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  Dedication




  Thanks to the staff of Whiskey Creek Press for all their help and encouragement.




  Chapter 1




  Wade Kendall crossed long, muscular legs and relaxed into a man-sized leather maroon chair. “David asked me to plan his wedding at our Lake Forest home on December thirty-first.”




  Jared Ramsey, Wade’s attorney and closest friend, straightened from his comfortable, but undignified, slouch. “Your little brother’s getting married? Little immature for that, isn’t he? What is he, now? Nineteen?”




  “Twenty-one. Three years younger than us.”




  Surprise sprang into the handsome face of one of Chicago’s premier legal minds. “Whoever said time flies sure nailed it. I guess I thought he’d stay stuck in youth while you and I advanced to dried-up old men.” Jared laughed at his well-worn joke. “Who’s the lucky girl? Anyone I know?” Without waiting for an answer, Jared snapped his fingers. “Just last summer he had a big thing with Brad Johnson’s daughter. Kimberly? Yeah, Kimberly. She the one?”




  “Not Kimberly, some college freshman he barely knows.” Wade grimaced, uttered a profane word. “I knew I made a mistake when I let David talk me into Indiana State University. He only wanted to attend there because that’s where Larry Bird played basketball.” Sidetracked for a moment, he veered to one of their favorite topics. “He still watches old videos of Bird’s senior-year victories, still mourns the injury that prevented his undefeated season and winning the national championship.” An ironic grin split Wade’s face. “Still mourn that one myself.” He sobered, let his train of thought return to the present problem. “I should’ve insisted he go to Harvard, same as I did.” Wade paused, drew a weary breath, and sighed. “She’s coming home with David on the eighteenth. I’ll have thirteen days to look her over before they do the deed.”




  Jared leaned forward and propped elbows on the polished surface of his huge desk. “That’ll be your first time meeting her?”




  “The first face-to-face, but I’ve already formed an impression. I contacted Hank Gilbert, the private investigator Dad used a couple of times and asked him to do a background check. She’s a foster home product, attends college on a scholarship. On the surface, she appears squeaky-clean, but if we tunnel deeper, I don’t doubt we’ll find enough dirt to plant a garden. No surprise there. I already knew what to expect—a pretty teenager with gold digger written all over her. You know David’s type. But I’m betting she won’t be obvious. My brother’s syrupy description made her sound like Joan of Arc and Mother Teresa rolled into one. He raved so much about how ‘nice’ his new paramour was he didn’t even tell me the color of her eyes. What do you want to bet? Blue-eyed, blonde-haired china doll with dollar signs flashing systematically.”




  “She could be as sweet as David claims.” Jared lifted wire-rimmed glasses from his nose and buffed the lenses with a pristine handkerchief. “When did they meet?”




  Wade’s expression soured as he calculated the timeframe. “At the beginning of the fall term, David’s first semester of his senior year. Sounds like a whirlwind sort of affair.”




  “Affair?”




  A nod from Wade. “From what David says, she’s been staying with him for close to a month.” A harsh laugh grated from a mouth drawn into a thin slash. “Great way to save money. I believe she plans to improve on that success and marry into the main cash flow.”




  “If you’ve never met her, how can you be so sure she’s a gold digger?”




  “How quickly you forget.” Bitterness dripped from each word. “I’ve had experience with the type before. Remember Kathy Carver? Sweet young thing, butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. She planned to marry me and share everything I have. Good thing I discovered she also planned to keep her long-time lover and let him share everything I have, too.” A tic twitched the lower lid of Wade’s dark brown eye, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I don’t want my baby brother to suffer the same devastation when I have it in my power to stop the humiliation before he’s hurt too much.”




  “You have a plan?”




  “Not yet, but I guarantee I will before the wedding.”




