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PROLOGUE


Parker watched as Ryker’s truck rolled to a stop in front of the building. Sage emerged from the entry, scurrying across the sidewalk barefoot before climbing into the passenger seat. The truck pulled away from the curb, lost to sight in moments down the avenue.


He’d heard the door close when she’d gone, leaving him alone in his bed without so much as a word of farewell.


Not that he could blame her.


She’d nearly died tonight. Had been moments away. Viktor hadn’t cared if he killed her or not. He’d put a fucking plastic bag over her head and slowly suffocated her.


Parker’s hands balled into fists just remembering how she’d looked when he’d pulled her out of that car. Deathly pale, her mouth bleeding from where Viktor had hit her, mascara smeared by the tears soaking her cheeks …


Sage deserved better. Far better. But Parker needed her in his life … in his job. No matter how tempting it was to want to slip into a more personal relationship with her, he knew he couldn’t. Relationships never lasted, and just when you thought you’d found the forever kind of love—it would end. And when it was over … she’d be gone. Permanently.


Better to let her go with Ryker, a man who’d wanted a wife and kids—a family—for as long as Parker had known him, which had been a helluva long time. Ryker had fascinated Parker when they were young. So unlike the wealthy, cookie-cutter kids that had gone to the private school, the poor kid from the south side of town had been a welcome breath of fresh air.


Nearly two decades had passed since they’d first met, but some things never changed. Maybe it had been because he’d been raised by a single mom, but Ryker had talked of nothing else but wanting to fall in love and get married. Especially when they’d been deployed and the future sometimes looked grim. Why he wasn’t married already, Parker had no idea.


Unless he still wasn’t over Natalie.


Natalie. The woman who’d torn the two of them apart. Obviously, Ryker still blamed Parker for her suicide, his anger and loathing as fresh now as the day they’d found out she’d driven her car into the river.


Maybe he’d marry Sage.


That thought was like a kick in the gut.


Unable to stand the bedroom anymore and unwilling to climb beneath sheets still warm from Sage’s body, Parker walked into the living room. A faint glow from a dim light under the kitchen cabinets filtered in through the space, providing enough illumination for him to pour a healthy shot of scotch.


Memories assailed him as he stood in the silent apartment, staring blindly out the window. Memories of Sage and the day they’d first met.


“How many applicants do we have?” he asked the HR rep in charge of helping him find a new secretary.


She set half a dozen files on his desk. “These were the ones I thought were the most qualified.”


He glanced through the stack, flipping one open at random, then frowned. “An art history degree qualifies someone to be a secretary?”


“Executive Administrative Assistant,” she corrected him. “And that’s the least qualified candidate, but she had a solid 3.8 GPA and her application was very well done. I thought an interview couldn’t hurt. I can cancel it, if you’d rather. She’s scheduled last so—”


“No, it’s fine,” Parker interrupted, tossing aside the files. “Just send them in when they get here.” Surely one of them would work out. And could start immediately. He was drowning under the pile of work and the incessant phone calls.


“Yes, sir.” She left the office, but Parker barely noticed, already plowing through his inbox, currently cluttered with over two hundred unread e-mails.


The first applicant was Joanne, a no-nonsense woman who’d spent the last twenty years as assistant to some Wall Street hedge fund manager. He’d retired and she’d moved to Chicago to be closer to her grandchildren. Parker was bored before she’d even gotten to the name of the third one.


The second applicant chewed gum. In an interview. Nope.


The third wore a blouse two sizes too small and a skirt so short he had to look away when she crossed her legs or it would go all Basic Instinct on him. She had a predatory look in her eye and Parker would swear she eyed his crotch when he stood to shake her hand.


The fourth and fifth were both bland possibilities, neither one standing out as particularly ambitious or enthusiastic. Parker wouldn’t want to stereotype—that would be politically incorrect—but if he did, he’d say they both seemed like women biding their time in a temporary job until they married and quit to pop out babies.


By the time the last one—the art history major—was due, Parker’d had about enough. This interview shit was putting him even further behind. Accounting had just delivered a stack of billables he was supposed to check, he had a meeting in less than thirty minutes that he hadn’t had enough time to prepare for, and he was starving because he’d had to work through lunch. Irritated didn’t begin to describe his current mood.


A tentative knock sounded on the glass door and he didn’t even glance up as he called out a “Come in.” He heard the door open as he shifted a stack of folders. That Carlson file had to be around here somewhere …


“Just have a seat,” he said. “I’ll be with you in a mo—” Glancing up, his words abruptly cut off.


The woman who’d entered his office was drop-dead gorgeous. Not pretty. No, way more than that—curvy and sexy, with legs up to there, and thick chestnut hair down to there. Her body looked like it had been made for sex, lovingly encased in a peach dress that hugged every delicious curve. The neckline was demure, scooped and only hinting at what lay beneath. The hemline teased, hitting right above her knees. The skin of her legs was so perfect, Parker couldn’t tell if she was wearing nylons or not. But then he caught sight of her shoes, bronze sandals that wrapped around her ankle on top of a three-inch heel.


And her toes were painted the exact shade of her dress.


