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            Drake

         

         My palms itch, and I clench my hands into tight fists, trying to force the uncomfortable sensation away. The tingling merely changes course, shooting up my arms and giving my entire upper torso the sensation of being eaten alive by pissed-off fire ants.

         I hate this fucking place. I hate this fucking day.

         My eyes are grainy. I dig my fists into them, trying hard to root out the tiny granules of sand I know aren’t there. It’s just what happens when you’ve been up for a solid thirty-six hours. I sigh, my chest swelling with the pent-up air before I force it back out of my lungs with a loud whoosh.

         Blinking a few times, I stare around me. Sitting in the pews surrounding mine is a sea of faces. Some I recognize from another lifetime, some I don’t. They’re all wearing the perfunctory look of extreme sadness one is supposed to express at a time like this. But I can probably count on one hand the number of people who truly loved her.

         Because she was so goddamned hard to love.

         For me, it was obligatory. She was my mother.

         After the short service, in which the minister said a few words about the woman everyone in this small Georgia hole knew as the town drunk, I stood at the front of the church beside the closed casket. A long line of people waited to greet me. I nodded at each person who slugged by. There were some, like old Ms. Ebbie, who used to babysit me when my mom was on a bender, and Jim Tucker, who owns the grocery store, who wrapped their arms around me.

         Fuck. Did I ever even tell Jim how grateful I am for all those times he let me clean up aisles in his store just so I could take home a meal for me and Ma?

         From the kind and sympathetic look in both Jim’s and Ms. Ebbie’s eyes, I realize it doesn’t matter whether I ever actually said it.

         They knew.

         Everyone in this tiny godforsaken town knew. Without their help—the handouts that they gave me and the times they’d peel my mother off the floor at Boondock’s bar—I wouldn’t have made it out of here alive. They saved me first.

         The army did the rest.

         I hadn’t even noticed the fact that my eyes had glazed over until my vision clears as there’s a timid tap on my shoulder. I focus on the wizened, kind face of my high school shop teacher. The lines around his eyes are more pronounced, but other than that he looks exactly the same as he did the day I graduated eight years ago.

         “Mr. Harris. Thank you for coming.” My voice sounds as though I haven’t used it in years.

         His knowing gaze is enough to place an enormous lump in my throat, but I swallow it down like a shot of hard liquor. There’s no room for weakness in my life. I learned that a long time ago.

         “You doing okay, Drake? I’m sorry that it took something like this to bring you back to town.”

         Nodding, I bow my head in shame. “I should have visited. Sorry, Mr. Harris. Everything you did for me back then…”

         He pats my shoulder, clearing his throat and looking me straight in the eye. “Did what needed to be done, son. Every kid deserves some lookin’ after.”

         He did more than that. He was the first person to put a wrench in my hand. The first man in my life who ever gave a shit. He gave me goals, put the army on my radar as a chance to break free from here.

         I owe the man my life.

         “You stayin’ or goin’?” he asks gruffly.

         I glance at the coffin and cringe. “Going. Right after she’s in the ground.”

         He releases a heavy sigh before nodding. “Can’t say I blame ya. Imagine you got a life wherever you are now. Carolina, is it?”

         A small smile touches my lips. “Keepin’ tabs on me, Mr. Harris?”

         Patting my shoulder again before he begins to walk away, he grunts. “Somebody has to. Maybe use a phone every now and again this time. You hear me, boy?”

         “Yes, sir.”

         He pauses and then looks back at me. “I’m proud of ya, Drake. The hand you got dealt? No-count daddy who ran when you was just a baby, mama who drank herself silly…” Mr. Harris shakes his head, scowling. “Wasn’t fair for a good kid like you to have to deal with it. But you done good, boy. Despite it all.”

         The lump is back.

         Tenfold.

         He shuffles off, leaving just a few more townsfolk to greet me and give me their condolences. It’s so strange to accept them. Although I’d been sending my mother a percentage of my income ever since I first left home, I never could bring myself to come back and face it all again. Looking down at the shiny, cherrywood casket brings all kinds of regret bubbling to the surface. I should have come home. I should have done more than just send her money. I knew that she was drinking herself into the ground. I should have done more for her.

         Should.

         Should.

         Should.

         Too late now. She’s gone. All I have left is the life I’ve built for myself back in Lone Sands, North Carolina. Small cottage on the beach. Full-service auto shop I started and built from the ground up. A few friends I call family.

         I have to move forward with my life.

         I know that. But then why do I feel so empty?