  Chapter 2




  In spite of December snow flurries on cold pavement, David raced his prized powder-blue Alfa Romeo Spider along Illinois State Road 41. Having lived all his life in the Chicago area gave him personal knowledge of back roads and shortcuts, let him avoid horrendous traffic on I-90 and the Dan Ryan Express. He fought the temptation to press the accelerator, give all those horses their heads. A quick glance at his passenger quieted the unwise urge.




  Head thrown back with abandon, laughter spilled from Alison Masters’ painted-pink mouth. She ran slender fingers through short permed curls turned almost blonde by recently applied streaks to her dark hair. The still new, shorter cut felt unfamiliar, made it difficult to resist the urge, so she repeated the action.




  Alison’s natural optimism bubbled from within and sparkled from dark brown eyes. The world belonged to her. She’d finally come of age to leave foster care, entered college on a full academic scholarship, met David Kendall, and fell in love. Best of all, David, her sunshine David, loved her, too. He’d proposed less than two weeks ago, and she accepted almost before the last word left his mouth. They’d spent that night in celebration of their love. The next day, a call to David’s home started the serious process of arranging a wedding.




  Only one tiny item dimmed the glow. She hadn’t met David’s older brother yet. Wade Kendall sent a positive response to David’s request that he organize a wedding on New Year’s Eve. Impossible to discern his true attitude from the short note Wade sent, but to Alison, his words seemed stilted, or at least somewhat reserved.




  Marriage to a blue-blood like David would surely bring problems. Their different backgrounds would mean culture shock for both of them. Alison had already determined to do everything in her power to bridge the gap and make a favorable impression. Given time, she felt certain she could win Wade’s approval.




  David idolized Wade, thought the man could do no wrong. He prefaced so many of his sentences with, “Wade said,” or “Wade did,” that she imagined a giant in spite of David’s thorough description of a dark haired, dark-eyed, six-foot-one, handsome-enough-to-die-for lady-killer—David’s exact words. Alison knew Wade’s acceptance meant the world.




  “Do you think he’ll like me?” Her pensive question expressed the frequent doubts that beleaguered her fragile self-esteem.




  Tall, blond David Kendall glanced toward her, sent his usual thousand watt smile, the one that creased his left cheek with a deep dimple and sprinkled sunshine through her soul. His beam of approval spread warmth through her heart, his words provided confidence to her tense nerves.




  “Darling! I told you not to worry. He’ll love you. Wade’s my big brother. He’s looked out for me all my life and he’ll watch over you, too.”




  Alison hoped David knew whereof he spoke. She wanted to fit in, wanted Wade to like her, not just for David’s sake, but for hers as well. More than anything, Alison wanted a family of her own. David’s relatives might be her only chance to have that fantasy come true. She crossed her fingers and prayed.




  Minutes later that hope seemed doomed to failure. David wheeled off Lake Road into a highway-wide drive and stopped at a double-gated entrance. He shot another smile in her direction and pushed a button on the Spider’s dash. The gates opened to reveal a parkland worthy of Biltmore Castle. Even in this populated neighborhood, an illusion of dense forest surrounded the estate’s manicured lawns and shrubs.




  David steered onto the right fork of an oval drive that followed the border of a mammoth front yard. In the distance, beyond a magnificent fountain set in a turquoise pool inhabited by two large, graceful swans, Alison saw a huge, cream-colored stone mansion. The building stood four stories high, four peaked towers shown above the corners of the palatial façade. The front of the structure displayed superb landscaping and a colonnaded porch wider than the front of her dorm.




  To Alison, the dwelling looked more like a large hotel than anyone’s home. People who lived that well would never accept a stray like her. She bit her bottom lip and conceded the death of her fantasy.




  After David drove the quarter mile from gate to door and brought the Spider to a halt in front of the incredible house, he peeked at her face and burst out laughing. “Darling! Don’t look so intimidated.” He cupped her trembling chin and gazed into dark eyes. “I’m still the man who loves you, the same one you agreed to marry. Don’t let our big house put you off me.”




  “Oh, Davy. You always know just the right thing to say. I love you so much.”