“Hi, I’m Sage Reese.”


The voice was throaty and smooth like twenty-year-old scotch, and made Parker jerk his gaze up to her face. She was smiling, a warm, open smile that showed perfect white teeth. Her eyes were the same shade of mahogany as her hair, framed in lush, dark lashes.


She was holding her hand out expectantly and Parker jumped to his feet, thrusting his hand toward her and knocking over the entire stack of Accounting files in the process.


Shit.


“Oh no!” she exclaimed. “That was totally my fault.” She dropped down and started picking up the scattered files, treating Parker to first a view down her cleavage, then one of the fabric of her dress stretched tight across her hips and ass as she bobbed up and down.


“Don’t worry about it,” he said hurriedly. “Just leave it.” This time he grabbed her wrist when she placed a file back on his desk. Her bones felt fragile beneath soft skin and he quickly let go. He gestured to one of the two chairs in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”


Her smile wasn’t quite as wide now, but she sat down. Parker fished through the disaster on his desk, looking for her file while the silence grew long and awkward. He felt incompetent and unprepared, her appearance throwing him off, which was ridiculous. It wasn’t as though he’d never been with a beautiful woman before.


The phrase been with provoked all the wrong kind of images for a work setting and he cleared his throat, banishing those thoughts as he finally laid hands on her file and flipped it open.


“Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself, Sage?” he asked, trying to recover what was left of a first impression. She probably thought he was a disorganized, unprofessional klutz.


“Um, sure. Well, I graduated magna cum laude from the University of Chicago with a degree in art history. I interned at the Art Institute of Chicago—”


“And why didn’t they hire you?” he interrupted, glancing up from the pages.


Her cheeks flushed. “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think there was an open position.”


He’d embarrassed her, and he could have kicked himself for the tactless question. It wasn’t like they would’ve told her a reason for not hiring her even if they’d had a job available.


“Do you have any experience with investment banking?” he asked, hurrying to change the subject. Her eyes were focused on him, deep and fathomless, and he had to look away. He flipped through her application and résumé, barely seeing the words.


“Um, no.”


“Any experience with the stock market? Hedge funds? Economics? Finance?” She shook her head after each one, her cheeks growing redder with each word. “Ever been a secreta—administrative assistant—before?”


“No.” Her voice was quiet, and even the small smile she’d had earlier was nowhere in sight now.


Parker felt like a schmuck now, but what the hell was he supposed to do? It was an interview, not a date.


“Are you from Chicago?” he asked, wanting to hear something from her other than a No.


“Lake Forest,” she replied, naming one of the wealthiest suburbs of Chicago.


“Sisters? Brothers?” Boyfriend? Husband? He knew he couldn’t ask the last two, but wished he could. He hadn’t spied a ring earlier, but nowadays, that didn’t necessarily mean anything.


“Only child.”


Daddy’s little princess. He could see it on her as clearly as if she’d had it bedazzled on the dress she wore. Which begged the question, why was she interviewing for a job like this when surely she could live with her parents until something in her field opened up?


“I know what you’re thinking,” she said.


He doubted it.


“You’re thinking why would I apply for a job I have absolutely no qualifications for,” she continued.


Okay, maybe she did know what he was thinking.


Tossing the file onto the desk, Parker sat back in his chair and waited.


“I’m smart,” she said. “I’m a hard worker, and a quick learner.”


“You have zero business experience at all,” Parker said bluntly.


“I had a minor in business,” she said, somewhat defensive.


A minor. Practically nothing more than a few economics classes about how to balance a checkbook. But he didn’t say that.


“Can you at least type?”


“Yes, I can type,” she said, sounding affronted.


“You’re an art history major,” he said flatly. “It was a valid question.”


The corners of her lips lifted slightly in an almost smile. It entranced him. Then he found he was staring at her mouth and jerked his gaze away.


She swallowed, her next words seeming to take an effort to get out. “I need this job. I have bills to pay. Please, Mr. Anderson. Give me a chance. I won’t disappoint you.”


Considering her background, it was odd that she’d need a job quite that badly. Had her parents fallen on hard times? Maybe they’d disowned her? He felt a pang of sympathy at the thought—uncharacteristic for him—and he frowned, which was the wrong thing to do because her face immediately fell as she misinterpreted his response.


She shot to her feet. “I’m sorry for wasting your time,” she blurted. “I’ll just go.” She looked near tears, which was the proverbial final straw. He mentally cursed his weakness for tears on a pretty girl.


“Wait,” he called, halting her on her way out the door. She turned back. “This job won’t be easy and you’ll probably be working more than forty hours a week,” he cautioned, wondering if he was out of his mind. Not only was she inexperienced, he didn’t know if he could trust himself around her. And he refused to be the cliché boss screwing his secretary.


Administrative Assistant.


Fuck.


“I can do that,” she said, hope lighting up in her eyes.


“If you don’t cut it, then you’ll be let go,” he warned.


“I understand.”


Coming out from behind his desk, Parker approached her, noting the subtle scent of her perfume as he drew closer. Holding out his hand, he said, “When can you start?”


