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To The Cupertino A Team


Harry, Mark, Dave, Rog, Xabi, and Art


Thank you for your unmatched wisdom and awesomeness. This book wouldn’t have been the same without you! By the way, remember that one time I saved you from a fire?


Just sayin’ …




Chapter 1


I took a deep breath and sipped my soda. It was in a red plastic cup, so the party patrol, aka my best friend Harper, wouldn’t know that I, once again, wasn’t partaking in the festivities. This was the third social gathering she’d dragged me to in two weeks, and though I appreciated her help of ‘trying to get my ass in gear and out of this depression,’ I still wasn’t happy.


Jack had left a month ago. Actually, it was four weeks and three endless days ago, and no matter how many times I was told it would get easier, it still hurt to breathe past the pain. Sometimes I held my breath as long as I could, just to escape the jagged edges of my heart tearing through my chest. But tonight was supposed to be different, a distraction, Harper had promised. It was Halloween, the one time of year people get to make believe they’re someone else. Someone stronger or faster or sexier or smarter – or braver. Someone whole. Despite the red cape and title of Riding Hood, I couldn’t escape the devastating fact that I was still me … And all the baggage that came with.


‘Lana!’ Harper shouted, shimmying toward me through the massive amount of people. I could hear her sexy police officer costume squeaking and squishing as she approached. ‘Isn’t this place great?’ she said, standing by me and adjusting the cuffs at her hip. She took a drink from her own cup. Judging by the smell, it was only partially soda – the more dominant part was tequila.


‘Yeah, it’s a really nice house.’


Rhett Simpson was one of the firefighters who worked at the station across the street from our house. He’d had his eye on Harper for a while. Though she was relatively secretive when it came to her dating life, I’d managed to figure out that Harper had a couple firemen on her hook, but I had no idea if she was actually into any of them. She was the queen of casual and always had a backup guy, a safety line to keep her from ever getting close enough for a real relationship. Advice she’d once given me and I should have taken. Maybe then I wouldn’t be standing here, surrounded by people, feeling completely alone. Out of place.


The house was packed with people in costume, most of whom either worked for or frequented the firehouse, and Harper was getting a lot of looks.


‘Did you come as a police officer just to piss off the gaggle of firemen you know?’ I asked.


She flicked an invisible hair from her costume and shrugged. ‘Might have.’


Police officers and firemen apparently had their own ideas about which branch was better. And Harper was great at playing the devil’s advocate. She was the kind of woman a man had to work to get. I loved her. I wished I had whatever gene she carried that was encoded with charisma.


I took another drink of my soda, wishing there was something stronger in it.


‘So …’ she smiled and danced a little. The tequila was obviously working well for her. ‘Are you having fun?’


‘Mmm hmmm,’ I said with a forced smiled. ‘I don’t think I’m going to stay too late, though. I have a meeting with my thesis advisor on Monday, and—’


‘And it’s Saturday night.’


‘I just want to go over a few more things on my proposal.’ I was presenting the rough draft for my project the day after tomorrow, and school was the one thing going well in my life. Sure, I had to maintain a high GPA to keep my scholarship, but it was more than that. Throwing myself into this project kept my mind busy and my goals in sight.


Harper sighed, put her drink down on the nearby table, and cupped my shoulder.


‘I love you, damn it,’ she said.


I blinked twice. ‘I know. I love you too.’


‘Then tell me what it’s going to take to snap you out of this. Jack is gone. He left. You haven’t heard from him in a month, and even though it’s your favorite holiday and you look amazing, you’re walking around like a zombie. Which I would have happily done your make up for. Red Riding Hood zombie sounds kind of awesome, now that I think about it.’ She smiled and rubbed my arms. ‘But I hate seeing you like this.’


‘This coming from the person who doesn’t tell me anything about what’s going on in her love life?’ I asked.


She glanced down, and I felt instantly horrible.