         
              

         

         The Challenger races up the interstate, seemingly just as charged up and ready to unwind as I am. Rather than sorting through Ma’s things and packing up her house to sell myself, I hired a packing company. Dredging up those memories and digging around in that part of my soul would accomplish nothing. I’m done with Blythe, Georgia.

         From its spot in the cup holder, my phone catches my eye as the screen lights up. Guess I never turned the sound back up after the funeral. Just as well. I don’t feel like talking to anyone.

         Curiosity forces me to check the caller ID.

         Dare. Dude’s been blowing up my phone all day.

         But today…I can’t even force myself to check in with the one man who’s like a brother to me. Dare Conners and whatever he has to say can wait until I’m back in the right headspace. I know he’ll understand.

         I place my phone back in the cup holder and continue driving, way too fast, back to North Carolina.

         A couple of hours later I’m breezing into the town limits past the old wooden WELCOME sign and breathing an enormous sigh of relief. But I bypass the turnoff that’ll take me to my house and instead head for one of my favorite places in the world. The day of my ma’s funeral has come and gone, and night has fallen. Pulling into a parking spot, I shut off the Challenger’s ignition and step out into the night. Even in late January, the air here is moist, if also chilly. I take a deep breath, letting salty oxygen fill my lungs again. Exhaling, I stride up to See Food and let myself inside the restaurant.

         Bypassing my usual table, I pull up a stool at the bar and focus my gaze on the plentiful choice of bottles behind Lenny. The middle-aged restaurant owner lifts a brow. “Rough day, Drake?”

         Grunting, I nod. “The roughest.”

         “Hungry?” Her eyes are kind as they search my face.

         “Could always put away a basket of your coconut shrimp, Lenny.” I find a smile somewhere deep inside and lay it on her. “And why don’t you go ahead and pour me a stiff whiskey. Neat.”

         Now her eyebrows pull together and lift toward her hairline. “Must have been a really bad day.”

         She busies herself with a bottle of Jack and I take a minute to glance around me. On a Friday night in the middle of winter, See Food isn’t as packed as it would be during tourist season. But it’s busy with the local crowd, and the few waitresses are bustling around in jeans and boots. See Food’s laid-back atmosphere is what draws me here, and the second-to-none seafood is what keeps me coming back. It’s warm, it’s familiar, and right now it has the ability to make me forget for a little while.

         The crowd tonight is easy, not rowdy. Full of men who want to drink and girls who want a good time. There’s no live music at See Food in the winter, so the notes floating out from the speakers is a playlist of low-key Southern rock mixed in with country hits.

         I’m almost desperate with the need to get lost. Burying my mother dredged up all kinds of darkness I thought I’d buried a long time ago. It’s swirling around inside me now like silt in the ocean.

         Churning, churning, churning.

         When Lenny slides my drink toward me, I grip the glass in one hand and take a long, burning swallow. As the amber liquid slides down my throat I close my eyes and grimace.

         Never wanted to be like her. And having a drink right now doesn’t mean I’m turning into her. It’s just been a rough day.

         “I’ll have what he’s having.”

         The sugary sweet voice comes from right beside me, and when I open my eyes I see that its owner is anything but. A bleached blonde dressed to impress has sidled up next to me at the bar. She leans over the shiny wood, her enormous tits nearly falling out of her low-cut top. My eyes slip down her body to take in the tight black leather pants and spiky heels. When I meet her eyes, the bright blue irises are sparkling with knowing allure.

         “Hey there. Mind if I have a seat?” She puffs her red lips out in a pout. “Doesn’t seem to be anywhere else to sit.”

         Out of the corner of my eye I see Lenny roll both of hers. I nod toward the empty stool beside me, indicating that she should sit if she wants to.

         The blonde’s lips curve into a seductive smile as she hops up. Her thigh brushes mine and my dick springs to attention. My body responds to hers like it knows exactly what comes next, and it’s eager to get to the finish line.

         I glance at the blonde again, and she bats her lashes at me. Making up my mind, I nod to Lenny.

         “Her drinks are on me.”

         Lenny tries and fails to hold in her sigh. “Sure thing, Drake.”

         “Drake?” The blonde leans over my arm, dragging a long fingernail across my inked skin. “Nice name.”

         I down the rest of my drink and shove my glass back toward Lenny, wordlessly asking for another. Shaking her head while giving me the side eye, Lenny obliges.

         It’s going to be a long night.
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            Mea

         

         Order up!” Boozer barks as his bald head appears above the food window in the kitchen of See Food.

