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      Lone King

      

      Marius

      I love my life. I do as I want, when I want, and with whomever I want. It’s a good life.

      I’m the King brother who’s always single, but I’ll let you in on a secret. I’ve been with the same incredible woman for two years. She makes me happier than I ever thought possible. I’m crazy in love with her, like the kind of love I never thought actually existed in real life.

      So why doesn’t anyone know this? I like to keep things to myself. Anyway, my brothers would have a million questions they’d expect me to answer if they found out, so why would I tell them?

      It’s not certain how long I can keep things on the down low. The woman I love wants to tell the world, and I have a hard time denying her anything. Except this. So for now, she and I will be happy, and no one will know.

      That is, until our secret comes out.

      

      Duck

      Like the nickname he gave me? I didn’t for a long time, but it’s grown on me. Plus, he’s so cute when he calls me it.

      I’m the woman Marius King loves. Except nobody but he and I know that.

      I guess to some people that would be strange. I’m not sure we aren’t strange. How we got together wasn’t exactly a meet cute, but then again, neither of us is the meet cute kind. How we’ve been since that first day would likely be considered strange by some too.

      That’s okay. We don’t care. I love him and he loves me, so we’re good.

      That is, until everyone finds out our secret.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Marius

      

      They say save the best for last, so that must be what this is. I guess it’s my turn to have my story told. Not that it could ever be the whole story. With how close I play my cards to the vest, how could it?

      I learned at a very early age to let few people know what I’m actually doing. Most of my life, I’ve been the middle King. Two brothers before me and two brothers after me left me being the exact middle of the pack.

      So what did that mean? Well, Matthias was the oldest, so he got all the pressure. And Ronan was the youngest, so he had a much easier time compared to the rest of us. Theo was usually a dick. Surprised to finally hear someone say that? Yeah, it’s not nice to speak ill of the dead, but did you notice how he treated Ava all those years? Dude actually thought he could dip his wick anywhere he chose and she’d always be waiting for him. Serves him right that Matthias took her for himself. And he wasn’t the only brother Theo dicked over. As for Kellen, he’s always been the brother who prided himself on being out of control. I’m pretty sure that was an attention seeking ploy since he wasn’t cool with simply being the second to youngest King.

      Now that leaves only me out of the five of us to have his story told. Unlike my younger brother, I never wanted anyone to know what I was doing. Wild or not, it’s best to keep your business on the down low. The less people know, the better.

      That means that most people who know my family know next to nothing about me. They can point to my being a photographer or a great pool player. Some mention how they’ve seen my pics in major publications, which is always nice. But truth be told, they really have no idea who I am.

      And I love it that way.

      Now that it’s time for my story, there are a few things you need to remember or nothing you read after this will make sense. (Like that reference to the beginning of A Christmas Carol? No? Leave the references to the bears? Got it. Let’s move on.)

      First, I’ve never hated love. I seem to, especially to my brothers, but no, I do not and never have hated love. Who the hell hates love? Sounds like something a psychopath would say.

      What I hated was finding out the first woman I ever loved was a gold digger who only wanted me for my family’s money. Imagine someone dating me only for money when there are so many other great benefits. So fuck Maia. I heard she ended up marrying some insurance guy. Good. I hope for nothing more than for her to get what she deserves.

      Second, I prefer to keep my business to myself, and that includes hiding things from my brothers. None of them appreciate the kind of life I want to live, so why keep them in the loop? It’s enough for them to think I spend my time snapping pictures of beautiful women on beaches and then sleeping with them.

      Third, and this one is the most important thing to remember, I’ve been hiding something big from everyone in the world but the one person who means the most to me.

      So, are you ready? Buckle up because this is going to be a wild ride. Just remember those three things because they’re going to be important. No, there won’t be a quiz after. Don’t be a smartass.

      Without further ado, it’s time for this King brother to get his happily ever after. Let’s see how it goes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Marius

      

      I swipe my hand across the mirror to clear away the fog left over from the steam of the shower and take a good look at my face. It’s the same face I’ve seen all my life. Just a little older now. The question for me today is do I want to shave?

      After seeing Ronan with that scraggly ass beard, I thought I’d never want to stop shaving. Leave it to my baby brother to have a good looking woman shave him and he makes no move to have her. Then again, that King has only loved one woman in his entire life, and that’s Kate, so I guess it’s not surprising he didn’t want to get busy with Sabrina.

      Oh, little minx thought she had a golden ticket for the gravy train before I came along to ruin her plans. Like I told him, she would have switched her affections to me if she thought she had a chance, but alas, I wasn’t available either.

      Nobody knows that, though, so let’s keep that under our hats for a little while. Everyone can find out in due time about my private life. For now, I want to keep it to myself.

      I’d bet a hundred bucks it ran through Sabrina’s mind to try something with Matthias too, just like I told him. He naturally assumed I was crazy and had watched too much porn. Sure, I watch porn, and the nanny and single dad is a popular theme, assuming anyone gives a fuck what people do for a living in those movies. That doesn’t mean I was wrong about Sabrina.

      I reach for my razor and slide a new blade in before I look around for the shaving cream. Nothing seems to be where it should be in this bathroom. Then again, I haven’t lived here long, so maybe that’s the problem. I just closed on this penthouse a few months ago.

      With a face full of shaving cream and a fresh blade in my razor, I set about cleaning myself up. That’s what you do when the woman you adore is joining you for dinner.