‘I’m sorry, Harp. I just … I feel like everyone else has secrets. Gets to hide what they want to hide, feel how they want to feel, and maybe I just want that too?’


She frowned. ‘Wallowing is different than feeling. And I’m not trying to hide things from you. My relationship status is tricky, and when I figure it out, I’ll talk to you about it.’


‘Fine.’


Harper had always been this way. She had to figure things out first. She had to be in control. Funny how I seemed to gravitate toward that type of person in my life. Yes, I knew she cared about me, I just hated that sometimes I was the one who seemed to always need advice. That was, until Jack. I had a better idea now of what to expect from men.


And that was nothing.


Harper had been right. Giving away your heart and trust was dangerous, and I learned the hard way.


‘Why don’t you have a drink and—’


‘No,’ I said quickly. Because it hit me then what kind of person I was. And what kind of people were drawn to me. ‘I get it,’ I said to Harper. ‘I know you like things your way, on your terms. I know you need control, but I’m not the pawn.’


Her eyes went wide. ‘Lana, I’ve never thought of you that way. I just want to help.’


I closed my eyes for a moment. ‘I know. But …’ I had a hard time with people ‘wanting to help.’ Maybe I was being harsh on Harper. The truth was blaring in my face, and I couldn’t ignore it anymore. ‘I just need to be in control of my life. On my own. Does that make sense?’


She nodded. ‘Yes. I’m sorry. I know I can be quick to tell you what your problem is.’


I smiled. ‘And sometimes I need to hear it. But now that this whole mess with Jack and my dad and Brock is done, I’m taking control back. Not giving it up.’


She nodded. ‘That’s good.’


‘And I know Jack’s not coming back. I’ve made peace with that.’ Which was the truth. I was focused on grad school, at least trying to focus. Sure, I was a having an issue with insomnia lately, and the lack of sleep wasn’t helping my brain. There was also this gaping hole in my chest that wouldn’t go away …


Maybe Harper was right. Maybe I was a zombie.


‘Have you really made peace with that?’ she asked softly.


‘I’m trying,’ I said. ‘I’ve spent the last month trying.’ Trying not to think of Jack. Trying to not recall how he shattered me in every way possible. Trying not to remember how his back looked when he turned it on me and walked away.


He’d helped me find strength. Even though Brock was still in Denver, living with my dad and Anita, I hadn’t heard from them. I’d caught wind that my father was traveling to the New York branch of his firm on a regular basis. But, when and for how long, I didn’t know.


Realizing where my father’s loyalty lay, and that it wasn’t with me, had stung, but deep inside, I’d already known. Had known for a while. The incident with Jack just helped me realize it and let go of a silly dream that would never come true. My father would never pick me over my step-brother, and he’d never believe me. Even worse, he’d never believe in me. For now, Brock was twenty miles away and in a city I didn’t go to, now that school was in session. I was off their radar, and I could be left alone.


Jack had helped me do that. Helped me deal with issues from my past and move on. He’d taken control when I needed it, only to leave me to figure out who I was without him, or his tight rein. Hilarious thing was, I may have dealt with the past, but I had new baggage to carry.


And his name was Jack Powell.


Instead of healing, I simply traded in one issue for a new model. I was alone. He was gone.


Gone, gone, gone.


The pain had subsided some, but the emptiness was still very present. A new emotion was taking over. Anger. I was past sad. Past wrecked. Past trying to understand or figure out where or how or why. I was just angry.


And hollow.


Gotta love the stages of grief.


‘Well, I’m glad you’re trying, and I will also try to not be so … bitchy.’ She winked. ‘Or controlling. But you do know I just want to help, right?’


I nodded. ‘I do know that.’


‘Great!’ she said. ‘Then let’s continue trying, because I miss your smile,’ Harper brushed the cape of my costume off my shoulders, revealing my peasant shirt and cincher. ‘The girls look great tonight!’ she said, glancing at my chest, then spinning toward the mass of people mingling in the large entertainment room. It was never my goal to go as ‘sexy red riding hood,’ which was why I made my own costume. Hence the long red skirt. But, yeah, my boobs were a bit on display, which wasn’t my intention. Not much I could do with a D cup, though, which was the reason I was hiding behind the cape.