         “Got it!” I put down my glass of Sprite and pick up my plates of food, balancing a large tray while arranging the four heaping platters of seafood on top, then push through the swinging kitchen door backward and enter the bar area. I’ve only been working here for about a week. I’m still thanking my lucky stars that Lenny and Boozer hired me without any experience. I need all the money I can stockpile if I ever want to get my yoga studio up and running.

         In this century.

         Breezing past Lenny, I bump her hip gently with mine where she stands rinsing glasses at the sink behind the bar. “You good?”

         She smirks at me. “I should probably be asking you that, doll.”

         Shooting her a sassy wink, my tray wobbles slightly, and Lenny catches one mug of beer just before it tips off the edge. Groaning, she grabs my shoulders to steady me. “Lord, girl. You might be the death of this place.”

         I scoff. “Please. Berkeley did it, and she’s ten times clumsier than I am.”

         Lenny smiles, half-moon wrinkles forming around her lips. “Berkeley had years of practice. You’re meant for greater things than this old place. Just like she was.”

         I glance down. “Maybe. But for now, this place is saving my ass. And so are you.” I lean over and kiss her cheek before brushing past her toward the high-top tables surrounding the bar. Hearing a throaty giggle, I whirl around. My chocolate brown curls slap me in the face as I zero in on the curvy blonde poured into her clothes at the bar. Yep, she’s the source of the giggle. Rolling my eyes, I start back on my path.

         But something catches my eye and my steps stutter, then freeze.

         The blond chick has large, spectacular, and most likely fake, breasts. They’re currently squished up against a solid brick wall of a man. First my eyes follow the veins in his muscular forearms, exposed by the white collared shirt he’s wearing, sleeves rolled up. Then my gaze wanders to the open collar, where the thick, winding lines of ink swirl up toward his neck. And that neck…muscular and thick, just like the rest of his perfectly sculpted body.

         A body I know very, very well.

         Lastly, my eyes land on a face that simultaneously makes my blood boil and my toes curl. Olive skin, mostly smooth except for the scar near his left temple. Short brown hair so dark it’s nearly raven. Square chin, covered in perfectly rough scruff. Straight nose with a slight rise in the top. Deep-set eyes the color of the warmest caramel.

         Perfect male beauty. Rough and deep and dark. There’s so much story behind those eyes that I never learned. Eyes that are currently, hazily focused on the tits rubbing against his muscled arm.

         Goddammit.

         Drake Sullivan.

         It’s not like I never run into him. I see him quite often actually, because my best friend and his are getting married in two months. We cross paths because we have to, not because I want to.

         My past with Drake? It’s complicated. When a man gives you the best one-night stand of your life and you ruin everything by running out on him and never speaking to him about it again, things are bound to get tricky. Every time I see him, a slow burn of attraction sizzles just beneath the surface, and I do everything I can to pretend it isn’t so.

         Because I’m not in the market for a boyfriend. It’s the last thing I need in my life.

         It’s not like I didn’t know that See Food is his favorite hangout. He only lives right down the beach, for Pete’s sake. I just wasn’t expecting to see him now. And certainly not with that slut pressed against him like white on rice.

         Dammit. I don’t want seeing him with another woman to affect me like this. I don’t want it to affect me at all!

         My heartbeat thumps wildly in my chest as I watch him. I want so badly to tear my eyes away, but I just can’t. He’s clearly tanked. His eyes are glassy, and he’s tilting slightly sideways on his stool. Which is completely at odds with everything I know about Drake. He’s always calm, cool, and collected. He’s always in control.

         The dude is a freaking ex-army Ranger. He’s someone others can depend on.

         Well, most others.

         Suddenly, Lenny’s face is directly in front of me, replacing my view of Drake and the Blonde Bombshell.

         “Um, hello…Mea? What the hell is wrong with you, girl? You’re about to drop that tray!” Her voice is more concerned than angry, and that’s just so typically Lenny that a lump suddenly forms in my throat.

         Horrified at the thought that I might actually cry for no reason and in front of anyone else, I blink rapidly and swallow hard.

         “Oh, uh…right. I’m on my way to table twenty-three with these. Just…sorry.”

         “I’ve gotta run to the office for a minute.” Her last sentence pulls me back around to face her. “After you drop that off, can you hang behind the bar for a few until I get back?”

         Slowly nodding my agreement, I turn on my heel, and doing everything I can to avoid dropping the tray of not-quite-hot food, I scurry in the opposite direction of the bar. I drop off the food at my table and then take a second to gather myself.