  Alison’s heart swelled with adoration for her fiancé. Her natural optimism pushed all her nettlesome worry into its proper place—a deep hole in the back of her mind. She needn’t fret about anything. David loved her. Nothing else mattered.




  * * * *




  Wade observed their arrival from inside the front door where he waited to study—unobserved—David’s newest toy. Through tinted car windows, he could see very little. A flash of white teeth told him the girl/woman smiled or laughed. And why not? She must be ecstatic with her first sight of the family home built by Grandpa Kendall seventy-five years ago. Granted, many additions had enlarged the house to huge proportions, but the original structure remained, the hub around which the embellishments flourished. Perhaps she’d already started remodeling and rearranging to suit her taste. If she had any.




  Through the glass, dark and frosted with snow, Wade saw them lean toward each other and embrace. Anger flared like flash fire and he gritted his teeth. Further enraged, he watched his brother make over the little enticer. He let temper build until a red haze formed, allowed extreme emotions to reach a rolling boil, struggled with containment, then brought his fury under rigid control. It wouldn’t do to let the clever young woman see his true emotions or discern his real intent. Finally, he wiped the sneer from his face and stepped out to greet the infatuated couple.




  In keeping with his calculated user-friendly approach, he pasted a smile on his lips and fairly skipped down the steps toward the car. David hopped out, rounded the hood and Wade clasped little brother—who stood nose to nose with him—in a bear hug. “Welcome home, Sidekick.”




  David’s huge smile broadened. “Good to be here, Romeo.” He used the old nickname in normal tones, then lowered his voice. “Are you ready to meet your new sister?” Smile wider than ever, David reached past him and released the latch. He nudged big brother a bit in order to open the passenger door.




  With his censorious attitude tightly harnessed, Wade leaned down to have a look at his new, soon-to-be sister-in-law. Smile firmly in place, he watched a mop of curls appear, watched her head tilt as she rose from her seat. He gazed into a smooth-as-satin face with an uncertain smile trembling on luscious lips. Eyes the color of rich, dark chocolate found his equally brown ones and seemed to transport a plea for understanding.




  Wade froze. His eyes remained glued to the girl emerging from the car. Jean-clad legs moved her upward with such obvious grace he felt his breath hitch. Her figure impressed in spite of a puffy black coat. The fur-lined hood cozied against her neck and framed a perfect face.




  Had an eighteen-year-old student ever looked so lovely? Wade stared at those sparkling eyes, surprised not to see the expected blue, or the predicted materialism either. That wide-eyed manifestation couldn’t be innocence. He refused to forfeit his opinion of her character on evidence as flimsy as sparkly eyes.




  His dogged insistence that she must have blonde hair proved accurate. She had a head full of streaky, honey-colored curls short enough to form a glorious cap. A stiff, icy breeze off Lake Michigan stirred her locks, revealed tiny dark roots, and Wade felt justified—and disappointed.




  She straightened to her full height, at a guess five foot four, and widened her smile. Pretty white teeth, even and straight. Pink lips, the bottom fuller than the top. Pure, unblemished cream-and-roses complexion. Oxygen whooshed from Wade’s lungs. He’d never seen skin so flawless. He had to concede, little brother had a good eye.




  He let his gaze fall lower, mentally removed the coat, imagined full curves rounded to perfection. Well, maybe not quite perfect, Wade thought. She might carry an extra fifteen to twenty pounds, but on her it looked good. Real good.




  Wade gave his head a slight shake, his libido a harsh lecture. This clever woman wouldn’t do for him, not for David, either. So what if she seemed to bubble with enthusiasm, so she looked naively innocent. He’d bet his Harvard pin she contrived each expression, every mannerism. No, he wouldn’t be taken in by good-girl looks when he knew her background, her kind. This girl wanted to marry money. She’d chosen David. Now it was up to Wade to stop her.




  * * * *




  Alison couldn’t believe the tall dark man who stood staring as if she’d been in a food fight and still wore the results. David’s description didn’t do his brother justice. The man was seriously gorgeous. Piercing brown eyes glinted almost black as he took his time with a thorough inspection of her person.




