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			“The world breaks everyone, and afterward, 

			some are strong at the broken places.”

			—Ernest Hemingway

			“Since love grows within you, so beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul.”

			—Saint Augustine

			This book is dedicated to all my writing friends I have met along the way and are too many to name. Thanks for inspiring me with your words, making me laugh, giving me support, and reminding me I’m not clinically insane. I’m just a writer.

			And for all my readers who have felt broken but keep moving forward. For all the ones who are searching for something beautiful in the world.

			You already have it within.

		

	
		
			one

			SHE HAD TO get out of here.

			Genevieve MacKenzie bent at the waist and tried to gulp in air. The filmy, delicate veil brushed her face like a dozen fingers bent on tickle torture. Panic clawed at her gut, and she reached up and ripped off the pearl-encrusted lace, placed her hands on her knees, and prayed for sanity.

			She was getting married. Right now. In five minutes. Her family stood outside the door, excited and chattering as they waited for her to emerge in all her pristine white glory. David posed at the front of the church in his tux, with the priest and his best man flanking his side. She imagined his beautifully tousled golden hair, killer smile, and sparkling green eyes. Perfect, as usual. While she was getting dressed, a delivery had arrived at the house. Two dozen white roses with just the faintest tinge of pink in the centers. The card read: I cannot wait until you are finally mine.

			Her bridal party sighed with pleasure. Her twin sister, Isabella, rolled her eyes and clutched her neck in mockery of gagging to death. She’d been quietly shushed by the others while everyone held their breath, hoping she’d remain manageable until at least after the ceremony. It had been a rocky road between the sisters, so that Izzy even bothering to don a bridesmaid dress was a miracle. Gen’s best friend, Kate, hurriedly put the roses in water until they stood straight and proud in the center of the dining room table amid a group of giggling, excited women. Her sister Alexa teased her husband about not receiving a thing on her big day, which brought on a tirade of groaning from Nick and her dad whining about how reality television had given women false expectations of real romance.

			Gen kept smiling, murmured the correct responses, and held the card in a death grip. Then she ran to the bathroom, trying desperately not to vomit.

			Not the best reaction for a bride-to-be. Of course, she chalked it up to nerves, ignored her nausea, and got her ass into the stretch limo. She nodded and responded to her chattering bridal party. As the limousine gobbled up the miles and sped toward the church, her brain clicked over the final details, worrying if she missed anything. David hated sloppiness of any sort, and with almost three hundred guests, it was an important enough event to guarantee press and some high-society attendees. She’d wanted a wedding planner, but David insisted on keeping it private and personal. Of course she agreed; it would be nice to say they did it all themselves instead of relying on a stranger. Exhaustion beat into her bones, but Gen pushed it back. Yes, she’d done absolutely everything, triple-checking each detail for the past few days nonstop.

			From the apricot bridesmaid dresses in silk so light the fabric shimmered, to the exquisite ribbon-wrapped orchids, the bridal party was breathtaking. The venue had been almost impossible to secure without the right contacts on just a year’s notice. The castle in Tarrytown boasted stunning gardens, soaring architecture with vaulted ceilings, a banquet hall to rival Buckingham Palace, and French cuisine. Sure, she would’ve rather been married at Mohonk Mountain House near her parents in a more relaxed, fun atmosphere, but at least David agreed to the church ceremony. And she’d won the argument insisting Izzy stay in the wedding. David may not approve of her, but Gen stood her ground, and now her entire family was by her side.

			The limo pulled in. She ducked her head against the flash of photographers, and Kate helped her with the massive pearl-encrusted train spilling onto the sidewalk. The Vera Wang gown was ridiculously pricey and reminded her of someone else, but it was the stuff princesses and brides were made of. Lace, tulle, diamonds, and pearls. Too bad she couldn’t breathe.

			She kept it together in the back room of the church while her mother cried, straightened her veil, and told her she’d never been more proud. Alexa beamed with joy, and her beautiful niece, Lily, looked like a fairy princess with her basket of petals and mini ballroom dress to match the bride’s. Her other niece, Taylor, glowed in her junior bridal dress, a delicate pale pink exactly like the center of the roses. Gina, her sister-in-law, winked and announced the bride needed a moment alone before walking down the aisle. Gen almost sagged with relief, and finally the door shut. Blessed silence filled the room.

			Everything was perfect, just like it should be.

			Perfect. Like David always wanted it.

			Gen panted and tried to get herself together. The murmur of voices and organ music drifted from the door. She stumbled to the gorgeously painted stained-glass window of Madonna and child and yanked on the knob. Stuck. ­Dizziness threatened. Crapola, she needed air, right now. Her French-manicured fingers wrapped around the old-­fashioned handle and pulled frantically. Light exploded off the pristine diamond weighing down her knuckle. Finally, a few inches opened up and she bent her head toward the gap, sucking in hot air. Why, oh why did she have to wait until now to completely freak out? Maybe all the wedding stress had finally gotten to her. She’d open the door, walk down the aisle with her head held high, and say her vows. She loved David. Who wouldn’t? He treated her like a queen, told her every day how much she meant to him, and pushed her to be better. Always better. They’d be the envied power couple of their time—surgeons who saved lives, attended charity functions, and changed the world. They were madly in love.

			I can’t wait until you are finally mine.

			A shiver crept down her spine. She looked down at the flawless three-carat diamond ring that shimmered around her finger. A symbol of ownership. Once she committed herself, it would truly be forever. He’d never let her go.

			Run.

			The inner voice that had been squashed for so long in fear of retaliation rose up from her gut and screamed one last word. Gen clutched at the windowsill. Ridiculous. She couldn’t run.

			Right? People only did that in the movies. Besides, she couldn’t do that to David.

			Run.

			The past two years with David had taught her to sift through her rioting emotions and connect with the core of rationality that hid in every person’s center. Her fiancé despised messiness, impulse, and decisions based on emotion. He cited death and destruction time and again, until she’d finally managed to quiet that crazy voice that had once sung in freedom, slightly off-key but always joyous. Gen figured she’d beaten it back so hard, in fear and determination, that she’d never hear from it again. But of course, with her lousy luck, it had taken this moment of all moments to reassert its independence and general brattiness.

			Run before it’s too late.

			Her brain spun in a mad rush. Not much time left. Once her family came in, it was over. They’d calm her down, term it bridal jitters, and escort her down the aisle. She’d marry David. And she’d never be the same again.

			Which would be good, right? She wanted marriage. Forever. Commitment. With David.

			Gen looked behind at the closed door. The action she took in the next few seconds would set her on a course that would change the rest of her life. She didn’t have time to go over the checks and balances, advantages and disadvantages, and make a neat statistical chart. Instead, she dug deep into her gut that had served her well when faced with a child bleeding on her table: life-and-death decisions that even David couldn’t make her stop because it made up the center of her soul. A future surgeon. A woman. A survivor.

			Run.

			Gen didn’t waste another moment.

			Breathing hard, heart pounding, she shoved the crank around and around until it wouldn’t budge another inch. The window gaped halfway open. The judging eyes of baby Jesus beamed down at her. She could do this. For the first time it paid to be Hobbit size. Gen stuck her upper body through the window, leaned forward, and wriggled her way to freedom.

		

	
		
			two

			WOLFE LIT UP the cigarette and looked around guiltily. Damn, this one vice killed him every time. Sawyer would get pissed, and Julietta would do that disappointed stare thing she nailed so well. But they were still in Italy, miles away, and would never know. They might not be his legal stepparents, but they’d saved him, given him a new life, and he loved them like they were his own blood. Just one cigarette and he’d throw away the rest of the pack.

			The smoke hit his lungs and immediately calmed his nerves. No one would catch him anyway; the ceremony was about to start. He should be up front and center with the rest of Gen’s family, with a big grin on his face as he watched his best friend commit herself to an asshole. And he would. In a few minutes. Right now, he wanted a beat of silence and a smoke before he had to fake his way through the rest of the evening and pretend he was ecstatic.

			Guilt nipped at him. He was such a jerk. After all, David Riscetti was perfect for Gen, and just about worthy enough to marry her. Wasn’t the guy’s fault Wolfe couldn’t get rid of that nagging instinct something was off. Wolfe used to catch him looking at Gen with such possessive pride, like he was appraising a racehorse rather than a capable, independent woman. And the way he ordered her around pissed him off, too. But Gen never said she didn’t like it, and only had nice things to say about him. Hell, she loved him enough to get hitched, so who was he to judge? Wolfe knew nothing about relationships.