         This is where I work. I have a job to do, and I’m not going to let the sight of Drake Sullivan and some flavor-of-the-week stop me from helping Lenny when she needs it.

         They both glance up as my rag swirls the bar top in front of them. “Everything okay here?”

         Drake’s bleary gaze meets mine, and then his eyes widen in surprise. “Mea? What…what are you doing here?”

         I prop my hip up against the bar and send him a smirk. All the while, my heart beats like the wings of a trapped butterfly inside my chest.

         Drake looks…hell, he looks damn good. He’s traded in his usual T-shirt for a white button-up, and the dark ink winding around his forearms catches my eye.

         “I work here, Drake.” I’m proud of how well I’m able to keep the tremble out of my voice.

         Why is he affecting me so much? Maybe it’s because of the woman. My gaze slides to her.

         “We’re fine here.” Her high-pitched voice sends me a very clear signal. Step off. He’s mine.

         Which, of course, only makes my smirk grow wider as my eyes slide back to Drake. “Y’all let me know if you need anything, k? I’ll be behind the bar until Lenny gets back.”

         His eyes drinking me in, Drake lifts his chin once in acknowledgment.

         The fact that he hasn’t looked at his drinking buddy once since I’ve been standing here makes me smile as I move on down the bar to check in with other customers.

         I can feel his eyes burning into me as I chat and refill drinks. When Lenny returns, I take the opportunity to head for the front door. A quick breather is all I need. A chance to catch my breath and gather my thoughts.

         For just a minute, I need to be as far away from Drake fucking Sullivan as possible.

         
              

         

         The night drags by. Despite my best intentions to keep my head down, serve my tables, and get through the night without snatching the blonde off her barstool or elbowing Drake off of his, my eyes continue to track their movements from wherever I am in the restaurant. Drake’s been different than his usual self—he seems almost down in the dumps—oblivious to everything, including the blonde for the most part. I can tell from the time she’s invested in him that she thinks he’s taking her home tonight. But, watching Drake way more closely than I should, I’m not so sure he’s on the same game plan as she is.

         He accepts her attention, but he doesn’t dish out any of his own. Mostly, Drake’s eyes are trained on the drinks that he keeps slugging down like they’re going out of style.

         Except for the occasions I can feel their searing gaze on me.

         Blondie’s getting impatient with his lack of attention despite all her efforts.

         A small smile quirks at my lips when she literally begins to pout. That’s the moment when Drake decides to glance up from his drink. His dark gaze nails me to the spot, instantly freezing my movements as I’m caught up in his stare.

         Do you know that expression time stands still? You know, the one they only use in chick flicks and romance novels?

         Yeah, I now understand what it means. It doesn’t mean that the second hand on your watch stops ticking. It doesn’t mean that everyone around you pauses, grotesquely frozen in whatever activity they were engaging in. No, it’s not like that at all.

         When time stands still for me at that moment, it happens because Drake’s gaze meets mine, and the intensity of it as recognition dawns on his face levels me. Flattens me. Roots me to the spot where I stand. And even though everyone and everything continue their normal goings-on around us, the thread that holds us together at that moment stretches taut, and I can’t tell how much time passes.

         Do seconds tick by? Minutes? An hour?

         Hell if I know.

         Drake’s previously watery gaze sharpens in that moment, perfect clarity reflecting in his eyes. Awareness sizzles along my skin, tracing the path that my nerve endings draw, and there’s absolutely nothing I can do about the effect he’s having on me.

         Not a damn thing.

         I hold my ground. Neither of us moves a muscle for at least ten seconds, and I have the uncontrollable urge to move toward him. He blinks, and I take that moment to flee. I don’t want him to see me so unraveled. I don’t want him to know that seeing him liquefies my insides, turning me into mush. Escaping through the high-top tables in the bar area and around the long wooden high-top where Lenny is filling a glass with something dark and frothy, the kitchen door swishes shut behind me and I lean against the wall. My chest rises and falls with my heavy breaths, and there’s only one thought running through my mind at top speed.

         Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

         Because if I’m honest with myself—and it’s not very often that I allow that to happen, not when it comes to this—Drake Sullivan has had this effect on me since the moment I laid eyes on his gorgeous self. And I’ve never been able to stop it.

         Ignore it? Yes. I can ignore it with the best of them.

         But stop it from happening? Never. And I’m pretty sure that he doesn’t have the first clue as to how he affects me.

         I intend to keep it that way.

