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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Todd,” I murmur. “It’s fine. Nobody will ever know.” 
 
    “Not at work,” he mutters. He shuffles some papers on his desk just after his eyes flick to my chest. He wants this too, clearly, and his words of protest are more along the obligatory line than the sincere one. 
 
    I’m not usually the girl who comes onto her colleague at work, but we’ve been dating for the last few months, and last night he railed me good and hard, so this girl is back for her seconds. 
 
    I walk around his desk, and he looks up at me. I look down at him. That moment of yeah this is happening passes between us, and I take that as my signal. 
 
    I hike up my skirt and climb onto his lap. 
 
    His hands settle onto my ass, and he shifts me around a little, letting me know he’s into it too. Gone are the weak protests of a moment ago, instead replaced by the tiny kisses he’s trailing up my neck. 
 
    I lean back to give him more space to work with, and I shiver a little at how good it feels. He shifts his hips up toward me, and I buck mine down, and that’s the good ol’ signal that we’re about to bang. 
 
    “I don’t have a condom,” he whispers. His eyes dart toward the door. 
 
    “I do,” I say, but it’s in my purse tucked into my desk drawer in my office. I nip a kiss on his lips. “Be right back.” 
 
    I climb off him and scurry to my office, grab the condom out of my purse, and rush back. 
 
    Belinda, our boss, is standing in the doorway when I return. Her eyes fall to me, and I tighten my fist around the condom in my palm. I wish I wasn’t wearing a dress with no pockets today. Why do I even own a dress without pockets? How terribly inconvenient. 
 
    “How’s the Montgomery account coming?” she asks, raising a brow at me. 
 
    “Excellent,” I lie. Truth be told, I’ve barely even glanced at the Montgomery account. She just slid it into my inbox this morning. I had some other things I was wrapping up and then I wanted to wrap up Todd and then I was going to dig into it. 
 
    She purses her lips like she doesn’t believe me, and I smile. 
 
    She doesn’t like me. The feeling is mutual. 
 
    “What are you doing in Todd’s office?” she prods. 
 
    “I just wanted to run a few things by him regarding the construction company you gave us,” I say. It’s not a total lie. That’s what brought me here in the first place, but sex—or at least the promise of it—is what kept me here a little longer. 
 
    “Fine. Then back to your office, and I want a summary of your plans for Montgomery before you leave today.” 
 
    I smile sweetly even though I’m now seething on the inside. Before I leave today? That’ll make for a long night, but most nights at this job are long. At least I like what I do...even if I don’t like my boss. “Of course.” 
 
    She stomps off, and I look at Todd and make a face. I kick the door shut behind me and stalk toward the guy who’s about to make my eyes roll to the back of my head. 
 
    “Now where were we?” I ask, settling back onto his lap and linking my arms around his neck. 
 
    He chuckles. “I was just getting back to work. I’ve got deadlines and as much fun as this sounds, I don’t think we should do it at work. Let’s save it for later when we can take our time.” 
 
    I thrust my hips down on him again. “You sure about that?”  
 
    He groans, and then he mutters, “Nope. Not even a little.” And then he gives me what I want. I produce the condom from my palm and shift back. He glances at the door, and then he sighs, unzips his pants, pulls himself out, and rolls on the condom. 
 
    I feel giddy as he reaches toward me and hooks his finger around my panties to shove them aside before he thrusts up into me. 
 
    I moan—loudly—and he presses his mouth to mine in some misguided attempt to quiet me, and then he really starts moving. 
 
    It’s hot and illicit doing this here in his office. It’s bright outside so no one can see in, especially not up here on the fifth floor, but I can see out there, and I see cars moving and people walking while I’m up here getting screwed in a desk chair. 
 
    I throw my head back and close my eyes, giving into the heat and passion that burns between us. 
 
    “Oh God,” I moan. “Oh yes, yes, yes!” He clamps a hand over my mouth, but it’s too late. I’m yelling because holy hell he’s good at the sex stuff, and he keeps hammering into me because neither of us are done yet, except I’m just about done because he feels so damn good. I start yelling as everything goes black and pleasure is just about to sweep over me. “I’m so close, so close!” 
 
    And then he gasps and everything stops as I’m about to fly into my orgasm. I’m dying for just a teeny-tiny little more friction to really send this bliss to that sheer level of perfection, and he’s thick inside me but completely still.  
 
    I open my eyes to see just why the hell he thought it was a good idea to stop moving as my body is literally tipping over the edge of ecstasy, and I see his wide eyes pinned toward the door. 
 
    My heart stops for a beat as my brain catches up, and then my head slowly turns to see what caused him to stop. 
 
    He shifts as I turn, and it’s just enough of a shift to tip me into the throes of my climax as my eyes meet Belinda’s across the room. 
 
    I cry out as I fly headfirst into my orgasm. I close my eyes tight and come and come as I grip onto Todd, and then it all stops, and I’m pretty sure Belinda saw the entire thing. 
 
    And now what? 
 
    Do I just, you know, climb off him? Because then that big, hard thing will just be hanging out for Belinda to see.  
 
    “I’ll give you a minute,” she says, and then the door slams shut. 
 
    “Do, uh...” I pause. “Do you want to finish?” 
 
    “Um, no.” He gently pushes me off, but I was really just thinking of him. You know, blue balls and all that. “Dammit, Ellie. I told you we shouldn’t do it at work.” 
 
    “Oh, so now this is my fault?” I fire back as I smooth my dress back into place and attempt to balance myself as my knees still shake from that orgasm. 
 
    He pulls off the condom and tucks himself back into his pants. He grabs a tissue to get rid of it. “I didn’t say that, exactly, but yes. It’s absolutely your fault. You didn’t even bother to lock the door?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “Guess not. But you could’ve put up a fight if you really didn’t want to do it.” 
 
    “Are you serious right now? If I did put up a fight, you would’ve badgered me until you got your way anyway. I love this job, and you didn’t lock the door, and now we’ll probably both be fired for having sex in the workplace during working hours, and man you didn’t just fuck me, but you somehow managed to fuck me over, too.” He heaves out a breath when he finishes his speech. 
 