			If he delved deep and played therapist, he was probably irritated Gen had replaced him. For almost five years, they’d hung out together at bars, watched movies, and did general best-friend stuff. There wasn’t a woman in the world who didn’t want money, favors, or sex from him. Except Gen. Hell, the moment they’d met something clicked between them. She was as genuine and real as Julietta and the rest of the women in his adopted family. They had just liked each other from the get-go, and when the hell does that ever happen?

			Of course, David frowned upon their relationship from day one, and over the past year, Gen made more excuses not to see him in order to soothe her fiancé.

			Whatever. He needed to get over it.

			Wolfe held back a whiny sigh. The church bells rang once. Twice. The limos were parked at the curb, and a few reporters lingered on the steps. Guess the surgeon was a big shot in the news, because no one else pulled in such a crowd. He moved backward a few feet, not in the mood to meet and greet any latecomers. The crooked pavement and shaded archways shielded him from any prying observers. He enjoyed the last of his cigarette, pulled at the confines of his tuxedo, and tried not to scrape the polished sole of his dress shoes. Even after working in the corporate and modeling worlds, he always craved his workout clothes and still felt like he was an intruder in his own body in suits. Or designer underwear that cost more than someone’s yearly salary. Who would’ve thought? Scrambling for food and shelter one day. At the top of Fortune’s up-and-coming millionaires the next, all at twenty-­fucking-six years old.

			He beat back the nasty thoughts that threatened to swamp him and got his head back in the game. It was Gen’s wedding day and he needed to be there for her. Not smoking like a chump and playing self-pity games. Wolfe crushed the butt under his heel, adjusted his cuffs, and turned.

			“Holy shit.”

			He stared in shock at the sight before him.

			The bride lay in a tangle of limbs, sprawled out on the pavement. The white cloud of lace and dozens of pearly jewels floated around her in a swarm of glory. His heart stopped, stuttered, and kicked back into gear. Jesus, she was gorgeous. Gen had always been an attractive female by all standards, but now she looked as delicate as a doll perched on a wedding cake. She must’ve ripped off her veil because her elaborate twist hairdo lay drunkenly to the side with pins sticking out. The humidity kicked her curls into gear, and already they were springing wild, refusing to be tamed. Snapping blue eyes glared at him, framed in black liner and some sparkly shadow. She never wore makeup. But today, those stunning navy eyes dominated her heart-shaped face with a sultry, sexy air he rarely spotted in her. Four-inch ­diamond-encrusted stiletto heels stuck out from her balloon hoop gown. Wolfe caught the flash of white lace garters and curved, muscled legs before she flipped the skirt back down and huffed out a breath. “Are you smoking on my damn wedding day? You told me you quit. Julietta’s going to kill you.”

			He fought past his lack of speech and wondered if this was a hallucination. “Not if you don’t tell her.”

			She sniffed. “You wish. I don’t want you to die of lung cancer. Don’t just stand there gaping. Help me up, I can barely move in this thing.”

			And then she was just Gen again. His best friend, a general pain in the ass, and the most precious person in the world to him.

			Wolfe moved fast and pulled her up. “Are you okay? Did you fall out the window?”

			She rebalanced herself on those ridiculous heels and waved her hand in the air. “Yeah, I’m fine. My hips got stuck but I managed.”

			She dusted off her pristine white dress as if jumping out of church windows were a normal occurrence. Damn, she was a hell of a woman. “Umm, babe? Are you pulling a runaway-bride thing? Or did you just want to confirm the fire exit worked?”

			Her ballsy humor faded from her face. She tilted her chin up, and her lower lip trembled. “I’m in trouble. Will you help me?”

			He kept his face calm even though his palms sweat. Something bad had happened, but right now she needed his head in the game. “We ditching the groom?”

			“Yeah.”

			Wolfe decided to play it like a big adventure. “Cool. I got you covered. Lose the shoes.”

			She kicked off the killer stilettos. “Are there reporters out there?”

			“No worries, this is a piece of cake. But we gotta move now. Take my hand.”

			She placed her small hand in his and squeezed. Wolfe swore that even if he had to fight the whole Taliban, he was getting her out of here and to someplace safe. Discussion was for later. “My car is parked down the street, so we’re good. Follow me.”

			He led her down the back steps, behind the rectory, and maneuvered through a perfectly formed line of flowering bushes. She paused in flight, wincing at the chips of mulch and gravel. “Ouch.”

			“You’re such a girl. Here, you’re going too slow.” Wolfe heaved her up into his arms in a tumble of satin and lace and cut through some weeping willow trees.

			“I can’t believe you parked so far away. That means you were late. Some best friend you are.”

			“Be glad I was late. I’m saving your ass now.”

			She gave a humph. He walked faster, sensing chaos and a complete breakdown not too far behind. If he didn’t get her out in time and anyone caught them leaving, it would be a virtual shitstorm. He ducked under a low-hanging branch, tracked through the backyard of a Cape Cod behind the church, and took a hard right. She stayed silent, and Wolfe bet he had two minutes before her crazy impulsive decision hit her and she said she’d go back.

			But if something made her run, it was too important to ignore. The hell he’d take her back.

			Finally, he spotted his black Mercedes convertible. He fished the keys out of his pocket, hit the alarm, and opened the door. “In.”

			Another lower lip tremble. “Wolfe, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I should go back.”

			“Do you want to marry him, Gen? Deep down, in your gut, where it counts?”

			Her teeth sank into her lower lip. Shame and fear and humiliation etched out the lines of her face. Her voice broke on the word “No.”

			He nodded and calmly pushed her in the seat. “Then you’re doing the right thing and we’ll work it out. I promise.”

			She swallowed. Returned his nod. And slid into the car.

			Wolfe wasted no time. He revved the engine and did a three-point turn, going out the back way and speeding away from the church like it was a devil’s sanctuary and their souls were at risk.

			When they hit the open road and no one seemed to be following, he glanced over. She slumped in the seat, her hair hanging halfway down her neck, her graceful profile carved in stone. She stared out the window as if she was watching her life dissipate behind her. And in a way, it was.

			Knowing what she needed the most right now, Wolfe hit the speaker system and Guns N’ Roses blasted out, hard and loud and raw. He didn’t speak.

			Just drove.

		

	
		
			three

			WOLFE PULLED THE car into the Walmart parking lot and cut the engine. The probe of his gaze touched her face, but she was too weary to smile. After all, she never had to hide her real feelings with him. And right now she was about to go full-fledged mental if she didn’t get out of her wedding gown.

			“Stay here. I’ll be right back. Want a soda? Water?”

			Gen nodded. “Water would be good.”

			“Keep the doors locked. The windows are tinted, so no one should see you.”

			She blinked, trying to focus on the charred embers that now composed her life. “I left my phone. I have to tell them I’m safe.”

			“We will. Just hang tight for a minute. Okay?”

			She nodded again and watched him walk into Walmart. He got a bunch of stares from the teenyboppers milling around in the lot. Wolfe always got stares, but in a tuxedo he was lethal. With that tall, muscled body and wicked tattoo, he had bad boy wanting to be tamed stamped all over him. So different from David, with his angelic good looks and smooth charm.

			David.

			The full horror of what she’d done slammed through her. She’d run away and left him at the altar. The man she claimed to love. Her boss and chief of the surgical unit where her entire career was carved out. All of her stuff had been moved into his apartment. They held tickets for a Bermuda honeymoon. Her parents were probably sobbing, humiliated, and angry with her. Izzy was the one who brought stress—not her. Gen was the good one. The smart one. The one who never, ever caused any trouble.

			What was she going to do? How could she go back to her life?

			Thoughts and images swarmed in her head like pissy bees getting ready to attack. She pressed her fingers to her temples and wondered if she’d die by brain explosion.

			The door opened. Wolfe thrust two plastic bags at her and a bottle of Poland Spring. “Here. First drink this. You look like you’re doing the freak-out thing.”

			She swallowed a few sips of water. Then looked up at him for his next instructions. He gave a gentle smile and knelt down beside the car. Not speaking, he sifted through the tangled chestnut curls of her hair, and worked out each of the pins. Then he rubbed her scalp, pulling his fingers through the strands until they slid freely of knots. Gen studied his familiar features while he took care of her. Strong square jaw. Facial hair clinging to his upper lip and chin in a sexy goatee. Stinging blue eyes that burned like a laser, cutting through people’s bullshit and social veneers with no apology. His head was usually shaved clean, but he’d been growing it in, so dark curls softened his face just a bit. The serpent ink crept up his neck as if choking him. She was always fascinated by the tattoo. Traced in simple black, the impressive snake started low on his chest, worked its way up his arms and one shoulder, and ended right under his ear. Almost as if the creature was consistently whispering something to him. He was a gym rat, so the muscles under his clothes were hard and unforgiving, from his eight-pack stomach to the meaty biceps. Her gaze traveled to his wrists, where the matching leather bands were revealed by his rolled-up shirtsleeves. She’d never spotted him without them. He’d made the accessories famous by his underwear ads. Many young men followed his example until the wristbands became the hottest new trend.