         I need to keep my eye on the prize. And that prize has nothing to do with a sexy, deliciously dark man like Drake.
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            Drake

         

         The back of my neck prickles.

         I rub it, trying to ease the sensation out of my muscles, but it’s surface level. I learned a long time ago to trust my instincts, because not doing so could get me, and the entire team of men around me, killed. So instead of ignoring the feeling, I lift my eyes from my highball glass to glance around the bar area. It’s easy to find her. I’ve been keeping track of Mea’s exact placement in the bar all damn night.

         The sight of Mea Jones standing behind the bar earlier stopped my breathing just as fast as a chokehold would have.

         I see Mea around a lot. My best friend, Dare, is marrying her best friend, Berkeley, in just a couple months. As best man and maid of honor, we have to be in the same room from time to time. We share a tight-knit circle of friends that neither of us is willing to give up. But Mea avoids me like the plague when she can, and I know it’s because our past together is sticky.

         But tonight, something’s different. She’s just standing there, staring at me from her place on the restaurant floor just outside the bar area. Her petite body is tight and stacked, and my big palms itch at the thought of running them over every curved inch of her. What she lacks in size—hell, she can’t be taller than five foot two—she makes up for in attitude. She’s got miles of it, and is never too shy to put someone in their place.

         But right now? She looks like someone just punched her in the gut. And those big, dark brown eyes are wide and tentative, something Mea is most definitely not. She looks…vulnerable. Like she needs something from me.

         God, at that moment, even in my inebriated state, I wish I could give it to her.

         My eyes scan her, because I can’t fucking help it. It’s January, and she’s a girl with half a brain, so no tight tank top like Tina, the blonde beside me. No, she’s wearing a casual long-sleeved shirt that dips into a deep V, showcasing just a tease of the perfect set of tits I know lay just beneath. My cock stirs to life again just looking at her, but I force my eyes to keep moving upward and focus on her face.

         Her gorgeous, flawless face. Skin the color of the richest caramel. Lush, pert lips set in a perpetual pout that chicks usually have to pay for. And then her hair, fanning around her face in a mess of wild, wild dark brown curls.

         Wild. Free. Untamed.

         That’s Mea to the hilt.

         She’s always been like a little tornado, a force to be reckoned with who sucks everyone around her into her orbit. She’s all power, tucked into a tiny, sexy frame.

         Fuck.

         I blink, shaking my head to clear it, and when I open my eyes again she’s gone. Like a ghost, she’s disappeared, probably into the back somewhere. Anywhere she doesn’t have to see me. Or talk to me.

         It’s what I’ve been dealing with when it comes to Mea ever since Dare moved to Lone Sands two and a half years ago and started dating Berkeley. They went through plenty of ups and downs in their relationship, and Mea and I were there for them every step of the way. Me on Dare’s side, Mea on Berkeley’s.

         The one night I spent with her? The one where she blew my fucking mind and then just walked away? That happened shortly before Dare arrived. I’ve been living with the memory for three damn years.

         The second I saw her again all I wanted to do was pull her into my arms. Touch her. Love on her.

         Taste her.

         But when she looked at me, it was with venom and acid and I was so shell-shocked by it I never asked her why. To this day, I have no idea what turned her against me so absolutely.

         And now, not only are we going to have to costar in this wedding event in March, she’s apparently also working at my favorite hangout.

         Fuck.

         “What?”

         Right. The blonde. Tara? I must have said that last “fuck” out loud. She’s looking at me the way an orderly in a mental hospital looks at a patient.

         Shaking my head, I put my hands to my head and rub my temples. I’m so fucking tired. Why’d I think it was a good idea to come out and get tanked? And how the hell am I gonna get home?

         Sighing, I signal to Lenny. She walks over, wiping her hands with a rag. Raises a brow in my direction.

         “Close me out, Len.”

         She nods. Glances at the chick glued to my side. “Hers, too. On my tab. And then call her a cab, will ya?”

         Nodding again, Lenny turns to the register. “What about you, big guy? How you gettin’ home?”

         I stand so I can pull my wallet out, and then groan as the liquor in my stomach sloshes around. A wave of nausea hits me, and my head threatens to split my vision in two. Blinking rapidly, I take out a few bills and toss them onto the shiny bar top.

         “Guess I’ll be walking tonight. The cold air should help.”

         I know I’m slurring, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m drunk as fuck, and damn if I’m not ashamed of myself for it. This has never been my thing. Losing control like this…it’s not me. I just needed to let loose after the previous seventy-two hours from hell.

         But now I’m straight fucked.