‘What exactly are we trying for?’ a husky voice came from behind me. I knew that voice. The damn thing gave me shivers since the moment I’d first heard it, and every time after.


I turned to find Callum Malone in all his costume glory of …


‘You’re dressed as a fire fighter,’ I said. Not that I was complaining. The man was tall, all muscle, and filled out his fire gear like no one’s business. His blues eyes burned bright as he looked me over, effectively leaving hot chills. Yep, the administering of hot chills must be something he learned in fire school. Which was one of the reasons I’d avoided him this past month.


He glanced down the front of him. ‘You don’t like my costume, Kitten?’


‘It’s your profession, so it doesn’t count as a costume.’


‘Halloween is the one time you get to be someone else,’ Harper said with a smile, tossing a hand on her hip, showcasing her police getup.


Cal looked at her. ‘And I see you chose to dress as a pain in the ass.’


‘Funny,’ she said, adjusting her badge.


He took a step closer, the smell of spice and man and heavy material that had been in smoke and fire notched my internal temperature up several degrees.


‘Why dress up like someone else?’ he responded to Harper, but looked at me. ‘When the night is done, I’m still me, and that’s something everyone deals with. May as well embrace it from the beginning.’


I swallowed hard. There was more to that statement than the surface words he’d used. Cal was Jack’s best friend and knew what I’d gone through with Jack. The basic details at least. I’m sure he was also aware that I was hiding from him because he made me …


Well, he made me feel things.


Things like hope. Maybe even hope for something better than the dull ache and fury that had recently taken me over. Which was stupid. Going down any kind of path, with any kind of man, with any kind of hope, was just flat stupid.


I had made my decision. I was seeking my own control. Not another person.


Cal’s eyes paused on my chest, then he smiled and met my face. ‘While embodying a different persona is not my gig, I’m changing my stance on dressing up. You should wear that corset whenever you want.’


Harper rolled her eyes, and I put the cape back over my shoulders. Not because I minded him glancing at me, but because I didn’t want him to see those shivers he made me feel break over my skin. Cal was the only man who’d had that effect on me since Jack, which was annoying, since he and Jack were as close as brothers.


Harper looked at the crowd and someone caught her eye. ‘Well, you two chat, I’ll just be over there,’ she said, and patted my shoulder. ‘Have fun.’


Fun? Cal was the epitome of fun, but he was also hard to be around. Because every time I looked at him, my mind wondered about things it shouldn’t. Things like timing. Like ‘what ifs’ that ranged from ‘what if I’d met him before Jack,’ or ‘what if his muscles were as hard as they looked’ and ‘what if I bit his bicep—’


I had to stop that line of thinking.


Cal was Jack’s best friend, and Jack was my ex. A hard term I was still learning to say. By a freak chance of fate, I had kissed both of them in the same week. But that was months ago. Since then, I’d found out that Cal was at the bar the night I met Jack. And it was that night I kept rethinking – reliving. Because, while I hadn’t known the two men knew each other, they both had been at the same place, the same time I was. And that night could have gone one of a million directions.


But it hadn’t.


I had laid eyes on Jack first.


However, it was more recently that I’d discovered the reason I didn’t see Cal was because he’d stopped the man who almost knocked my table over.


That’s when Jack had come to the rescue …


Nope. I had to remind myself once again I was not going there. Trying to figure out all the missed opportunities, the moments and experiences and instances that could have gone differently only left me feeling more hollow and angry. I didn’t need more crap to deal with, since one specific emotion was driving me crazy.


Lust.


I’d gotten a taste of candy, and now couldn’t get the sugar off my tongue.