			Funny, from the moment they met, they’d been fated to be friends. Their heart-to-heart conversation set the stage for the future, with none of that crappy sexual tension or flirting. Just a good buddy of the opposite sex who meant the world to her. Kate was her best friend feminine equal, and Wolfe her male.

			He reached behind her and pulled open the row of pearl-encrusted buttons down the back. He pointed to the bags. “Put these clothes on.”

			She took out the denim shorts, T-shirt, and flip-flops. “I look terrible in orange.”

			His lip quirked. “Not much choice on the bargain table. The rest were extra large.”

			“Sorry. Being a runaway bride makes me a bit bitchy.” Gen transferred to the backseat and tugged off the dress. Sweet, pure air filled her lungs once the tight fabric slid off, and she quickly divested her garters and stockings, scrambling into the comfy clothes and pulling off the price tags. She dug out a small package of hair bands from the bag and quickly scooped the strands into a short ponytail. Then got out.

			Wolfe nodded. “Good. Got us some snacks for the road, so dig in when you want.”

			Gen peered into the other plastic bag at the contents of a true road trip. Candy bars, Doritos, and a few Slim Jims. “Are those Sno Balls? I didn’t think they made them anymore.”

			“Yeah, me neither. I got lucky.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“Gonna stay at Sawyer’s cabin on the lake for a few days. Just until things die down and you get your head together.”

			Panic reared back up and nipped at her nerves. “I have to call my family.”

			“Already done. I texted Alexa and Kate. Those were the two you wanted to contact, right?”

			She slid her arms around her chest and squeezed, rocking back on her heels. “Yes. What did you tell them?”

			“That you were sorry you ran out but you couldn’t marry David. That you needed to get yourself together and would be in touch. That you were okay and not to contact you for a bit.”

			“What about the reception? Where are people going to go? What about the press?”

			His voice held a rich command that vibrated with intensity. “Alexa and Kate are a power team together. They’ll handle it. Right now, you need to let me take care of things.”

			Relief loosened her muscles. Yes. For a little while, Wolfe would take care of things. She’d retreat, make some decisions, and clean up the mess she made. But not now. “Thank you.”

			“No problem. Let’s go.”

			They got back into the car and drove. The Mercedes gobbled up the miles as they worked their way from Verily, in upstate New York, hit the thruway, and headed north. The music was loud, the wind whipped at her hair, and the scenery whizzed by in a comforting blur. She nibbled at a Hershey’s chocolate bar while Wolfe munched on chips and sipped his soda.

			Gen closed her eyes and pretended she was off for a weekend getaway. Over the past year, each time she tried to see Wolfe, David gave her a hard time. The pressure and guilt became too much. Her fiancé reminded her how little time they spent together with their crazy work schedules, and her little forays with Wolfe were causing a break in their relationship.

			Gen considered herself a strong woman. Gutsy. Opinionated. Yet when David turned his charm and dedication into getting his point across, it was like the South at Gettysburg all over again. Defeat. So, she’d begun making excuses. She hated lying, but David rewarded her by being extra sweet and considerate, telling her over and over how good they were together if only she tried hard. She forgot how nice it was not to worry about saying something stupid, or not being witty or sexy enough. With Wolfe, there was only a comfortable silence and no need to fill the void with intelligent conversation.

			The trees grew thicker and the landscape more rural as they turned off the exit and headed toward Saratoga Springs. They passed through the quaint town with its shops, neat landscaping, and sidewalks, reminding her of Verily, and kept going. Nine Inch Nails boomed from the stereo in direct contradiction to the woody hush as they veered off several side roads. The gravel spun beneath the tires, and wildly colored blooms dragged past the window, sticking out from a variety of brush and trees. Wolfe made a hard right and followed a path up a steep hill, winding in circles higher and higher until he cut the engine.

			“This is it.”

			Gen sucked in her breath. The rustic log cabin held a character and warmth that immediately welcomed her home. Surrounded by brush, its wide porch held two rockers, the carved domes etched into the doorway as if a master woodcutter had created it. Large windows flanked both sides, and cobbled stones led out toward a lush garden in the back, then shot off in different directions. One led to a fire pit, the other to a small gazebo. The sounds of birds, grasshoppers, and bees swarmed in the air and took over where the music had played. The air hung musky and thick in the summer afternoon heat, and her nostrils filled with the scent of earth and flowers.

			Yes. It would be good here. She’d figure everything out and get her life back in order.

			“It’s beautiful,” she said in a hushed tone. “Why doesn’t Sawyer rent it out for the summer?”

			“He usually does, but this month he kept it open. The cabin’s set back for privacy but near Fish Creek. Said if I wanted to get out of town and do some fishing, take some downtime, I’d have it available.”

			“Who would’ve thought you’d need to hide a crazy runaway bride?”

			He didn’t smile. For the first time since their getaway, a worried light gleamed in his eyes. Words hovered on his tongue but she didn’t want to hear it, couldn’t, so she stumbled out of the car before denial could no longer be her best friend. He paused a few beats but finally followed.

			Gen stepped into the cabin. Gorgeous light played upon the pine floors and soaring ceilings with thick beams of support. A stone fireplace took up one main wall with a deep red throw rug in front. She walked around, taking note of the elaborate fishing gear, wildlife photos, and the warm, rustic atmosphere. The kitchen was a chef’s dream, all top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances, with double sinks and granite counters in a rich chocolate brown. “I never thought Sawyer was a big fisherman,” she commented.

			Wolfe snickered. “He’s not. He dragged us out here last year, intent on showing Julietta the benefits of country life. Boasted he’d catch her a ton of fish and cook it up that night. Let’s just say it’s a good thing for pizza delivery.”

			Gen laughed. “Ouch. Well, he’s a billionaire who runs a chain of hotels. Can’t be good at everything.”

			“Tell him that. He’s been watching those damn fishing shows on the Discovery Channel now, and thinks he’ll redeem himself. Too bad Julietta refuses to come back. She’s definitely a city girl.”

			Gen remembered meeting Julietta and Sawyer when they were in town. They lived in Milan, and had welcomed Wolfe into their family when he was nineteen and homeless. The couple represented everything she’d always wanted. They ran the most successful chain of bakeries and hotels in the world, fit perfectly together, and were madly in love. Exactly what she’d hoped to have with David.

			She pushed the thought firmly away.

			“Bedrooms are upstairs,” Wolfe said. “I’ll run into town and stock up on supplies and get you some clothes.”

			“How long are we going to stay?”

			He studied her. Odd, he had such a hard face, all severe lines and carved features. His lips always held a bit of a snarl, as if he’d never outgrown that snarky teen boy he’d once been. But there was a wealth of gentleness underneath that always intrigued her. “When do you need to be back at the hospital?”

			The reminder of her real life made her jerk. “A full week. We took a week for our honeymoon.” The word made her slightly nauseous.

			“Then we have time. We’ll take it day by day. Do you want me to pick up anything specific you need?”

			She shook her head. “No, I trust you.”

			The words dove deeper and he took a step forward. “Want to come with me?”

			Gen forced a smile. “I’m going to rest. It’s been a long day. I’ll see you in a bit.”

			He frowned, and she almost laughed at his papa-bear expression. But then he gave a nod and headed back out the door. Her legs trembled with the sudden fear of being alone. Pathetic. She couldn’t remember the last time she had no one surrounding her, or a task to complete, or a deadline to meet. For the past year, the hamster wheel was the only thing that made sense. Even sleep was never for more than a few hours, and always interrupted by dreams of endless lists and tasks. Her mind was no longer her own. Neither was her soul.

			She walked down the hallway and into the bathroom. Turned on the light. And stared into the mirror.

			The woman who gazed back was hardly recognizable. Brown hair scraped back in a ponytail. Makeup smudged. Shadows etched under her eyes. Full lips, high cheekbones. She’d lost more weight, so the bright orange T-shirt hung a bit loose over her shoulders.

