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            Prologue

         

         Colorless shapes moved in rapid succession as the roar of the crowd grew louder by the minute. Nikki clutched the auction paddle with one sweaty hand while making sure to keep her wineglass secure in the other.

         She wasn’t sure what was louder:

         The people.

         Or her heart as it pounded against her chest.

         At least she didn’t have to see him.

         Then again, she’d never had to see him to feel his magnetic presence. Brant Wellington was and always would be a larger-than-life figure to her, a person who didn’t just live up to the hype, but out-hyped the hype.

         He’d been her hero.

         And then he’d fallen. And stayed down.

         That was the worst part.

         When people fell, they got up—it was simple logic. You fall down, and you fight to stand again, you fight with everything you have to make sure you can find solid ground.

         Not Brant Wellington.

         He fell down. And he’d been on the ground ever since.

         “The next item for auction!” the loud voice boomed. It was happening. It was actually happening.

         Nadine Titus had given her strict instructions. And because she was out of her mind, she’d agreed to follow them.

         “Brant Wellington!” the voice announced as a hush fell over the crowd.

         And then the bidding began.

         Heart in her throat, Nikki waited for paddles to lift—though she couldn’t exactly see them, she supposed the announcer, Charles Wellington, would keep everyone up to date with how much was being bid.

         A cough sounded to her right.

         And then a second loud cough.

         That was her cue.

         Hand still shaking, she raised her paddle into the air. “Twenty-five thousand dollars.”

         “Going once,” the voice boomed. “Twice.”

         Her pulse soared into dangerous territory while her mouth went completely dry.

         “Sold! To, sorry, what is your paddle number?”

         “Zero, Zero, Five.” She’d memorized it the minute Cole, her date for the event, had let her know the number.

         She stood and forced a smile she didn’t feel. A practiced smile. One that would convey her excitement at winning one of the most notorious bachelors in the country.

         But she knew the truth behind that smile.

         The hurt that still remained. The rejection that haunted her day and night. And still she couldn’t shake the feel of his hands on her body, or his hot kisses, and how they always managed to make her melt into a helpless puddle at his feet.

         Maybe it was better that she was legally blind, according to her driver’s license. Because when she stood, she didn’t have to see the look on his face. The look that would solidify how horrible an idea this had been.

         Because she was pretty certain that look was almost identical to the one he’d worn the day he had walked out of her life.

         And never come back.

         She took Cole’s arm and let him lead her away. Because even though she couldn’t see Brant, she sure as hell could feel him.

         And Brant Wellington was pissed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Present Day

         Get the hell out!” Brant roared as he threw a vase across the room. It landed with a crash on the tile floor, where it exploded into hundreds of blue glass shards.

         Bentley stared at the mess, then stepped over the shattered pieces, and continued to make his way over to Brant. “A vase, man? Did you somehow transition into a chick? Is this our first fight? You might as well have thrown a bra. Oh, also”—he walked around the couch while Brant retreated—“you missed.”

         “I’m drunk.”

         Bentley’s clear blue eyes flashed. “You’re always drunk.”

         Brant’s ass collided with the wall. Trapped. He was completely trapped.

         In his own apartment.

         With the most annoying man on the planet.

         Who just so happened to look exactly like Brant minus a few key muscles and with a very unsavory personality flaw.

         “Just go.” Brant wiped his hands across his scruffy face. “I’m fine. I just need to sober up.”

         Bentley snorted. “And if I had a dollar for every time that phrase came out of your mouth.”

         Pain—raw, familiar, all encompassing—wrapped itself around Brant’s throat until he felt like he was going to choke. “Why are you here?”

         Bentley slowly turned his head and looked around the apartment. Brant knew what his twin saw. Empty pizza boxes. Beer bottles littered across every flat surface. A few empty fifths of whiskey. Clothes strewn across the couch, and white powder on the coffee table.

         “It’s not mine,” he said quickly as guilt stabbed him in the chest at his brother’s disappointed look. “I swear.”

         “Would it matter anyway?” Bentley asked in a quiet voice before he slowly walked over to the table, grabbed one of the small plastic packets, and then disappeared down the hall.

         A toilet flushed.

         When he returned, a tense silence crackled through the air as Brant waited for the yelling, the accusations, more pain.