My body was recently awakened to sex, so now I knew what I was missing. Knew what it meant to feel good. Actually, it had been better than good. I’d felt alive and wanted. Yes, Jack had been the main source of my needs – and fulfilling them – but there was one moment, one kiss with Cal that still lingered. That hot memory of his mouth, his warmth and strength as he surrounded me.


Another thought I should extinguish, but couldn’t bring myself to do it.


I was looking for a way to vent my rage, while running as fast as I could in the other direction. I didn’t want to be around people, not because my anxiety was bad, but because I didn’t give a shit. Funny how destroying someone’s trust and faith in love could do that. My body, however, was going through some kind of touch withdrawal. The whole situation made for a perfect storm of crankiness.


But Cal? Despite knowing better, he was the only man who made me wonder … what if?


‘You’re looking at me like I just kicked your dog,’ he said.


I glanced down, my face relaxing. I must have been scowling hard. ‘Sorry, just thoughts.’


‘Care to share them?’


No, not really. But in the spirit of anger and emptiness, I was considering it. Because not much rattled me lately. I had school that I cared about. And Harper. But no more family, no more budding career, no more Jack.


‘I’m just not in the mood.’


He lifted a brow. ‘That’s pretty vague.’


My eyes snapped to his with heated anger. Jack’s words drifted through my memory:


You know I hate vagueness …


‘Fine, you want something direct?’ I asked sharply.


‘Yes, please.’


‘I hate this.’ There, that was direct. ‘When I say I’m not in the mood, what I mean is I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to try to have fun. I don’t even want to be me, something the costume was supposed to help with, and it’s not.’ Realization made me choke on the last word. Because he stared at me with hard determination and a soft understanding all at the same time.


‘I don’t want to think about things. I don’t want you to think about things, and I don’t even want you standing there,’ I waved my hand over his general direction, ‘Looking like that.’


His perfect mouth pursed, and he nodded like I had a point. Which I didn’t. I was just pissed and rambling. Hating the fact that one phrase he spoke reminded me of Jack. Reminded me they were friends. Reminded me of all the ways I’d come up lacking, and all the reasons he could have stayed, but chose to leave.


Never again.


I couldn’t be that weak again. I was certain my body couldn’t physically take it. Jack had wanted control, and I’d given it. It was my turn to control my world now. I just wasn’t sure how to do that, outside of giving into the burning feeling and popping off at the mouth.


‘Fair enough,’ he said, humoring me and taking off his helmet. ‘Before I start stripping, though, you could clarify what it is you want me to look like, if not this?’


‘I don’t want you to strip,’ I said. Which was half a lie. Okay, it was more than half, because the man was sexy as sin, and the idea of him taking his clothes off made my entire core throb and anticipation race through my system so hard my veins were vibrating.


‘You said you didn’t want me looking like this?’


‘That’s not what I meant.’ And he knew it. But he was so good at making things casual and easy.


‘Ouch, Kitten. You know, I’ve got the outfit …’ He set his helmet down and started to take off the jacket exaggeratedly slowly.


‘Yeow! Malone is putting on a show!’ a fellow firefighter dressed as James Bond shouted and turned up the music.


‘Hey, this is a private party over here,’ he said over his shoulder, then faced me again to wink.


I shielded my face and shook my head.


‘Hey, you said—’


‘I know what I said,’ I groaned. Leave it to Cal to try to take my mind off things. Same as he’d been trying to do since Jack left. Except for the fact that I’d been avoiding him.


He put his jacket next to his helmet on the table, leaving him in his pants with the red suspenders hanging down and a tight white T-shirt. Every muscle and ridge was defined, and those poor cotton sleeves could barely contain his biceps.


He ushered me to the nearest corner for some kind of privacy. At least I didn’t have to see anyone over his towering build and massive shoulders. He was like a—


My throat closed again.


Wall.


He was like a wall.


Just like Jack had been the first night I met him.