    I stare at him with wide eyes, not really sure what to say to that. “Really, Todd?” My comeback is weak, but the truth of the matter remains: Todd is no Prince Charming, and it looks like our relationship was no fairy tale.  
 
    There’s a knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Todd yells. 
 
    Belinda shakes her head in disgust when she opens the door.  
 
    I’ve been working here for three years, starting as an intern fresh out of college and working my way up to account manager. Belinda was brought over from a competing company a few months ago and we sort of got off on the wrong foot. 
 
    “Well, he’s right,” she says, not hiding the fact that she heard our entire conversation through the door. “You’re both fired.” 
 
    I guess it looks like Belinda and I will be ending things on the wrong foot, too. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    “And that’s the story of how I lost my boyfriend and my job in the same day,” I finish. 
 
    My brother laughs. “Only you, Ellie, I swear.” 
 
    I hold the phone between my ear and my shoulder as I grab my suitcase down from my closet shelf. 
 
    “Are you still coming Thursday?” he asks. 
 
    “Yep,” I say. “I need a weekend away now more than ever, to be honest. I’m not really all that sad about Todd. He was hot, and I had hope for us at the start, but it turns out he was just a crush. It’s not like I saw myself marrying him or anything. And the job...well, I’ve never been fired before, so that kind of stings. But I’ll find something.” 
 
    “Move to Vegas,” he says softly. 
 
    My older brother and I are close—or, we were before he was traded and moved from Chicago, where we’ve both lived our entire lives, to Las Vegas to play for the Vegas Aces last year. His fiancée, Nicki, is one of my best friends, and they’re getting married this weekend. I’m the maid of honor, and they’re flying me out Thursday for the bachelorette party before all the wedding festivities begin. 
 
    Work obligations have kept me from visiting very often since they moved there. In fact, I’ve only been out once, and it was just for a quick weekend. We hit a nightclub on the Strip and drank too much, but mostly we hung out at their house since they’d just moved in and I offered to help with the unpacking.  
 
    I never really considered actually moving to Vegas, but the idea of starting fresh has a nice ring to it. 
 
    “I don’t have a job there,” I say. 
 
    “Well, not to be the dick reminding you of this, but you don’t have a job in Chicago, either,” he counters. 
 
    “Ouch. Okay, fine, but I don’t know anybody there.” I already know this is a losing argument. If Todd was right about me badgering people about things until I get my way, well, it’s because I learned it from Josh.  
 
    “You know Nicki. You have me. And you know that if we’re both in the same city, Mom and Jimbo will eventually come too.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. He always calls our dad, whose name is Jim, Jimbo. “Ah, the ulterior motive unmasked. You want Mom and Dad close by so when you and Nicki start shitting out babies, you have sitters nearby.” 
 
    “Well, let’s start with A, that’s a disgusting way of putting it. B, we have no child plans on the current radar. I just miss having you all within a few miles, that’s all.” 
 
    I blow out a breath. He’s being vulnerable, and it’s starting to soften me. “I don’t have anywhere to live.” He starts to say something, but I interrupt. “And before you get any crazy ideas, I’m not living with you and Nicki. Living with newlyweds sounds frickin’ awful, and I also don’t want to stay alone in your huge-ass mansion while the two of you are off on your honeymoon. I’m almost positive it’s haunted.” 
 
    He laughs. “We’re having some renovations done while we’re out of town so you wouldn’t want to stay here anyway. I have a good buddy who you can stay with until you find somewhere permanent. He’s on the team, and he’s a real stand-up kind of guy. He’s got this huge house so you wouldn’t really even have to see him, and it isn’t haunted. The best part is that he lives across the street from me, so you won’t actually be in the newlywed’s house, but you’ll be close. No flirting, though. He’s recently single and not looking.” 
 
    “Ha,” I say without actually laughing the word. “Same here. No worries, I’m not in the market right now either. Unless he wants a fling. And he’s hot. Then maybe. Is he hot?” 
 
    “Gross, Elle. God, you’ve always been so damn boy crazy. No hooking up with my friends.” 
 
    This time I do laugh. “Okay, okay.” 
 
    “You’ll do it?” he asks. 
 
    “Do I really have a choice? Live in a mansion with your hot friend in a tropical paradise with mountains, palm trees, slot machines, and new opportunities...or stay here in Chicago where we haven’t seen the sun in the last twenty-one days and I just got dumped and lost my job in the same damn day?” 
 
    “He’s not hot,” Josh argues, but he’s missing the point. 
 
    I laugh. “What the hell. It’s worth a shot, and if it doesn’t work out, I can just come back home.” 
 
    I can hear his smile in his voice. “Yes! We’ll have so much fun. I’ll introduce you to all the guys on the team, and you and Nicki can hang by our pool all day. She’s missed you so much. And we’ll find you a job in public relations out here. I’ve got tons of connections and you know I’ll do anything to help.” 
 
    “I know you will. I love you, big bro.” 
 
    “Love you, too, little sis.” 
 
    We hang up, and I get moving. I’ve got some packing to do, and it’s not all going to fit in the one little suitcase I just pulled down from my closet shelf. 
 
    I call my mom next. My mom and I are close, but she tends to err on the side of critical, and while most often I just brush it off as something my mom does, sometimes it digs in a little deeper. “Josh just talked me into moving to Vegas,” I blurt when she answers. 
 
    “What?” she gasps, and I laugh. 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of a long story,” and one you don’t tell your mom, “but today I was fired and Todd and I broke up.” 
 
    I pause just long enough to hear her mutter something about how she’s going to have to wait even longer for grandchildren now, and I rush ahead with my speech. 
 
    “Josh told me to come live there while I get back on my feet, and I don’t really see a reason not to.” Except all the ones I named when Josh first brought it up, but admitting all that wouldn’t exactly sell this idea to my mother. 
 
