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			CHAPTER

			One

			LAUREN

			“Hey, Lauren.”

			“Hi, Jacob, what can I do for you?” I ask with a smile, and open my front door wider for the friendly county sheriff’s deputy.

			“Well, I’m serving you.” He offers me an embarrassed smile and hands me a large envelope, then backs away. “Have a good day.”

			I move back inside, shut the door, and stare down at the envelope in surprise.

			Served?

			I rip open the envelope and see bright, flaming inferno red as I read the court document. And read it again.

			“The fucker is suing me?” I exclaim to an empty room, and read the letter clutched in my now trembling hands for the third time. “Hell no!”

			I grab my handbag and slide my feet into flip-flops, barely managing not to fall down the porch steps as I tear out of my house to my Mercedes and pull out of the circular driveway.

			I live at the edge of Cunningham Falls, Montana. The small town was named after my great-­grandfather Albert Cunningham. Ours is a tourist town that boasts a five-star ski resort and a plethora of outdoor activities for any season. Thankfully, summer tourist season is over, and ski season is still a few months away, so traffic into town is light.

			I zoom past the post office and into the heart of downtown, where my lawyer’s office is. Without paying any attention to the yellow curb, I park quickly and march into the old building.

			The receptionist’s head jerks up in surprise as I approach her and slam the letter still clutched in my hand on her desk.

			“This,” I say between clenched teeth, “isn’t going to happen.”

			“Ms. Cunningham, do you have an appointment?”

			“No, I don’t have an appointment, but someone had better have time to see me.” I am seething; my breath is coming in harsh pants.

			“Lauren.” My head whips up at the sound of my name and I find Ty Sullivan frowning at me from his office doorway. “I can see you. Come in.”

			I turn my narrowed eyes on Ty and follow him into his office, too agitated to sit while I wait for him to shut the door and walk behind his desk.

			“What’s going on?”

			“I need a new lawyer.”

			“What’s going on?” he asks again, and calmly leans against the windowsill behind his desk. He crosses his arms over his chest. The sleeves of his white button-down are rolled, giving me a great view of the colorful tattoo on his right arm.

			“This is what’s going on!” I thrust the letter at him. “Jack is trying to sue me for half of a trust fund that he has no right to.”

			Ty’s handsome face frowns as he skims the letter. “You came into the trust while you were still married?”

			“Yes,” I confirm warily.

			“And you didn’t tell him about it?” he asks with raised brows.

			“I didn’t even know the damn thing existed until after my parents died, Ty. Until after I kicked Jack out.” I turn and pace away, breathing deeply, trying to calm down. “He doesn’t deserve a dime of my inheritance. This isn’t about money, it’s about principle.”

			“I agree.” Ty shrugs. “Have you talked with Cary?”

			“I was just served with the letter,” I mumble, and sink into a leather chair in defeat. “Cary’s a nice guy, but I just don’t think he’s the right lawyer for this job.” I glance up at Ty and my heart skips a beat as I take him in now that I’m calming down. He’s tall, much taller than me—which is saying something, given that I stand higher than five foot eight. He has broad shoulders and lean hips, and holy hell, the things this man does to a suit should be illegal in all fifty states.

			But more than that, he’s kind and funny and has a bit of a bad-boy side to him too, hence the tattoos.

			He’s been front and center in many of my fantasies for most of my life.

			I bite my lips and glance down as his eyes narrow on my face.

			“Why do you say that?” he asks calmly.

			“It took two freaking years for the divorce to be final, Ty. I don’t want Cary to drag this out too.”

			“It wasn’t necessarily Cary’s fault that the divorce took so long, Lauren. Jack had a good lawyer and your divorce was a mess.”

			That’s the fucking understatement of the year. “Will you take my case?”

			“No,” he replies quickly.

			“What?” My dazed eyes return to his. “Why?”

			He shakes his head and sighs as he takes a seat behind his desk. “I have a full load as it is, Lo.”

			“You’re more aggressive than Cary,” I begin, but halt when he scowls.

			“I really don’t think I can help you.”

			I sit back and stare at him, stunned. “You mean you won’t.” I hate the hurt I hear in my voice, but I can’t hide it. I know Ty and I aren’t superclose, but I’ve considered him a friend. I can’t believe he’s shooting me down.

			He folds the letter and hands it back to me, his mouth set in a firm line and blue-gray eyes sober. “No, I won’t. Make an appointment with Cary and talk it over with him.”

			My hand automatically reaches out and takes the letter from Ty, and I’m just deeply embarrassed.

