she doesn’t want you living at her place. In that case, shut me up.”

      “Just tell me how,” Jaxon chuckled, and Brad abruptly changed the subject.

      “Say, did you borrow Dave’s car last night?”

      “Yeah, he was parking me in. I had to go meet Teagan. I could have just switched cars, but it was urgent.”

      “At eleven at night?”

      Jaxon glanced over at Brad, who mouthed ‘oh’ and pressed his lips together.

      That obviously wasn’t what he’d done, but he knew it would shut Brad up. Because no matter how this whole ‘I’m happy for you’ bullshit seemed, he still didn’t want to hear about Jaxon boning his sister.

      Jaxon didn’t even want to think about it, actually.

      Not that it wasn’t something he would think about. Or had thought about. Brad had been dead on with that all that former-crush nonsense. Emphasis on the former. As in high-school-former. He’d thought about it a lot back then. So much that he really hoped no one else knew about his past infatuation.

      He definitely wasn’t crushing on his… fuck, he didn’t even know what she was.
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      Friend, you idiot.

      Right, right. She’s a friend.

      A friend he wasn’t crushing on, and a friend he absolutely wasn’t fucking last night, but her brother thought he was, and that was what he had to pretend. Fine.

      “You didn’t do it in his car, did you?” Brad asked. “I mean… Dave still doesn’t know about any of this and–”

      “No, no, no… nope. No.” Jaxon shook his head. “Nope. Not… we were–” He stopped himself before he engaged in fake locker room banter with Brad about his sister. “We were not in Dave’s car.”

      He bit down on his bottom lip and stared straight ahead.

      “Not that I haven’t thought about it myself with one of my girlfriends or anything,” Brad said slowly. “But it’s you and Teagan, you know? And–”

      “Brad. Man. I get it. Stop talking now.”

      “Right,” Brad replied, hitting the ‘t’ extra hard.

      Shea and Teagan had only been gone about ten minutes, and already Jaxon wished they were back.

      Shit, what did he do when they got back? He had to act like a boyfriend, right? What would a boyfriend do when Teagan walked in? Kiss her? His mouth went dry as he silently panicked. Would he have to kiss Teagan?

      Most likely. Boyfriends and girlfriends kissed on occasion. And some of those occasions happened in front of other people. And Jaxon himself was a pretty handsy fellow when he brought his girls to meet his friends. But should he be handsy with Teagan in front of her brother? Probably not, right?

      Right?

      If he didn’t touch her or kiss her, he should probably at least look relieved to see her, though. Happy she’s back?

      God, this wasn’t even a real relationship and already he was putting more thought into it than he ever had before.

      Brad had pulled out his phone, swiping around on the screen, so Jaxon took the opportunity to give himself a mental shakedown.

      Calm down. Just go with whatever feels right in the moment. It’ll be fine. You’ve seen a woman before. You’ve been with one. This is fine. The role you were born to play.

      Not really. He was a shit boyfriend. But he could play-act as a good one.

      He pulled out his own phone and pretended to browse around YouTube for what felt like the longest ten minutes of his life.

      Finally, a car door slammed outside, and he breathed a bit easier. Why, he wasn’t sure. More anxiety was about to walk through that door with fast food and he still didn’t know how to greet her.

      He pocketed his phone and went to stand, the front door opening seconds later. Shea and Teagan entered with paper sacks full of what promised to be greasy hamburgers if the scent that had wafted in with them was any indication.

      Jaxon smiled at Teagan, who smiled back at him a bit belatedly. He crossed the floor to take the bags from her. “Hey,” he greeted her, leaning in to peck her cheek. It felt natural, taking the bags from her, a peck on the cheek.

      She leaned in automatically, but turned at the last second and caught his lips. He froze for a second, but it was long enough for her to tilt her head and slot her mouth completely over his. He had bags in each hand, so no way to back out without making it look like he was denying his girlfriend a kiss.

      And honestly, when he felt the tip of her tongue brush against his lips, he didn’t want to deny her anything.

      Fuck the food, fuck everything. He wanted more of this.

      Of fucking course, she was a great kisser. Why wouldn’t she be?

      Stirrings of something swirled in his belly. Something familiar and new all at once. Yes, he’d thought about this a lot when he was younger, but now that it was actually happening, it was better than he’d imagined.

      She finally pulled back when Shea coughed from what felt like about six inches from his head. He’d forgotten that she was standing there. Right there. The three of them were crowded in the doorway. He and Teagan were actually blocking her entrance.

      Teagan blushed crimson and pressed her lips together before muttering an apology. To whom he wasn’t sure, but Brad was the one who answered.

      “It’s fine,” his friend said. “Just let me get my food from Jaxon, and you can resume…”

      “God, I thought you guys were faking it or something,” Shea exclaimed, clearly flabbergasted, as she shook her head in astonishment. “But nope. It’s real. And it’s six inches from my face.”

      Jaxon’s brow knit. “Why would we be faking it?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. But could you move, maybe? I want to eat sometime. You can resume sucking face now.”