      Ten minutes later, my beard is no more, so I head down to the kitchen to find my phone. I check but don’t have any messages, which means she’ll be here soon.

      I hear the elevator doors open and turn around to see her kicking off her three inch heels from work. Honestly, how does she wear those things? She claims they don’t hurt and she loves them, especially the red soles. Why women buy shoes because of the color of the soles will always be a mystery to me, but I do have to admit her legs look incredible in them.

      “You’re not dressed,” she says when she walks into the kitchen and stops in front of me, that beautiful mouth of hers turned down in a pout. “I thought we were having dinner.”

      “We are,” I say with a smile, happier now that she’s here with me. I take a step toward her and stare into those gorgeous green eyes looking up at me since she’s almost a foot shorter than I am when she’s not wearing her shoes. “How was your day, dear? Tough time at work?”

      As she slides her arms around my waist to pull me to her, she groans. “You have no idea. You standing here in nothing but a white towel low on your hips is the best part of my entire day, baby.”

      I’ve been with a lot of women, but none of them have ever made me want them more than this woman. It’s like she has some kind of hold on me.

      Not that I mind. I had no idea love could be something so great until this relationship. We’ve been together for two years, and I have to say they’ve been the best two years of my life. It’s like I never wanted another woman after the first night with her, and that’s saying something considering what my life was like before her.

      Leaning down, I kiss her beautiful mouth. “I’ll be ready in a couple. It’s not like it takes long. I’m a guy. We throw some clothes on and voila! Ready to roll.”

      Turning out of her hold, I look back and chuckle. “I promise I won’t take more than five minutes.”

      I hear her padding across the floor following me up to the bedroom, so I spin around and walk backwards. “Need something from me?” I joke.

      She levels her gaze on my face and stares directly into my eyes with such intensity I know the answer before she says a word. “You know what I need, Marius.”

      That I do.

      “Duck, I think that job of yours is too stressful. You should leave it,” I say as she steps into my embrace.

      Smiling, she shakes her head. “First of all, I want you to know I don’t hate that nickname anymore.”

      “It’s a great nickname, and even better, it’s wisdom that you can never go wrong with. When someone’s throwing punches around you, duck. Or as you should have that night, just a little duck.”

      She ignores my concise explanation as to why the nickname I gave her still works and continues. “And second, I can’t quit my job, Marius. What will I do then? Hang out here all day?”

      I slide my hands down her back to cup her beautiful ass. “I love that idea!”

      That gets me an eye roll. “You would.”

      “What’s so wrong about wanting to be with the woman I love more often?” I ask as I dip my head to nuzzle her neck.

      She runs her fingernails over the back of my head, making a shiver go down my spine as I pepper her collarbone with kisses. “You’d see me more often if you didn’t stay at your brother’s every night, you know.”

      I lift my head and gaze into her eyes as she gives me a look that says she knows she’s right. “Fair enough. You know I haven’t had much of a choice in the past couple months, don’t you?”

      Her gaze softens, and she nods her head. “I know. I just wanted to make sure you were seeing things clearly. Sometimes you don’t.”

      This woman challenges me more than anyone else ever has. And I love it. I’ll take a woman who speaks her mind any day over those meek and mild types.

      “I know, but I had to keep an eye on Ronan.”

      Trailing her fingertips down over my chest, she smiles and stands on her tiptoes to kiss me on the lips. “I think it’s great that you wanted to watch out for him, baby. Honestly. I’ve never given you a hard time about that, have I?”

      “No. In fact, that’s just one of the million reasons why I love you.”

      She looks up at me and smiles. “I understand why you feel so protective about him, Marius. I’m just saying you’d see me more if you were here every night.”

      “I still think you should quit your job. It stresses you out, Duck. Forget that. Life is too short to be stressed out. Quit that job and we’ll travel the world. What do you say?”

      Her eyebrows shoot up into her forehead. “So you’re going to be sleeping in your own bed here from now on?”

      “Soon. I’m still concerned about Ronan, but as soon as I know he’s okay, absolutely.”

      She slides her hand down over my stomach and cups my hard cock through the towel. “Then soon is when I might quit my job.”

      I know she’s right. Ronan is a grown man, so he probably doesn’t need me worrying about him. It’s just that after finding him bleeding out on his bathroom floor that terrible spring night, I can’t help looking out for him.

      “This is why I love you, Duck. You’re not like other women. You don’t yell when you’re angry.”

      She shakes her head at my compliment. “Marius, women yell because they’re frustrated. Nine times out of ten, if a woman is yelling, she’s tried to get her husband or boyfriend to hear what she’s saying too many times to count. Maybe if you men listened to us you wouldn’t hear so much yelling.”

      “Well, whatever the reason is that you don’t yell, I like it.”

      “I don’t yell because of my father. Nobody ever yelled at him. He’s commanded respect all his life. I decided when I was just a little girl that I wanted to be like him, so I watched and learned. He never gets flustered. He says what’s on his mind and goes about his life. If someone has a problem with him, he listens, but if he doesn’t think he’s wrong, he stands firm. However, if he’s wrong, he doesn’t wait to apologize. That’s why people respect him.”

      I’ve always gotten the feeling my Duck is a daddy’s girl. She’s the only daughter with four brothers, and every time she’s mentioned her father, it’s in almost adoring terms like right now. Let’s hope when we finally let the world know about us that he doesn’t hate me because we’ve been hiding our relationship.