         Because if there was anything he knew without a shadow of a doubt, it was that there would always be more. A human’s capacity for pain was limitless.

         He would know.

         Damn it, he wasn’t drunk enough if he could feel the pain, if he could conjure up images of her jet-black hair and red pout.

         If the air still smelled like her skin no matter how many times he told himself it was a trick of the imagination.

         God, he hated her. But not as much as he hated himself.

         Nobody hated Brant Wellington as much as he hated himself. He had that market cornered.

         And he wore the title with pride. Most days. At least when he was drunk. And not sobering up enough to sense the shattering truth of his reality.

         “I’ll clean up.” Bentley went over to the large gourmet kitchen, grabbed a trash bag, and began tossing bottle after bottle. The loud clang of glass hitting glass jarred.

         And Brant just stood there.

         What was the point? He’d have another party tonight, and the apartment would get trashed again. Why clean up? Why do anything?

         “I’d shower if I were you,” Bentley said, interrupting his thoughts. “Grandfather’s on his way over, and I think you’ll want to hear what he has to say.”

         Brant clenched his teeth so hard his jaw ached. “I’m not doing it. I don’t care if that woman won me in an auction. I’ve sent her a check to pay back her donation, and every time she sends it back, I send it again. It’s not my fault she doesn’t cash it.”

         “Hah!” Bentley barked out a laugh as the clank of glass hitting glass grew louder. “You’re an idiot, you know that, right?”

         “Says the man who’s living with his childhood best friend—and a dog you adopted together. Now who’s the idiot? You had it all!”

         Bentley froze, the whiskey bottle brushing the top of the trash bag as he shook his head. “You’ve got it backward, man. I used to have nothing. Now I have everything.”

         Raw pain sliced through Brant’s chest—and just like that he was transported back to the hospital.

         
            “I have everything.” He kissed Nikki on the forehead. “Everything.”

            She grinned. “I hope he looks just like you.”

            “And I hope she looks like you,” he countered, just as the doctor walked in, his expression grim.

            Brant stood.

            The doctor took a deep breath and whispered, “I’m sorry, but, there isn’t a heartbeat.”

            Nikki gasped, then started crying softly into her hands. Brant shook his head. It was impossible. The baby was healthy. They were already halfway through their second trimester.

            “No.” Brant charged toward the doctor. “Look again! She has a bump, I felt, I felt.” His voice wavered. “I felt our baby yesterday, it kicked and—”

            “I’m sorry.” Dr. Jones placed his hand on Brant’s shoulder. “It’s rare, but sometimes these things happen.”

            I have everything.

            I have everything.

            “And because of how far along you are”—the doctor’s face hardened—“you’re going to have to deliver.”

            “My baby?” Nikki choked on her sobs. “I have to deliver my dead baby?”

            “He isn’t dead!” Brant roared. “It’s not true!”

            The doctor sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ll give you a moment.”

            Brant turned to Nikki.

            I have everything.

            I have everything.

            I’ve lost everything.

         

         “Hey.” Bentley was suddenly bracing Brant’s shoulders. “Did you hear me? You smell like shit. Go shower before Grandfather shows up and decides your future. You’ll feel better if you don’t smell like old pizza, cocaine, and prostitutes.”

         “Well, that was an uplifting speech,” Brant said in a hollow voice, as the memory of Nikki’s face haunted him. Like it always did. Like it always would.

         “Go.” Bentley shoved him toward the hallway. “It wouldn’t kill you to shave!” he called just as Brant slammed the bathroom door behind him, slid to the floor, and let out a hoarse yell as he pounded his fist against the cold tile, once, twice—it was going to bruise.

         Maybe it would eventually look like his heart.

         Beaten.

         Bloody.

         Fucking broken.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

          

         Click. Click. Click. Click. The pen slid between Brant’s fingers, his thumb resting on top as he repeatedly depressed the little button so that the tip at the other end went out, in, out, in…Click, click, click.

         Anxiety mixed with a heavy dose of anger hit him full force as he and his grandfather continued their epic stare down.

         Wars had been fought in this very room.

         Business deals won.

         Lives destroyed.

         This was one battle he wasn’t going to lose. Not a chance in hell.

         “Yes.” Grandfather.

         “No.” Brant.

         It had been fifteen minutes; it was as if the damn man practiced the art of not blinking under pressure.