			“Of course,” I whisper, and rise quickly, ready to escape this office. “I’m sorry for intruding.”

			“Lo . . .”

			“No, you’re right. It was unprofessional for me to just show up like this. I apologize.” I clear my throat and offer him a bright, fake smile, then beeline it for the door. “Thanks anyway.”

			“Did you want to make an appointment, Lauren?” Sylvia, the receptionist, asks as I hurry past her desk.

			“No, I’ll call. Thanks.”

			I can’t get to my car fast enough. Why did I think Ty would help me? No one will help me.

			All the connections I have in this town, all the money I have, and that asshole is still making my life a living hell.

			I drive home in a daze, and when I pull up behind a shiny black Jaguar, my heart sinks further.

			Today fucking sucks.

			I pull my cell phone out of my bag, prepared to call for help if need be, and climb out of my car. I walk briskly past him and up the steps to the front door.

			“Hey, gorgeous.”

			“I told you not to come here, Jack. I don’t want to see you.” How can he still make me so damn nervous?

			“Aww, don’t be like that, baby. You’re making this so much harder than it needs to be.”

			I round on him, shocked and pissed all over again. “I’m the one making this hard?” I shake my head and laugh at the lunacy of this situation. “I don’t want you here. The divorce has been final for weeks now, and you have no business being here. And now you’re going to fucking sue me?”

			He loses his smug smile and his mouth tightens as his brown eyes narrow. “No, I’ll tell you what will make it easy, Lauren. You paying me what’s rightfully mine is what will make it easy. You hid that money from me, and I’m entitled to half.”

			“I’ll never pay you off, you sonofabitch.” I’m panting and glaring, so fucking angry.

			“Oh, honey, I think you will.” He moves in close and drags his knuckles down my cheek. I jerk my head away, but he grabs my chin in his hand, squeezing until there’s just a bit of pain. “Or maybe I’ll just come back here and claim what’s mine. You are still mine, you know.”

			My stomach rolls as he runs his nose up my neck, sniffing deeply. Every part of me stills. What the fuck is this?

			“A man has the right to fuck his wife whenever he pleases.”

			“I’m not your wife,” I grind out, glaring at him as he pulls back and stares me in the face.

			He flashes an evil grin and presses harder against me. “You’ll always be mine. No piece of paper can change that.”

			I don’t answer, but instead just continue to glare at him in hatred.

			“Maybe you should just go ahead and write that check.”

			He pushes away from me and backs down the stairs toward his flashy car, a car he bought with my parents’ money, and snickers as he looks me up and down. “You’ve kept that hot body of yours in shape, Lo. It’s mighty tempting.”

			I swear I’m going to throw up.

			I can’t answer him. I can only stand here and glower, shaking in rage and fear, as he winks again and hops in his Jag and drives away.

			Jesus Christ, he just threatened to rape me. I might not be able to prove it, but I knew what his words meant.

			I let myself into the house and reset the alarm with shaking fingers. I take off in a sprint to the back of the house and heave into the toilet, over and over until there’s nothing left and my body shivers and convulses in revulsion.

			How can someone who once claimed to love me be so damn evil?

			When the vomiting has passed, I rinse my mouth and head to the indoor pool that my parents had built when I was on the swim team in high school. I strip out of my clothes, but before I pull my swim cap on, I dial a familiar number on my phone and wait for an answer.

			“Hull.” Brad is a police detective in town, and someone I trust implicitly.

			“It’s Lauren.”

			“Hey, sugar, what’s up?”

			“Jack just left.”

			“What did that son of a bitch want?” Brad’s voice is steel.

			“He threatened me.” My voice is shaky and I hate myself for sounding so vulnerable. “I want it documented that he was here.”

			“Did you record it, Lo?”

			“No. I wasn’t expecting it. He’s been an asshole in the past, but this is the first time he’s come out and threatened me since he . . .” I pace beside the pool, unable to finish the sentence.

			“That’s because I put the fear of God and jail time in him.” Brad is quiet for a moment. “Is there anything you need?”

			I laugh humorlessly and shake my head. “Yeah, I need my asshole ex to go away. But for now I’ll settle for a swim.”

			“Keep your alarm on. Call me if you need me.”

			“I will. Thanks, Brad.”

			“Anytime, sugar.”

			We ring off. I tuck my long, auburn hair into my swim cap and then dive into the Olympic-size lap pool. The warm water glides over my naked skin, and I begin the first of countless laps, back and forth, across the pool. Swimming is one of two things in this world I do well, and it clears my head.

			I do some of my best thinking in the pool.