      Walking away, she heads for the steps. “You coming, or am I doing this alone again tonight?” she asks with a wicked grin.

      The thought of her masturbating while I’m not here to give herself what she needs makes me even more excited, and I quickly move to catch up to her. “No need to go it alone tonight since I’m here and ready to roll.”

      Reaching back, she takes my hand in hers. “Good. I prefer the real thing. Silicone isn’t my groove.”

      As we climb the stairs to the second floor, I say, “Did I ever happen to mention how sexy I think it is that you’re so open about everything?”

      She glances back and me and laughs. “One of these days, you’re going to have to tell me about the women you were going out with before me because they sound like a bunch of puritans.”

      I never thought I was spending time with uptight women, but compared to Duck, I guess they were pretty puritanical. Maybe that’s why I’m not with them anymore.

      “Well, forget them. All I want to think about is you and me and how many times I’m going to make you come before dinner.”

      When she hits the top of the stairs, she turns around to face me, and I see she’s unbuttoned her dress. I do love a woman who’s ready for fun.

      “By the way, if I knew we were going to get busy before going to the restaurant, I would have worn a different bra and underwear. You’re catching me unmatched,” she says with a smile.

      I stop one step below her and slide my hands over her ribs. Does she really think I care that her bra is black but her underwear are pink?

      “Duck, you do know men don’t care about matching bras and underwear, right? We’re pretty base creatures, so all we care about is what’s underneath.”

      She moans when I unhook her bra and slip my hands under it to cup her breasts. Her skin is petal soft but hot, like she’s burning up.

      “Do you have a fever, Duck?” I ask as I step up to press a kiss on her forehead. “Feels cool up here, though.”

      “You know how I am, Marius,” she says before walking away toward the bedroom.

      I do know how she is, but I worry about her too. She works too many hours, and I’m pretty sure wearing three inch heels five days a week isn’t good for her either. I’d love if she’d quit that job and spend her time traveling the world with me. Now that Ronan is doing better, I can return to being the nomad I’ve always been, just with my Duck at my side.

      “You’re definitely hot,” I tease, and she turns around as she walks into the bedroom.

      “Thank you. You’re pretty hot yourself,” she says and then strips out of her dress, tossing it onto the floor near the closet.

      She climbs onto the bed and crooks her finger, beckoning me to her. Still wearing my towel, I stop just before I reach her and toss it aside.

      With a smile, she looks down my body. Licking her lips, she says, “Do you know what I love most about you right now?”

      I palm my cock and give it a few strokes. “This?”

      Duck bites her bottom lip. “No, although I do love that. No, what I love more is how playful you let me be. Nowhere else in this world do I get to be like I am with you.”

      I climb onto the bed and crawl up next to her. “I want you to be exactly who you want to be all the time. I love you, Duck, and whatever makes you happy makes me happy.”

      “How did I get so lucky to be with a man like you?” she asks as she pulls me down to kiss her.

      Snaking my tongue into her mouth, I tease her for a few seconds before answering, “Well, there I was in Vegas at a pool tournament just enjoying life and you walked into it. The rest they say is history.”

      “You forgot about my getting punched in the eye, the reason for my nickname,” she says while she slides her hands down my back, her fingernails raking over my skin and sending strings of need through my body.

      I nuzzle just below her ear and whisper, “I didn’t forget. I just thought I’d go with the non-violent version of our getting together.”

      Her bra and panties need to go, so I strip them off her body quickly and toss them onto the floor. Naked and ready for me, she opens her legs, and I settle in between them.

      “So I thought I’d like to be on top tonight,” she says with a wicked smile.

      I kiss her and roll the two of us over so I’m on my back and she’s between my legs. “Your wish is my command, my lady.”

      She runs her hands up from my hips to my neck, her mouth following as she peppers kisses along the way. When she looks up, she smiles and says, “I love that you are okay with me riding you. Some guys are uncomfortable with that.”

      The very idea of any man not wanting a woman to ride his cock until she comes is fucking baffling. Who are these men? I can’t fathom why any guy would say no to that.

      “Now it’s my turn to ask about the people you used to date before me because any guy who would tell you no to being on top is a fucking moron.”

      Duck lifts herself off me and sets her legs on each side of my body. Slowly, she lowers herself until that beautiful pussy of hers is barely an inch away from my cock.

      “I didn’t say I dated the best guys. I thought all men loved women riding them, but come to find out, that’s not the case.”

      “Well, I swear I’ll never say no to you being on top, Duck,” I say as I set my hands on her hips. “I have no problem with a woman being in control. At least sometimes.”

      Leaning down, she kisses me long and deep, and all I can think about is how much I want to be balls deep inside her right now. Thankfully, she’s thinking the same thing.

      I look down my body and watch as she slowly takes every inch of me. It’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen in my life and feels ten times better than it looks.

      “Jesus, you feel incredible.”

      She rolls her hips and giggles as my eyes roll back into my head. “I love seeing you like this. You’re so sensual. It’s very sexy.”

      With a smile, I slide my hands up her body and cup her beautiful breasts. “I could say the same about you.”

      Her eyelids flutter closed as I play with her, teasing for a few seconds before I push myself up to take one of her dark pink nipples into my mouth. I know how she loves it when I do this. It never fails to get her going.