But Cal wasn’t Jack. I didn’t want him to be. Because, wall or not, and similarities aside, there were still large differences. It pinged my chest every time a twist of something familiar came out from Cal. And he had no idea. He couldn’t know what my mind was doing to me, but he let me babble and be pissy with him anyway.


‘Can you at least tell me what things you don’t want me to think about?’ he asked, referring to my earlier statement.


His blue eyes were like an ocean at dawn, and I wanted to tell him exactly what I was thinking. That I hated how I felt inside. Hated that this hollowness followed me everywhere, and I couldn’t beat it. Hated that every time I looked at Cal or was in his presence, were the only times I felt remotely warm.


I didn’t want to think about any of it.


But him? ‘Mostly, I just don’t want you thinking I’m broken.’


His expression turned serious. ‘Kitten, you’re far from broken.’ His words rolled off his tongue so genuinely, it actually made me believe him. ‘But, since I’m not allowed to think in your presence, I won’t tell you that while I generally disagree with your pal Harper, she’s on to something in trying to get you to move.’


‘I’ve moved on,’ I defended quickly.


‘I didn’t say move on. That may never happen.’


His honesty hit like a slap in the face. He’d called out my lie, because no, I hadn’t totally moved on from Jack. And, truthfully, he’d just confirmed my greatest fear that I may never.


‘Consider just moving in a different direction.’ His voice was raspy, and I realized it was because, at some point, he’d gotten closer. My nose almost brushed his chest as I looked up into his eyes.


‘And what direction might that be?’ I asked, my own voice a little thick.


The sexiest grin a man could ever be blessed with split his face.


‘One far away from here.’


I tried to breathe, but instead, his scent engulfed me and made my senses go haywire. That lust I’d been fighting? It was not playing nice right now. It wasn’t about just having sex, it was about connection. I missed being touched. Missed feeling skin against mine. Sex used to be an ugly, terrifying notion to me. But it had been repackaged as beautiful and intimate – and damn it, I missed it.


Minus the intimacy.


I didn’t want to get caught up in feelings again, because it hurt way too much when the curtain fell, the bliss was over, and all that was left was a soul-deep kind of freeze that cracked my bones.


No … no intimacy.


But touch?


My hands itched to do just that.


‘You said you didn’t want to be here,’ Cal rasped. ‘I can take you away. Say yes and I’ll do that.’


I swallowed hard. Did I want Cal to take me away? Yes. But saying it out loud made it more concrete, gave the feelings I’d chosen to ignore power. ‘I have to tell Harper I’m leaving first.’


‘Okay,’ he said and moved aside. I glanced around the house of people and couldn’t find her.


‘Let me look for her, I’ll meet you by the front door. Wait for me there.’


‘Yes ma’am,’ Cal said with a smile. When he said it like that, I realized that I’d just given an order. Huh. Interesting. And not an entirely bad feeling. In fact, it was kind of surprising how much I liked the authoritative tone in my voice.


I wove through a bunch of people, looking for Harper. I peeked out the window – no one on the back porch either. I went upstairs, then turned down the hall and called out her name.


Nothing.


A low muffled sound was coming from one of the rooms. The door was slightly open, so I tapped lightly.


‘Harper?’ I asked and looked in. She was bent over the bed while someone in a Viking costume fucked her from behind. I gasped and shut the door.


There was a string of quiet curses, followed by Harper adjusting her costume as she came out and glared at me.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to barge in, I just wanted you to know I was thinking of leaving.’


‘Oh,’ she said, breathing heavily. ‘With who?’


‘Cal is going to give me a ride home.’


She nodded. Now wasn’t the time to ask what was going on or who she was with. I hadn’t been able to see his face, and couldn’t recall who came in a Viking costume. It technically wasn’t my business anyway. But I still cared about Harper. She was my best friend, and we had come here together.


‘Are you going to be okay getting home?’


She smiled and glanced over her shoulder. ‘Yeah, I’m all good.’