    “So you’re just...leaving?” she asks, and I can tell she’s totally flabbergasted but it’s my life and I’m at the point where I need to stop living it as a way to please my parents. 
 
    “Yep. Oh, and can I leave my furniture in your basement for a while until I decide if I’m staying there or coming back?” I ask.  
 
    Okay, I don’t ask. I plead. 
 
    “Of course you can, Ellie, but are you sure about all this?” Her tone is doubtful. “Aren’t you sort of making a snap decision here?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I admit. “But what’s the worst thing that could happen?” 
 
    What’s the worst indeed. 
 
    By the time I’m boarding the plane to Vegas two days later, my brother has arranged for movers to pick up my essentials and move the rest of my furniture to my parents’ place. Thank goodness for that fat pro-football paycheck and a generous big brother, am I right? 
 
    I said my goodbyes to my parents, which weren’t really goodbyes as much as they were see you tomorrow since they’re heading to Vegas for Josh’s wedding too.  
 
    I said my goodbyes to my friends, but let’s be honest. Everyone I was really close to either scattered after college or was left behind when I was fired from my job. Even Brittany, the girl who I would consider my best friend at the office, pretty much abandoned me over the last few days, citing an overwhelming amount of work since two people on the team were fired in the same day. 
 
    Okay, so maybe it’s a little my fault she’s overworked right now...but I could still use a friend.  
 
    The only close friend I have left is Nicki, who is engaged to my brother. I’ll finally have the sister I always wanted, and I found her in someone who has been like a sister to me since we were in high school. 
 
    I’m ready for this move. It feels right even though it’s a little scary. At least I’ll have my brother, which means I’ll also have all the Vegas Aces football players he’s close to. They’re a tight-knit bunch, a real family according to Josh, and he assured me over and over that I’ll be included in that equation, too. 
 
    And I’m not just ready for the move. I’m also ready to meet the hot stud of my dreams...but just for a little fun. I did just get dumped by Todd, and I don’t know how permanent this move is going to be. 
 
    When the wheels touch down and I look out the window to see the famed skyline of Las Vegas Boulevard, something pulls in my stomach as dreams and magic collide with that feeling of home for the first time in my life. I love this city. I’ve loved it every time I’ve visited, and it’s not just the bright, flashing lights or the neon signs or the excitement of the Strip. It’s not just the beautiful weather or the gorgeous scenery. It’s a feeling, some inexplicable thing inside me that I want to keep experiencing over and over again. 
 
    My head keeps telling me this isn’t a permanent move, but I think my heart just might have other plans. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, you’re getting married in two days!” I yell when I see my brother. He grabs me up in a big hug, and we both laugh. 
 
    “Is that Josh Nolan?” someone nearby says as they pass us. 
 
    My brother lets me go and smiles at the passerby. “It is,” he says. “Pleasure to meet you.” He sticks out his hand and the guy shakes it vigorously. 
 
    “We’re huge Aces fans,” he says. “That pass you caught in the third quarter in that last game was inhuman.” 
 
    Josh laughs, and I just stand by as I smile awkwardly. It was a great catch, but they ended up losing the game, so the Aces technically finished in third last season. They didn’t make it to the Super Bowl, but they have high hopes that they will this year. 
 
    And I need to be honest for a second. 
 
    I literally know next to nothing about football. 
 
    I’m just repeating shit my dad said. 
 
    The quarterback passes the ball and they run into the end zone. Someone kicks a ball and they can score points that way too. They wear lots of padding because it’s a violent game and they wear tight pants that look better on some players than others.  
 
    That’s about the extent of my knowledge. 
 
    I watch all Josh’s games, of course. I’m a supportive sister. But I’m not really paying attention to the game. I’m watching the fans in the stands go crazy for their team. I enjoy the fanfare even if I don’t really understand it. My dad has tried to explain it to me hundreds of times, but usually I tune out. 
 
    I’m still a huge Aces fan, though. In fact, I’m wearing my favorite women’s Nolan 18 jersey, in part because it’s my own last name and in part because it’s my brother’s jersey and in part because I’m here in Vegas and it’s fun when people start chatting me up about how great the team did last season.  
 
    I think I’ve heard worst to almost first at least a dozen times since I got to the airport this morning in my jersey. It was the Aces’ tagline last season after a dismal performance the season before. They brought in a ton of fresh blood and a whole new coaching staff, and suddenly they’re a top contender to head to the big game next year. 
 
    The fan chats him up a while longer, we grab my suitcases, and he leads me out to his boat of a car, a Nissan Armada—something he claims he needs because of his height and bulkiness. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” I ask once I’m buckled in. 
 
    “Nicki’s getting ready now so she can just go to the hotel with you.” He maneuvers out of the parking deck and toward the exit. “You can borrow one of my cars, and you’ll go check in, party it up, watch my girl so she doesn’t get too wasted, and then tomorrow we’ll have breakfast with Mom and Dad, the men will go golfing, and then we’ll have the rehearsal dinner.” 
 
    “Are you ready for all this?” I ask. 
 
    One side of his mouth lifts as he glances over at me. “I’ve been ready to marry that girl since the day I told her I had feelings for her. Maybe even before that.” 
 
    “When does football start back up?” I ask after he’s paid for his short term in the parking deck. 
 
    “I have to report back for training camp at the end of July,” he says. He signals a lane change and then we’re off toward his mansion. “So we’ve got the wedding, then a few days later we leave for three weeks in Fiji, and then a little over a month to enjoy married life.” 
 
    “You liking it out here?” I’m partly asking as a way to check up on my brother, but I’m partly asking because I genuinely want to know if he likes it. If he’s happy. If I will like it. 
 
    “I fucking love it, Ellie,” he says, and then he begins this impassioned speech like I’ve never heard out of him. “The weather, the palm trees, the blackjack tables, the food, the entertainment. It’s all incredible. Unbeatable. But most of all, I love the Aces. I loved playing for the Bears, too. They’re our hometown team. But this new coaching staff at the Aces is incredible. They’ve managed to bring us together in a way where every single guy on the team is a brother to me. In fact, I don’t know if I told you this, but one of the guys who has been on the team longer than me is my best man.” 
 