  Color crept up her neck and flooded her cheeks, but she continued her own perusal. Alison felt shrimped by Wade’s height. He was every bit as tall as David. Vague awareness of heavy muscles beneath a custom-fitted dark suit gave her a strong impression of power—leashed, but nonetheless lethal.




  In appearance, Wade differed from David like darkness to light. His skin, David told her, had tanned to bronze from long hours on Lake Michigan on his beloved sailboat, Kendally. Were their personalities contrasted likewise? Possible, but that was a concept she sensed rather than saw.




  Wade combed dark brown hair, worn long enough to curl around his ears, back from a slight widow’s peak, but the untamed locks didn’t stay where he put them. They waved in riotous abandon.




  His power was exemplified in a strong face—wide forehead, high cheekbones, a long, straight nose, and a square chin. Alison gazed awe-struck at a wide mouth at once hard and soft, lips full and kissable.




  The idea came out of nowhere and shocked Alison to the core. She hadn’t had a thought like that about anyone but David since they met in the book store her second day at ISU. Shaken with her unusual sensitivity to her fiancé’s brother, Alison rushed into speech. “Hello. You must be Wade. I’ve heard so much about you. David sings your praises all the time.” She extended her arm and felt a shiver of reaction when his long fingers closed around her much smaller hand. His nails were short and polished, whistle clean. That hand sported no jewelry, but she noted a large class ring on the third finger of his left hand.




  Would he switch it to his right when he married? Alison couldn’t understand where such inappropriate thoughts came from. She strengthened her resolve and shoved them away. Anyhow, David had told her Wade might never marry. Since he’d had his heart broken last year, he vowed to remain a bachelor for life.




  “David’s told me a lot about you, too.” Wade thought David hadn’t told him nearly enough. This girl had more threat potential than he would have imagined possible. Shocked at that deduction, Wade assumed his most formal manner. “Welcome to our home.” With David on her other side, Wade lightly grasped her elbow and guided her to the door. “It’s cold out here. Let’s go in, shall we?”




  * * * *




  Alison couldn’t quite believe she hadn’t fallen down the rabbit hole and ended up in a fantasy after all. If she’d been awed by the outside and surroundings, the inside left her breathless and speechless. She simply stared.




  Eggshell-colored linen-covered walls supported by two curving staircases, each six foot wide. A six by seven foot chandelier with hundreds, perhaps thousands, of crystals, hung from a heavy chain that disappeared into a mile-high vaulted space. Superb inlaid walnut floors, lacquered and polished to a mirror finish, lay beneath her feet.




  Turkish rugs? Probably. She wouldn’t know a Turkish rug from an Arkansas quilt.




  Paintings the size of small rooms were framed in ancient gold and hung in strategic locations for display and effect. Cut-flower arrangements added splashes of vivid color and perfumed the air. The place looked like a museum.




  Both men urged her along and into another museum-quality room where two people rose from overstuffed antique furnishings. Not parents, Alison knew. Eva and Ronald Kendall had died two years before in a tragic automobile accident. She had no idea who these strangers were.




  David let go of her arm and stepped forward to embrace a woman of perhaps forty-four. Her face remained unlined by time. Hair the color of a soft morning sun had a streak of white at each temple. The woman wore it in a chignon with gently waving fringe, reminiscent of a youthful Lana Turner. She looked about the same height as Alison, but she wore a tailored silk coral suite and white blouse that doubtless cost enough to pay half of Alison’s tuition.




  The black-suited man who stood beside her had dark hair with a few silver threads, dark tanned skin, and a dark look on his square face. Then he smiled her way.




  “Welcome.” The dark man applied enough warmth to convince the most fervent non-believer of his sincerity. “My nephew’s are remiss. Allow me to perform the introductions. I’m Robert Kendall and this lovely woman is my wife, Marge. We live in the north wing and try to look after these young scallywags. I emphasize ‘try’ because they’re obviously beyond any mortal’s control.” Then he laughed to show his affection for his nephews.