			Is all of this worth it? I ask myself. When I married Jack almost five years ago, I was convinced that he was in love with me and that we’d be together forever. He’d been on my swim team in college. He was handsome and charming.

			And unbeknownst to me, he’d been after my money all along.

			My parents were still alive then, and even they had fallen for his charms. My father had been a brilliant businessman and had done all he could to convince me to have Jack sign a prenuptial agreement so in the event of a divorce, Jack couldn’t stake any claim to my sizable trust fund.

			But I stood my ground, blind with love and promises of forever, insistent that a prenup was unnecessary.

			My dad would lose his mind if he knew what was happening now. If only I’d listened to him!

			I tuck and roll, then push off the wall, turning into a backstroke.

			The small amount of money that Jack is trying to lay claim to is nothing compared to the money I have that Jack knows nothing about. Since our legal separation, I’ve become very successful in my career, but I wasn’t lying when I told Ty that it’s not about the money.

			This is my heritage. My family worked hard for this land, for the wealth they amassed, and Jack doesn’t deserve another fucking dime of it. That’s why the divorce took so long. I fought him with everything in me to assure that he didn’t get his greedy hands on my family’s money.

			In the end he won a sizable settlement that all of the lawyers talked me into.

			Jack wasn’t happy. He wanted more.

			I push off the edge of the pool and glide underwater until I reach the surface and then move into a front crawl.

			After my parents died in a winter car accident just over two years ago, Jack made it clear that he didn’t love me, had been sleeping around since we were dating, but expected me to keep him in his comfortable lifestyle.

			When I threw a fit and kicked him out, he slammed me against the wall and landed a punch to my stomach, certain to avoid bruising me, before he left.

			Thanks to threats from Brad, and Jack’s knowing how well-known I am in this town, he’s not bothered me since. Until now.

			And now he’s threatening me.

			It’s not worth it. Living in constant fear of seeing Jack around town, of finding myself in the middle of another humiliating scene. Seeing the pity in the eyes of people I’ve known my whole life.

			And now, coming home to an ambush because he’s feeling desperate?

			I’m done.

			I pull myself out of the water, exhausted and panting, and resigned to see Cary in the morning to agree to a settlement.

			It’s time to move on.

			* * *

			It’s early when I leave the house and drive to the lawyer’s office. I don’t have an appointment, and I don’t even know for sure if anyone is there yet, but I couldn’t sleep last night. I couldn’t lose myself in work.

			I need to get this over with.

			When I stride to the front door, I’m surprised to find it unlocked. Sylvia isn’t in yet, but I hear voices back in Cary’s office.

			I step through his door like I belong there, and both Cary’s and Ty’s faces register surprise when they see me in the doorway.

			“You know, Lo, we have these things called phones, where you call and make what’s called an appointment.” Ty’s gray eyes are narrowed, but his lips are quirked in a smile. He’s in a power suit today, making my mouth immediately water. His shoulders look even broader in the black jacket, and the blue tie makes his eyes shine.

			“Ha ha.” I sit heavily in the seat before Cary’s desk. “I’m sick of this shit.”

			“Ty told me you came by yesterday.” Cary leans back in his chair.

			“I was fucking served papers,” I mutter, and push my hands though my hair. “But I think I want to settle.”

			Ty’s eyebrows climb into his hairline. “I’ll leave you two alone.”

			“You can stay,” I mutter. “I could use both of your opinions. I’ll pay double for the hour.”

			“That’s not necessary.” Ty’s voice is clipped and he frowns as he gazes at me. “Why the change of heart?”

			I lean back in the chair and tilt my head back, looking at the tin tiles on the ceiling. “Because Jack’s an asshole. Because now he’s decided to threaten me.” I shake my head and look Cary in the eye. “But no payments. It’s going to be in one lump sum and he needs to sign a contract stating that he’ll never ask for another dime.”

			“Wait, back up.” Ty pushes away from the desk and glowers down at me. “What do you mean he threatened you?”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“Lauren,” Cary interrupts, “it does matter. What the hell happened?”

			“When I returned home, Jack was at the house.”

			“Does he still have a key?” Ty asks.

			“No.” I shake my head adamantly. “I changed all the locks and installed a new alarm system the day he left.”

			“So he was waiting outside,” Cary clarifies.

			“Yes. I told him to leave, that I didn’t want to see him and he isn’t welcome at the house. He said I was making things harder than they need to be.” I laugh humorlessly as Cary’s eyebrows climb toward his blond hairline. “I reminded him that there’s nothing difficult about this at all. We’re divorced. It’s over, and he can just go away.” I shrug and look away, not wanting to continue.