I nodded and hustled away. Yep, not the time or the place. She was doing her thing and, apparently, that thing was a Viking, so … if that wasn’t my cue to exit, nothing was.


As I walked downstairs, I saw Cal standing by the door, just like I’d asked, rather told. A small flare of warmth lit me up. I was in control. At least attempting to be.




Chapter 2


Cal put his truck in park and killed the engine. Coming around the front, he opened my door and helped me out, then grabbed the six pack of beer he’d ‘borrowed’ from his friend’s party and walked toward the tailgate.


‘God, it’s beautiful out here,’ I said, taking a deep breath of fresh air. It was chilly, but clear and bright. Cal had taken a back road that led to a small pond with a great view of the Colorado wilderness as a backdrop.


‘Yeah, whenever I’m not in the mood, I usually come out here,’ he winked.


Though he was using my words from earlier, I was still curious to ask, ‘Why?’


‘Perspective. See over there where the woods are?’


I looked in the direction he pointed and frowned. ‘You mean those few sticks that look like they once were trees?’


‘Yep, those. There was a forest fire several years back. It was the first call I went on.’ He popped a beer open, took one quick drink, then handed it to me.


‘That must have been intense,’ I said, squinting to see more of what was left of the forest. While the grand scene was something that could be plastered on the cover of National Geographic, there was this one blemish of what once was. A forest that once thrived was off in the distance. It was hard to see, especially in the dark, but it was there.


‘It was.’ Moonlight reflected off the pond and lit his face so well that I could see every small expression and angle of his lips as he spoke. ‘I was scared as hell and so fucking excited at the same time.’


I took a sip of beer. The cold glass bottle chilled my upper lip as I drank a long swallow down.


‘Well, you were running into something you knew would burn you. That would be scary.’


‘And exciting,’ he repeated that last word. ‘It was also sad seeing all the devastation it left behind.’ His shoulder brushed mine as he reached out, gently took the beer, and took another drink before handing it back. ‘Could have been a lot worse, though. It was the only time I thought I wasn’t going to make it out.’


‘What?’ I said in shock.


He just chuckled. Chuckled! Like him almost dying in a fire was ‘just another day.’


‘I was younger, trained, but still a rookie. A tree fell and the fire spread really fast and surrounded me.’


‘So, you just come out here, look at this place, and remember?’


‘Yeah, because I have to.’


‘No, you don’t,’ I said softly. Remembering the bad stuff sounded like a terrible idea to me, yet Cal had a different opinion when it came to this.


‘People run into things they know will burn them all the time,’ he said. His words hit me hard and the pain in my chest redoubled, thinking of Jack. I’d ran fast and blind into him, and knew the whole time he was an inferno I couldn’t control.


‘I learned a lot,’ Cal continued. ‘Like how to handle myself better for next time. That’s why I come out here. To remember the pain, the adrenaline, and the fear. All of it gave me tools to be better.’


I bit the inside of my cheek and fidgeted with the beer in my hand. ‘That’s a good lesson,’ I admitted. ‘And I’m glad you brought me here. I’m glad you’re okay.’


I handed him the bottle once more, my hand was now freezing, having clasped the bottle for so long, and I rubbed them together quickly.


‘You warm enough?’ he asked, opening the tailgate.


‘I’m alright, the cape is pretty heavy.’


Cal, however, was wearing only a T-shirt and fireman’s pants. While it was a great look for him, he couldn’t be that warm.


‘What about you?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, I’m good. I tend to run hot.’


I nodded, having no doubt about that. Without warning, he grabbed my waist, his big hands sliding around my hips as he lifted me up to sit on the tailgate. I gasped a little at the surprise of his touch. No matter how brief it was. He sat me down, then stood in front of me. I shivered a little because, even in the dark, with the glow of the taillights illuminating the night, I could see his blue eyes roam across my body like he was searching for something.