			Gen looked harder. Her usual vivid blue eyes were . . . empty. The spark had disappeared, and only a dull light reflected back at her. When had that happened? She’d always been driven but basically happy. Sure, she took on too much responsibility, but the world seemed a big, interesting place and she wanted to fill voids. Maybe egotistical, but surgeons were supposed to have a bit of a God complex. She ached to help, give back, and heal. She craved knowledge and experiences and wonder. But over the past year, all she experienced was crippling fear. The knowledge she wasn’t enough for anyone. Not for the world. Not for David. Not even for herself.

			Gen turned away from the mirror.

			WOLFE DROVE FAST, INTENT on getting back to the cabin quickly. He struggled with leaving her alone, but realized she needed to process. They’d been on the run most of the day, and he bet she was pretending the whole event never happened. Because when the truth struck home, it was going to get messy.

			Emotion tore through his chest. Damn, he’d never seen her like that. When he asked her straight-out if she wanted to marry David, pure fear skittered across her face. What had the asshole done to her? The fallout was going to be epic. Besides her close-knit family loving her fiancé, she had just screwed her career, since he was her boss. Gen disliked bucking the system, especially her family. But Wolfe would get her through it. One lesson always sank home—nothing mattered except protecting your soul. God knows he’d lived through that himself. He’d walked away from everything and dove into the pitfalls of hell. And it was still worth it.

			The painful simmers of the past tried to push past his consciousness, but he locked it back down. He needed to focus on Gen and giving her what she needed. Wolfe ripped through his errands, buying a couple of changes of clothes, underwear, a bathing suit, a case of water, and some basic groceries. There wasn’t much selection, but the small town was perfect for hiding out for a few days. Most people came here for the recreational activities, to hit the famous racetrack at Saratoga, or to see the Baseball Hall of Fame in nearby Cooperstown.

			He threw the bags into the car and reached into his pocket for his phone. Yep, it was bad. Voice mails poured in, from Alexa, Kate, Izzy, and Gen’s mom. He pondered the idea of letting Gen know. No, she wasn’t up for the consequences yet. Leaving your groom at the altar ended up with a mass of details. He’d buy her time.

			Wolfe shot through the variety of messages and quickly dispersed news that gave away nothing. Alexa jumped to support her sister, and he knew he could count on her for calming down the family. Nothing from David yet. What was really going on behind the scenes with them? Was he hurting Gen? Why would she look so afraid of the man she was about to marry? Or was she just scared of hurting him?

			He scrolled to the next message and shook his head. Kate was the worst. As Gen’s best friend, she was hard-core when it came to protection. He smothered a laugh at the blinking words.

			If u don’t tell me where ur hiding her ur ass is grass. She needs me.

			Wolfe tapped out his response:

			She needs time, then my ass is all urs. Give her a day. I’m taking care of her.

			The phone shrieked. Ah, crap. He stared at it for a while, but best friends were scary. He figured Kate would find a way to GPS them by the middle of the night, so he hit the button. “How is she? I’m coming to get her.”

			He kept his tone polite but firm. “Not yet. You gotta give me some time. She just ran away from her wedding and needs to get her head on straight. I’m asking you for help, Kate. Help me buy her some space.”

			A furious silence hummed over the line. “What’s really going on? I had no idea she’d pull something like this. I mean, I’ve been worried about her, and knew she was stressed, but this is not Gen. Has she told you why?”

			“No. But I’ll find out. Is it bad there?”

			A snort filled his ears. “You have no idea. It’s chaos and I’m trying to keep everyone sane. David seems heartbroken and locked himself in the room with Gen’s dad and his best man. The press smelled blood and stormed the church. Gen’s mom thought she was kidnapped, insisting she’d never run. How the hell did she end up with you?”

			Wolfe dragged in a breath. “She escaped through the window and I was there. Listen, Kate, there’s something bigger going on, much more than some bridal jitters. I think she’s afraid of the son of a bitch.”

			“What? Oh my God, has he hit her or something?”

			“Don’t know. Just give me a few days to get the story and get her back on her feet. Please.”

			He waited her out. He knew Kate was stubborn, loyal, and loved Gen like her own sister. She was also extremely intuitive. “Okay. Keep texting me updates. I’ll talk with her family and let them know she’s lying low and will explain everything later. And I’ll keep an eye on David. Maybe I’ll figure out the real issue.”

			“Thanks.

			He stuck his phone back into his pocket and got into the car. Something didn’t add up, but he’d find out. Meanwhile, he’d stick close to Gen for the next few days. ­Purity—the hotel chain he helped run with Sawyer—was doing well, so he’d put in a call to one of his assistants to keep him informed. He couldn’t remember the last time he took a day off, let alone a whole weekend. This would be good for both of them. A little fresh air, recharge the batteries, and get back into the real world.

			Wolfe headed back to the cabin.

		

	
		
			four

			GENEVIEVE LOOKED UP as the car pulled into the driveway. A ghostly fog floated around her, almost as if she was stuck halfway on Earth and the other at a higher plane. She hoped much higher, since Catholic guilt from her mother was steeped in her soul. She didn’t mind the numbness though. Much better than the panic attack dancing on the edge of her sanity.

			No more mirrors. Keep busy. Don’t think.

			The three new rules of survival.

			She jumped up from the porch and helped him haul in the bags. “You okay?” His sharp gaze traveled over every part of her, as if in the hour he’d left her alone she’d grown a few inches. Past her five-foot Hobbit status. He gently pushed her out of the way and scooped up the rest of the bags, allowing her to carry only the bread.

			“Fine. You know I can lift a three-hundred-pound patient, right?”

			“In that case, take this.” He gave her a bag of eggs. “Wouldn’t want you to get out of shape.”

			Their familiar banter soothed her nerves as she followed him inside and set the bags on the counter. “Do you want me to make dinner?” she asked.

			He lifted a brow. “You hungry?”

			Between the candy diet and her nerves, she doubted any morsel of food would stay down. “No. But I’ll make you something.”

			He chuckled and wrestled out two six-packs of Sam Adams Summer Ale from the bag. “How about we get drunk instead?”

			She followed impulse and threw herself into his arms for a hug. David would’ve insisted on taking care of her health, frowning over alcohol intake, and watching exactly what she ate. She missed having no rules again. She missed Wolfe.

			Hard muscle and sheer power closed around her. Her head hit his chest halfway, but his arms held her with a tenderness that made an odd longing clutch at her throat. Treasured, yet not owned. Why had she never noticed the difference? The scent of cotton and soap filled her nostrils, clean and pure. She breathed in to savor the moment, then stepped away.

			“Hey.” He tugged at her hair. “If I knew you’d be this nice to me, I’d offer you alcohol all the time.”

			She snorted. “I’m always nice to you.”

			Wolfe uncapped the bottle and handed it over. The icy brew slid down her throat and warmed her belly. The subtle taste of lemon danced on her tongue.

			“Not. You have a sick sense of humor. You enjoy torturing me. What about the time you set me up with your friend Molly?”

			A giggle threatened but she tamped it down at his accusing expression. “I was trying to find you a nice girl.”

			“I guess a dominatrix is considered nice in today’s society, huh? She brought her whip. And some scary-ass equipment that made me skip dessert. And I never skip dessert.”

			Gen bit her tongue and tried for seriousness. “I didn’t know it was that bad, I swear. She’s a nurse in the NIC unit and complained she couldn’t meet a cool guy. She said she enjoyed a bit of kink, not hard-core dungeon stuff.”

			He blew out a breath, grabbed a beer, and ripped open a bag of pretzels. “Do I look like the submissive type? Or one who’d get off on being tied to a bed with a wrench at my balls? Not fun, Gen.”

			She took another sip. “You told me you liked edgy sex. I was only trying to help.”

			“Edgy, not death defying. How would you feel if I hooked you up with some guy who ordered you to drop to your knees and serve?”

			The memory hit hard and fast. Another argument. David complaining she didn’t put his needs first and had gotten lazy in the bedroom. So he grabbed her hair. Forced her to her knees. Unzipped his pants. And waited.

			She’d heard those games were fun and spiced things up. But she’d only felt sick and used. The way he assessed her skill, berating her for not getting it right, until afterward she turned away, trying not to gag as he finally praised her, stroking her head like some prized animal who’d finally gotten a command right. Telling her over and over how he loved her, adored her, and wanted them to be perfect.

			Gen turned quickly, shutting her eyes and forcing away the image. No, not now. Had it been that bad? Why hadn’t she told him to fuck off and thrown him out of the house? What was wrong with her?

			“Gen?”