			“What did he threaten you with?” Ty asks softly.

			I raise my eyes to his and suddenly my stomach rolls. “I’m going to be sick.”

			I bolt from the room and run to the restroom in the hallway, barely making it in time to lose the half gallon of coffee I consumed this morning. When the dry-heaving stops, I rinse my mouth and open the door, finding Ty on the other side.

			“Are you okay?” he asks quietly.

			I nod, embarrassed.

			He reaches up and gently tucks a stray piece of my hair behind my ear. “What did he threaten you with?” He leads me back to Cary’s office.

			I swallow and cross my arms over my chest. I don’t want to say it aloud. “He just threatened to be a dick.”

			“Bullshit,” Cary responds, leaning forward in his chair. “Lo, the man wasn’t afraid to put his hands on you when you told him to leave—”

			“What?” Ty exclaims.

			“—so you need to tell me what he threatened to do to you if you don’t give him what he wants.”

			I shake my head and close my eyes, remembering the feel of Jack’s nose pressed to my neck and the crazy look in his eyes when he wasn’t getting what he wanted.

			“Excuse us for a minute, Cary.” Ty takes my hand in his and leads me toward the door.

			“Uh, my client, Ty, remember?”

			“We’ll be right back,” Ty assures him, and leads me into his office and shuts the door behind us.

			“What did the asshole threaten to do to you, Lauren?”

			“You said no yesterday, Ty. This isn’t your case.”

			He shrugs, as if what I just said is of no consequence. “Answer me.”

			I simply shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. Cary and I will figure it out. You don’t have to stay in there with us.”

			I try to walk past him but he catches my hand in his, keeping me in place.

			“Lauren . . .”

			“Stop, Ty. You don’t want me, I get it.”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” His voice is deceptively calm. “Do you know why I turned you down yesterday, Lauren?”

			I shake my head, my eyes wide and pinned to his.

			“Because it would be a conflict of interest. I can’t be your lawyer because I’m your friend, and I want to be a whole lot more than that.”

			If I thought I was stunned before, it’s nothing compared to this. My jaw drops as he closes the gap between us. He doesn’t touch me, but his face is mere inches from mine. His eyes are on my lips as I bite them and watch him, completely thrown by this turn of events.

			“You have the most beautiful lips, Lo.”

			“What?” I whisper.

			He takes a deep breath as he lays his thumb gently on my lower lip and pulls it from my teeth. I can’t tear my gaze away from his mouth and I take a deep breath, inhaling the musky scent of him.

			I’ve forgotten Jack and his threats, the lawsuit.

			Everything.

			Ty clears his throat and backs away, watching me carefully. “Cary will remain your lawyer, but I want to know what the hell is going on, Lo. I can help.”

			I blink and continue to stare at him, completely dumbstruck. He wants me?

			“And another thing, Lauren. You’re not settling. Fuck Jack and his lawyer.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			Two

			TY

			“Court is in recess until Monday,” the judge announces as he leaves his bench. I smile reassuringly at my client, shake her hand, and grab my briefcase, ready to head out for the day.

			It’s been three days since Lauren’s appearance in the office, and I haven’t been able to reach her.

			As I push through the courthouse doors, I pull my iPhone out of my pocket and dial her number, but it goes straight to voice mail.

			Again.

			I’m worried about her. She’s not mine. She’s not my girlfriend. She’s not even my client, so I have no reason to be this worried.

			She’s a grown woman who can take care of herself.

			But I’ll be damned if I can stay away from her.

			I bypass my office and head straight for home. I don’t live far, so I typically walk to and from work. Summer is dragging on nicely, although a hint of the bite of fall is in the air. The tips of the maple trees lining the boulevards are beginning to yellow.

			As I pause to pull my suit jacket off, a car honks as it passes. I wave and roll my sleeves, drape the jacket over my arm, and continue toward home.

			Where is she?

			If Lauren’s ex-husband hadn’t just threatened her the other day, I wouldn’t be so worried.

			But he did.

			And she never did get around to telling me exactly what he threatened to do to her.

			My first instinct is to drive to her house and check on her. What if she’s fallen? Sick?

			Or maybe she’s just gone on vacation, you idiot.

			I shake my head and cross the street leading to my house. The neighborhood is older, but the houses are well taken care of and nicely spaced. I approach my sister’s home and smile when I see Jillian sitting on her porch, absorbed in a book.

			“Hey!” I call out, and wander up her sidewalk.