         Click, click. “All day.” Brant leaned forward, pointing the pen in his grandfather’s direction. “I can do this all day.”

         Grandfather’s eye twitched. “No, you really couldn’t. You’d start getting the shakes, and then you’d start sweating, your knee would bounce in agitation as your parched mouth dried up like the damn Sahara—I’m calling your bluff.”

         Brant swallowed, and then did it again just to prove to himself that he was fine, his mouth wasn’t dry. He wasn’t having the shakes, and he sure as hell didn’t need alcohol to get through the day—he just wanted it, because it made things easier.

         Since when have you wanted the easy way out?

         Bitterness lodged in his throat.

         Since he’d done the right thing and gotten fucked.

         Since being kind, good, and hardworking got him nothing.

         Since her.

         “Yes.” Grandfather towered over the mahogany desk, his fingers digging into the wood grain. “You’re an ungrateful, depressed little shit, so your answer is yes.”

         “The hell it is!”

         “Am I late?” A familiar female voice interrupted their argument, a door slammed, and with each click-clack of her heels, Brant felt his testicles actually shrinking from fear. He wouldn’t put it past the woman to grab and twist; she’d done it before. Not to him, thank God, but she wasn’t the type of woman one said no to.

         “Brant!” Nadine Titus, aka Satan’s mistress, placed a well-manicured hand on his shoulder and squeezed. He flinched as her razor-sharp nails dug into his skin. The last thing a man wanted was claw marks from a psychotic eighty-nine-year-old woman who screwed his grandfather on a regular basis. “It’s been what? A week?”

         “Two days,” he corrected. “But who’s counting?”

         Nadine Titus was an enigma. The type of woman who meddled in everyone’s business regardless of race, religion, relation—she manipulated, she controlled—it wouldn’t surprise him at all if Vladimir Putin was her bridge partner.

         “Sorry I’m late.” She released his shoulder. Her floral perfume was so strong, he sucked in a breath and coughed. “I had a few minor details to clear with the resort.”

         Dread crept along Brant’s spine.

         “Did he say yes?” Her eyes held a challenging glint.

         “No.” Brant smirked. “And I’m not going to say yes. Besides, don’t you have other employees to torture? Family? Puppies?”

         “Of course I do.” Her smile widened. “I just prefer working with jackasses.”

         Grandfather hacked out a cough while Brant tried to keep himself from showing any hint of amusement.

         “How are your grandsons?” He changed the subject, sliding the pen into his pocket and leaning back into the smooth leather chair. “And the great-grandchildren? Didn’t the youngest just have a recital?” The only way to fight with Nadine was to fight dirty—he made it his business to Facebook-stalk the hell out of her family so that he’d have something—anything—to use against her.

         Nadine’s smile fell. “Yes, and I wouldn’t have had to miss that lovely recital had you gotten your shit together and gone through with the auction weekend.”

         “Damn, did I miss that?” Brant snapped his fingers. “And the answer’s still no. I won’t go through with it. I won’t see her.” And just because neither of them flinched, he said it again. “That ship’s already sailed.” He stood. “We done here?”

         “He’s hired.” Nadine’s red lips spread into an evil grin. Was it his imagination, or was she growing horns before his eyes?

         “I didn’t apply for a job,” Brant said dumbly.

         “He’ll do just fine.” Grandfather nodded his head and pulled out a portfolio, opening it to the first page. “Just sign here, Brant.”

         “Why does it feel like I’m getting sold into slavery?”

         “Oh, honey.” Nadine tapped her red nail against her equally red pout. “You should be so lucky.”

         “I think my sperm just died,” Brant mumbled, rubbing his face with both hands.

         “Not like they were being put to good use anyway.” Nadine smiled sweetly. “Now, I think you’ll be happy to know that I’m giving you a hefty signing bonus, a gorgeous corner office, and naturally, the only person above you—will be me.”

         “Funny, since women are so often beneath me.”

         Nadine didn’t so much as flinch.

         “Brant.” Grandfather’s stern voice sliced through the room. “Grown men would kill for what Nadine is offering.”

         “Well, maybe that’s the problem.” A spark of evil ignited in Brant’s brain, and a grin slid over his face as he leaned forward. “You don’t treat me like a grown-ass man, so what reason do I have to grow up?”