Her smile was blinding as she placed her hand in his, and Parker knew he’d made a huge mistake the minute their skin touched. He’d just consigned himself to God only knew how much torture. If he hadn’t hired her, he could’ve asked her out, taken her to dinner … then to bed. All of which was utterly out of the question now.


“Thank you so much, sir,” she enthused. “I won’t let you down. I promise.”


Parker’s expression was grim, he knew, so he mustered a faint smile. “See you tomorrow morning, Sage. Seven-thirty.”


“Absolutely.” She’d nodded, still smiling, then turned and left. Her scent had lingered in the air of his office. He’d scrubbed a hand over his face in frustrated resignation. He’d made his bed. Now he had to lie in it. If he had any luck at all, she’d hate the job and quit.


But she hadn’t hated the job. She’d taken to being his assistant like she’d been born to it, their communication clicking immediately into place. Somehow, she’d understood him, the job, and what he needed almost without trying. In a frighteningly short amount of time, she’d become indispensable to him.


And he’d liked her. Besides being so attracted to her it made concentrating difficult sometimes when she was in his office—like when she was crawling around on the floor in her skirt and bare feet, emptying box after box of documents—he enjoyed her personality. Funny, a bit quirky, almost always lighthearted and positive, she was his own personal breath of fresh air in the stale business environment that sometimes felt suffocating.


In the end he was glad he’d hired her, even though it ruled out anything physical between them, because it meant their relationship could continue. Because if he hadn’t hired her and had dated her instead, he had no doubt it would have been short-lived. He didn’t do relationships. Not even with Sage. Especially not with Sage.


Watching her date other men had been hard, and if someone were to ask him if he’d deliberately sabotaged those short-lived relationships, he’d deny it. But deep down, he knew that jealousy had played a factor in how often he called her when he knew she was out with another man. Was it fair to either of them? No. Yet he hadn’t been able to stop himself.


And now she’d chosen to go from his bed to Ryker’s. Jealousy was too pale of a word to describe how that made him feel, but if the last couple of weeks had shown him anything, it was that he needed to let it go. He’d flat-out turned her down, which had been the hardest thing he’d ever done. To know, definitively and not just as a guess, that Sage wanted him had been a heady thing. The feel of her in his arms, the press of her lips against his … the sight of her naked in that bathtub, her soap-slickened hands touching her breasts, her stomach—


Parker tossed back the rest of the scotch in one swallow, forcing the images from his mind. He had to stop obsessing, and stop sabotaging her. It wasn’t fair to Sage, and it was just his own fucking bad luck that he had to figure this out now, when she was with Ryker, than before when she’d been dating what’s-his-name. The guy she’d said had been bad in bed.


His lips twisted at that. She’d been so adorably embarrassed when she’d blurted that out he’d had a hard time not laughing outright, until he’d realized that she’d only know that because she’d slept with him. Then the green monster had dug into his gut and he’d been viciously glad to have interrupted her date the night before.


But not anymore. Enough. It was done. Parker would exercise self-control and ignore the jealousy, because otherwise he’d never let Sage find someone, and she deserved to be happy.


Even if it was with Ryker, the closest friend he’d ever had, who now hated him beyond all reason.




CHAPTER ONE


Four Months Later


It’s amazing how sleeping with a hot guy with rock-hard abs provides motivation to get one’s ass to the gym.


At least that’s what I kept telling myself as I sweated my way through twenty minutes on the elliptical. I watched the closed-captioning scroll across the mounted television tuned in to the news, increasingly resentful of the female anchor with perfectly toned and tanned legs on display.


Finally, the timer beeped and I turned off the machine, stepping back to the floor with legs that felt like rubber. Megan bebopped up to me, her ponytail bouncing with each step.


“I always feel so energized after I work out,” she said, grinning.


I stared daggers at her. “I hate you so much right now,” I panted, still trying to catch my breath. Megan was petite and tiny with a personality I adored … usually. We’d worked together at KLP Capital for almost two years now.


“C’mon, Sage, you know you’ll feel better after a shower.” She grabbed my elbow and dragged me with her to the locker room. “Then we’ll have lunch. I know this great new sushi place just around the corner.”


The prospect of food made me perk up a little and I glowered slightly less. By the time I’d cleaned up, blown my hair dry, and added some makeup, I was congratulating myself on how healthy and diligent I was to get up early on a Saturday to go work out. Which lasted precisely as long as it took to walk to the sushi place and see the donut shop next door.


“So how’s Armed and Delicious?” Megan asked, biting into a powdered donut.


I answered around a mouthful of strawberry jelly. “Ryker’s fine,” I said. “He had to work late. Was still asleep when I left. So … I guess we’re kinda … living together now?” I meant it as a statement but it came out as a question.


Megan’s chewing ground to a halt. “Kinda?” she asked, mouth full. She swallowed. “How do you kinda live with someone?”


“Well, I gave him a key, because his hours are so weird,” I explained. “And now he just comes by when he gets off—whenever that is—and stays. He gets up when I leave for work and has a cup of coffee with me, goes home and sleeps, then the process kind of repeats. So is that living together?”


“Does he have clothes and toiletries at your apartment?” she asked.