			She looks up in surprise and smiles when she sees me. “Hey, yourself. How was your day?”

			I set my briefcase down and loosen my tie. “Long. You?”

			“It was good.” She gestures to the chair beside hers and I sink into it with a deep sigh. “Want some sun tea?”

			“No thanks.” I shake my head and push my hands through my hair, then glance down at the book in her hands. “What are you reading?”

			Her eyes light up and she shows me the cover. “A Spark of Passion by Peyton Adams. It’s the second in the series.”

			I raise my eyebrows and smirk at my little sister. Her dark hair is pulled back in her usual braid and she’s in shorts and T-shirt, her new uniform since returning home from LA. She looks much younger than her twenty-eight years.

			“You’re reading porn now?”

			“It’s not porn,” she sniffs. “Besides, they’re gonna be made into movies, and I wanted to see what all the fuss is about.”

			“And?”

			“They’re so good. You should read them.”

			I laugh and hold my hands up as if in surrender. “No, that’s okay. I’ll leave the romance novels to you girls.”

			She shrugs and lays the book aside. “Your loss. You never know, you might learn something.”

			“I’ll take your word for it. How are you settling in, brat?”

			She smiles, reclines back in her chair, and lays her hands on her belly. “I love it. I’m so happy that Cara shacked up with Josh and let me live in her house.”

			“So kind of her,” I reply sarcastically. Cara Donovan is Jill’s best friend, and when Cara moved in with her fiancé, Josh King, she offered her house to Jill, who’d just moved back to town.

			“So, what’s up with you?” Jill asks, eyeing me carefully.

			“Just a lot on my mind.”

			“No.” She shakes her head and narrows her eyes. “You have that look you get when you have a woman on the brain.”

			“I don’t get a look.” I chuckle and cross my arms over my chest.

			“Yeah, you do.” She turns in her chair, facing me squarely. “Who is she?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Don’t lie to me, Tyler Sullivan.” She shakes her finger at me, making me laugh. “Spill it.”

			“No woman.” I shrug and watch a cat scurry across the road. “Just work stuff on my mind.”

			“Well, whoever she is”—Jillian ignores my sigh of exasperation—“she’s not good enough for you.”

			“Of course she’s not. She’s imaginary because there is no woman.”

			“Okay.” She smiles smugly. “Is it someone I know?”

			“Oh my God!” I exclaim, and pull myself out of my chair. “I’m going home. I was going to take you out to dinner, but you fucked it up.”

			“Oh, don’t be like that.” She pouts, then lets out a belly laugh as I grab my briefcase and walk toward my own house just a few doors down. “You know you love me!”

			“You annoy the hell out of me!” I respond over my shoulder with a laugh.

			I jog up my porch steps and into my house, toss my keys on the coffee table and briefcase on the chair. I change into jeans and a T-shirt and saunter into the kitchen, open the fridge, and try to decide between leftover Chinese or pizza, then slam the door with a curse.

			Unable to stop myself, I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial Lauren’s number again.

			Voice mail.

			Fuck it.

			I grab my keys and jog down to my car. I’m going to make sure she’s okay. Her house is at the edge of town, so it only takes me about ten minutes to get there. I can’t explain the pull I feel toward her. Hell, we grew up together, but it’s only been in the past six months or so that I feel drawn to her in ways I can’t put into words. My body yearns for her, I need to feel her, kiss her.

			Protect her.

			Jillian would laugh at me and accuse me of finding another broken woman to try to fix, but she’s wrong. Lauren isn’t broken, not by a long shot. The woman has more fight in her than just about anyone else I know.

			Knowing her divorce was almost final, and seeing her around town, smiling shyly, trying to blend in—as if she ever could!—has had me in a permanent state of arousal since I saw her help a lost little boy find his mom on Main Street months ago. She’s been in my head, and I can’t seem to shake her loose.

			Lo’s Mercedes is parked out front when I pull into her drive, and I feel a surge of both relief and anger. Why the hell isn’t she answering the phone?

			I ring her bell and wait, my eyes moving over the house and property. There’s no movement.

			I ring the bell again and then pound on the door. She has to be here. Just as I’m about to back away and search the side of the house for another entrance, she pulls the door open, and the air leaves me.

			Her big blue eyes are wide and glassy. Her gorgeous hair has been pulled on top of her head, but half of it has escaped out the back and is falling down her shoulders. She’s in a skintight black tank top and yoga shorts. No shoes.

			“Are you sick?” I ask, instantly concerned.

			“What?” She scratches her head and frowns. “No, I’m working.”