         The bar’s gone pretty quiet around us. At this hour, the crowd is gone and the staff is starting their closing duties. The blonde, finally realizing we’re not going home together because that’s the absolute last thing I need, turns around in a huff and flounces away. She’s a little unsteady on her feet, but I watch to make sure she makes it to the door okay. The cab should be out there for her.

         “You’re welcome for the drinks,” I mutter and turn back to Lenny.

         “I can call Dare,” she offers.

         I shake my head vehemently at that, and wince at the pain it causes. Shit, how many whiskeys did I have? I’d lost count somewhere around eleven o’clock.

         “Don’t do that, Len. I’ll be fine. Let me just—” I attempt to make my legs move me toward the front door, but they end up getting twisted around, and I stumble, nearly falling on my ass.

         “Boozer!” Lenny hollers. “Get out here!”

         Her giant of a husband appears instantly from the kitchen. He takes one look at me, shakes his head and frowns. “What the hell, Drake?”

         Shrugging, I chuckle. “Rough day, Boozer. You don’t wanna know.”

         He sidles up next to me, holding up one side of me, not grunting with the effort, because he’s as big as I am. “Where am I taking you?”

         I’m about to open my mouth to answer him, when instead a sweet, sassy voice from my other side does it for me. “You can put him in my car, Booze. I got him.”

         Boozer glances at her and scowls. “You don’t got shit.”

         Mea pulls herself up to her full height, which makes me grin, and narrows her eyes at him. “I said I got him.”

         Boozer looks like he doesn’t know which one of us is annoying him more right now, but he and Mea work together to help my pathetic ass walk to her car. Boozer pushes me in on the passenger side, where I feel like a sardine crunched into a small aluminum can, and closes the door. I lean my head back against the seat, taking deep and steady breaths in through my nose and out through my mouth.

         My eyes are closed, so I only hear Mea when she gets in beside me.

         Without a word, she starts her ignition and pulls out of the parking lot.

         The silence is thick but the last thing I want to do is piss her off, so I stay quiet and just concentrate on breathing and not throwing up. Because I’d never live it down if I did.

         “Where are we?” I ask when the car rolls to a stop. Opening one eye, I check our surroundings.

         “Your place. Because this is where you live.” Mea speaks slowly, like she’s talking to a kid. I guess I deserve it.

         “Thanks. I can take it from here.”

         “Sure you can.” She rolls her eyes, sighing in total exasperation. “Stay right there, you big idiot. I’ll help you.”

         This time I watch as she scoots around the front of the car, her hair billowing out all around her. She walks with her shoulders back and her head held high. Proud, proud, proud.

         Whatever can be said about Mea Jones, she’s not weak. She’s smart, she’s strong, and she’s tough as nails.

         And when she grabs my arm and begins tugging me out of her car, I try my damnedest not to snort with laughter. I help her out, lugging myself up and out and trying not to lean too heavily on her while we walk from her car parked in my driveway to the front door of my house.

         I glance at my keys, then glance at the lock. Realizing this task might just be harder than my numb mind can handle at the moment, I hand the keys to Mea. She throws me a heated glance, busies herself with unlocking the door, and we both lurch into the living room. She kicks the door closed behind her and we both collapse onto my couch with triumphant exhaustion.

         “I’ll give it to you, Mea,” I pant. “You’re tiny, but you’re strong as a goddamned ox.”

         “And I’ll give it to you, Drake,” she shoots right back, full of sass and snap. “You’ve usually got your shit together, but right now you’re a big hot mess.”

         I throw my head back and roar with laughter. “Yup. Can’t argue with you there. But you know what? That’s kind of what happens on the day you put your mom in the ground.”

         Silence. My eyes are still aimed at the ceiling. Why’d I say it? It’s the last thing I want to talk about, and I know Mea couldn’t give two fucks. She’s made it clear where she stands when it comes to me. Now I’ve gone and gotten myself drunk, let her drive me home, and I’m shooting off at the mouth about my dead mother. How much more pathetic can one dude be?

         So the shock that jolts through me when she lays a hand on my arm jerks my head right up off the back of the couch. The place where she touches me is tingling with warmth. I marvel at the way the delicate contours of her hand contrast so perfectly with the tough ink marring my tanned skin.

         With a single touch, she has the power to unhinge me.

         Still.

         When I glance up at her, her eyes meet mine, and it’s like fire and gasoline. Someone just dropped a match into the pool of liquid fuel, and we’re both in serious trouble. I get a little lost in her stare, because it’s just so damn beautiful. Hypnotic.