      “Mmmm…God, Marius. I’m not going to last long with you nibbling on me like that. You know what it does to me.”

      I lift my hips off the bed and drive into her hard. She’s so fucking wet right now, and I swear I’m not going to last very long either with how she feels around my cock.

      “That’s why I do it. You want to come, don’t you?” I ask as she begins riding me in earnest, her long black hair swinging around her.

      “Yeah, but I’d like to last a little longer than a few seconds.”

      “Not to worry. We have all night.”

      She moans and then asks, “What about dinner?”

      I slide my right hand up her body and encircle her neck as she rides me faster and faster. Her eyes get big when I tighten my grip ever so slightly, and I can feel her cunt contract around me.

      “Fuck dinner.”

      Smiling big, she rolls her hips and whimpers. I can feel her pulse race against my fingertips. “I thought that’s what you were doing with me.”

      “Actually, I think this is technically considered you fucking me,” I joke.

      She stops moving as if she’s thinking about my claim and shrugs. “I guess so. I better get to work then. You ready to come, baby?”

      The truth is I was ready the second she stepped out of the damn elevator, but I know how much my Duck loves the foreplay. It’s just another one of the million reasons I love her.

      I watch in rapt attention as she rides me like I’m some bucking bronco, her body undulating as she takes every inch of me into her and then raises herself up so I’m barely inside her. It’s maddening and sensual and about to drive me out of my fucking mind, but it’s the best feeling in the whole goddamned world.

      Like she thought, she doesn’t last long, and before I know it, she’s collapsing onto my chest while her entire body quakes from her orgasm. “Jesus, Marius…I needed that.”

      As always, I know what she needs, and I happily give it to her.

      “You didn’t come,” she whispers, and I can practically hear the pout in her voice.

      “Not yet. Time for part two. On your knees,” I command as I ease her off me.

      She does just as I say, and I position myself behind her. Grabbing hold of her hips once again, I lean forward and plant kisses up the length of her spine until I reach the back of her head. I tighten my fist around her hair and hear her moan. Jesus, I love that sound.

      “Marius, you’re being a tease,” she whines.

      In her ear, I say, “Does my Duck want something? All you have to do is tell me.”

      Pushing back against me, she says in a soft voice, “You know what I want.”

      I do, so I lean back and thrust my hips forward, filling her completely. Duck grabs the sheets and holds onto them tightly as I begin to fuck her. With each time I drive my cock into her perfect cunt, she moans and whimpers, making my need to come even greater.

      As much as I want this to last all night, I can’t keep myself from coming before long. With one last plunge inside her, I still as my cock pulses and I come hard.

      The two of us finally collapse onto the bed in a sweaty mess of afterglow. As I try to regain my ability to think straight, she flips her hair back so I can see her face and smiles.

      “I’m thinking we should order in tonight. You in?” Duck asks.

      I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her to me before softly kissing the tip of her nose. “Whatever you want. I’d be fine with bringing up some crackers and something to drink and staying in bed all night.”

      She rests her head on my chest, and with every breath, I feel warmth dance across my skin. “Good.”

      We lie there in silence, and all I can think is I don’t want to imagine a time when she isn’t mine. In the eyes of the rest of the world, I’m a manwhore who couldn’t care less about love. The reality is very different, though.

      I’d be lost without this woman. Someday, everyone will know about us and how crazy I am about her. Until then, though, it’s just the two of us.

      Which is fine by me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Eden

      

      After making a bag of microwave popcorn, I settle in to watch one of my favorite series. I’ve cleared the entire day for this marathon. After a hard week at work, I deserve to relax.

      Naturally, not halfway through the first episode, my phone rings. I glance down and see it’s Ava. If it were nearly anyone else on the planet, I’d let it go to voicemail, but not for my best friend.

      “What are you doing?” Ava asks when I answer the call, and I mute the TV.

      “I’m watching something. Nothing big.”

      There's silence on her end of the phone, and then finally Ava asks, “Are you watching Air Disasters again?”

      The judgment in her tone comes through loud and clear.

      “Yes. Is that a crime?” I wish I didn’t sound so defensive.

      She chuckles and says, “No, but I don't think it's normal, especially for someone who's afraid to fly.”

      “I'm not afraid to fly,” I say defiantly, knowing the truth is I loathe flying. “Anyway, I don't watch this show to look at what’s flying or what's not flying for that matter.”

      Ava chuckles again and says, “I know why you watch this show, and I'm not going to lie. I think it's strange. Is this an episode with him in it?”

      “Of course.” Not that I don’t watch episodes he’s not in but not usually.

      “Well, should I let you get back to it?”

      “Don't worry. The DVR is taking care of it.”

      “Do you DVR every single episode of Air Disasters?”

      She asks that like it would be bizarre if I did. “No, just the ones with him in it.”

      “You don't even know his name, Eden. What's the point of this?”

      The frustration in my friend’s voice is palpable. I don’t understand why this bothers her, though. So I like to watch a show about airplane crashes? Who is that hurting?

      “Why does there have to be a point to it? I like looking at him, so I watch the show. It's not a big deal. And I certainly don’t need to know his name.”

      “I think it might be a big deal. It's sort of weird.”

      “It's not weird. You just think it is because you have your dream man, and he's always right next to you, and he's crazy about you, and he does everything you want, and he thinks you're the best person he's ever met. Well, I don't have that in my life. Let me have fantasizing about the guy from Air Disasters, okay?”