I thought about it. “A toothbrush and a few changes of clothes,” I admitted. “Sometimes he showers there, so yeah, there’s some of his stuff.”


“Congratulations,” she said. “Your boyfriend is living with you and you didn’t even know it.”


I rolled my eyes at her dry sarcasm, taking a sip of my coffee. It was chilly and rainy today—autumn was rolling in—and the coffee was like a soothing blanket.


“So is this a good development or bad?” she asked, peering in the bag for another donut.


“Good, I think,” I said. “It just snuck up on me, that’s all.”


“It sounds like things are progressing,” she said. “You’re sleeping with him, it’s a given that you’re together as much as possible, and now you’re ‘kind of’ living together.” She used quote-y fingers for kind of. “Isn’t that what you want?”


Parker’s face drifted through my mind. I shoved it away. “Yeah,” I said. “It just seems a bit … fast, that’s all. We’ve only been seeing each other for a little over four months. Do you think that’s fast?”


She shrugged. “I think that’s up to you and Ryker.”


“It feels right, I guess. It wasn’t like we had a conversation about it. Like last night, he didn’t get there until almost three in the morning.”


I didn’t mention how I hadn’t thought he was going to come over, not when he’d called and said he had to work late. But then I’d woken to the feel of his body against my back and his arm slung over my waist.


“What’re you doing here?” I’d murmured, reaching behind me to push my fingers into his hair.


He’d nuzzled my neck, his lips pressed to the tender spot beneath my jaw. “Couldn’t stand not seeing you,” he’d whispered in my ear.


Ryker was a hard-as-nails homicide detective for the Chicago PD. To say he wasn’t the type to “share his feelings” was an understatement. So when he said that, my eyes had flown open in surprise.


“Really?” I asked, turning in his arms. Our relationship was still new and we’d both shied away from any big declarations.


“Really.”


He’d made short work of the pajamas I’d worn to bed, his hands skating down my hips to my thighs as he moved above me. His lips met mine and I slipped his dog tags around to his back from where they’d rested against me.


I was lost in the memories of what had happened next when I heard my name.


“Hey, Sage. Snap out of it.”


I glanced over at Megan, sheepish, but she was grinning.


“You’re hopelessly whipped,” she said, rolling her eyes at me.


“I’m not whipped,” I protested. “I’m just … heavily in like.”


“So we’re not mentioning the other L-word?” she said, raising an eyebrow.


“It’s only been four months.”


“Which is longer than any other relationship you’ve had in the past two years,” she said. “I’m surprised Parker’s allowed it.”


My smile faded at the mention of my boss, Parker Anderson. I knew Megan was kidding … sort of. My work had intruded on my personal time ever since I’d begun my job almost two years ago as Executive Administrative Assistant to Parker Anderson, Director of Investment Analytics at KLP Capital, which was the investment bank in Chicago.


Four months ago, that changed. Whereas I used to get calls at all hours—and I did literally mean all hours—from Parker for various work things, now he rarely called in the evening, and never on the weekends. I should be glad for the space he’d given me. And I was.


Sort of.


“It’s not up to Parker to allow anything,” I said. “It’s my life.”


“And you’re sleeping with his arch-nemesis,” she reminded me.


“So they had a falling-out. It was forever ago.” I shrugged, popping the rest of the donut into my mouth.


“It was over a woman and they still hate each other,” she said. “It’s not like they’re let-bygones-be-bygones kind of guys.”


That much was true. Parker and Ryker actively despised each other, which was kind of sad, considering how they’d been best friends all through childhood, even going as far as to join the Marines together. A woman named Natalie changed all that. They both fell in love with her, and now she was dead.


“I thought you were all about me not letting Parker and my job take over my life,” I reminded Megan. “You should be glad he’s backed off, not giving me trouble about it.”


“I am glad he’s been a lot less of a jerk to you than usual,” she amended, primly blotting her lips with a napkin. “I was just kind of wondering if you are.”


I didn’t have a response to that, and still didn’t even after she’d dropped me back at my apartment. Parker and I had always had a good working relationship—professional and intuitive. I’d liked and admired him from nearly the first time we’d met and he’d given me the job, despite my woeful lack of experience. I’d worked hard for him and the job was a good one. I hadn’t complained at the hours or how often he began contacting me when I wasn’t technically on the clock.


And if part of the reason for that was that I’d fallen in love with him, well, no one had to know that but me.


As an only child to wealthy parents who were still in love even after thirty years of marriage, it was good to feel needed. Because that’s how Parker made me feel. Indispensable. Even if he didn’t look at me the same way I looked at him.


When I’d finally realized that Parker didn’t reciprocate my feelings and never would, I’d decided I wasn’t going to let an infatuation with my boss hold me back from pursuing a relationship with Ryker. Ryker was a good man who wanted me, desired me, and made my pulse climb whenever he was near.


As though the thought had conjured him, Ryker poked his head out of my kitchen when I pushed open my apartment door. He’d obviously just showered, since his dark hair was still wet and he wore only a pair of jeans. The dog tags he never took off dangled from his neck as he headed for me.