         After all, the one and only time Brant had stepped up to the plate, he’d been struck by a fastball and taken out of the game. Sometimes life is better spent sitting on the bench.

         Grandfather’s expression of disgust was a clear indicator that Brant’s comment had hit its mark.

         “Read,” Nadine barked, shoving the paperwork in his face.

         Brant swallowed and reached for the portfolio, struggling to keep his eyes from widening as he read over the details. President of new resort acquisitions, six-figure starting salary, use of the company jet.

         He had money from his trust fund and his job with Wellington, Inc.—damn, he’d been so naïve back when he’d started in the family business. Cheerfully grabbing his shiny new briefcase waiting by the door, kissing her lips good-bye, waving to the neighbors, contemplating buying a dog.

         It had been a fantasy. One that had been ripped away from him without warning.

         The last time he’d been truly happy he’d been sitting behind a desk, earning money for his family.

         The family he no longer had.

         His chest ached as the anger returned swiftly and violently—like it always did. God, he just wanted to be numb.

         For a brief moment, he closed his eyes, his body tensing as he shoved the smell of her perfume, the taste of her tongue, back into the darkest recess of his mind, and focused on whatever trick Nadine and his grandfather were trying to pull.

         Was his grandfather really giving up on him? When he’d fought like hell for both Brock and Bentley to get their shit together?

         It made no sense. Maybe he really was a lost cause if his own flesh and blood was giving up on him.

         Just like you gave up on yourself.

         On her.

         He shook the dark thoughts away. “What’s the catch?”

         “No catch,” Grandfather said quickly, while Nadine sashayed to the front of the desk and leaned against it.

         “You like bluntness, right? Honesty?” Her voice rose an octave.

         Why the hell did it feel like he was getting scolded? He opened his mouth to respond but she beat him to the punch.

         “You’re killing yourself, you’re angry ninety percent of the time, and you’re about to beat your own grandfather to the grave by way of the clap!” Brant jerked back as she took a menacing step toward him, hands on hips. “You refuse to do the charity weekend you promised you would do, making both of our companies look bad, and you refuse to listen to your grandfather.” A slow, satisfied smile crept over her face. His stomach dropped. “So now? You’re all mine.”

         “Hate to break it to you, sweetheart.” He gave her his most charming smile. “But you can’t make me do anything.” Yeah, apparently he was six again, and losing the pissing war to a woman who had lived through the plague.

         “Oh, I’m not making you.” Her smile was way too cheerful for his liking. “I’m presenting you with a challenge…and you’ll take it.”

         “What makes you so sure?” His heart leaped in his chest as he said the words. It was either excitement or terror, he wasn’t sure which.

         Her eyes softened. “Because you need distraction, and the bottle only lasts so long before it’s empty and you have to start all over again. You graduated from Stanford with honors—double majored in international business and resort management.”

         “You’ve been stalking me.” He winked. “I’m flattered.” Keep smiling, don’t let her see that she has the upper hand.

         “I need you,” she added. “And I think you need to be needed.”

         The missile had been aimed perfectly—sailing toward its mark, stealing air from the room, making it hard to breathe as his chest tightened with the rightness of her words.

         Damn it, she’d chased.

         Pounced.

         Won.

         Because she was right. He’d been needed once. He’d failed.

         There had to be a catch, a reason that Nadine was offering him a job that years ago he would have sold his brother for. He didn’t need money. But if working for Titus Enterprises got him away from every damn reminder of her, of his past, of the money he kept sending back and the promise he skipped out on, then he’d do it.

         Driving by the hospital in order to get to his penthouse apartment, passing restaurants they used to frequent. Reminders of her were everywhere—of them, when they were an us.

         Who was he kidding? Nadine was offering him an escape from the very woman who still haunted him while dangling a challenge in front of his face.

         She’d found his kryptonite. The need to be needed. To have someone rely on him and only him.

         Her eyes narrowed in on him with keen intelligence.

         He hesitated to speak.

         Because Nadine Titus was Satan with cherry-red lipstick. She was up to something, and yet the thought of driving back down that street, glancing up at the apartment with its smoke-stained siding, or passing the office he used to walk to one last time…

         Well, it made him feel all over again. It took away the numbness he was so desperate for.

         And the cycle started again.

         “You.” Nadine’s lips curled into a menacing line. “Owe. Me.”