			“Working?” I ask incredulously. I had no idea she worked. I assumed she lived off her trust fund.

			“Yeah.” She nods and steps back, giving me room to enter. I move past her, into her home. The house, the oldest one in town, is massive. The inside is lushly furnished in warm tones and inviting furniture. I look back to Lauren, to find her rubbing her forehead and blinking rapidly.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Are you sure you’re not sick? When was the last time you had a shower, sweetheart?” I smile gently at her as she winces and her cheeks warm.

			“I don’t know.” She scrunches up her nose in thought. “What day is it?”

			“What day is it?” What the hell is going on here? “Lauren, what kind of work have you been doing?”

			“I’m a writer,” she responds immediately, then scowls. “Really, what day is it?”

			“Friday,” I say, and watch as her mind clears. It’s fascinating. “How long have you been working?”

			“Since Tuesday night.”

			“Since Tuesday?” I’m pissed off all over again. “Jesus, Lo, have you even eaten?”

			“Why are you mad?” She scowls. “If you’re gonna be mad, you can go be mad somewhere else. The story is flowing and I have work to do.”

			“You haven’t been answering your phone, Lauren,” I reply, consciously lowering my voice.

			“I think it died two days ago.”

			“Two days ago?”

			“Are you going to repeat everything I say?” She plants her hands on her narrow hips, pushing her perfect round breasts out.

			Jesus, she’s not wearing a bra.

			She walks past me, through two open French doors into a large office. A wide dark desk dominates the room. Her laptop is sitting open with a Word file waiting for her to return to it. Yellow sticky notes cover every surface, and what looks like two-day-old pizza is sitting in a chair across the room. A plush chaise lounge sits under the big picture window, covered with pillows and a blanket, as though someone just woke from a nap.

			“Is someone staying with you?”

			“No, I sleep there for a few hours to recharge my batteries.”

			“Lauren, I had no idea you were a writer.” I stand in her office and turn in a circle, taking it all in, and immediately feel overwhelming pride. “What do you write?”

			She bites her lip and watches me, fidgeting. I can see the wheels turning in her head.

			“What do you write, Lo?” I ask again, genuinely curious.

			“I don’t share this with anyone, Ty.”

			“Hey.” I move to her and tuck a piece of her soft hair behind her ear, then pull her lower lip out from between her teeth. God, but I want to taste her. “I’m good at keeping secrets.” I grin down at her. “Part of my job, remember?”

			Her face relaxes into a soft smile, and my gut clenches. She’s stunning. Jack is the biggest idiot on the face of the earth. If she were mine, I’d never let her go.

			“I write books,” she whispers.

			“What kind of books?” I tilt my head to the side and watch her closely.

			“Just books.” She shrugs.

			“Lauren.” Her wary gaze finds mine. It looks like she wants to tell me, but doesn’t know if she should. “I promise, sweetheart, this is just between you and me. I’d love to know more about this.”

			She eyes me for a few more seconds, and just when I think she’s going to refuse, she turns away from me and rummages around in her desk. When she returns, she shoves a dollar bill at me. “There, now you’re my lawyer and you can’t tell anyone.”

			I smirk down at her and shove the dollar back at her.

			“I’m not going to tell anyone whether I’m your lawyer or not, Lauren.” I take a deep breath. “You can trust me.”

			She walks to a closet in the corner, opens it, and pulls a book out of a box and returns to me, holding it out.

			My eyes go wide. I’m stunned speechless.

			I take the book from her and run my fingertips over the soft green cover.

			“A Spark of Passion,” I whisper, and raise my eyes to meet hers. “You’re . . . ?”

			“Peyton Adams.” She holds her breath.

			Jillian’s words from not even an hour ago run through my mind. They’re going to be made into movies.

			“Lo, these books are huge.”

			She smiles proudly and nods and then frowns at me. “You read romance novels?”

			“No.” I laugh. “Jill is reading this book right now. Besides, they’ve been all over the news.”

			“Jill’s reading it?” Lo smiles widely. “Does she like it?”

			“Yeah, she loves it.” I nod as Lo takes the book out of my hands and lays it on her desk. “So, you write those?”

			“Yeah.” She nods, her face somber again, and watches me carefully. “I can’t tell anyone.”

			“Why?”

			“Jack.” It’s a whisper, and it’s all suddenly crystal clear.

			I nod. “You’re afraid that Jack would try to claim half and make your life a living hell.”

			Tears fill her eyes and she nods.