         “I’m sorry, Drake. I didn’t know.”

         I nod slowly, afraid that if I move too fast she’ll pull away. But she doesn’t. She just sits there with an understanding in her eyes that lets me know this isn’t pity.

         It’s compassion. And it causes a pain in my chest so fierce I use my free hand to rub the spot in agitation.

         “Yeah,” I answer her, my voice soft and rough. “We weren’t close or anything. But it sucked, you know? Going back to a town I never wanted to see again. Remembering. It sucked.”

         She stares a moment longer, and then pops off the couch like a jack-in-the-box. I miss her touch immediately and pull my hand back into my lap. I’m being so stupid right now. This chick hates me.

         And I don’t need the grief that would come with trying to change that. I decided a long time ago to just let it be.

         “Where are you going?” I ask, expecting her to say good night and flounce right back out my front door.

         She pauses, headed toward the kitchen rather than the front door. Turning her head, she gives me a sexy smirk that I don’t even think she means to be sexy. Goddamn. She’s trouble. Always has been.

         “When you’ve just buried your dead mother, you shouldn’t have to drink alone. So I’m going to find the strongest liquor you have in your bar, and then I’m going to catch up to you.” She turns on her heel and marches out.

         The second I think I’ve got Mea Jones figured out, she throws me for a completely fucking loop. And that should make me crazy. It does. It makes me feel like the wheels are about to come off.

         But when she’s the one riding beside me…I kind of don’t mind it.
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            Mea

         

         I’m not sure what I’m thinking. All I know is that the sound of his voice when he told me about his mother, the shards of pain that sliced straight through the middle of it, and the anguish in his eyes pulled me toward him like a magnet. Leave it to me to be attracted to all the darkest, most tortured places inside of a guy rather than the light and the warmth. At that moment, when he blurted out what was hurting him, he was vulnerable and sad and beautiful.

         Painfully beautiful.

         So painful that it made my insides ache for him. So beautiful that it made the very core of me burn for him.

         I don’t know anything about Drake, not about his family or his background or his past. And this bit that just slipped out drew me closer to him than the one night that my body had been wrapped around his. I’d never wanted to know him before.

         I don’t want to know him now, do I?

         I thought I knew everything I needed to know about the quiet, good-natured, ridiculously sexy ex-army Ranger. But maybe there’s more to him than I ever imagined.

         Of course, I’m the last person who should be delving into anyone’s personal life or dark past. I have my own ghosts that haunt me every single day. Just trying to make myself better and accomplishing my dream of opening my own yoga studio is what I need to be focused on. Not my painful past. Not Drake’s, either.

         So why am I now digging myself in deeper? I can’t answer that. It’s unexplainable. But I know that at least for tonight, I need to be here for him.

         I grab a bottle of tequila—go big or go home, right?—from the cabinet underneath the bar in the dining room and two shot glasses.

         Drake’s eyes widen when I reappear in the living room, and he leans forward with his elbows on his knees. He’s completely wrecked.

         I hold up the bottle. “Found some!”

         With a crooked smile that jump-starts my heart in a way I don’t want to analyze, he gestures toward the spot next to him. “By all means, sweetheart. Give it your best.”

         I plop down beside him and narrow my eyes. “Was that a challenge, Sullivan?”

         His eyes twinkle with amusement. “I think I’ll lose every challenge with you, Mea.”

         Nodding firmly, I pour myself a shot. “You’re damn right about that.”

         Knocking it back, I relish the burn of the liquid. I’m no stranger to tequila. Or any other type of liquor, for that matter. There have been a lot of nights in my life that I’ve just wanted to be numb. To forget.

         But this isn’t one of them. This is for Drake.

         Smiling broadly, I take a second shot. “No chaser.”

         He raises a brow. “Impressive.”

         After the third shot in quick succession, I sit back and raise two fists in the air. “I think that was a good start. At this rate, I’ll be where you are in no time.”

         He smiles, a real, genuine smile that turns his face into the purest form of light. For a second, I’m caught by it, frozen in the depth of his sunshine. How can one man be full of so much light one minute, and so much darkness in the next?

         It’s the first time I’ve realized that usually when he smiles, it’s hollow. His normal smirk shines only a fraction of the light that this full-watt grin does.

         What’s Drake Sullivan been hiding behind that easy smirk?

         As the alcohol begins to send signals of pleasant numbness throughout my arms and legs, I lean back against the cushion and pull my legs up to my chest, facing Drake. I study his profile, noting again just how attractive he is right before he turns his head and meets my gaze.