         He leaned back in his chair, feigning a casualness he sure as hell didn’t feel. “That’s it…I work for you and the whole auction goes away, the date weekend with…” He couldn’t even choke out her name.

         Though his heart did a killer job of pounding out Nikki, Nikki, Nikki, with every fucking beat it made against his rib cage.

         “No more auction. I won’t even talk about it.” She shrugged. “It will be as if it never existed. It’s a win-win. What could you possibly lose?”

         Nothing.

         He’d already lost it all.

         Slowly, he reached into his pocket. Click, click, click. His thumb went wild on the end of his pen before, with one last click, he signed the paperwork.

         “What time do I leave?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         I love you,” he whispered, kissing her cheeks. His lips stopped each tear before they fell from her face. He’d always promised that he’d stop her tears, never be the cause of them.

         And she had believed him.

         Who wouldn’t?

         His rock-hard body felt like granite beneath her hands as he moved inside her, each kiss a promise, each caress a memory burned into her soul. They were forever. It would always be Nik and B.

         Always.

         She shattered beneath him as his mouth fused to hers and his hands grabbed her hips. He drove into her once more before he fell next to her and sighed. “I’m sorry—we’ll get pregnant, I promise.”

         “Or die trying?”

         He shrugged, offering her a sly smile. “So we’ll buy stock in Gatorade once I have my trust fund.”

         Brant reached for her again.

         She met him halfway.

         Mouths fused.

         Tongues tangled.

         “Round two?” he whispered.

         “Yes!” A sense of dread washed over her as he slipped away. What the hell? “Brant! Brant!” She reached for him but she wasn’t fast enough, and he disappeared into thin air as she clutched the white sheets and then burst into tears.

         
              

         

         Alone. In her apartment. Without Brant.

         She should have been used to it by now. She wasn’t.

         Be brave, Nadine Titus had told her the night of the auction, squeezing her hand until Nikki thought it was going to fall off.

         With a sob, she turned into her pillow and let the tears fall freely—she hated pity, hated thinking about the past, but ever since bidding on that man at the auction, ever since having to mail back every damn check he sent to her, she’d been dreaming of him.

         Most of the dreams were sad.

         Most of them left her emotionally spent, but she needed to allow herself to cry.

         Damn him for being so unreasonable! Did he think it was easy for her? To blindly walk into that auction with her head held high? Did he think she did it out of desperation? Guilt? No. She’d been given no choice. Nadine Titus, owner of Azul, the boutique hotel she worked at, had done a little digging and decided that the only woman capable of straightening out Brant Wellington—

         —was her.

         Add that to the fact that Nadine wasn’t a woman you said no to, especially after she dropped several hints that it would be in Nikki’s best interest to bid on Brant at the auction if she wanted to keep her job.

         All she had to do was show up. And so she had. And what had that gotten her?

         Nothing but more heartbreak and another reminder of all the reasons things hadn’t worked out with Brant in the first place.

         He was a self-absorbed asshole.

         He wasn’t always.

         She punched her pillow and laid her head back down. Reminders were everywhere; whether her eyes were opened or closed, she still saw his face even if she couldn’t actually see.

         Loneliness washed over her. On the outside, things looked great, but on the inside, on nights like this, when she allowed herself to cry—and be bluntly honest with herself—she was heartbroken, angry.

         Then again, that was what happened when you fell in love with your soul mate. It was rare that you ever got that piece of yourself back again.

         And most days, she didn’t want it back—not unless Brant came groveling with it. And considering he kept chucking money in her face so she’d disappear, she highly doubted that would ever happen.

         It wasn’t even her money.

         It was bribe money from Nadine Titus, to get him to, what? Reconcile? And he’d taken one look at it and rejected the money, rejected her, rejected everything.

         A shudder wracked through her body.

         She’d always been optimistic.

         Happy.

         But on nights like this it was hard to be optimistic when the hollow ache might as well be a giant chasm in her chest.

         Two more tears.

         One.

         “Done.” Nikki breathed out a shaky exhale. “No more tears.”

         “Brave,” she repeated, fighting for sleep the rest of the night.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As far as Mondays went, Nikki’s was quickly going to hell. Another one of the masseuses had up and quit, leaving her with two extra clients. Her feet ached, and she was starving.