  A flurry of hand-shakes and happy-to-meet-yous ensued and soon they were all seated. Conversation flowed as if they were old friends, but Alison sensed an undertow of tension, or distrust, an unnamable emotion that raised the tiny hairs on her neck. She searched each face for the source of her disquiet.




  Robert and Marge—both Mr. and Mrs. Kendall had insisted right away she use their first names—seemed genuinely interested in Alison’s curriculum and took her orphaned status in stride. They discussed the wedding without any outward hint of opposition. If they disapproved, they hid it well.




  From the corner of her eye, she sought the brother. Shock held her immobile. Wade stood to the side and slightly behind the others by a massive stone fireplace. His dark eyes were trained on her face. He seemed to study her. Did he seek a flaw? She still had the covered-with-garbage sensation and had to struggle with an urge to run a hand over her person in case something had come undone.




  Wade noticed her attention and smiled. To her very great surprise, he crossed the room and took a seat on the couch beside her. Sandwiched between the Kendall brothers, Alison felt the Alice in Wonderland syndrome again.




  “I can’t imagine what you see in my little brother.” Wade obviously meant his loud whisper to carry to the room’s other occupants. “He’s still wet behind the ears. Shirley, our housekeeper, still has to make his bed.”




  “Wade!” Marge’s shocked exclamation brought laughter.




  “At least I’m not so ancient I need help feeding myself, old man.” David’s retaliation produced more laughs.




  “I only let pretty young things feed me, and only because they beg.”




  “Beg you to stop.”




  “Beg me to stop making them wait.”




  Alison laughed along with the others. She got the idea. This banter was ordinary communication for the brothers. She relaxed. The uncomfortable feeling had vanished. When Wade turned his eyes to her again, she didn’t have a moment’s dread.




  “Come on, Allie. Tell us what threat he used to persuade you into marriage.”




  Wade’s wicked invitation to join their banter surprised her less than his diminutive of her name. No one had ever called her Allie. She liked the sound. She decided she liked Wade, too.




  Chapter 3




  Over the next few days, amid wedding plans and acquainting herself with her new family, Alison reinforced that decision many times. That first day, Wade, along with David, showed her to a room fit for a princess. Pale green walls and carpet accented with different shades of pink seemed to Alison a fairytale setting. Her meager belongings barely touched the allotted closet and drawer space. A luxurious bathroom all her own held lotions, oils, and bubbles enough to last her a year—if she’d ever had them in the first place.




  “I don’t even know what to use these for,” she sighed as she surveyed the various bottles, jars and tubes. She glanced at Wade, who’d shown her the items. “But I expect I’ll have fun learning.”




  “You don’t need beauty products, Allie.” Wade gazed into Alison’s eyes, then let his attention wander over her face. The moment stretched. After an in-depth examination of that gorgeous complexion, Wade murmured, “You already have all the beauty you’ll ever need.”




  Alison felt his gaze clear to her toes. The penetrating stare shot darts of excitement through her system and hitched her breath in airless lungs. Eyes locked with Wade’s, she didn’t even hear David’s approach.




  “Hey, you two. What’s going on? Are you encroaching on my territory, old man?”




  Wade’s laugh came a second too late to sound completely genuine, at least to Alison. David didn’t seem to notice.




  “You’ll have to put a fence around this pretty filly, baby brother, if you want to keep the predators out and the prize in.”




  “Exactly what I intend doing on December thirty-first.”




  David looped an arm around Alison’s neck and turned her toward the bedroom, but she felt Wade’s eyes on her as she walked away, and for some inexplicable reason, heat curled in her stomach.




  “That’s still thirteen days away, little brother. So much can happen in two weeks.”




  Wade’s murmur didn’t reach their ears.