			She shuddered and lightened her tone. “Sorry, as Dug from Up would say, ‘Squirrel.’ Lost my train of thought. Seems to be my new motto lately.”

			He studied her in silence, then nodded. “I prefer my own motto from Finding Nemo.”

			“What’s that?”

			His gaze burned into hers with a deeper meaning evident. “Just keep swimming.”

			Her muscles loosened and she managed a smile. “That’s Lily’s favorite movie.”

			“Mine, too. Second is Avengers.”

			She wrinkled her nose. “No way. I always thought you liked the mob movies. You never seemed like a superhero sort of guy.”

			Massive shoulders lifted. “Nothing wrong with hoping for the good guys to kick a little ass.” Something drifted across his face, a light of memory she craved to ask him about, but too soon it disappeared. “Have some pretzels, they’ll settle your stomach. I’m gonna get changed real fast. Be right back.”

			She nibbled on a few and sat in the living room to wait. The gentle whir of the island-type ceiling fan soothed her nerves. She settled on one of the plump couch cushions with her beer. He returned dressed in a simple navy blue bathing suit, T-shirt, and sandals, then took a seat on the opposite chair. The scene reminded her of a casual get-­together between good friends. Unfortunately, it was much more. Her fingers tightened on the neck of the bottle. “Did you talk to my family?”

			He assessed her under heavily lidded eyes but his tone was casual. “Spoke with Kate. Told her we were going to lie low for a few days. She’s going to take care of things on that end until you’re ready.”

			“Has David contacted you?”

			“Not yet.”

			She pondered his answer for a while and chewed on her lip. Still raw, her insides twisted from fear and confusion, as if she’d stepped into Oz and didn’t know how to figure things out yet. “You haven’t asked why.”

			“Don’t need to.”

			Gen studied him, trying to dig beneath his calm surface. He must be dying of curiosity, but he’d never questioned her once. “Don’t you want to know?”

			He surprised her with a half grin. “Hell, yes. You’re my best friend and I had no idea you were struggling. But you’re not ready. When you want to talk, I’ll be here. For now, you need some alcohol and a distraction. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

			He grabbed her hand and pulled her up. “Where? We can’t get in a car drinking.”

			“There’s a trail in the back of the cabin that leads to a lake.” He scooped up the beers and two towels, and headed out the door. The sun stung her skin, but as they made their way back into the cluster of trees, shadows cloaked them from the burn. The musky scent of earth and rotted wood drifted to her nostrils, and she picked her way over the moss and rocks in her flip-flops until the path opened up.

			They walked in silence. The birds sang, the trees watched, and the bugs hovered, occasionally landing for a quick bite. Wood snapped under her feet and a strange lightness flooded her body. How could she feel like this when a few hours ago she was in the church, about to marry David? Why did this moment strike her as more real than the past six months? She needed to figure it out, because the answer was the reason she’d run.

			Unfortunately, the truth seemed more dangerous than denial right now.

			“Here it is.”

			The lake was more of a pool that looked as if it emptied at the end of its journey, with a crooked dock that seemed about to fall apart and tall marsh grass surrounding it. Gen stared at it and wondered if the monster alligators would get her like in Lake Placid if she put a toe in. She put her hands on her hips. “You want to try to kill me or something? You couldn’t pay me to go in there.”

			He snorted. “Chicken. It’s safe. I caught Sawyer and Julietta out here skinny-dipping. I felt blind for a week.”

			She laughed. “I remember catching Nick and Alexa fooling around in my parents’ walk-in closet one visit. I couldn’t even look at them, let alone eat Sunday dinner. Ruined my appetite.”

			Wolfe dropped the beer, kicked off his sandals, and walked onto the crumbling dock. “Saratoga Lake is about eight miles long, but narrows down to Fish Creek. We’re at the tail end. Sawyer wanted privacy more than recreation. This is an isolated paradise and you’re complaining. Much better than a fancy chlorinated pool.”

			“Speak for yourself, dude,” Gen said.

			Wolfe peeled off his T-shirt and revealed perfectly defined pecs and abs of steel. The elaborate serpent tattoo curled like smoke and started at the right side of his belly, moved up his chest, wrapped around the upper arm, and landed just below the ear. She rarely saw him unclothed, unless it was in some designer advertisement, but the breadth and detail of the tat was a living, breathing thing. He kept his wristbands on. Gen knew he never took them off. Ever. She bet he even showered and slept with them, too. At first she’d thought it was some weird fashion thing, but over the years, Gen became used to them, as if they were part of his body. And she still didn’t ask questions.

			She remembered the first time she met him, when she was twenty years old. A family dinner at Alexa’s. Max and Michael—husbands of Alexa’s closest friends, Carina and Maggie—had brought Wolfe and introduced him to ­everyone.

			She’d been instantly fascinated. From his ink, to his shaven head, various piercings, and massive muscles, his entire aura sucked out the air in the room and left it silent. He appeared obviously uncomfortable, his mouth turned down in a gorgeous sneer, as if ready to give everyone a big fuck you. But he remained politely still, scanning the crowd, until their gazes met and locked.

			A weird connection fired between them. As if they’d met before. Recognized each other. And were being re­introduced.

			She had no idea why. Izzy had been the hell-raiser and scoped him out like a hungry she-wolf. Her father frowned and seemed ready for battle. Alexa chattered nonstop and tried to ease the tension, while Maggie, ­Alexa’s best friend and honorary aunt, spoke proudly of his modeling career and smarts.

			Gen walked over, offered her hand, and a smile. “Welcome to the family, Wolfe. I’m Gen.”

			He paused. For one long, endless second, she wondered if he’d diss her. Instead, his hand clasped hers, warm and strong and safe. “Nice to meet you.”

			All Gen knew about him was that he’d once been homeless, then lived in Milan with Sawyer and Julietta, and now stayed in New York with Max and Carina. He was also attending NYU for business. Since they were both attending the same college, he’d been seated next to her at dinner.

			They fell into an easy camaraderie. Somehow, she understood he held secrets so deep and dark they may never come to light. She didn’t care. She sensed on a gut-level instinct he had more honor than most men his age.

			After dinner, they’d found themselves alone, talking outside. She’d asked a bunch of questions, wanting to get to know him, but he only gave one-word answers. Tension tightened his frame, and she realized he grew more and more distant. Fragments of the conversation drifted past her memory.

			“DON’T YOU LIKE TO talk about yourself?” she asked curiously. This man, who her twin sister pronounced extremely fuckable, seemed so much more than his shaved head, tats, and leather wristbands. Secrets danced in his eyes. She also sensed they were painful. Another reason he didn’t like to talk?

			“No,” he answered. “I don’t talk about the past. Just today.”

			His answer fascinated her. A deep connection flowed between them, as if they’d met in another life and time and were just now picking up where they left off. “So I won’t ask you any other questions. We’ll just be friends.”

			The need and suspicion mingled in those gorgeous blue eyes. “Friends? I bet one day you’ll ask me stuff. Get mad at me for not sharing. Girls do that.”

			She smiled. She wasn’t like most girls. “Pinky promise, then. We won’t discuss either of our pasts unless you want to. No questions.” She liked the idea of having a clean slate with this man. Someone who didn’t judge her on previous actions or performance, but accepted her for the woman she was at the moment.

			He crinkled his brow. “Pinky promise?”

			She sighed with impatience. “You know a better way? A swear is a swear.”

			He reached his hand out tentatively. Their pinkies twisted and locked. Pure energy rushed between them, but it was like a nice, heady buzz that made her feel good in her tummy. “Pinky swear,” he said gruffly.

			“Pinky swear,” she repeated.

			And then the best part of all happened. For the first time since they’d met, he smiled at her. Her heart lifted and filled up, and Gen knew she’d be happy around that smile all the time. Finally, she had a guy to tell her secrets to and with whom she could be safe, laugh, and just enjoy the moment.

			YEARS LATER, IZZY STILL drove her crazy questioning why she wouldn’t fuck him. Even Kate, Kennedy, and Arilyn—her closest girlfriends—wondered aloud why they’d never hooked up. Gen noticed the general attraction, but she was able to glimpse the big picture. Wolfe couldn’t hold on to a relationship. He loved sex and teased her with details of his greatest escapades while she groaned and covered her face, screaming “TMI!” But it was just about the physical. When it came to emotional commitment, he checked out, and Gen realized what they had was so much deeper and more meaningful than a quickie affair.