         “Should have packed a protein bar.” Her stomach grumbled as she quickly washed the almond oil from her hands and dried them off. Five minutes. She had five minutes until her next client.

         Please, God, let it be a nice elderly gentleman. Her day had started with an NFL rookie, only to be followed by a guy who used to fight for the UFC. Then again, what did she expect? That was the type of clientele Azul catered to.

         “Nikki?” A rap of knuckles sounded across her door, followed by a swift breeze as it opened.

         She quickly turned to the sound. “Cole?”

         No matter how hard she tried to get her tired eyes to focus on the blur of colors in front of her, it never happened, and she ended up getting headaches. Sometimes it was just easier to keep her eyes closed or put on sunglasses and pretend that she was a movie star—given her size they’d probably just assume she was on Disney Kids or something else equally as embarrassing for a twenty-four-year-old woman.

         “Don’t hate me.” He moved toward her, his gait slow.

         “I’m not going to like this conversation, am I?”

         “If I mention key words like chocolate and wine you might.”

         She smirked. “That doesn’t work on me anymore. You can’t just randomly interject words in a sentence that don’t make sense just to calm me down.”

         “Wine.” His raspy voice dipped. “Hot…” He paused. “Cake.”

         “Cole.” She tapped her foot. “Seriously, just four minutes; I have to make it all the way down the hall.”

         “I’ll give you a piggyback ride.”

         Her lips twitched as she imagined him carrying her down the hall in front of the staff. They’d seen worse from Cole but still she’d always tried to keep it as professional as possible at work, much to Cole’s dismay. “You’re my boss.”

         “Also your best friend and knight in shining armor. Why don’t you just marry me and get it over with?”

         “Probably because this is the first time you’ve proposed today, and you still haven’t brought me food.”

         He was always fake-proposing and a completely harmless flirt when let loose on the female population.

         “So you’re saying if I bring you pasta?”

         “I may think about it.”

         “And then reject me?”

         “Pretty much.”

         His laugh was deep, infectious, and she knew firsthand from the rest of the staff that the guy was drop-dead gorgeous, like John Stamos’s long-lost twin. Sometimes it was more fun imagining what he looked like then actually seeing him—at least that was what she told herself when the pity parties started, but she did a good job of looking at the bright side.

         Like the fact that she was alive.

         Bright side.

         Plus, she had a great job, a best friend who was also her boss, and look! A marriage proposal. Things were looking up.

         “Three minutes,” she reminded him.

         “Sometimes,” he whispered, a hard edge to his voice, “I wonder what goes through that head of yours when you get that lost expression…and other times, I don’t want to know, because I wonder if you’re thinking of him, and that just makes me want to commit a crime.”

         Unwelcome tears blurred her vision further as she jerked her head away. One bottle of wine was all it had taken for Cole to pry out every piece of Brant information. “That was four years ago. I know that’s not what you came in here to talk about.”

         Sometimes she hated how much he knew about her past—and how desperately he always seemed to want to fix it.

         “Oh?”

         “Cole.” Her voice caught. “Out with it.”

         “Sara had a few clients I didn’t see on the schedule this morning. I think they were late additions, and with Nadine Titus arriving later this afternoon, we can’t risk moving them around and having them complain.” He paused. “So I’m going to need you to stay a little late.”

         “I’m starving.”

         “So you’ll stay?”

         “If you bring me food and cut the appointments short enough to give me time to pee and eat, then yes. This isn’t prison, Cole, I need to be able to eat!”

         “And pee. Don’t forget basic human functions.”

         She smirked. “You know I can never say no to you anyway.”

         “And yet, you do.” He took a step toward her. “And quite often. If I were any other man I’d stop asking and cut my losses.”

         “Please, you get enough ass without adding mine into the mix. Plus there’s that whole pesky employee-relationship rule.” He was standing so close she could feel his body heat.

         “Oh, that one.” He chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I’ve already broken that one numerous times.”

         “We know, Cole. All of us. The entire staff.” She groaned into her hands. “Please tell me that’s not why Sara quit.”

         “Sara? Of course not. I think she just hated the hours.”

         “Gee, I wonder why.”

         Between our celebrity clientele and the buzz surrounding the hotel being bought out, lunch breaks had become a thing of the past.