			“Hey, come here.” I pull her into my arms and hold her tightly against me, her head tucked under my chin. Her tall frame fits me perfectly. She takes a long, shuddering breath and leans into me, wraps her arms around my waist, and just holds on. I wonder how long it’s been since someone just held her. “I won’t tell anyone.”

			“I know,” she murmurs.

			“I’m so proud of you,” I whisper into her hair.

			She pulls back and looks up at me with surprised eyes. “Why?”

			“This is amazing, Lauren. You’re doing something you obviously love, and you’re beyond successful at it. It’s something to be proud of.” My chest is full of pride and admiration for this amazing woman.

			“Thank you.” She smiles shyly.

			“I have an idea.” I pull away and take her hands in mine, leading her out of the office. “You go have a shower and I’ll make you dinner.”

			“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” she rushes to assure me, but I hold my hand up to stop her.

			“I do.” Despite her height, she looks so small standing here before me, still unsure and looking a little lost.

			I need to take care of her.

			“I’d love to spend the evening with you, learn more about your work, but I think I’d enjoy it more if you took a shower.” I grin and can’t help but tease her.

			She blushes. “Smell that bad?”

			“Not at all,” I lie easily. “You smell like flowers on a spring day.”

			She laughs and heads for the stairs. “Okay, I’ll take a break for a few hours. I can’t guarantee what state the kitchen is in.” She shrugs. “Hazard of the job.”

			“I’ll muddle my way through.” I wave her off and watch her long legs climb the stairs. “Take your time, sweetheart.”

			Her gaze lowers to mine in surprise at the term of endearment and my heart squeezes. Does no one show her kindness? Support?

			Love?

			“Thank you,” she whispers, and disappears upstairs.

			I grin as I head for her kitchen, pulling my phone out as I go.

			I’m gonna owe Jill a favor.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			Three

			LAUREN

			I stand under the water longer than I probably should, but damn, it feels so good. It’s mortifying that it took Ty coming to my door to remind me that I haven’t showered, or eaten really, in days.

			It happens all the time when the words are flowing. I lose all sense of time as I fall into the rhythm of the story. Not to mention, it was a welcome reprieve this week, after the Jack mess on Monday.

			And now Ty is in my house, looking all sexy in his Metallica T-shirt and faded blue jeans, making me dinner.

			I have no idea the last time someone made me dinner.

			After rinsing my hair for the third time, I step out of the shower and dry my body quickly, then pull on clean clothes and quickly dry my hair, brushing it briskly. Finally, I brush on a coat of mascara and smooth some clear gloss on my lips, then briefly stop before the mirror to check out the results.

			Yep, major improvement.

			At least I’m clean.

			I cringe as I think of what I must have looked like when I answered the door, and I descend the stairs, finding Ty in the kitchen.

			“I believe I smell better,” I announce, catching his attention. He smiles at me and my feet pause as hot need sets up residence in my belly. Ty saunters to me, his eyes pinned to my own, and without breaking his stride, he pulls me easily into his arms for a big hug, rocking me back and forth. He buries his nose in my hair and takes a long, deep breath as his big hands glide over my back, from my shoulders to my hips. My nipples instantly pucker against him, and I thank the Lord above that I changed into a looser-fitting shirt.

			“Mmm, you smell fantastic,” he murmurs. “Are you hungry?”

			“I might be dying of starvation,” I mutter into his chest, earning a chuckle from him, and I calm. He makes me nervous, but in a good way. I’m happy he’s here.

			“It’s a good thing we have provisions then. Come on, the table is set.” He pulls away, but keeps my hand in his, linking our fingers, and leads me to the dining room.

			The man seems to like to touch me.

			I’m not complaining.

			I can’t help but admire the tattoos on his arm, the colors and lines that decorate his skin. I’d love to trace them with my tongue.

			Seriously? He’s just being nice!

			He guides me into the dining room and I gasp. “Did I take a two-hour shower?”

			“No.” He chuckles and holds a chair out for me.

			“How did you do all of this?” I gaze about the room. The long, black table seats ten. The large chandelier over the center of the table is lit, but on low. Ty found my candles and lit three of them at one end of the table. He set two places, and each is filled with delicious-looking pasta, salad, and bread.

			But what shocks the hell out of me is the large bouquet of orange calla lilies in the center of the table.

			I look at him in wonder. He chuckles again and kisses the top of my head before taking his own seat.

			“The Italian restaurant delivers now?” I ask, recognizing my favorite bread.

			“No.” He winces. “I wanted to cook, but your cupboards are bare and I didn’t have time to shop. I called in the order and Jill delivered.”

			“Jill knows you’re here?” I ask, wide-eyed.