         “Why are you doing this? I thought you hated me.”

         I squirm, discomfort settling hard in the bottom of my stomach. My tongue is looser now after three shots of tequila, and I speak without my usual guard. “I don’t hate you. I just…” My voice, already set in a whisper, fades away into nothingness.

         Drake leans toward me. His forehead wrinkles and his eyes go all soft in concern. He reaches out, but when I flinch away his hand drops down beside him. A flicker of understanding crosses his expression, and I close my eyes so he doesn’t see any more of what I’m trying so desperately to keep behind my high stone walls.

         “Mea…I didn’t hurt you that night, did I?” His voice is heavy, like he’s already carrying the weight of my past pain. His gaze burns into mine, like he needs the answer to this question more than he needs his next breath.

         I shake my head, wanting to reassure him. “No, Drake. It was…me. It’s always me.”

         He just keeps staring, and I need to ramble on. “I have rules, you know? When it comes to being with men. I don’t do anything more than a one-night stand. So seeing you again, after…it surprised me. I didn’t expect to ever see you again, much less have you so embedded in my life.”

         He nods slowly. But his expression stays soft as he scrutinizes my face. “Rules…about sex. Why would you need those, Mea?”

         The energy that constantly keeps me moving buoys me and I pop up from the couch and begin to pace. Drake’s eyes follow me, burning into my skin and burrowing deep inside me where I don’t want him to go.

         “I just do. Okay?” My face is defiant as I halt and face him once more. Silently, I dare him to ask me more so I can either fly out the door or completely shut down.

         Instead of pushing, Drake nods and pats the couch beside him. “You promised me a drinking partner.” He picks up the bottle and lines up two shots. Grabbing his, he glances at me, as if waiting.

         With just another moment of hesitation, I return to the couch and grab the shot. Drake holds his up toward mine and we clink. Then we both down the liquid courage in one gulp.

         
              

         

         An hour and two shots later, Drake’s big body is sprawled out on the floor beside the couch and I’m giggling uncontrollably at his imitation of my old roommate Greta’s fiancé.

         “All those Navy SEALs are the same.” Drake laughs, low and throaty. The sound of it does something chemical to my insides, making them melt in reaction to the sound of his voice. His forehead wrinkles as he adopts a comically stern expression, eyebrows pulling together. “I can swim three hundred miles in a hurricane! I’m a SEAL!” He punctuates his statement with a wild fist pump, and I dissolve into a fit of laughter. In my inebriated state, I roll right off the couch and onto the floor, landing directly on top of Drake. His hard, muscly form breaks my fall, strong arms instantly wrapping around me securely.

         For a moment, neither of us moves. His caramel-colored eyes turn molten. My eyes drink in every detail: his full lips, jagged scar, imperfect nose. Impossible male beauty up close and personal. My insides turn to Jell-O as my limbs betray me, beginning to tremble as all of his hard places line up with my soft ones in what seems like a dream. His eyes hood as a storm begins to brew within them.

         Jerking into action like a rubber band snapping back, I half-crawl, half-walk backward on my hands and feet. Kneeling a few feet away, I attempt to take a deep breath. But the alcohol working in my system prevents my head from clearing the way I need it to. I can’t be taken in by all of Drake’s gorgeousness and the pure sexual energy that exists between us. I’m in control here.

         Who am I kidding? And what am I thinking? Sacrificing my control to cheer up Drake?

         Drake sits up with slow and careful movements, eyeing me like a trainer would approach a cornered jungle cat.

         “I…I think I need to go.” My words come out in a rush.

         Drake shakes his head. His eyes are kind but his words are firm. “Not happening, Mea. You’re in no shape to drive, and I’m in no shape to take you. You can stay.”

         I shake my head just as firmly. “That’s not a good idea.”

         Drake sighs. “I’ll sleep on the couch. You take my bed. You don’t have to worry about anything with me, Mea. You’re staying.”

         My eyes dart from his sincere gaze to the hallway where I know his bedroom lies. I only hesitate for a second before I agree. “Okay. I’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

         Because we’re both too far gone to worry about changing sheets and other niceties, Drake walks me to his room and I fall back onto his bed. I open one eye to watch him. He stands in the doorway, both arms hanging on the doorjamb above him, his white dress shirt long since unbuttoned, the rippling abdominal muscles and toned chest ripe for the viewing. With a big swallow, I squeeze my eyes shut once more just as the room begins to spin.
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