    I raise a brow. As maid of honor, that’ll be the guy escorting me. “So I’ll be walking down the aisle with a football friend?” 
 
    He nods. “Not just a friend. My best friend. And, incidentally, the guy you’ll be living with since you refuse to live with me. So be nice to him.” 
 
    I laugh. “I’m always nice. Maybe you should tell him that, too.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. He’s been fully warned about you.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at my brother in a what the hell is that supposed to mean kind of way, but he just laughs. 
 
    He pulls into his four-car garage that’s actually a six-car garage with the lifts he has in there. He’s a car guy. I am not. “Which one do you want to borrow?” 
 
    I glance over at the collection. I’ll be driving one of these cars down Las Vegas Boulevard, and that’s more than a little daunting. “Which one’s the least expensive in case I wreck it?” 
 
    He laughs. “Don’t wreck it. The Mercedes is probably the closest to your style.” 
 
    “Do you mean because of my little Camry?” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “I just mean a sedan. It’s yours while you’re here. Except seriously, Elle.” He shortens my name by a syllable. “Don’t wreck it.” 
 
    We’re both laughing as we walk into the house, through an expansive laundry room, and into the even more expansive kitchen that’s something right out of an architectural magazine. Or a kitchen magazine. Some magazine. “This place is ridiculous,” I mutter. 
 
    “You’re here!” Nicki yells as she walks into the room. She looks like she just stepped off the pages of some other kind of magazine with her long, blonde hair cascading in perfect waves down her shoulders and a cute white romper that would look totally ridiculous on me.  
 
    “Oh my God, it’s the bride!” I gush, and she giggles as she beelines for me and grabs me into a hug. “Happy wedding weekend.” 
 
    She squeezes me tight. “Thank you. I’m so happy you’re here. Now let’s get to the hotel and get the party started.” 
 
    I laugh, but we don’t waste time. She already has her little overnight bag packed with make-up and hair supplies, the dress she’s planning to wear is in a wardrobe bag, and she has another bag filled with liquor. “Ready?” 
 
    Josh puts everything in the Mercedes, including my suitcases, and then we’re off for the Cosmopolitan. It’s only a twenty-minute drive, but it’s filled with excited chatter not just for the night ahead but the entire weekend. 
 
    I’m at the check-in desk and Nicki is at the clerk beside me checking in when my clerk says, “Okay, Miss Nolan, we have you in one of our wraparound terrace suites for three nights. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, the three nights thing is correct,” I say, a little confused. “I’m checking out Sunday. But did you say a suite?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the clerk replies. “The reservation here requests a suite.” 
 
    Nicki elbows me. “Just take it. It’s the least we could do for our maid of honor.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her, and I’m about to put up a complaint when I stop. If they want to treat me to a suite, who am I to take that away from them? I nod. “Thank you,” I murmur, and she smiles. 
 
    “We got the penthouse, so don’t thank me until you make the comparisons.” 
 
    I laugh, and then we’re on our way to wait for our luggage and get ready for our night out. The penthouse is where she’ll get ready for her wedding on Saturday, and it’s also where she’ll be spending the night for the next few nights—tonight after the bachelorette party, tomorrow after the rehearsal dinner, and Saturday after the wedding. 
 
    She comes with me to my room first, and after my suitcase arrives, I grab the dress I’m wearing tonight and we head up to her room, where we’ll get ready for our night out. 
 
    And then the fun begins.

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    I haven’t had a strawberry daquiri since I was in high school, and I think I’m getting brain freeze. 
 
    It’s preventing me from actually getting drunk, if I’m being totally honest. The frozen concoction is slowing the intake, but Nicki treated us all to those dumb yard drinks that are a pain in the ass to carry around. She’s all classed up with a tiara that has penises hanging off it, and it’s our job to do what she says tonight. She and I lead the pack as we walk through a mall to get to the restaurant she chose for dinner, and her six other bridesmaids trail along behind us. 
 
    Nicki worked in finance when she lived in Chicago, but when they made the move to Vegas, she started doing charity work with the wives of some of Josh’s teammates. The bridal party is a mix of friends from Illinois and the friends she’s made out here, and so far, everyone seems to be getting along well. 
 
    Thankfully the restaurant doesn’t allow the yard drinks, so we all ditch them in a garbage can out front before we head in to eat. Since I started with rum in my daquiri, I order a mojito. 
 
    It goes down fast. 
 
    I order another. 
 
    Now I’m starting to feel it, that tipsy feeling where everything is funny and I don’t feel sick just yet. I luxuriate there a while as we wait for our dinners, listening to the conversations around me. Some of the ladies are talking about what it’s like being a football wife, giving Nicki advice about how to maintain her own identity and still support her husband. A woman named Leah says, “Yep, you need to lift your husband up or else you’ll end up single and some woman half his age will swoop in on him.” 
 
    “Oh my God, that reminds me! Ellie, tell the story of how you just ended up single,” Nicki demands out of the blue. 
 
    My eyes edge over to her. “Uh...what?” I was actually sort of content just listening in on the other stories. 
 
    “Tell them what happened,” she urges me, and I sigh. 
 
    “I lost my job and my boyfriend,” I mutter. And then I look up at all the women whose eyes are fixed on me. I let out a laugh. “On the same day.” 
 
    Once I laugh, it seems like that’s the go-ahead for everyone else at the table, too, so I continue. 
 
    “It was just this past Tuesday!” I say, and okay maybe I’m a little more than tipsy because I start laughing so hard at that I have to actually wipe tears from my eyes. 
 
    At least they’re tears of laughter. I haven’t shed any real tears over Todd...though I do miss the sex. And my job. 
 
    “What happened?” Krista, one of the football wives, asks. 
 