      “Shea…” Teagan groaned, her hand coming up to cover her eyes as Shea shirked past Jaxon, grabbing the bags and walking with Brad out to the kitchen, leaving them alone. Finally.

      Jaxon turned to Teagan, reaching over to tug her out onto the porch for a moment. He shut the door behind them. “What the hell was that?”

      “You were coming in for a kiss, I thought–”

      “On the cheek,” he said, sounding downright scandalized. “Just on the cheek! You were gone for twenty minutes. We didn’t need to make out in front of your brother, the God, and Shea!”

      “Oh calm down, it wasn’t that bad.”

      He lowered his voice substantially. “Your tongue. There was tongue.”

      “Geez, my bad. I didn’t know I would offend your sensibilities, good Sir,” she quipped.

      Opposite of offensive, actually.

      He sputtered. “It doesn’t offend me, I just… wasn’t going for that sort of⁠—”

      “I got it. Pure and chaste. I can totally do that. No worries.”

      Not sure I could.

      “Teagan,” he sighed, struggling for the right words and settling on some that didn’t exactly relay his feelings, but they worked nonetheless. “You didn’t even run this by me before you signed me up for this whole charade. Now, I don’t mind. I’m not… otherwise engaged at the moment, but just give me a little time. I can be your boyfriend. I just need to adjust.”

      “I promise you, kind Sir, your honor will remain intact at the end of this fake relationship!”

      A laugh threatened to bubble up, but he really needed to be firm here. “Hopefully, my virginity as well.” So much for that.

      She giggled. “I’m pretty sure I’m weeks too late for that, aren’t I?”

      He shot her a look. “Hey. Hey, watch it, Hot Lips.”

      “Hot Lips?” She waggled her eyebrows. “I thought that was a good kiss.”

      “Shut your mouth, you know it was.” he rolled his eyes and reached for the door. “Just keep those lips of yours to yourself for the rest of Brad and Shea’s visit. I think we’ve scarred them enough for one day.”

      “Next time, I’ll just grab your ass.”

      The slam of a car door startled both of them. Dave poured himself out of the driver’s seat, looking like death warmed over.

      The next thing that happened possibly could have knocked him out of his socks. If he were wearing any.

      He should have been expecting it. Teagan had warned him just seconds before, after all.

      Her hand cracked down on his right ass cheek and squeezed. He grunted and stumbled forward, his hands coming to rest on her waist while her other hand cupping his jaw so she could kiss him soundly on the lips.

      Jaxon leaned into the kiss, reaching around to pluck her hand from his ass and refraining from giving her lips a playful nibble because, fucking hell, she was groping him in front of Dave.

      “Oh, so that’s happening, is it?” Dave asked, sounding very tired indeed as he climbed the steps onto the porch and shouldered past them to the door. “Finally. Do you have coffee?”

      “Not made,” Jaxon called after him as he shut the door on them.

      Teagan’s mouth hung open in surprise. “Why is no one as surprised as they should be?” she asked, bewildered. “Not that I’m asking for a scene, but I don’t know… a little scene would have at least been understandable.”

      Jaxon wasn’t in the mood to explain his high school infatuation, so he shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess they’re just jaded by now. Or thankful I’m not–” He stopped talking, catching her gaze briefly before reaching for the door.

      “Joshua?” she asked, laughing a little even though it in no way fooled him into thinking she was alright talking about that asshole. “He was a ridiculous mistake. I can’t believe they’re still…” she trailed off and shook her head. “I guess I have no room to judge them. Considering I still make stupid mistakes.”

      “Teagan…” Jaxon reached out and grabbed her hand, squeezing. “Come now. It’s not stupid.”

      “Eric taking over my apartment and me calling you to do… whatever it is you did, and then lying to my brother about it all by claiming that you and I are dating? That’s not a horrendously awful, sad, pathetic mistake?”

      “When anyone lays out their faults in one sweeping statement like that, it’s going to be hard to argue against,” he began.

      She reached for the door and Jaxon tugged her back. She was biting down on both lips and trying to look anywhere except at him.

      “One day, I’m going to tell you every single thing I did because I wanted Eric to like me,” he said. “Truly, I’ll list them all. And you won’t feel bad about any of this. But today’s not the day I do that. Because I have two hungover lumps and Shea in there to help me with some repairs, so I’m going to take advantage of it.”

      “I can help too,” she offered.

      “Two hungover lumps, Shea, and someone to hold a flashlight, then.”

      She swatted his shoulder, grinning. “Hey. I’m more useful than that.”

      “Prove it. Put your money where your mouth is.”

      “Fine. I will. I owe you for last night, anyway.” She stepped closer and wrapped one arm around his shoulder. “Just hugging you. So don’t go trying to kiss my brains out.”

      He wound his arms around her and felt her sigh against him. “Don’t worry. I’m pretty sure you’re the thirsty one here, anyway.”

      A loud thwap sounded as she smacked his shoulder again.

      “Thirsty. And a bit handsy. It’s okay. I like it rough.”

      “Jaxon…”

      “Teagan?”

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      He hugged her tighter. “You’re welcome, love.”
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