			She studied him in his navy blue board shorts and wondered why their relationship was so easy, even from the start. Maybe because she let him be who he wanted and lifted the threat of painstaking questions. They were able to accept each other on their own terms. Maybe because she allowed him to show her who he was now without expectations of who he had been. And she bet it had been very, very bad.

			He poised on the end of the deck in full masculine glory and cocked a brow. Her tummy tumbled, then steadied. She was used to it and never analyzed the sensation. He was an attractive male and she’d have to be dead not to have a physical reaction. The occasional attraction was easily dealt with when she thought of losing their friendship. “Coming in?”

			“No.”

			“Thought you grew up in the country. Come on, Gen. I hate when you act like a girl.”

			She stuck out her tongue and snagged another beer. Then she plopped her butt onto a fat rock and stretched her legs out. “I am a girl, you idiot. There are bugs and fish and things in there. No way.”

			“You disappoint me.”

			He got ready to dive and her inner devil ignited to life after months of being on vacation. “Better watch the spider crawling up your leg.”

			“What!” He hopped from foot to foot in a clumsy dance, reaching down and swiping his legs in a parody of comedy. Then he toppled into the water.

			She laughed so hard she thought she’d crack a rib, especially when he surfaced and spit water out of his mouth. “Oh, that was priceless,” she gasped out. His fear of spiders always charmed her. He was big and bad and avoided nothing, except the eight-legged crawly creatures. Reminded her of Indiana Jones and snakes. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it.”

			His gaze narrowed. “You know payback is a bitch, right?”

			Gen gulped for air. “I left my groom at the altar. Surely that will be enough for the day?”

			He grunted. “Maybe. Maybe not.” He dove under in one smooth move and did a few laps. She sat back and took pleasure in the view without guilt. Lean muscles cut through the water with grace and speed. A bee circled lazily, hummed, then dove for a bright purple flower. The vivid blue sky reminded her of Wolfe’s eyes. “How’s the hospital?”

			“Good.” She took another swig and thought of David. Seemed all detours led to her fiancé. Ex-fiancé. Since he ran the surgical unit and she was under his direction, her career may also be in jeopardy. “Busy.”

			“You haven’t liked your job in a long time, have you?”

			She swiveled her head back. A flare of temper hit. “It’s more than a job. It’s my entire life. College, med school, internship. Days, nights, weekends. I never faltered, never questioned, never lost focus. I stopped asking myself if I liked it a long time ago. I just live it.”

			He swam back and forth as if he didn’t have a care in the world. And he didn’t. She was the one who’d blown her life up and took off. “Why?” he asked.

			She blinked. “Why? What type of question is that? Because if you want to be a recognized surgeon, you have to work yourself so hard there’s only pieces of you left. Then you get to slowly put them back together.”

			He floated in seemingly utter content. “Just doesn’t make sense to me. If I didn’t like working at Purity, I’d leave. Do something else. Ever think you’ve been so obsessed with the prize you never stopped to think if you’d like doing it?”

			She choked on her beer and on the bitter taste of outrage. How dare he question her motives. She’d been working to succeed in the medical field since she’d first practiced first aid on her dolls. When her brother, Lance, declared his intention to study medicine, she’d been pissed off he stole her career. Ambition, work, and achievement of goals made sense. Working to save a human life and strive for greatness made her worthy. Yet her best friend treated it like a side job, just casually picked from a litter of careers as if it meant nothing.

			“My prize is saving a life. Yours is a nice experience sleeping away from home.”

			She hated her bitchiness, but he never lost the smoothness of his strokes. “Ouch. We have a spa and a chapel. Surely that makes up for the shallowness.”

			“Why are you trying to piss me off? This is my life’s work. You just don’t quit something because it’s too hard or you’re not enjoying it anymore.”

			“Have you ever given up on something you didn’t like?”

			The question threw her off. She guzzled half her beer, took another, and popped off the cap. “Yeah, gymnastics. I had no coordination. Mom had dreams of an Olympic run. I fell off the balance beam once and cried for an hour. So I quit.”

			“How many lessons did you suffer through?”

			Gen frowned. “Well, I finished up the term, of course. Then I never signed back up.”

			“Ever stop a book halfway if you don’t like it?”

			She shuddered with horror. “Are you kidding? If I start it, I finish it. I don’t know how people sleep not knowing the ending.”

			“What if you order something at a restaurant and hate it? Do you send it back?”

			“If it’s cooked properly and I just dislike the flavor? Of course not. I clean the plate; it’s my fault for choosing it.”

			“Hmm, interesting.”

			She glared at his back as he moved from a float to a steady backstroke. “What’s interesting? And what’s with the asinine questions?”

			“You take your choices seriously.”

			Gen tilted her chin up. “Of course. Choices mean consequences. Not following through is a type of failure.”

			“Or maybe it’s just a good old-fashioned mistake you need to fix. Not every path in the road needs to be followed. Sometimes it’s smarter to quit and go home.”

			His words burned through her, rising up and swallowing her whole until she shook with pent-up frustration and rage. “That means failure.”

			“No. Just a wrong turn.”

			His gentle voice scraped at her like spits of gravel. She practically shook with fury. When her father abandoned them, she’d made the decision to do everything right and never make trouble. She had—and her father came back. Her once-splintered family healed. Being good paid. Following the rules gave rewards. Wolfe didn’t know what he was talking about. She jumped up from the rock, put her beer down, and walked to the edge of the dock. Her finger jabbed in the air. “Who are you to dump all this psychobabble on me? You’re just as driven in work as I am. You detest failure, laziness, and mediocrity.”

			His laugh splintered the wooded silence. The sun began to sink slowly over the hill. Shadows danced from the swaying trees. “Yeah, I do. You look mad.”

			“I am mad!”

			He swam over and stood. “How mad?” he drawled.

			She growled. “Really mad.”

			“That’s what I thought. Better cool you off.”

			She didn’t have a chance. With a graceful motion, he loomed up from the water like some type of monstrous sea creature, grabbed her, and pulled her in. Her shrieks got cut off by the slap of warm water closing in. She hit the bottom, and her feet scraped against soft moss before she kicked herself to the surface. The huge grin on his face pushed one vow to the forefront of her mind.

			Revenge.

			Oh, it would be sweet.

			“Proud of yourself?” she drawled, shaking her head like a wet dog to get the hair out of her face.

			“Kind of. Things were getting way too serious.”

			His outrageous statement made her laugh. Damned if he’d be the one to let her sulk, even on her failed wedding day. Wolfe sensed when she needed to stew, be depressed, or push through. Right now, there were so many emotions churning like choppy waters she didn’t know where to focus. The water helped clear her head.

			Gen kicked her feet, treading water. “Ewww, it’s all soft and gooey on the bottom. God knows what’s down there.”

			“Scared of a few fish?”

			She pursed her lips. “Don’t come running into my room tonight.”

			One dark brow shot up. He swam around her like a shark circling his prey. “A proposition? I had no idea you lusted after my body.”

			She snorted and almost choked. “Oh yeah, it’ll be romantic. Me, you, and the big hairy spider I’m putting in your bed.”

			The humor drained from his face. “Don’t fuck with me.”

			She laughed and stuck out her tongue. “Bet there’s a lot around here. Ever seen one of the wood spiders?” She gave a shudder. “Furry, with fat legs and superfast, so you can’t catch them.”

			He tried to laugh it off but she caught the paleness to his features. Damn, this was too much fun.

			“You know what comes with spiders?” he said.

			“What?”

			“Frogs. Lots and lots of green frogs. Like Kermit.”

			The horror washed through her. “I told you that in secret,” she whispered. A creepy shiver raced down her spine at the image. “You’re a horrible, evil human being.”

			“I find a spider in my bed, and you’ll wake up to a portrait of Kermit.”

			“Asshole. I was drunk when I confessed. Drunk info should be sacred—you broke the cardinal rule.” She’d had a dream once that haunted her to this day, and was stupid enough to confide in Wolfe after too many beers. She’d woken up from a wicked nightmare of Kermit the Frog faces attacking her. Instead of sweet smiles, they had bloody teeth, and had gone after her like a herd of piranhas. She hadn’t been able to watch a Muppets movie since.

			“An eye for an eye and all that,” he said. Then dove beneath the water.

			Gen watched him swim, appreciating the raw power and grace of his body and flexing muscles. Awareness trickled through her, but she was an expert at ignoring it.

			Wolfe needed so much more than a quick lay or another affair. He needed a friend. Gen knew him better than anyone, and was gifted with the trueness of his soul. Sex was the surefire pathway to disaster, heartbreak, and the loss of one of her most important relationships.