“You were gone when I woke up,” he said, brushing a kiss to my lips.


“I promised Megan we’d work out this morning,” I said. His hands had settled firmly on my hips, pulling me against him. “She’d have killed me if I bailed on her.”


“What do you want to do today?” he asked.


“You don’t have to work?”


“Nope. I’m all yours.”


A whole Saturday just to spend together without either of us having to work was an unexpected pleasure. He’d been working so much lately, we hadn’t had time to just be together.


“I just need to run home and take care of McClane first,” he said.


I grimaced at the mention of Ryker’s huge police dog. The canine had flunked out of his training and Ryker had adopted him. I wasn’t a dog person, so of course McClane adored me.


Ryker’s phone buzzed and as he checked the text message, I began cleaning up the kitchen. Neither of us were amazing chefs, but between Ryker and me, we managed to cook a few nights a week.


“Hey, that’s a buddy of mine,” he said, coming up behind me. “Texting me, asking if we want to join him on his boat on the lake today.”


“What kind of boat?” I asked.


He raised an eyebrow. “Does it matter? It’s a beautiful and sunny September day, and winter will be here all too soon.”


“I like winter,” I protested, loading dishes into the dishwasher.


“You’re crazy,” he said. “Snow and ice, colds and flu. Winter sucks.”


“Christmas and fireplaces, sweaters and a white winter wonderland. It all depends on how you look at it, Mr. Cynical.”


Coming from behind me, he slid his arms around my waist and nuzzled my neck. “Maybe if I have you to cuddle with in front of a fire, I won’t mind the cold as much.”


“Maybe not,” I agreed. Things were going well with Ryker. Too well. It was almost scary if I dwelled on it. So I didn’t.


“Go change and don’t forget your suit,” he said, pushing me toward the bedroom.


I supposed there were worse ways to spend a Saturday than lounging on a boat on Lake Michigan with my boyfriend.


I slipped my bikini on and wore my shorts and a T-shirt over it, layering on a light button-down shirt in case it got chilly this evening. I grabbed my sun bag with my hat and sunscreen, slipped on a pair of sandals, and was ready to go.


As expected, McClane was exceptionally enthusiastic to see me when we arrived at Ryker’s house, and I grimaced as he tried to lick any part of me he could reach.


“McClane! Sit!”


The dog obeyed Ryker’s command—eventually—his tail thumping the ground and his tongue lolling as he gazed up at me in adoration.


“If you’d just say hello to him, he’d leave you alone,” Ryker said, heading past me into the hallway that led to his bedroom.


“That is so not true,” I muttered.


“I heard that,” Ryker called out. I shot a glare down the hall.


Gingerly, I patted McClane’s head a couple of times. “Hi, McClane. Now stop trying to lick me.” As I’d feared, petting him only encouraged his enthusiasm. I squealed in dismay as he jumped up, placing his paws on my shoulders. A big warm puff of dog breath blew right in my face and I nearly gagged.


“McClane, get off her,” Ryker said, walking past again and snapping his fingers. The dog reluctantly sat back down on the floor, his ears drooping. The dejection on his face almost made me feel bad for him. Almost. I heard the sound of dog food rattling in the kitchen and so did McClane. His ears perked up and he was off like a shot.


I waited, not daring to get within McClane’s line of sight again, and Ryker came back from the kitchen. He’d changed into a white tank, a worn pair of jeans, and as I’d done, he’d thrown on an unbuttoned short-sleeved shirt over the top. His dog tags glinted in the sunlight as he climbed on his motorcycle and slid on mirrored shades.


Yum.


“Let’s go, babe.”


No need to tell me twice.


I put on the helmet I so disliked and climbed behind him on the back of the bike—a mode of transportation I was gradually becoming accustomed to, but doubted I’d ever feel safe doing—and wrapped my arms around his chest to hold on. It was hot today, already pushing the mid-eighties, and I could feel sweat trickling down my back.


Thirty minutes later, we were pulling in to a lot and parking. My legs felt numb from riding the bike and my knees were rubbery. The sudden quiet after the engine had been roaring in my ears was a welcome relief.


“So who’s the buddy?” I asked, following Ryker as he took my hand and began walking down the pier. I could smell the water now and there was a hard breeze blowing, easing the heat a bit.


“His name’s Troy and I served with him,” Ryker said, alluding to when he’d been in the Marines. “He’s a mechanic now, only works on the high-end luxury vehicles. Does pretty well, I think.” He stopped and pointed. “That’s his boat there.”


Shading my eyes since not even my dark sunglasses were doing the trick in the blazing sunshine, I looked where he was pointing. It was a beautiful cabin cruiser yacht, large enough for several people, and spotless. Yes, it looked like Troy did pretty well, indeed.


“C’mon,” he said, tugging my hand.


There were three women and two men already on board, along with two kids running around.


“Hey, Dean!” One of the women approached us. She was wearing a one-piece suit with a pair of cutoff shorts, and was obviously several months pregnant. She gave Ryker a hug. “Good to see you.”


“Good to see you, too, Sammy,” he said. “How you been feeling?”


“I’m doing well, thanks,” she said, resting a hand on her stomach. She glanced expectantly at me.