      I don’t usually resort to the you-have-everything-so-just-let-me-be defense for anything Ava thinks is strange, but I’ll use it for this occasion. It’s not a lie. She does have the perfect life with Matthias and those two little boys.

      Ava falls silent for a few moments before she quietly says, “I know. I… I… I didn't mean to say that it was weird. I'm sorry. I want you to have everything I have. I want you to have the man of your dreams. I want it all for you. Is it possible this guy is the man of your dreams?”

      I throw my head back and laugh as I catch a glimpse of him on my TV. “I don't think so, Ava. He's more fantasy material.”

      “Okay, well, I'm sure he's hot, right?”

      For a few moments, I study the man on the screen.  “In an official, civil servant wearing a government uniform way, I guess. I'm not sure. All I know is he works for me. That's it.”

      “All right. Well, I guess if he works for you, that's great. I'm not going to give up trying to set you up with guys, though, because I want you to not have to watch shows about planes crashing to see a hot man.”

      “Aww, that’s nice and I appreciate that, but it's okay. I'm happy with my life.”

      That’s another little white lie. So what? I know Ava, and if I told her the truth, she’d want to have a whole discussion about it filled with sadness and pity for me. Those are the last things I need.

      No, it’s better for Ava to think I’m the friend she’s always known. Single and perpetually- looking Eden.

      “Okay, then I guess I’ll get down to why I called. We’re having a little get-together next weekend. You’ll come, right?”

      When I don’t immediately answer, she tries to sweeten the offer. “You know, Marius will be there. He told me the other day he’s sticking around for a while. I think he wants to keep an eye on Ronan. Whatever his reason is, it’s nice to have him around. He’s always such a good time when he comes to stay.”

      “Is he staying at the estate?”

      “He is.”

      Always curious about that King brother, I ask, “Why doesn’t he get his own place instead of constantly crashing with you guys? He has the money, so it isn’t like he can’t afford it.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never asked. Maybe he likes coming back to the house where he grew up? I’m not sure, but I love having him around to spend time with his nephews, and I know Matthias likes having him around.”

      I catch a glimpse of the man I like on this show and watch him for a few seconds before saying, “Well, I guess if nobody minds, it’s not like you don’t have room.”

      “You know…”

      Ava stops talking for a moment or two, but I can almost hear the wheels turning in her head. Ever since I mentioned being interested in Marius King almost seven years ago, she’s tried to get us together.

      “What if we make the party like a sleepover? I know we’re all too old for that, but you could stay here at the house after the party. That way you can drink whatever you want and not have to worry about driving.”

      I love my best friend. I really do. She’s one of the kindest, sweetest people in the world. I don’t think Ava could hurt a fly, even if she tried.

      But this suggestion of hers screams desperation.

      “So what are you saying? That maybe I’ll get drunk and he’ll get drunk, and we’ll end up together?”

      She doesn’t answer my very pointed question and instead makes that noise that sounds like a hum that she always does when she doesn’t know what to say. Finally, though, she quietly answers, “It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, would it? I just think you two would be perfect together, Eden.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, I thought you liked him. Also, we’re best friends, and he and Matthias are brothers. It sounds perfect to me.”

      Of course, it does. Ava would love nothing more than for the two of us to be sisters-in-law. I love her for that.

      “I’ll tell you what. I’ll be at the party, and if by chance Marius and I have a good time talking and getting to know one another, then I’ll call the night a success.”

      “How much more do you have to know about him? You two have talked a bunch of times. Every time you’re here you talk.”

      The guy I’m watching this show for appears, so I check him out for a few seconds before saying, “And all I’ve found out about him through those conversations is he’s a bust ass who’s also a manwhore. You seem to think there’s more to him than that, but I don’t get to see that guy at your parties.”

      Ava sounds utterly crestfallen when she says, “I just thought it would be nice. I hope you’ll still come to the party. You don’t have to stay the night. It can just be like a regular party we have.”

      “Not to worry. I’ll be there with bells on, honey.”

      And just like that, she’s back to being happy. “Oh, great! Don’t worry. It’s going to be so much fun! I’ve got that new woman helping, so the boys will be safe and taken care of while we’re having a good time.”

      Her mention of the new nanny makes me cringe. I had a feeling my cousin wouldn’t be a good fit, but Ava was so desperate and Sabrina jumped at the chance since she said she loved kids. I really did hope it would work.

      “I’m sorry about what happened with my cousin, Ava. I didn’t think she was that flighty to leave after only a couple weeks.”

      “It’s okay. I liked Sabrina, but Lynn is good too. She’s working out great. You don’t have to worry. I don’t hold anything against you for how things turned out. Sabrina found something else that worked better for her. It’s all good.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want you or Matthias to be mad at me.”

      “I’m positive. Seriously, don’t worry. I was really thankful for the help she gave me, and to be honest, I think she may have helped Ronan even more, so that’s a good thing.”

      Ava may be my best friend, but she’s also terribly naïve. I know my cousin left the job as the kids’ nanny because Ronan got back together with his high school girlfriend. I never told Ava, but I had a feeling she might try to snag one of the brothers. Since Ronan and Marius were the only free ones available, it wasn’t a surprise she chose the youngest King.

      Marius King is simply a handful to deal with. For my cousin, that would mean far too much work.

      “I’m glad he’s doing better. Ronan has always been such a nice guy.”