    “Well, we were, you know, getting busy in his office and our boss walked in.” I air quote getting busy and my face would probably be burning with embarrassment if I wasn’t a few mojitos deep and this wasn’t a bachelorette party where these sorts of stories are pretty run of the mill. I mean, for God’s sake, Nicki’s wearing a dick-shaped necklace that matches her tiara. 
 
    “She fired us both, and he blamed me and dumped me on the spot.” 
 
    “Oh, Ellie, that’s awful,” Jen, a girl Nicki and I went to college with, says. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “Eh, Todd was good in bed but I never really saw him as part of my forever story. For a while I thought maybe he was my Prince Charming, but he turned out to be just another frog.” 
 
    “We need to get this girl laid tonight!” Nadine, another football wife, says. 
 
    I giggle and hold up a hand. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.” 
 
    Everyone at the table laughs, and then Nicki says, “Bridal mission one. Get the maid of honor laid. Hey, maybe we’ll find someone for you at the Man Mansion we’re heading to next.” 
 
    “Yeah, hook me up with a male stripper,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Because what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” 
 
    “Except STDs,” Jen sings, and everyone laughs. Then she asks, “While we’re on the topic, who here has had a one-night stand?”  
 
    “Oh wait!” Nicki says. “Before you answer, let’s make it a game!” She glances around the table. “Okay, everyone has a drink. Let’s play I Never. I will start, and if you’ve done it, you have to take a drink. We’ll go around the table until our food gets here.” 
 
    I haven’t played a drinking game since...okay, since last weekend when Todd and I watched a movie and drank every time the main character said fuck, but still. 
 
    Nicki looks giddy, and it’s such a stupid, immature game, but we’re here for the bride. “I never had sex outdoors.” She takes a sip of her drink, and I shoot her a look that says gross since I’m sure she’s talking about her sex life with my brother. 
 
    I take a sip. I’ve had my fair share of outdoor sex. Everyone else at the table drinks, too. 
 
    “I’ll go next,” Jen says. “I never had sex in water.” 
 
    Everyone drinks, and Nicki looks at Nadine next. 
 
    “I never had sex with a pro football player.” 
 
    Nadine, Krista, Leah, and Nicki all drink, and the rest of us all look at them with a touch of jealousy. Maybe now that I’m here in Vegas, Josh can introduce me to some of his hot football friends and next time I play I Never, I can drink to that question. 
 
    “Ellie, you go,” Nicki says.  
 
    “Okay, I never had a one-night stand,” I admit, and I don’t touch my glass. 
 
    Every other woman at the table takes a drink. 
 
    Including Nicki, who has been with my brother for the last seven years and who has been my best friend since high school...but I already knew about her one night. She was seventeen and a virgin, and it was the summer before we left for college. She wanted to get it over with, and she never talked to the guy again. She also has zero regrets about that. 
 
    “Seriously?” I yell. “I’m the only one who hasn’t?” 
 
    The women all laugh, but it’s Delia, one of Nicki’s old work friends, who speaks up first. “Mine was on my twenty-first birthday and I just wanted to have some fun.” 
 
    “Mine was after a work happy hour and it was really awkward when we ran into each other the next day at the office,” Brianna, another former work friend of Nicki’s, says. 
 
    Each woman tells her story. It was in a corner of a nightclub. It was a Tinder date. It was on a vacation. Some are happier with the outcome than the others. 
 
    “And after tonight, you’ll be able to tell your story about your one night with a male stripper,” Nicki says. 
 
    “Oh please,” I mutter. “Like I’m going to bang a stripper. Maybe a hot guy at the club afterward, though...” 
 
    Our dinners arrive, and we barely even got the game off the ground. 
 
    But now that this one-night stand idea is in my head, I can’t pretend like it doesn’t sound like one hell of a good time. 
 
    After dinner, we head to the strip club, where we stick dollar bills in thongs, yell and scream uncontrollably, and drink some more. 
 
    I most definitely don’t hook up with a stripper, though I can’t deny some of them are hot. But the oil...there’s a lot of oil. Like a lot. I think I’d just slide right off some of them. 
 
    Laughter is rampant as the eight of us pile into a car to head back to the hotel, where we’ll go to the nightclub and dance before we officially call it a night. Nadine and Leah bow out as soon as we get back to the hotel, and Krista heads out with them since they’re her ride. 
 
    But Jen, Delia, and Brianna are all here in town visiting from Chicago, and they’re all staying at this hotel. They’re here for a good time just like I am, and we’re here to shower our bride to be with attention, drinks, and dancing. 
 
    We head into Marquee Nightclub, where the music pounds and drinks are quite a bit more expensive than the restaurant—but, according to Nicki who is now slurring, “It’s all good because Josh is footing the bill.” 
 
    And speaking of my brother, we’ve only been dancing for what seems like five minutes when he saunters up behind Nicki and laces his arms around her waist. He says something in her ear, and she giggles, and I look away because this might be my best friend, but it’s also my brother. He must’ve ended his bachelor party at the same club as us, and clearly those two drunken lovebirds will shortly be heading up to the penthouse to use that suite to their advantage. 
 
    A second later, they’re making out, and I just keep dancing with Jen, Delia, and Brianna, and then it’s time to break the seal, so to speak. 
 
    Jen comes with me to the bathroom because of that unspoken rule that girls don’t use the restroom alone, and as we’re walking down the hallway back toward the dance floor, she asks, “Find anyone for that one-night stand yet?” 
 
    I hear some guy say, “I volunteer!” 
 
    I shoot Jen a look and the two of us laugh as we practically run back to our friends. When we get back, though, two of those friends are gone. Josh and Nicki must’ve headed up to their room, and Delia and Brianna seem to have found some boys to talk to. 
 
    I look at Jen. “Another drink? Or head up to bed?” 
 
    “Another drink,” she says, and we head to the bar. We order and wait. 
 
    “Let’s not forget the bride’s orders that I’m the sole woman left with the mission to find you a guy to sleep with,” she says. She’s kind of drunk, and even with the loud music, she’s still loud. I was pretty drunk at the strip club, but all the dancing has driven me back from drunk to tipsy. 
 