  * * * *




  The three of them returned to the parlor and relaxed with Marge and Rob, talked about Christmas plans, wedding arrangements, and college courses, a true family situation. Alison’s happiness mushroomed until it filled the nooks and crannies of her lonely heart.




  Her only worry was the hard work and valuable time Marge and others had spent on a job that should have been hers. When she voiced her concerns, Marge reassured her, convinced Alison that she enjoyed the planning part of weddings almost as much as the ceremony.




  Marge invited Alison to accompany her to the kitchen to retrieve her notes. While there, they discussed wedding guests. “How many do you expect?” Marge asked. “I’ll need a head count for Monsieur François. He’s already planned a menu.” Marge’s brown eyes, large with her own concern, turned to Alison. “Are you sure you don’t mind missing out on the plans we’ve already made? It seems wrong somehow, but you did say to go ahead.”




  “You’ve done a wonderful job. I’m glad you were willing to step in and take over. I couldn’t have done it. For one thing, I wouldn’t have known who to hire or what to rent. Thanks. I owe you.”




  “Wade’s done most of the planning. He only recruited me to make the calls. I’m glad he did, but I’m happy to help.”




  Alison caught a slight sniff followed by a sigh and wondered if her parentage, or lack of one, made a difference after all. But she pushed the unwelcome notion out of her mind and followed Marge back to the others.




  * * * *




  At breakfast the next morning, Marge apologized for having made plans for the day. “This time of year is so hectic. I usually run at full speed until January first, but I had arranged to be on hand all day today in honor of your visit. Then Pastor Saul called only this morning and informed me about a committee meeting for our Sunday school Christmas social. I have all the notes so I must attend. I also promised to stop at the Women’s Shelter to discuss delivery of children’s gifts. I’m afraid I’ll be out for the day.”




  Wade shot a knowing glance toward his aunt, then turned to Alison. “You’ll soon learn this is Aunt Marge’s usual schedule. She belongs to every worthwhile charitable organization in the Forest Hills area. We’ll see her before bedtime and at breakfast. If we’re quick, we may catch a glimpse of her at some point in the day.”




  Marge laughed. “Not during the Christmas season.”




  “Too true,” Robert moaned. “Hey, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you go along with Marge, Alison? We men can visit my club; work out in the gym, swim, or play a round of racquetball.”




  David jumped at the chance. “Great idea, Uncle. I love the game and sure could use the exercise.” He rubbed his hard, flat stomach as if. “I’ll probably hook up with one or two old classmates there. Be good to see them.”




  “Doesn’t sound like much fun for Allie, Sidekick.” Wade, who had given his attention to their comments, turned again to Alison. “Tramping around after Aunt Marge will wear you to a nub. Not much of a vacation. I have a better idea. I’m not a health nut like these two.” He waved a hand at the other men. “I dislike working that hard to end up covered with sweat. Besides, I took off work so we could get acquainted. I’ll stay here and show you around the estate.”




  “You don’t need to do that,” Alison said with evident reluctance. “I can entertain myself.”




  “I wouldn’t hear of it.” Wade turned to David. “You go with Uncle Rob. I’ll take care of Allie.”




  David beamed approval at big brother’s unselfish attention to his future bride. “Thanks, bro.” He glanced at Alison. “Sure you don’t mind?”




  Alison merely nodded.




  * * * *




  After aunt, uncle and brother departed, Wade and Alison donned boots, coats and scarves, and walked across the back yard to Lake Michigan. They stood at the edge of a small, manmade beach and admired God’s handiwork in creating such beautiful scenery.




  “You should see the lake in summer,” Wade told her. “I’ve sailed these waters in all seasons and all kinds of weather. You won’t see a more wondrous creation anywhere.”




  A stiff wind blew off the deep sapphire waters and stung their cheeks like icicles shot from a bow. Wade shielded her as best he could, moved close and used his body to block as much of the icy draft as possible.




  “This wouldn’t be a good day for sailing, but perhaps later, if you like, I’ll take you out on the Kendally and show you the true beauty of my homeland.”