      “Oh, he’s doing great! To be honest, I really think we have Sabrina to thank for getting the ball rolling with him. Sure, Kate is the one who made him see there’s a whole world out there waiting for him, but it was Sabrina who helped him out in the beginning when she got here. So you don’t have to worry. I hold no grudge against her.”

      I chuckle at the thought of Ava holding a grudge against anyone. It’s not in her DNA. Anyway, since she got the man of her dreams, she’s had a hard time being angry at anyone for very long.

      A perfect life with a sexy man who gives you everything your heart desires has a way of making everything else in life seem much less important.

      “Thanks. I told my aunt you would probably be cool with what happened, but she was worried. Let’s just say she wasn’t surprised Sabrina flaked. I guess parents know their own kids.”

      Ava doesn’t respond to my comment, so I turn my attention back to the TV. It’s a new episode now, and from what I can see, my favorite guy isn’t in this one.

      “Hey, it’s time for the boys to eat breakfast. Will I see you before the party next weekend?”

      “Assuming work doesn’t grind me into dust, I could probably do something one night this week or next. Any chance you can be free? We can grab a drink or go for coffee.”

      “Oh, I’d like that! Now that I have Lynn, I’m sure I can. Just let me know when. I think I hear Matty crying, so I better fly. Text me when you’re free.”

      She rushes off before I can say goodbye, but that’s okay. Now I can get back to enjoying my weekend binge of my favorite show.
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      Marius

      

      The noises of the house wake me up, and when I open my eyes, I’m treated to the sun streaming through the window. Throwing my arm over my head, I try to block it out, but it’s too late. My nephews and the sun have conspired against my sleeping in this morning.

      I reluctantly roll over toward the blinding light and grab my cell phone off the nightstand. 8:30.

      “Fuck,” I groan as I turn onto my back to read any messages that may have come in since I fell asleep five hours ago.

      I scroll through the texts from friends and my assistant Sam, not caring about any of them until I get to the one from Duck. “What time are you coming today? I have to go out for a few hours, but I don’t want to miss you.”

      With a smile, I notice her insistence on being grammatically correct in her texts. She’s the only person I’ve ever met who uses commas in her messages. I mentioned it once, and she thought I was making fun of her.

      I wasn’t. In fact, I never make fun of her. She’s the only person on Earth who gets to say that. Well, her, Eleanor, and Ava, but they’re different. Everyone else is fair game.

      Even without being fully awake, I text her back, knowing she’s probably not out of bed yet since she doesn’t have work on Sundays. “I’ll be home by late afternoon. See you then. Love M”

      And to think there are those even in my own family who believe I hate love.

      Scrubbing the last of the far too few hours of sleep I got from my face, I swing my legs out of bed and begin walking toward my bedroom door. I stop a few feet before I reach it and look down my body.

      Morning wood and no fucking clothes on. I wouldn’t have to ever again stop myself from busting ass with Eleanor or Ava if I showed up downstairs in the kitchen like this. They’d probably both drop dead from shock.

      I turn around and head over to my dresser to grab a pair of black shorts and an old navy blue and red Penn t-shirt from back when I was dating that girl who went to school there. Might as well stop in the bathroom too before I go downstairs.

      As I head toward the door again, I grab my phone and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror, quickly adjusting my hard-on. The last thing any of the women in this house need to see is my hard dick before nine o’clock on a Sunday morning.

      I walk down the stairs as I listen to two babies who sound particularly loud this morning laugh and scream gibberish. Theo has finally started to say a few words, but Matty is a long way off from talking since he’s only a couple months old. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t enjoy joining his older brother in making as much noise as they can on days like today. Hopefully, Ava and that new nanny take them out to the pool to burn off some of their energy.

      By the time I reach the first floor, they and Ava are singing that bus song I’m going to be hating by this time next week if they keep belting it out day in and day out. Since it’s her house and not mine anymore, I plaster a friendly expression onto my face just before I walk into the kitchen so nobody can see how much I never want to hear that song again.

      “Good morning, Marius!” she says in that sweet yet so awake way of hers.

      I look at the table and see Ava, Theo, Matty, and my brother, and when I look across the room, I see Eleanor poke her head out from behind the refrigerator door. No Ronan, though. I wonder if he didn’t come home last night.

      Seems the reunion tour with Kate is still in full swing.

      “Morning all,” I say in what sounds like more of a grunt. “Is there coffee? Please tell me you’ve got some because if not, I’m going to die.”

      Matthias laughs and points at the counter where the coffee pot holds the nectar of the gods. “You look like you didn’t get much sleep. Why are you awake so early?”

      As I pour myself a cup, I answer, “I had to know what happened to the wheels on that bus. I hear they go round and round, but I’m wondering if they ever just drive the bus off toward the horizon or maybe they come off altogether.”

      The room falls silent, and when I look over at my brother and sister-in-law, they’re giving me strange looks. I sit down next to little Theo and take a sip of black coffee before shrugging.

      “What? Don’t keep me in suspense. What happens to the bus?”

      “We didn’t mean to wake you up,” Ava says sheepishly.

      She shouldn’t do that. This is her house now. I’m just being a pain in the ass relative who’s likely overstayed his welcome.

      I shake my head and sigh. “No, that was wrong of me. I’m sorry. Too little sleep made me forget I don’t get to call the shots here. But no kidding, I do want to know how that song ends. Does the bus come back? Drive off a cliff?”