“This is my girlfriend, Sage,” Ryker said.


“Nice to meet you,” I said as I shook hands with Sammy. She was a cute girl, probably about mid-twenties like me.


“Same here,” she said with a friendly smile.


“Where’s Cody?” Ryker asked.


“He’s still at work. He should be here soon.”


“Hey, Dean! About time you got here.”


One of the men had approached. He was a big guy with massive biceps and a bald head gleaming in the sun. His sunglasses hid his eyes from me, but his white teeth flashed in a grin. “Looks like you been busy.”


“Tyrone, my man, this is my girl Sage.”


“’Bout time you brought a lady ’round here,” Tyrone said. Rather than take the hand I held out, he wrapped an arm around me and squeezed. “You need to make an honest man outta him, Sage.”


I grinned back, liking Tyrone immediately. “Thanks for the advice.”


“Tyrone, leave the girl alone.”


I turned to see who I assumed was Tyrone’s wife. She slapped his arm playfully and he let me go, then introduced herself as Anisha.


The last couple on the boat were the boat owners—Amy and Troy—who also were the parents of the twins, Robin and Ricky. They were just as nice as the other friends of Ryker’s that I’d met. Cody showed up pretty quickly after that and it was obvious he was smitten with his pregnant wife, solicitously making sure she was comfortable and had everything she might need within easy reach.


And only as I watched Ryker help Troy unmoor the boat did it occur to me that all of Ryker’s friends were married, several already with children. Could it be I’d actually found that elusive creature … a man who wanted to settle down? We hadn’t talked marriage and family, as I was a faithful adherent to the rule to never be the first to bring that up. Too many commitment-phobic men ran scared at the mere mention of the M-word.


The women were nice and easy to chat with as Troy steered us out onto Lake Michigan. Ryker reappeared with two beers, handing me one.


“Mooching off your friends?” I teased. I took a sip of the beer and tried not to grimace. It wasn’t my favorite drink, but I could choke one down if I had to.


He shot me a look. “You should see how much of my beer they drink when they come over to watch the Bears.”


I laughed and his lips lifted in a lopsided smile that made my breath catch. He’d taken off his tank and I got a real good look at Ryker’s sweat-dampened chest.


“Let’s see the suit,” he said, nodding toward my T-shirt. I’d gone shopping at the end-of-season sales and picked up a bikini I’d teased him about, but not let him see.


“Okay, but it’s fragile and for display only,” I warned him. “Don’t get me wet.”


Ryker’s grin widened and I blushed at my unintentional innuendo. He leaned closer. “No promises, babe.” His raspy voice in my ear sent a shiver down my spine.


I crossed my arms over my chest and tugged the T-shirt over my head. My apprehension over how the barely there beige crochet tie bikini looked was immediately set at ease when Ryker eased his sunglasses down to peer over them. His eyes drank me in and I didn’t hesitate to shuck the shorts, too.


Handing him my bottle of sunscreen, I asked, “Put some lotion on my back?”


“I’d rather put it on your front,” he teased.


“I’m sure you would.”


The guys all gathered together once the boat was out a ways and the women likewise were stretched out side by side on the deck.


“So where did you and Dean meet?” Amy asked me, adding water to Robin’s tippy cup.


I hesitated, wondering how this was going to go over. “He knows my boss,” I said. “I guess they used to be friends.”


“Who’s your boss?”


“Parker Anderson.”


Amy glanced over at me, her eyebrows raised. “Seriously?”


I nodded. “Yeah.”


“Talk about a small world.”


Anisha had glanced over, too, from where she was stretched on the deck. “You work for Parker? What’s that like?”


I bristled since it was obvious that neither of them liked Parker. “It’s great, actually,” I said. “He’s a good boss. I love my job.”


My defensiveness must’ve shown because Sammy jumped in to defuse the sudden tension.


“That’s great,” she said. “Not everyone likes their boss and their job, right, Amy?”


Amy’s smile was forced. “Right.”


But Anisha wasn’t as easily placated. “You know the history between Parker and Dean, don’t you? What that asshole Parker did to him?”


“I know that it was in the past and it’s none of my business,” I said, getting to my feet. “If you’ll excuse me.”


Grabbing another crappy beer from the cooler, I popped the top and went in search of Ryker. He was in the middle of a conversation about a ’68 Mustang he was thinking of buying and restoring, so I just settled in next to him. Glancing down at me, he smiled and draped an arm over my shoulders.


I listened to them talk for a while, deciding about two-thirds of the way through my beer that hey, it wasn’t so bad after all. When I finished that one, I went and opened another.


Amy stepped up behind me as I was taking a swig. “Hey,” she said with a smile. “I just wanted to apologize. Anisha was out of line. We’re just all very … protective of Dean. That’s all.”


“I like him, too,” I said. “Or else I wouldn’t be here.”


“We were just surprised. We haven’t heard Parker’s name in a really long time.”


“So what happened?” I asked. “Why do you all hate him so much?”


“You really don’t know?” she asked, scrutinizing me.