         “It will get better. The people from Titus have promised that they’ll not only keep all the staff but double our employees and take a good, hard look at our bonus structures. I know it’s hard now, but things are looking up. I mean, it could be worse, we could have the opposite problem and be going under, right?”

         She hung her head. “Yes.”

         “Thank you.” He reached for her hand and squeezed. “And I promise I’ll bring you food, all right? Even prisoners get a phone call.”

         “So I get a phone call too, now? Wow, what kind of establishment is this? Best. Job. Ever.”

         “Shhh, you’ll ruin my reputation as a hard-ass. Now, go massage the hell out of that NFL player in there.”

         Nikki ground her teeth. “Why can’t they send me a soccer player?”

         Cole laughed and ushered her toward the door, looping her arm in his as he led her down the hall and away from all major catastrophes. He always found time to help her to her next client even though she had the hallways memorized—it was the restaurants at the resort that gave her grief: all the tables, chairs, glassware.

         Shivering, she suppressed the memory of the last time she’d attempted to go to dinner on her own, only to run into the buffet and end up with spinach in her hair—but hey, at least it wasn’t between her teeth.

         See? Silver lining.

         Optimism.

         “He’s huge,” Cole whispered once they stopped at the door. The sound of him grabbing the clipboard had her straightening her back for another grueling workout with her hands. Clients had to fill out forms for legal purposes, but she much preferred having a discussion about their needs, not just because she couldn’t see the chicken scratch but because it seemed more personal. “No injuries or allergies.” Paper rustled. “And he’s had a massage every day since his arrival a week ago. See? Easy. Oh also, he’s three hundred pounds of muscle, so have fun with that.”

         She elbowed him in the ribs and knocked on the door. “Are you ready?”

         “Thanks, Nikki, I owe you,” Cole whispered before sauntering off. The man didn’t know how to walk in straight lines, couldn’t if he tried. A part of her wondered if Cole did it for her—refused to walk straight and nearly ran his body into walls.

         She sighed.

         Too bad he was her best friend.

         Too bad her heart was still broken.

         Too bad even if it was whole—it would still completely belong to someone else. Even if that someone else didn’t even really exist anymore.

         “Ready!” a deep voice called from inside.

         Quietly, she closed the door behind her and tried to mentally prepare herself.

         It was always a bad idea to dig up the past during a massage. It wasn’t fair to the clients; they didn’t deserve to be on the receiving end of her anger—and strangling the man in front of her was probably a good way to get fired.

         Or sent to prison.

         “Where would you like me to focus our session?” she asked in a soothing voice as she slowly ran her hands up and down the sheet, pressing her palms against his skin.

         “Hurt my back in the last game of the season, so if you could fix that I’d love you forever.” His southern drawl was thick. “I think my IT band is ready to snap too, but that’s nothing new.”

         Nikki took a deep breath and ran her hands down the man’s back. A violent memory surged forward the minute her fingers came into contact with his warm skin.

         Hands. His hands on her body.

         His hips. Driving into her.

         “Miss?” the guy grunted.

         “Sorry.” She shook her head and rubbed the oil down, massaging it into his skin.

         There was something very wrong with the fact that for years she’d been able to exhume him from her daily thoughts—he was her past, not her future.

         Maybe it was the hours. The stress. The rejection.

         A man who didn’t even care that she existed was prying his way into her only safe place—her job.

         And instead of leave her wanting or sad, it pissed her off.

         She dug her fingers, massaged, kneaded, and the more she thought about the power Brant had over her, the deeper she dug, until a bead of sweat ran down her temple.

         Done.

         She was done.

         Brant Wellington could go to hell for all she cared.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

          

         The familiar burn of whiskey trailed down Brant’s parched throat as he stared out the window. Rain slammed the glass and blurred his reflection, making it look as if tears were staining his face.

         But his cheeks were dry. Just like his throat.

         He learned four years ago that crying didn’t fix things. It didn’t change the fact that he’d walked away. It didn’t make the dead live again.

         It was easier to hold on to anger and ignore the sadness.

         He sucked in a breath and dropped the empty glass on the floor; it shattered around his bare feet. Reminding him of that night. The night his life had been changed forever.

         
            “Sorry I’m late, baby.” Brant had been watching the sexy brunette for the last hour—it was bordering on creepy, so he needed to make his move. The only problem? He wasn’t sure what to say other than hi.

            Hi?