      Neither Matthias nor Ava answers, so I turn to my nephew and grab one of his Cheerios off his high chair table. “What about you, buddy? Can you hook me up with some info on that bus I keep hearing about?”

      He stares at me like he thinks I’m insane, his dark brown eyes like his father’s and mine searching for the answer to some child’s question he can’t ask yet. No, I’m not insane, Theo. Just tired and a smartass. You’ll understand when you get older.

      “So, next Saturday night, we’re having a party. Nothing big. Just us, Ronan and Kate, Kellen and Salem, and a few other people. You’ll be there, won’t you?” Ava asks.

      I nod, happy to join in the fun like always. “With bells on. Should I assume I’ll be the only single person there as usual?”

      “No. Eden will be there, and since she broke up with that guy she was with in the spring, she’ll be single too. Nice coincidence, don’t you think?”

      Smiling, I bite my tongue, but the words come out anyway. “Not really a coincidence since you’ve been telling me she likes me for over five years.”

      My sister-in-law shakes her head but smiles. “She hasn’t been single that whole time, Marius, but now she is. So what do you say?”

      I take another sip of coffee and turn my head to look at my brother. “Is she asking me if this is going to be the party where I make a move on Eden?”

      He doesn’t answer and simply stands up from the table to leave, kissing Theo before he begins walking toward the hallway. “I think I have a meeting scheduled.”

      Eleanor laughs over near the sink, and Ava rolls her eyes. “That’s not what I was asking, Marius. Now look what you’ve done. You’ve chased your brother away to his office, and on a Sunday, no less.”

      Matty makes a gurgling noise while Theo throws some Cheerios at me, almost as if he understands I’m the bad guy at this table right now. Matthias stops behind Ava’s chair and leans down to kiss her before kissing Matty on top of his head.

      “What do you say to taking Theo into your office this morning, honey? He can hang out in his baby walker.”

      Matthias shrugs and walks back to pick up Theo from the high chair. “Seems your mother thinks you should be put to work, little man. Time to go make a living with your father.”

      I can’t help but smile at how easygoing my older brother is now that he has Ava and kids. It’s like all those years of being miserable disappeared when they came into his life. That’s good for him, though. He’s got enough problems to deal with at King Industries. I’m happy he has a family he loves to come home to.

      He walks out with Theo in his arms, leaving Ava holding Matty, Eleanor cleaning up something over on the countertop, and me. I can tell by Ava’s expression that she isn’t finished with the conversation about the party and Eden. I’m just not sure I’m awake enough for it.

      “So you’ll come?” she asks.

      “As always. Maybe I should bring a date. That way I’ll fit in more,” I say, joking.

      Her blue eyes get big, and she seems frustrated when she says, “The first time Eden’s single and you want to bring a date? Just tell me you don’t like her. That would be simpler.”

      I want to joke that bringing a woman to her party would actually be much simpler than telling her I might not be interested in her friend, but I don’t. The truth is I’m not disinterested in Eden. I just don’t like my family being in my personal business, especially my romantic business.

      “Just trying to fit in. Okay, single Marius will be there with bells on.”

      Like a gift from the heavens, Ronan walks in through the kitchen door, thankfully taking the attention off me. “Hey, everyone! I thought I’d come by to visit.”

      Ava stands up with Matty still in her arms and gives Ronan a hug. “It’s so good to see you! Come, sit down, and tell us what you’re doing up so early on a Sunday.”

      He sits next to me, so I say, “Seriously, dude. You’re with the woman of your dreams, and you’re not in bed with her on a weekend morning?”

      Ronan twists his expression into a grimace for me but then smiles at Ava. “I couldn’t sleep, to be honest. Kate’s father and I were talking about a prosthetic hand last night, and I swear I didn’t get any shut eye all night. All I could think about was the possibility that I might get my hand back.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful!” Ava coos. “I’m so happy for you, Ronan.”

      I nudge him with my elbow and smile. “Sounds like a reason to celebrate.”

      “Ooh, it does! That’s perfect. We’re having a party here next Saturday, and we really want you and Kate to come. Can you?”

      My youngest brother nods. “Sure! I’ll have to ask Kate if she has anything planned, but I don’t think she does. It’s the weekend before Labor Day, so she’ll be working all that week.”

      “Then she’s going to need a party to blow off some steam,” I say, practically shuddering at the thought of teaching a room full of third graders.

      “Right?” he says, laughing. “She found out she has twenty students. Twenty eight-year-olds, five days a week. She’s going to be great at it, but damn, I don’t know how anyone does that.”

      When Ronan gets up to ask Eleanor if there’s any breakfast left over, I lean in toward Ava and jokingly ask, “Why does my little brother get a hug when he walks in, but I get nothing?”

      “I said good morning. Doesn’t that count?” she answers with a smile.

      “Hmmm…I see how it goes now.”

      Covering Matty’s ears, she levels her gaze on my face and lowers her voice. “If you must know, I find hugging men who have raging hard-ons a little awkward when they aren’t my husband.”

      Sometimes Ava surprises me. Now’s one of those times.

      Ronan hears what she says and laughs loudly as he sits down with a plate of scrambled eggs. “Don’t ask questions if you don’t want the answers, dude.”

      I guess so.

      “In my defense, if I stayed away from people every time I had a hard-on, I’d be a hermit living in the wilderness somewhere.”