			No thanks.

			What he offered was enough. No expectations, only acceptance, respect, and love.

			Very different from David.

			The thought was like an uppercut, and for a moment she fought for breath. She’d done a terrible thing, and she was going to pay. Wolfe was wrong. Mistakes ruined lives, and by not following through, she’d let everyone down.

			No. You protected yourself. You know why.

			The inner voice whispered slyly, as if she knew much more and couldn’t wait to spill. But Gen didn’t want to hear it.

			She swam to the dock and jumped back up, reaching for her beer. Her goal of drunken forgetfulness was the only thing keeping her together right now. Thank goodness for Mr. Samuel Adams.

			Wolfe surfaced, pulled himself out of the water, and grabbed a beer for himself. Quickly arranging the towels over the battered dock, he lay on his back, bottle propped up on his belly, and stared up at the sky. With a sigh, she did the same, shoulders touching, drying off in the hot breeze, watching the first stars poke out from the clouds. The alcohol gave the scene a nice blur that dulled all the sharp edges.

			“I should be on a plane to Bermuda,” she said.

			“This is better. Pink sand is overrated.”

			“The cake was coconut with chocolate icing. Five tiers.”

			“I got you Sno Balls. They have coconut on them.”

			A smile touched her lips. “True. My negligee was five hundred dollars of pure silk. Maggie got it for me in Europe.”

			“Well, that’s just stupidity. Gonna be on for two minutes and ripped off you. Never understood the expensive underwear crap.”

			“You modeled them and made a million dollars.” Maggie had turned Wolfe into a superstar of designer boxers, which he wore in billboard and magazine ads in place of formfitting tightie whities. Wolfe posed at a delicious side angle wearing simple black boxers, arms crossed in front of his chest, and a moody expression on his face. He was the rebel hottie incarnate. The tagline read F— Briefs: Wear What Feels Good.

			The United States bucked the curse word. Europe loved it. He became a legend, a millionaire, and the biggest model in the industry.

			He quit after a year to go to college for his business degree and to run Purity. Women still chased him, but he never threw his fame around, and since he was growing his hair and usually covered up his tat with long shirts, many never knew.

			“It was a pisser for a while, but I’d never buy expensive boxers. Who’s gonna see them?”

			A genuine laugh escaped her lips. He was so different. David adored anything with the right label, and he sniped about her boring wardrobe and lingerie constantly. “Agreed. But what about sex? Honeymoons are known for endless sun, drinks, and sex. I probably won’t have sex again for a year. Maybe more.”

			“You got beer, the sun was just out, we’re by a lake, and I’m here. If you’re hard up, I’ll have sex with you.”

			That earned him a punch that hurt her more than him. “Gee, thanks. You’re a real buddy.”

			“They call them fuck buddies. You know, great friends who don’t want to mess up the dynamic so they just agree to occasional sex.”

			“I hate that term, it’s so crude. I’ve seen every one of those movies and they all end up the same. One of them falls in love, the relationship explodes, then someone confesses their undying love and they get together in a romantic way.”

			“Hence the word movie, Gen. Fiction.”

			“Some movies are based on reality. Maybe those are, too.”

			She felt rather than saw him roll his eyes. “Other than the occasional war film, no romance movies are based on reality.”

			She turned over, propped up on her elbow, and stared at him. His challenge sung to her sense of competition. They both had a strange need to win, and could spend hours debating ridiculous points of inane information. “Marley & Me.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake. I’m removing war, animals, and historical movies from the pool.”

			“How many do I have to name?”

			“Two is good.”

			“What do I get?”

			“I’ll protect you from Kermit.”

			“Hardy-har-har. You have to tell me one secret you’ve told no one else. I don’t care what it is.”

			She had no idea why that request popped out of her mouth. Gen waited for him to blow her off, and almost retracted her words. But something kept her silent. Probably since her life had exploded around her, she had nothing to cling to. A secret for a secret. Something to make her feel not so alone. Not so . . . broken.

			Arilyn would have been proud of her ability to self-­diagnose her issues. As the counselor of the matchmaking agency Kinnections, she counseled clients on awareness in relationships and helped break down barriers that would block their journey to happiness. Of course, knowing she had emotional problems because she’d run away on her wedding day still didn’t make her feel like snagging a gold star.

			“Wolfe, forget it, I—”

			“Agreed.”

			Wow. She didn’t see that coming. Of course, now she had to find two movies based on real life that had some type of romantic relationship in them. No wonder he’d agreed. “Give me a minute to think.”

			He rested his arms behind his head and gave her a cocky grin. “Take all the time you need.”

			The lightbulb went on. “Titanic!” She beamed with pride.

			“Buzz. Based on history. Disqualified.”

			Her mouth fell open. “Oh come on! The love story is separate from the ship sinking!”

			“You agreed to the rules. No history. Try again.”

			Grumbling under her breath, she polished off her beer, grabbed another, and wracked her brain. Crap, there went Shakespeare in Love. Was there anything not based on history? “A Beautiful Mind! And don’t try to argue a historical event. That counts.”

			He didn’t answer for a while. She knew he was checking loopholes, so Gen prepared for a big fight. “Okay, I’ll give you that one. Not a bad movie.”

			Yes! One more to go. “Oh, oh, The Sound of Music!”

			“Buzz.”

			“It’s true and it’s a love story!”

			“Hmm, let’s think about this. World War II. German invasion. Trek into the mountains to escape Hitler’s regime. History, baby. Disqualifier.”

			“I knew you saw that movie and lied about it.”

			“Julietta forced me to watch it and I gagged the whole time.”

			She pouted, drank some more, and realized she didn’t know too many happy endings. No wonder. They were all fake.

			“Give up?”

			“No.”

			He laughed. “Depressing, ain’t it?”

			A few minutes later, she realized she won. “Get ready to spill.”

			“What do you got?”

			“The Vow.” Gen did a little victory floor dance, feeling more triumphant and capable than she had in a while. “I win, I win, I win.”

			He frowned. “What the hell is The Vow?”

			“You never heard it? Channing Tatum, baby. Rachel McAdams gets amnesia in an accident, doesn’t remember her husband, and he has to get her to fall in love with him all over again like a stranger. It’s so good.”

			“No way is that based on reality. Buzz.”

			She shot up. “No buzz. Look it up on your phone—did you bring it?”

			He reached over the towel, snagged his phone, and began the search. His disgusted look told her he found it. “This is the most asshat thing I’ve ever read. Amnesia into a love story?”

			She sniffed. “It was very romantic and believable.”

			“Tatum is so overrated.”

			“Jealous?” He flopped back down and took a long swallow. If she was honest, she’d say Wolfe beat out Tatum any day, but she’d die rather than admit it. No need to give him a bigger head than he had. Damn, he smelled good though. Clean. Like pine, water, and cotton, with just a tang of male sweat to grab a woman’s attention. Thank goodness she didn’t think of him in that way. He’d always reminded her more of Adam Levine anyway. Tats, bad-boy angst, and a beautiful soul was a yummy combination.

			“The boy can barely act so he takes off his clothes to compensate.”

			She hooted with laughter. “Says you.” His image blurred into two. The crickets chirped music and everything around her softened and became more vivid. Oh yeah. Beer number four and she’d be good to go. No, it was five, right? Her nerves calmed, and suddenly, she wasn’t as scared anymore. So she was a runaway bride? So she dumped the best thing that ever happened to her at the altar? So she broke his heart and made him endure endless humiliation?

			Big deal.

			“Feeling better?” He watched her as she opened her next beer and collapsed back on the ground. The sky spun.

			“Yeah. Snooze you lose on the beer.”

			“I think you deserve them. Just don’t want you to get sick.”

			She giggled. “Remember that time at Mugs they tried introducing karaoke and after too many drinks we got on the bar and sang ‘I Got You Babe’?”

			His laugh was infections and stroked her ears like a caress. “That was bad news. If anyone put it on YouTube it would’ve gone viral. Good-bye, respectable hotel career. Good-bye, doctor in training.”

			“David hated me drinking. Said it reflected on him and the hospital. Said I’d become an alcoholic like my father.”

			His body stiffened next to her, then slowly relaxed. “You’re not a hard drinker, Gen. Believe me, I’ve seen them firsthand. You had some harmless fun before you became a resident. We were younger then. You’d never do anything to jeopardize your reputation or career.”

			“Maybe. But sometimes . . .” She trailed off, too horrified to finish. Putting the thought out in the world might make it real.

			“Sometimes what?”