            Did that work on a woman so attractive that the minute he set eyes on her his entire world had tilted?

            He’d watched her turn down the last five guys without as much as blinking. What made him any different? Sure, he was good-looking, and eventually he’d be rich thanks to his trust fund—but right now he didn’t have anything more to offer her than any of the other sad, pathetic guys who’d tried to stake a claim; in fact he probably had less. He’d been working his ass off just to get through his junior year, and at this rate he was so stressed that most of the time he didn’t even sleep.

            He had dark circles under his eyes to prove it.

            When he was stressed, he couldn’t sleep—even medicating himself didn’t work.

            Yeah, he was a real winner.

            “Um, hey.” The gorgeous woman’s face broke out into a smile before she glared at the guy currently hitting on her and said, “As you can see, my boyfriend’s here.”

            “Right.” The guy sized Brant up and must have decided she wasn’t worth it, because he walked away.

            “First things first.” Brant turned back around to face the woman. “If a guy isn’t willing to punch another guy in order to have a conversation with you—he’s an idiot.”

            “And you aren’t?”

            Brant grinned. “Of course not, because I was completely ready to break his nose—just so I could say hi.”

            Her eyes lit up. “That’s a good line. Does it work often?”

            “You know, this is the first test run I’ve done with it, so I’ll have to give you my conclusive results later.” He winked.

            “So you’re saying there’s going to be a later?”

            “Oh, absolutely.” Brant pulled out a stool. “I’m actually from the future, so I know everything that’s going to happen from here on out.”

            “Fine.” She crossed her arms. “I’m game. Hit me with it.”

            Brant waved over the bartender, took one look at her, and guessed. “Beer?”

            “IPA.”

            “Done.” He pulled a bar stool toward her and sat. “We don’t go home together.”

            He must have shocked her, because she jerked back from him and frowned. “We don’t?”

            “No. Because I don’t just let any woman take advantage of me on the first date.” He grinned at her stunning smile. “But we do exchange numbers, I send you some flirty texts, and you respond with a terrifying amount of smiley faces.”

            She laughed harder.

            “And we go on a date. It’s horrible, because even though I’m from a very wealthy family, my grandfather thinks its comical to only give me enough money to eat fast food and fill my gas tank.” He sighed. “So I buy you a hot dog.”

            “And I like this hot dog?”

            “Nope.” Brant sighed. “You choke on it. I save your life, and you thank me by giving me a kiss.”

            “And this is after I’m done choking up food?”

            “You brush your teeth. I offer floss, silly details, can I go on?”

            “Please.” She leaned in. “So how’s this kiss?”

            “You say it’s the best kiss of your life, and I tell you that I plan on making the next one even better.”

            “And do you?” she whispered.

            “What do you think?”

            Her gaze sharpened. “I think a man who likes to talk as much as you must be good with his mouth.”

            “I love it when strange women compliment me.”

            “Now I’m strange?”

            “Can I finish my story?”

            “Sorry.” She covered her mouth with her hand and giggled. “Please go on.”

            “We date for at least six months. You fall in love with me despite my twin brother’s best efforts to steal you away. We get married, have ten kids and a dog named Fido. I inherit my grandfather’s multi-million-dollar fortune, and with you by my side, we solve world hunger.” Brant took a long sip of his beer and waited. “That being said, you should probably give me your number now.”

            She hesitated and then reached for his hand. “I’m too intrigued not to.”

            “Oh, yeah?”

            “Yeah, but…” She pulled a pen out of her purse and scribbled a number on the palm of his hand. Then she blew across the wet ink on his palm, causing his entire body to go up in flames. “There’s one part of that story that’s wrong.”

            “You sure about that? I mean I did live through this once already.”

            “Yup.” She stood. “It’s just a slight alteration.”

            “Rewriting history. I like it.”

            She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned in. “I give you the best kiss of your existence.” Her lips pressed against his, then her mouth slightly parted as her tongue slid into his mouth only to pull back. “And you lose sleep wondering if I’m going to call you back.” She shrugged. “Everything else…spot on.”

            “Yeah.” Brant didn’t know what else to say. He was still thinking about the kiss when she walked out of the bar, just as Bentley tugged open the door, checked her out, and rolled his eyes at Brant’s expression.

            “Who the hell was that?”

            “Your future sister-in-law.”
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