He’d looked at me the same way the night I’d met him. He had a way of effortlessly making me feel seen, inspiring a soul-deep heat that caused my mind to crank out the memory of his lips, and how amazing they felt against mine.


‘I’m not buying it, Kitten,’ he finally said. Before I could ask more, he left me sitting there, grabbed something from the cab of the truck, then came back. ‘Here.’ He wrapped his fire jacket over my shoulders. The smell of spice and the feel of the rough material instantly engulfed me, and I took another deep breath.


Wide open space, stars, and wrapped in Cal’s jacket made me feel déjà vu. I remembered the time Jack had wrapped me in his coat when I’d first met him.


I closed my eyes and hung my head. It was like Cal and Jack were connected on some cosmic level.


‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, putting his hands on either side of my hips, grabbing the edge of the tailgate.


I shook my head. ‘I feel like this is some cruel game.’


‘What do you mean?’


I laughed, but there was nothing funny about this situation. ‘I don’t know what I mean. It sounds crazy.’


‘I can deal with crazy.’ He stepped a little closer until my dangling shins met his thighs. ‘Tell me.’ The deep rough sound of his voice was something I’d never heard before. It was a command. Casual, easygoing Cal was obviously alpha, but this was the first time I’d ever heard the dominance come out. I tried hard not to respond, but my entire body wouldn’t listen.


‘Everything feels like a repeat,’ I said, and glanced at his face. ‘Jack left, and it hurts. Still hurts. But you are his friend and there are similarities.’


He frowned, but took another small step closer, shifting his hips, and silently urging me to continue. So I did. No reason not to be honest.


‘There are certain things you say, how you move … even giving me your jacket. Those moments just remind me of him. How we met. Words he said to me once.’


Cal took a rough breath that seemed to be lined with less than thrilled intent.


‘It’s never fun being compared to another man,’ he said.


I hung my head, but he cupped my neck and made me face him. His touch was warm, and felt so good against my skin. Once upon a time, I’d associated it with a dirty thing, but now I craved it. Missed it. Longed for the skin to skin connection. It was like a drug.


‘I want you to really hear what I’m saying, Lana,’ Cal started. His eyes bored into mine. ‘I’m not Jack.’


‘I know,’ I said quickly, and dismissed it because yeah, that was obvious.


‘No.’ He held firm. ‘I’m. Not. Jack.’


I studied him for a long time. Anger and angst rolled off of him. But there was understanding too. Some kind of patience I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but I felt it in how he touched me.


‘I’m not Jack,’ he said once more, ‘And I’m not going to be your dark corner either.’


I frowned. But he went on.


‘I know Jack hurt you, and yes, he’s my best friend. I know what’s ahead of me when it comes to you, and it’s not going to be easy. We may have some common ground, but we’re different people. If you want to hide, I can’t help with that or allow it.’ His thumb traced my cheekbone. ‘But if you want to run? Fight? Feel something?’ One more step and my legs had to spread slightly to welcome him into my space. ‘That’s my department all day long.’


His sly grin was sexy but serious, and made me want to do all those things at the same time. Run away, fight with him, feel something. Because there was an anger deep in me too. And I wanted to unleash it.


He was right, though. The shadow that had served as my protection, my hideout, had been Jack. The corner of my world that he had sheltered and controlled. That carried heat and a safe place that pushed my limits to accept my strength.


But that wasn’t Cal.


‘It’s up to you, Lana. But understand that whatever is going on, whatever shit you need to work out regarding Jack, I’m here. I want to hear about it.’


‘I’m mad,’ I whispered. ‘I feel like I’m not the same person I was.’


‘Because you’re not. But that doesn’t have to be a bad thing.’


I shook my head. This whole moment was ridiculous. Thinking of Jack, talking about it, was something I avoided. Because his memory did what it always did.


It upset me and made me realize for the millionth time that my strength had come with a price. I’ve given away part of myself. Trusted him. Loved him. And he healed a piece of my heart. He also took that part with him when he left.
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