			She meant to shrug it off. But the world floated above her, beneath her, and she was safe. “Sometimes I wanted to get caught. I fantasized about David breaking up with me and getting kicked out of med school. I craved a huge scandal that would yank my choices from me.” Emotion choked her throat. “I got my wish. And I hate myself for it.” The shame of not being as strong and fierce as she always believed nauseated her. David was right. He’d called her weak, disgusted at her inability to communicate and do what needed to be done. Every day, he’d urged her to be better, but she’d failed over and over, until she ran like a coward on her wedding day.

			“My mother was a drug addict.”

			Gen sucked in her breath. He spoke softly to the sky, as if by releasing the words into the night they’d be carried off to a magical place that couldn’t hurt anymore. She remained silent, waiting for more.

			“She’d do anything to get high. Usually it involved starving us both to shoot up, or prostituting her body for a quick blow. I remember once when I was about seven, I got home from school and heard her screwing in the back room. I was used to it by then, so I started looking for something to eat and found some old Cheerios left in the cupboard. When I went to get a bowl, I found her stash. A small bag of white powder tied with a twisty thing. I was entranced. I mean, I was used to seeing her high, but she always hid the stuff well. It looked just like powdered sugar, something I’d put on waffles if I had any.”

			Her heart pounded so loud she barely heard his words.

			“I took it down, opened it up, and realized I could be a user, too. I’d be happier that way. I’d be closer to her—like partners. She was happy when she was high, and would hug me, sometimes sing and dance, and I imagined it could always be like that. I swiped my fingers inside, rubbed it around, and brought it up to my nose. I wanted that coke so bad I shook with it. I wanted to go far away like her and stop being so scared and needy all the time.”

			He let out a sigh. She didn’t say anything, just waited.

			“I didn’t get the chance. They came out of the bedroom, and when they saw me with the bag, her client beat the crap out of me. I never found her stash again. Guess she was afraid she’d have less if I got hooked.”

			Her insides hurt. Shame washed over her. Even with her past, her parents loved her, and rallied together. Her family was the most important part of her life. What type of person would she have become if there had been no safety net in her world? No one to trust or depend on or love her unconditionally?

			Gen knew pity would make him vomit. He didn’t deserve pity anyway; he was too strong for that. She made sure her voice never wobbled. “Motherfucker. Sorry, Wolfe, but I hate your mother.”

			A surprised chuckle escaped his lips. “Yeah, me, too.”

			“At least you didn’t take the drugs.”

			“I think I would’ve. And that’s something I never forget. It wasn’t strength of will that saved me. Just coincidence.”

			She wanted to tell him he was full of shit, but sensed an argument. Gen let his words float back up to the sky with the rest of the stuff. He wasn’t ready for a deep heart-to-heart, but this was the first time he’d ever shared information about his past. If that was a tiny piece, she wondered if she’d be able to handle the whole story.

			“Too bad. I was hoping for some awesome sex secret. Like telling me you really are into dominatrix stuff.”

			“Sex again, huh?”

			“Must be the alcohol.” She finished up the fifth or sixth beer, and enjoyed the heat coursing through her veins. The fake happiness would soon turn to depression, but she didn’t care for now. It had been so long she let go of control and did something reckless. “David said I sucked at sex.”

			This time, he rolled over. Those stinging blue eyes pierced into hers and his jaw tightened. “David was an asshole and that’s why you left. You don’t suck at sex.”

			The giggles overtook her. “How do you know? We never had sex. I probably do. I’m too in my head, always waiting to see if I’m good enough until faking orgasms became my art.”

			Fury laced his words. “Let me repeat. He was an asshole, and lousy in bed if he had you faking orgasms. He messed with your head, babe. Don’t let him get in.”

			She waved a hand in the air and tried not to giggle again. Oh yeah, she was drunk. It wasn’t so funny before, but now it seemed kind of lame not to be able to rock the bedroom with your fiancé. “S’okay. I’m not the sexy type, you know? I’m vanilla. Boring. He even said my kissing was like missionary sex every night. But I know he didn’t mean to hurt my feelings. He was just saying it to make me better, so I got some books, but it still didn’t really work.”

			His teeth clenched. She was fascinated by the naked rage flickering over his face, the way he held his body tight as if he was about to explode like some badass superhero. “I’m going to kill him.”

			She almost laughed, but then he looked a bit too serious. Gen frowned and reached out. She got lucky and hit vision number one, which was real and not the duplicate dancing in front of her. Her fingers stroked his stubbled jaw in an effort to soothe his temper. Damn, she used to be able to knock back five beers in a night. Maybe because she had nothing in her stomach and it had been a hell of a day. Why did he look so mad again? Oh yeah, because she sucked at kissing and he was gonna kill David. “Not his fault. He never wanted to hurt me, told me that all the time. I kinda made him do it by not listening.”

			“You really believe this shit, Gen?”

			“It’ll be okay. I’ll get a vibrator or something, or maybe take lessons. Kate’s mom is a sex therapist, you know. Maybe she can help.”

			He grabbed her hand and squeezed tight. “I’m gonna rip him apart piece by piece. You are good at sex. You are good at kissing. Are you listening?”

			She nodded hard. Ooooh, cool. Three faces now. He was so nice to look at, she could stare at him all day. So much better than evil Kermits. “Uh-huh. You’re a good friend. My fault though. You don’t know how bad I am at it.”

			“Fuck.” The vicious curse erupted from his sexy mouth. His warm breath hit her cheek. She hated when he got pissy. “You better remember this tomorrow.”

			“Huh?”

			Suddenly, he loomed over her, pressing her back into the ground, his hips cradling hers. Oh wow. His body heat scorched through her wet clothes and her bare legs automatically opened in a primeval urge to surrender. He planted both hands on either side of her head and lowered his mouth. What was he doing? His delicious scent rose to her nostrils, and her hands found their way to grip his hips, his damp skin sleek and muscled beneath her touch.

			Another curse escaped. He seemed grumpy and torn as he stared at her, inches away from her mouth, and Gen blinked a few times because his head kind of floated around, and her body screamed for more contact, please, just a bit more, and then he muttered, “I’m gonna prove you’re good at this kissing thing, okay?” and his mouth took hers.

			She whimpered, literally whimpered, at the amazing feel of those ultrasoft, smooth lips coasting over hers with an expert grace and blistering heat that made her toes curl. Oh, alcoholic visions were so yummy! Wolfe, her best friend and confidant, was kissing her, and it was too good to be real, so it had to be some sort of psychedelic mirage from too much Sam Adams.

			Her mind spun, tried to make sense of it, and gave up.

			Her body roared forward and seized control.

			Hips arched, nails digging into his lower back, she surrendered to the sensations rocketing in her core and spreading like fire through her veins. He kissed her for a while, until she was a soft, gooey mess beneath him, and then his tongue parted her lips and surged in.

			She opened her mouth and met him halfway, crazed for the full taste and essence of him. His tongue pushed, stroked, and explored, taking her deep. She moaned and reached for more. God, she wanted more, the taste of citrusy lemon and male hunger pulling her under. He grew hard between her thighs and she nipped at his bottom lip, sucking gently, and he muttered something foul, deflowering her mouth like she was a virgin asking to be ravished and taken and fucked.

			Time stood still. It was too short, it was endless, it was everything. Her head spun, her breasts grew achy and tight, and she was so wet he could’ve slipped between her thighs and slid home without a protest. She made a sound deep in her throat when he slowly pulled away, the wet slide of his tongue over hers bestowing one final taste.

			She blinked. Blistering heat and fury and lust mingled in those blue eyes. She felt eaten alive, scoured raw, and Gen shook as the solid foundation underneath her shifted and broke open.

			“Are you listening, Gen?”

			She couldn’t speak, so she managed a nod.

			“You’re an amazing kisser. I could’ve fucked you right here and now and been the happiest guy in the world. A guy has to be dead not to want you. David is a piece of shit. Understood?”

			She swallowed. Nodded again.

			“Good.” He slid off her and she almost cried out at the loss of his heat and pressure. The sky opened and swallowed her up as utter exhaustion suddenly hit her. Turned on, spent, emotions ripped and bleeding, she grabbed for his hand so as not to lose physical contact, and he interwove his fingers with hers and lay back on the dock. Slowly, she relaxed, his presence a bone-deep comfort and something else, something she refused to examine.

			Gen gave up and let the blackness take her. But first she said the words.

			“I love you, Wolfe.”

			She slid toward sleep. His response drifted in the sultry air among the chirp of crickets.

			“I love you, too, babe.”
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