      Ava glares at me from across the table and points at the baby on her lap. “Marius! Little ears!”

      I could tell her he’s going to have hard-ons all his life, but I don’t. Instead, I apologize, like the good brother-in-law and uncle that I am.

      “Sorry.” Looking at Matty, who at the moment seems very interested in his own toes, I say, “Sorry, little man. You’ll know what I meant in a few years, but it’s cool. Just come to your Uncle Marius if you have any questions.”

      Next to me, Ronan nearly spits out his eggs. “Come to you? For what? All you’re going to tell him is⁠—”

      Before he can get the rest of his sentence out, Ava quickly stands up with Matty. “Okay, no more talk about my son’s winkie. This is the stuff of parents’ nightmares.”

      She hurries out of the room, followed by Eleanor, leaving just Ronan and me at the table. When I know they’re all far enough away that they can’t hear me, I look over at him and say one word.

      “Winkie?”

      The two of us burst into laughter. “Give her a break, Marius. I bet hearing about your kid’s penis is jarring, at the very least.”

      “Sure, but winkie? Anyway, I should be thanking you. Ava was telling me about this party they’re having and was more than happy to let me know that her friend is single again.”

      He doesn’t say anything for a long moment as he stuffs a forkful of eggs into his mouth, but after he finishes chewing, he stands up and heads over to the refrigerator to get a glass of orange juice. When he returns to the table, he shakes his head like I said something wrong.

      “What?”

      “Just get it over with already. Sleep with the woman so she can hate you with the heat of a thousand suns like every other girlfriend you’ve ever had. Then Ava will never mention it again.”

      “What makes you think every woman I’ve ever slept with hates me?”

      I’m tempted to tell him I’ve been with someone for two years and she definitely doesn’t hate me, but that would mean I’d have to deal with the million or so questions all my family members would have. Since I’m never in the mood to answer them, I keep my mouth shut.

      Ronan finishes his eggs and sits back against his chair. “You’re always single. I never hear you say anything about any of your exes, which means they all hate you and you hate them.”

      I open my mouth to defend myself but stop before I say a word. If the choice is either letting my family think I’m a complete tool when it comes to women or having them know about my relationship, then tool it is.

      “Well, you never know, Ronan. Maybe now that you’re heading for the altar, maybe it’s my turn.”

      He stands up, taking his plate, fork, and juice glass to the sink and not saying a single word about the idea that I could possibly find love and be happy. I wait for him to come back to the table, but he walks out of the kitchen, leaving me sitting alone.

      Looks like I’ve been very convincing with my claims of not being interested in love all these years.

      I feel like finding him and telling him that just because a woman doesn’t hold my balls in her purse doesn’t mean I’m against love. I just don’t want the kind of love he thinks is great. I need something a bit more.

      On my way up to my room, I overhear Matthias and Ava talking in his office. When she mentions me, my ears perk up.

      “Matthias, I’m thinking since Marius doesn’t want anything to do with Eden that maybe you could invite someone from work to join us at the party? You have to know someone nice at King Industries who may like Eden, don’t you?”

      My brother doesn’t answer for a few seconds but then says, “There’s Rob. He’s the head of our IT department. Nice guy. Good department head. I’ve had some productive meetings with him, and at the Christmas party we shared some laughs. Remember him? Light brown hair, just under six foot, thin. Any chance she might like a nerdy IT guy?”

      An IT guy? Is my brother kidding? He probably wears a pocket protector and is always pushing his thick, black, birth control glasses up the bridge of his nose.

      I wait for Ava to nix that idea since she has to know Eden won’t like a geeky IT guy, but to my shock, she thinks it’s a fabulous suggestion. “Okay, yeah! I remember him. He was quiet but nice. Not exactly her type, but maybe it’s time for her to expand her horizons. Now I just need to decide if I’m going to mention it to her or just have him come to the party and maybe they’ll organically get together.”

      Ronan walks up behind me as I spy on Matthias and Ava and taps me on the shoulder. “Hearing anything good?”

      I nearly jump out of my skin and push him back away from me. “What the fuck? You scared me half to death.”

      Of course, that gets my other brother’s attention and Ava’s, so they walk out to join us in the hallway. “What are you two doing out here?” Matthias asks, likely already knowing the answer to that question.

      Ronan answers, leaving me standing there wishing I was anywhere but here right now. “I was upstairs, and I saw Marius lurking outside your office door when I came down to leave.”

      All three turn to look at me like they’re expecting me to explain myself. Sorry, but they’re going to be disappointed. I have no plans to do anything like that.

      When I don’t say a word, Ava says, “Since you probably heard me ask Matthias if he’d invite someone from work for Eden, I can ask you a similar question. Would you like me to ask another of my single friends to come so you aren’t the only single person at the party? I don’t want you to feel left out.”

      Ronan elbows me hard in the side and laughs. “You better have her do it. You don’t have her friend Eden to adore you anymore now that Ava’s trying to set her up with someone from King Industries.”

      God, I really need to spend more time at my own place.

      “I’m as I’ve always been. A very happy bachelor,” I say proudly.

      Before any of them can comment, my phone vibrates in my shorts, so I fish it out and look at it with a smile as the first words of a message appear. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a dirty text to read.”

      I escape to my room to read the rest of Duck’s message, happy to know my private life is still very much a secret.
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