  Alison felt warmth uncoil inside that had nothing to do with Wade’s windbreak and everything to do with an unknown, core-deep phenomenon. Although she didn’t recognize the confusing sensation, hardly acknowledged the presence, a kernel of heat grew deep within.




  In spite of Wade’s efforts, frigid temperatures soon drove them inside where they had the house to themselves for the next couple of hours. Hot chocolate warmed their bodies from the inside out and good companionship warmed Alison’s heart. She felt extremely close to Wade. She knew they would be fast friends.




  Her confidence in their relationship proved as accurate as she’d expected. Wade seemed to spend more time with her than David, who found dozens of other things to do. At college, he’d always had plenty of time for her. Alison realized and accepted he hadn’t been home for a while and wanted to catch up on his other life. One aspect did trouble her. Would she have a part in that other life?




  Wade, on the other hand, had masses of time to spend with his new sister. While David played indoor tennis and racquetball with Uncle Rob and old friends, Wade and Alison listened to music, watched home movies, and played scrabble.




  Though sailing was out of the question, he took her to his beloved boat and gave her a tour of his pride and joy. They even cooked lunch aboard, and shared kitchen clean-up afterward.




  Once they’d filled the sink with soapy dishwater, she washed glasses, plates and cutlery while Wade dried. She finished scrubbing a saucepan and laid it on the towel used as a drain. A missed speck of chocolate on a fork tine brought a zealous outburst from Wade.




  “Woman, you’ll have to do better than this if you want to keep your job. At these wages, I can fill your position in a minute.” With a laugh, he tossed the fork into the sink and soapy water splashed upward.




  Alison jumped, but not fast enough. Several drops landed on her face. “Oh, you...” She dabbed ineffectually at the wetness.




  “Wait,” Wade murmured. “Let me.” He spiked the fingers of one hand through short curls, cradled her head in his palm, and proceeded to wipe Alison’s face with a clean towel. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you a shower. Forgive me?”




  They stood so close Alison would’ve sworn she felt Wade’s body heat. The soulful gaze he aimed slammed straight into her heart. Warm breathe touched her mouth and created a hum low in her stomach.




  “Of course.” Alison barely whispered, her throat felt full, bongo heartbeat deafening, legs wobbly.




  Wade leaned back, observed her reaction, and pulled her into a hug. “You’re a good sport, Allie.” He squeezed her tight, bodies pressed together from knees to necks.




  Alison felt dizzy. Weakness invaded her arms, legs, and brain. Seconds passed before she could reason. Get hold of yourself, she scolded. This is David’s brother. She finally pulled away and broke contact, but the effects of that brotherly clench had upset her ordinary bearing. How had Wade’s perfectly innocent salutation provoked feelings she had never experienced before? What did those feelings mean? A glance toward Wade revealed his watchful gaze, an expression that served to further confuse.




  As they finished the clean-up, she continued to ponder the strange effect he sometimes had on her.




  * * * *




  Wade let triumph raise his hopes. This would be easier than he’d thought. The girl might be clever, but she was also susceptible to a bit of charm and flattery. He’d felt her heart beat against his chest, seen her pulse pound in her neck, and recognized the onset of passion. She’d be a push-over.




  He had one problem, though. His heart had beaten too hard for comfort. His pulse had gone wild as well. And passion had burst upon him with unexpected force. Wade reminded himself that Alison was a beautiful girl, bound to raise a red-blooded man’s temperature at any given moment.




  Better keep your guard up, mister, he warned. Wouldn’t want to fall victim to the womanly wiles of the fiancée he needed to vanquish. Wade laughed. Fat chance. He knew better than to let a pretty face conquer his superior judgment. He had a plan now, and nothing would stand in his way.




  * * * *




  Two days before Christmas, Wade pulled Alison aside for a private word. “I know you’ve talked to Aunt Marge about wedding apparel, but I don’t know what you decided. Have you already bought a dress?”
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