I shrugged. “I’ve heard bits and pieces from both of them, and of course their sides of the story are vastly different. It’d be nice to hear from an outside party what happened.”


The wind had torn her hair from its braid and she took it down, tying it back in a ponytail as she talked.


“Well, it all started when they came back from deployment,” she said. “Troy and I were high school sweethearts and have been friends with Dean since forever. He and Troy lived by each other in that shitty trailer park. Parker was never really one of us, never really fit in, but Dean liked him, so we accepted him.


“Parker and Dean were inseparable,” she continued. “I don’t know what had happened to bring them together—neither of them would ever say—but they had each other’s backs all through high school and into the service. I didn’t think anything could ever come between them. Until they met Natalie.”


Natalie. The woman they’d both fallen in love with, the woman who’d committed suicide because of it.


“Tell me about her,” I said.


Amy shrugged, her face blank. “She was a little thing. Pretty. Delicate, kind of, I guess. Men like that sort of thing, or at least Dean and Parker did.”


“That’s all?” I asked when she stopped talking.


“It’s unkind to speak ill of the dead.”


That was unexpected. I’d assumed, given how Ryker and Parker had referred to Natalie, that she’d been sweet and nice. Maybe I’d assumed wrong. “You didn’t like her?” I prodded.


Amy hesitated, turning her gaze out to stare at the water. “I think … Natalie was someone who was hard to know. And I think infatuation can make people overlook things that should be obvious. And both Parker and Dean were very infatuated with Natalie.


“Dean loved her, but she’d slept with Parker. It was hard for him to reconcile her betrayal with his love for her.” She shrugged. “That’s probably why he took it out on Parker. He couldn’t bear to lose Natalie, so all his anger was directed at his supposed best friend.” Her voice was bitter. “Then Natalie killed herself, and he’s blamed himself ever since.”


She took a deep breath and faced me again. “But like you said, it’s all in the past.”


“And yet, none of you have forgiven Parker,” I persisted.


“He broke Dean’s trust,” she said. “That’s not something easily forgiven.”


Our eyes met in mutual understanding and I gave her a nod. Regardless of how I felt about the situation, Ryker and his friends believed Parker had betrayed him.


“So you didn’t really say how you met,” she said. “How long have you guys been dating?”


“A little over four months,” I replied. “Ryker was working on a case that involved Parker. We met and he asked me out. Well, he didn’t really ask,” I amended. “More like told me I was going to dinner with him.”


Amy laughed. “That sounds like Dean. He’s never had a confidence problem when it comes to women. But I think it’s awesome that you’ve been together this long. I think it’s the longest actual relationship he’s had in years.”


That surprised me. “Really?”


She nodded. “It took a while for him to learn to trust again. I’m glad he brought you today, though. He hasn’t brought anyone around for our approval in years.”


“Well, I don’t think Anisha’s going to approve,” I said ruefully.


“She’ll come around,” Amy said. “Especially if Dean is happy.”


“You’re talking about me, Amy?”


Ryker appeared over my shoulder, his hand sliding onto my hip. “Don’t believe a word she says,” he said to me. “It’s all lies.”


“I was just getting ready to tell her about the time you arrested that lady and it turned out to be a man,” Amy teased.


Ryker groaned. “That’s one strip search I’ll never forget.”


Amy and I laughed. After that, it was a little easier. Anisha didn’t say much to me, but that was okay. Sammy was nice and the guys made everyone laugh with their constant ribbing of each other. All in all, it was a relaxing afternoon and by the time we’d eaten and gotten back to the pier, I’d consumed enough beer to be more than a little tipsy. I’d also deepened my tan and the bikini looked amazing. It was skimpier than anything I’d worn before, but I’d seen it on the hanger and had only thought of how Ryker would react when he saw it. Considering how he’d been using any excuse to touch me all afternoon, I thought it was a pretty good bet that he liked it very much.


Tyrone and Troy were docking the boat while Ryker and I stood at the bow, watching as the sun was beginning to set. His chest was hot against my back and his arms wrapped around my waist. I rested my head back against his shoulder and he leaned down to press his lips to the dip between my neck and shoulder.


Another boat was docked next to ours and I glanced over to the deck. A man stood opposite us, maybe thirty or forty feet away. He had on an unbuttoned white shirt that blew in the wind and his dark hair ruffled with the breeze. He was striking, a charisma about him drawing my eye as Ryker pressed kisses to my bare shoulder. Then he turned, and though he wore sunglasses I knew he was looking at me, and I realized why he looked so familiar.


It was Parker.


His chest was deliciously bare and showing the six-pack of muscles usually hidden underneath his suits. The loose-fitting linen pants he wore hit low on his lean hips. He was holding a glass of white wine, and once he saw me, he froze. I wondered if he knew who I was. Probably not, not at this distance with my hair tousled by the wind and wearing sunglasses. No doubt the bikini had caught his eye—he was a man, after all.


But then he dipped his head, just a little, just enough that it couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than an acknowledgment. He took a drink of the wine, still looking my way.


“What the hell is he doing here?” Ryker’s growl forced my gaze away from Parker.