    “I’m gonna need another drink for that,” I say. 
 
    “Did she really just say she wants to find you a guy to sleep with?” someone to my left asks. 
 
    I shiver. The voice is deep and husky and too close to my ear, tickling me and somehow turning me on at the same time. I should turn and slap the guy, but I don’t. 
 
    Because I’m just tipsy enough that sleeping with a guy just to earn my one-night stand banner still sounds like fun. 
 
    And when my eyes meet his... 
 
    Holy. Shit. 
 
    This is most definitely my candidate. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    A ripple of desire travels all the way down my spine and back up again. 
 
    His eyes are a dark blue and hold an air of mystery. I don’t know if I’ve ever found bone structure sexy before, but man, this guy’s is one hundred percent perfect. He looks like he might be fake, maybe a sculpture or a painting—you can’t be that hot and be real—but the little bit of scruff on his jaw makes him human again. He’s got these lips that I want to drown in and this magnificent, short hair I want to run my fingers through and the actual physical attraction I have the moment I see him is a crazy tangible thing. 
 
    He wears a white t-shirt and jeans, and it’s so simple yet so ridiculously hot. The shirt stretches across a broad chest with muscled biceps peeking out the sleeves. 
 
    I want those arms wrapped around my body. I want those lips on mine. I want to see the goods hidden beneath the shirt and jeans. 
 
    I can’t help it when I sigh with lust and an ache pulses between my legs. 
 
    If ever there was a candidate for a one-night stand based solely on looks alone, I’d tag this guy in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Why?” I ask, somehow keeping my cool despite the fact that I’m talking to hands down the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in my life. And then I say something stupid. “You volunteering?” 
 
    My eyes widen after the words slip out. He laughs, and it’s this musical sound that I want to hear again and again. I want to record it and make it my ringtone. Is that weird?  
 
    “No,” he says, and I’m filled with disappointment. 
 
    Wait a second. 
 
    I’m filled with disappointment? 
 
    I don’t even know this guy, and I’m disappointed that he’s not volunteering to sleep with me tonight? 
 
    “Well, not yet, anyway,” he clarifies. “I like to at least get to know a girl’s name before I sleep with her. And maybe hit her with a bad pick-up line.” 
 
    I laugh as the disappointment dissipates. And then I basically let him know I’m game for sex by telling him my name since that’s one of his two prerequisites for sleeping with a stranger. “Ellie,” I say.  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ellie. I’m Luke.” 
 
    “Go ahead and hit me with the bad line.” I can’t help the twinkle in my eye as I wait for it. 
 
    He grins. “Hey good lookin’. You come here often?”  
 
    I giggle. “That’s pretty bad.” 
 
    Hot Luke waves to the bartender when he sets the drinks in front of us to indicate that he’ll treat. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I say. I’m about to tell him my brother is rich and he’s paying for my drinks, but I stop myself. 
 
    “I want to,” he says. 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m not usually the guy who buys random women drinks at nightclubs. I’m not even the guy who goes to nightclubs.” 
 
    “And yet you’re here,” I point out. “And, for the record, I’m not the girl who accepts drinks from strangers. I’m not even from Vegas.” 
 
    He laughs. “So what are you doing here?” 
 
    “You know, my entire life has turned upside down in the last few days, and I guess I’m turning over a new leaf.”  
 
    Hot Luke lifts his glass to mine. “I’m working on some new leaves, too. Let’s get drunk and see where the night takes us.” 
 
    I clink my glass against his, and I spot a hint of sexy danger in his eyes. “Getting drunk with you probably isn’t my smartest move.” 
 
    I turn and look at Jen, who shrugs. “He’s hot, Ellie. Go for it.” 
 
    I laugh. “You’re a big help.” 
 
    She holds up both hands. “Hey, my mission is complete. Now it’s up to you.” 
 
    “What was her mission?” Hot Luke asks. 
 
    “I’ll tell you, but only after we dance and drink and then find a quiet place to talk that isn’t a hotel room so you can prove you’re not a bad guy.” 
 
    “Whoa,” he says. “That’s a lot of pressure. But I think I’m up to the task.” 
 
    I laugh. “We’ll see, Hot Luke.” 
 
    “Hot Luke?” he asks. 
 
    I smile a little sheepishly. “Sorry. That’s what I heard in my head when you said your name, and clearly that’s how I will reference you when I talk about this night from now until the end of time.” 
 
    He laughs, and his genuine smile makes him even hotter. “Okay, then, Sexy Ellie. Let’s dance.” 
 
    I glance at Jen, who gives me the go on, shoo signal, and I head with Hot Luke to the dance floor. 
 
    We start out a little awkwardly, but it only takes about the length of one song before we get comfortable with one another. 
 
    He moves in a little closer. 
 
    I fling an arm around his neck. 
 
    His fingers dig into my hip. 
 
    I grind on his leg.  
 
    We dance, and we talk, and we laugh, and we dance some more. We throw inhibitions out the window thanks to our drinks. 
 
    He’s got moves. 
 
    “I read once that the way a person dances is the way they bone,” he says after we get drink refills and we’re heading back to dance some more. 
 
    “Bone?” I tease. 
 
    He laughs. “Yeah. What do you call it?” 
 
    “Bang.” 
 
    “Okay, so the way a person dances is the way they bang. I’ll forever use that word now instead of bone.” 
 
    I giggle at the lasting impact I’ll clearly have on Hot Luke. “Deal. And where are you going with this fun fact?” 
 
    “I took dance lessons.” 
 
    I laugh. “Did you take sex lessons, too?” 
 
    He shakes his head and shoots me maybe the slyest smile anyone has ever shot anybody before. “Don’t need lessons for that when you start out at expert level.” 
 
    I’m getting closer and closer to the point where I’m ready to find out if that’s true. 
 
    I’m hot, and I’m thirsty, and, above all else, I’m freaking horny for this guy. I know I met him literally a half hour ago, but let’s call a spade a spade. I want a one-night stand, and it’s not like those are all about finding some deep connection with another person. 
 