			“Is that a problem?” he asks with a raised brow.

			“No.” I shake my head and take a bite of penne with red sauce. “I’m just . . . surprised.”

			“She dropped it off and tried to grill me with questions, but I cut her off at the pass.” He winks at me and takes a bite of bread and then lifts a bottle of pinot noir. “Wine?”

			“I shouldn’t.” I wrinkle my nose. “I have to go back to work later.”

			“One glass?” He grins, holding the bottle over my glass, and I cave.

			“One glass.”

			“So, how long have you been writing?”

			“My whole life.” I sip my wine. “But I’ve been published for about eighteen months.”

			“That’s fast.”

			“That’s an understatement.” I laugh and stab a tomato with my fork. “I feel like I’m caught in a hurricane. But it’s been fantastic too.”

			“Why didn’t you publish sooner?”

			“I needed something after Mom and Dad passed and Jack left. So I absorbed myself in writing. It occupied my brain so I wasn’t always so sad and lonely.” I scowl.

			“What?”

			“That sounded pathetic.”

			“No, it didn’t. I get it.” He lays his hand over mine and squeezes reassuringly before returning to his food. “You’ve clearly found your calling. You’re in high demand.”

			“It still doesn’t seem real.” He raises an eyebrow. “If you’d have asked me two years ago if I ever thought I’d sell tens of millions of books and have those books optioned for a blockbuster movie, I’d have had the guys with the straitjackets come get you.”

			He throws his head back and laughs, then pushes his empty plate away and leans his elbows on the table as he sips his wine, watching me with the look of a man who is confident in his own skin and enjoys watching the woman he’s with.

			I wish I had his confidence.

			“Are you finished?”

			“Oh my God, I’m so full.” I push the plate away and lean back in the chair. “It was delicious. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. Come on, let’s take the wine and go sit on the couch.” He rises, grabs the bottle and his glass, and motions for me to follow him. I can’t help but notice how spectacular his ass looks in those jeans.

			I flip the switch on the gas fireplace in the corner of the family room off the kitchen, then settle into one end of a long, soft sofa, pulling my bare feet up under me. Ty sits a few feet away, close enough to touch me. He sits facing me, one leg pulled up, and leans his elbow on the back of the couch, his head resting in his hand, and watches me with happy gray eyes.

			“Thanks for coming by,” I murmur softly, and sip my wine.

			“Please don’t let your phone go dead again. I’ll worry.” He exhales deeply, watching me for my response.

			“I’ll plug it in.” I lean my head against the couch. Ty refills my wineglass, earning a mock glare from me. “I guess I won’t be working any more tonight.”

			“Something tells me you could use a good night’s sleep.” He fills his own glass before setting the bottle on the floor.

			“Tell me something,” I begin, my confidence bolstered by the alcohol.

			“Anything.” He smiles.

			“What do you have up your sleeve?”

			“What are you talking about?” He frowns.

			I shrug and look down into my glass. “Why are you being so nice to me, Ty? People don’t do things like this just for the hell of it.”

			He pauses as his narrowed gaze travels over my face, not even bothering to pretend that he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. He looks angry for a moment and rubs his fingers over his lips in agitation, and I can’t help but wonder what I did wrong.

			“I didn’t mean to offend you. . . .”

			“You didn’t offend me, Lo. Is it so unbelievable that I just wanted to make sure you’re okay and spend some time with you?”

			“But why?” I ask again, confused. “What do you want from me?”

			He stills, looking lost. “I don’t want anything.”

			“Everyone wants something,” I reply dryly. “Trust me.”

			He continues to watch me like I’m some kind of science experiment. “Lauren, the only thing I want from you is you.”

			My jaw drops. “Excuse me?”

			He shakes his head and chuckles before taking a sip of his wine. “I’ve been attracted to you for a while now, Lo.”

			“So you want to fuck me,” I surmise with disgust. “We could have avoided this whole seduction scene, Ty. Thanks but no thanks.” I move to rise, but he catches my arm, pulling me back to my ass.

			“What the fuck?” He’s pissed. “This wasn’t a fucking seduction scene, it was me doing something nice for someone I like. And I didn’t say I wanted to fuck you, although—don’t get me wrong—I do. I want to get to know you, Lauren.”

			“You want to date me?” I squeak.

			“I believe that’s what I’ve been saying.” He’s completely exasperated, and I can’t help but smile at him.

			“Why now? Is it because of the books?” My heart sinks at the prospect that he’s the first person in my life that I’ve confided in about the books and now he’s just interested because of my newfound success, but it makes sense.
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