“Out on his boat,” I said. “Just like us.” I’d forgotten about the bill, deducted from Parker’s account every month, for docking his boat here. I’d never seen his boat before, though I’d known he had one.


“I don’t like how he’s looking at you.” Ryker’s arms pulled me farther back into him.


“He’s looking at us,” I said mildly. “And may I remind you that I’m his assistant. He looks at me every day.”


“Not wearing that bikini, he doesn’t.”


I was distracted from the argument by someone else on Parker’s boat. A woman. She’d just come up the steps from the cabin below


She was tall and lean—Victoria’s Secret model–type lean—with long, dark hair, and sporting oversize designer sunglasses. Wearing a black bikini that made mine look like a modest vintage piece, she strutted up to Parker, blocking my view of him. She slid her hands around his waist and tipped her head up. The three-inch heels she wore put her only slightly shorter than he was. I saw his lips tilt in a half-smile, then he kissed her.


Well.


Good for him. Really.


There was an ache in my gut that hadn’t been there before, but I ignored it. I still had half a beer left and I chugged it, daintily covering my mouth when the very non-dainty burp erupted.


“Oops. Sorry.”


But Ryker just laughed and scooped me up in his arms. I squealed as the deck tilted underneath me, clutching at his shoulders.


“You shouldn’t do that to someone who’s drank as much as I have today,” I said. “You’re liable to get puked on.”


“I’ll take my chances,” he said with a grin. “I’m ready to get home and get you out of that bikini that’s been driving me insane all day.”


I glanced over his shoulder to where Parker still stood with the woman. He was playing with her hair now and talking, and didn’t look our way. My smile faded.


“Yeah, me too.”


Later that night, we sat in my living room eating pizza, and I decided to bring up what had happened today.


“I don’t think your friends like me all that much,” I said, taking a drink of water. I needed to hydrate.


Ryker frowned at me as he reached for another slice. “Why do you say that?”


“Because I work for Parker and don’t think he’s the devil.”


He rolled his eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course they like you.”


“How did you and Parker meet?” I asked, deciding to drop that particular topic. “No one seems to know.”


“Why do you want to know?” he asked.


“Why don’t you want to tell me?” I countered.


Ryker took a bite of pizza and chewed slowly. I remained quiet, hoping he’d open up to me. He swallowed and took a drink of his Coke.


“I’ve told you before that I had a single mom growing up,” he said at last. I nodded. “We lived in a shitty trailer park in a bad part of town. Most days I was lucky if I didn’t get into some kind of scrape on my way home from school. Gangs ran that part of town and they were always recruiting.


“My mom was dead set on me getting a decent education, so she paid tuition for a nicer school than the one in my district. Took nearly every spare dime she had, but she refused to let it go. I thought it would be a shitty way to repay her, by joining a gang. So I always said no, which sounds easy, but wasn’t. They had all kinds of ways of pressuring you, from stalking you for a chance to rough you up, to threatening your family.”


He took a deep breath and I remained quiet, listening. This was more than Ryker had ever told me before about his past.


“Anyway, there was this kid at school,” he said. “A quiet kid, kind of a loner. Rich as fuck, of course. Most of them were. He used to watch me. Tried talking to me a couple of times, but I pretty much told him to fuck off. Figured he was just weird.


“One day I was waiting at the bus stop for my ride home. I had to take two different buses so I usually didn’t get home until about six at night or later. It was early in the winter so it got dark early. I was waiting, and that was the night I got jumped. Three guys in high school, older than me. I wouldn’t join their gang so they’d been told to fuck me over. And they would’ve, too, if Parker hadn’t been there.”


“Parker was there?” I asked in surprise.


“Yeah. He was the guy who wouldn’t leave me alone. No clue why. Maybe he felt sorry for the charity case, maybe he just thought I could use a friend. The other kids treated me like a pariah in their midst. Not him. He was determined we were going to be friends. He’d followed me that day. He was curious, I think. His parents were way into sheltering him from society’s degenerates. Like me, I suppose. Anyway, he flew right at those guys. Didn’t even hesitate. Next thing I knew, two of them were on the ground and one was running away.”


“What about you? Were you hurt?”


“They’d gotten me with a knife. Might’ve bled to death if Parker hadn’t been there and gotten help. He saved my life that night.”


“Why didn’t you ever tell anyone?” I asked.


“Because Parker didn’t want me to,” he said with a shrug. “He knew it would only bring trouble for both of us. The gang would try again for me and might even target him, too, for revenge. As it was, no one really knew what went down that night. Safer for both of us at that age.”


“How old were you?”


“Fourteen.”


“Wow,” I breathed. “That’s … really young to be dealing with that kind of stuff.”


“Tell me about it. Anyway, that pretty much sealed our friendship. I knew his parents could never stand me or understand why Parker would befriend someone from the South Side, but Parker was never like that. He would’ve died for me and me for him. Had each other’s backs all through our deployment. I saved his life a couple times, and he returned the favor. I didn’t think anything would ever—could ever—come between us.”


He had a faraway look in his eyes now and his face looked older. Sadder. Impulsively, I reached for him, cupping his jaw in my hand. His day-old whiskers were rough against my skin.
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