    It’s about attraction, lust, and animal instincts, and all three are on-fucking-point for me at the moment. 
 
    We dance a few more songs when he nods toward the door. “Let’s get out of here and find somewhere to get to know each other,” he suggests, and I nod even though I don’t know if he means get to know each other or get to know each other. Like, literally? Or, you know, in the carnal sense? 
 
    I follow him out of the club and through the hotel, and we end up near one of the hotel’s three pools. One of the other pools here turns into a nightclub on the weekends, and that’s the one Josh and Nicki reserved to hold their wedding the night after tomorrow. 
 
    He settles onto a lounge chair, stretching his long legs out in front of him, and I take a beat to really look at him. He’s glowing blue from the pool lights, but he’s still definitely the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
    Why is he talking to me? He could have any girl in that place. 
 
    And then a dart of reality hits me. Right. My friend screamed about how she wanted to find a guy I could have sex with, and Hot Luke was the one who overheard. He thinks I’m a sure bet, and even though I’m still pretty tipsy, that thought leaves me a little hollow. 
 
    I haven’t had a one-night stand before because sex means something important to me. 
 
    But just for tonight...maybe I need to let that go. 
 
    When else am I ever going to have the chance to sleep with someone who looks like Hot Luke? 
 
    The answer is never. 
 
    I force myself to get out of my own head and enjoy this time. I slide onto the chair next to Luke’s and lean back. 
 
    Jeez, this chair is comfortable. It’s padded and sturdy and I could freaking sleep out here. 
 
    It’s quiet down here near the main pool, but Vegas is never really quiet. The bass from some speakers not too far away pounds, and I feel the beat in my chest. There aren’t any people here, though, where the club was pulsing with the constant hum of bodies. Out here, it’s just the two of us, and between the shadows moving with the water and the relative quiet, the setting provides an almost romantic tranquility. 
 
    “God, I hate nightclubs,” he mutters as he rubs his temples, and I laugh. 
 
    “Why were you at one, then?” 
 
    He flashes me a grin, and butterflies start battering around in my stomach. “Because of fate.” When I roll my eyes with a laugh, he admits, “I went for a buddy.” 
 
    “I don’t like them, either,” I say, thanking God for the tipsiness that allows me to talk to someone who has a smile like that. “I’m more of a grab a few drinks at a bar with friends kind of girl. I guess I liked them more when I was younger.” 
 
    “So why were you there?” 
 
    “I went for my best friend.” I leave it at that instead of getting into the whole bachelorette party thing, which will get into the reason why I’m here, which will lead to the wedding and the fact that my brother plays professionally and it’s all just details I don’t want to share.  
 
    I want this stranger all to myself. 
 
    “Ah, something in common,” he says, nodding sagely. “That’s surely the way to prove I’m not a bad guy.” 
 
    I laugh. “We’re getting there. Are you single?” I ask it because I feel like you should know these details about your one-night conquest. 
 
    He spits out the fewest possible details. “I broke up with a long-term girlfriend a few months ago.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    He sighs. “We were together a little over a year when she moved in. And then I realized there was no future for us.” 
 
    My brows dip down. “Why?” 
 
    “She would put sugar in her coffee, stir the coffee, and then leave the used, wet spoon in the jar of sugar.” 
 
    I laugh. “That’s an interesting reason to dump somebody.” 
 
    “There were little clumps of cold coffee sugar all the time. I even made a jar of sugar that was just for her. But that was sort of the tipping point where I started to notice everything else that made us completely incompatible, you know?” 
 
    I nod. “What else?” 
 
    He shrugs. “She didn’t brush her teeth until bedtime some days. She was a mess in the bathroom, make-up and hair shit everywhere. Oh, plus she was manipulative as fuck.” 
 
    “She sounds awful.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Yeah, she pretty much was.” 
 
    I glance over at him. “Are you over her?” 
 
    “Yeah. It had been over a long time. You know?” He shrugs. “My buddies tonight told me I need to get laid. I just guess I’m not ready to jump back into something after the mess my last relationship turned out to be.” He’s quiet for a beat, and then he says, “Your turn for the hot seat. Why are your friends trying to get you laid?” 
 
    “Apparently I’m the only one of them who hasn’t had a one-night stand,” I admit. 
 
    “I could definitely help you out there now that I know your name.” 
 
    I giggle. “Oh, and I should probably also tell you, this past Tuesday, I was dumped and lost my job on the same day.” 
 
    He sits up and swings his legs so he’s facing me. He leans forward with his elbows on his knees and clasps his hands in front of him. “Now this is a story I want to hear.” His eyes twinkle. They glow at me, actually, and I get a little lost in them for a beat. 
 
    I know this is only meant to last one night, but for just a second, I think there could be more with someone like him. I realize I’m not ready for all that after starting fresh in a new city, but my chest aches for a second as the connection we seem to share plows into me. 
 
    I twist my lips and debate how honest to be, and then I go for it. Hell, everyone else knows the story by now. I may as well be honest with a stranger. “I seduced the guy I was seeing while we were in his office and our boss caught us.” 
 
    “Oh God, that had to be awkward.” 
 
    “It gets worse. I was just about to, you know...” I trail off, and he looks confused, so I spell it out even though my cheeks are burning with embarrassment. “Orgasm. I was about to orgasm when she walked in. And then he shifted when he heard the door, and it shot me over, and then I had an orgasm while my boss watched. And then she fired us both.” 
 
    “At least tell me you had your clothes back on when she fired you.” His voice holds just a hint of teasing, and I can’t help my laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. I was wearing a dress so I hadn’t taken anything off. She gave us a minute to compose ourselves.” 
 
    “Did he finish?” he asks, genuinely curious and invested in my story at this point. 
 
    I throw up both hands. “No! He didn’t even want to!” 
 
    “That guy is fucking insane. He was banging a girl as hot as you in his office and he didn’t even finish?” 
 
    I shrug nonchalantly but it doesn’t escape my attention that he just called me hot. 
 
    Me. 
 
    Hot. 
 
    He thinks I’m hot. 
 
    That’s right. 
 
    And he used my word. 
 
    “Good use of bang. And right?” I ask, somehow maintaining my cool as I let the word slide by. “So the boss comes back in, fires us both, leaves, and then he tells me something about how this isn’t working for him.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I say with the flip of a hand. “We’d only been casually dating a couple months. It’s not like I was in love with him or anything.” 
 
    “So you’re over him, and I’m over my ex, and we’re just two single people sitting by the pool and dancing around the fact that we want each other just for tonight while I try to prove to you that I’m not a bad guy.” 
 
    I smirk. “I think you’ve proved it. You didn’t even try to kiss me in the club, not even when I was practically humping your leg.” Yeah, alcohol tends to make my filter disappear. I’d never say that to someone if I was totally sober. Particularly not to someone as gorgeous as this guy. I wouldn’t have given him all those details about Todd if I was sober, either. 
 
    I mean, probably not, anyway. My brain to mouth filter has been known to malfunction upon (frequent) occasion. 
 
    We’re quiet for a beat, and then he says in a voice so husky it’s dripping with sex, “Oh, Sexy Ellie. I wanted to. I was just trying to prove I’m a good guy.”  
 
    My chest swells and the ache between my thighs pulses. 
 
    “I wanted you to." My voice is low and it’s a clear invitation. 
 
    He unclasps his hands and stands, and then he moves with caution toward my chair. I look up at him, and maybe he should look dangerous out here since he’s a total stranger, but he doesn’t. There’s something intrinsic between the two of us that makes me trust him. I feel it deep in my bones. He’s not a bad guy, and I want this. He wants this. We’re two consenting adults. 
 
    I’m still stretched out on my chair, and he reaches down with both hands. I set my hands in his, and he pulls me up to standing. 
 
    Then he sits, and he pulls me back down so I’m straddling his lap. All memories of straddling Todd in a desk chair are easily replaced with this, the new memory I’ll have of the hottest moment I ever straddled someone. He looks up at me, and I look down at him, and it isn’t just the Vegas heat that’s passing between us. 
 
    The sexual tension drips thickly all around us, too thick to cut with a knife. It’s this palpable thing I can feel, and then he reaches a hand under my hair as he cups my neck with his big palm. 
 
    His eyes are still hot on mine, and I read all the lust that surely he must see reflected back at him. And then he pulls my neck down until our lips touch. 
 
    I move both hands to his jaw, at once out of passion and to hold his face and feel the roughness and remind myself that this moment is really happening. 
 
    His lips are firm and tender at the same time, and when he opens his mouth and his tongue brushes against mine, I lose all sense. From out of nowhere comes this sudden feeling like I need this kiss in order to breathe, like if it stops so will my oxygen. 
 
    His hand remains on my neck, big and warm, and his other holds me at my waist. His fingers dig into me there, like he wants to feel my skin but my dress is in the way—like he’s trying to rein in the passion but he just can’t. 
 
    His body is warm and hard beneath mine, and all this kiss is serving to do is make me want this one night with him more than anything in the world. 
 
    I shift my hips down, and he shifts his toward me, too.  
 
    He wants this. He wants me. 
 
    The brush of his tongue turns into something hotter and more intense, and even though it’s just a kiss on a patio by a pool, it feels like so damn much more. It’s melting me into a puddle of lust for this man, and the way he’s kissing me back tells me he feels it, too. 
 
    I finally pull apart from his mouth. Our eyes meet, and his are hooded with lust.  
 
    God do I want him.  
 
    “Come up to my room with me,” I murmur, mostly because it would be indecent to do the things with him that I want to do right here on this pool lounge chair even though it’s deserted out here. 
 
    His lips are swollen as he nips another kiss to my mouth, and then he pulls back with a lazy smile. “Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    As soon as the elevator doors seal us into privacy, he backs me up into the wall with his hips. He pins me there and kisses me like he’s starved, like he can’t wait until we get to my room. He drives his hips toward me, and I can’t wait, either. 
 
    Lust presses thrills all the way through me, starting at the tips of my toes and exploding, fuzzing my brain and muddying my senses. I hold onto his arms not because I’m caught in the moment of lust but because I need to. I need him to hold me up and balance me, because just his kiss is enough to bring me to my knees. 
 
    If he bangs anything like he kisses, well, I’m in for a real treat. 
 
    His fingers start trailing up my torso. They stop short of my breast, and my nipple tightens with need.  
 
    We practically jog down the hall once the elevator doors open, and of course since it’s a wraparound terrace suite, it’s at the far end of the hallway. 
 
    “Nice place,” he says once I let us into my room, and then he kicks the door shut behind him. 
 
    A brief beat of awkwardness falls between us. 
 
    We’re here in my room now, and it’s time for the sex, and...shit. I don’t have any condoms. 
 
    “Uh,” I start. “I just realized that I don’t have any condoms.” 
 
    He chuckles, and then he reaches into his pocket and produces a handful.  
 
    My eyes widen, and I press my lips together and tilt my head as I try to think through the best response to the fact that the stranger I just invited to my hotel room to sleep with has a pocketful of condoms. 
 
    “I don’t typically carry this many around,” he protests before I even get a chance to say anything. “My buddies wanted me to get laid tonight and they kept throwing them at me during dinner. Jokes on them, though, since I actually need one.” 
 
    I raise a brow and lift a shoulder. “Maybe two.” 
 
    He grins, and it’s that smile that absolutely kills me. 
 
    “So how does this work?” I ask stupidly. I want him to kiss me again, but I don’t know him well enough to read his signals. 
 
    His brows dip down. He shoves the condoms back in his pocket, and then he makes a circle with a finger and a thumb on one hand and pokes a finger from his other hand through it. “Insert tab A into slot B.” 
 
    I laugh and rest my hands on my hips. 
 
    “Do you really not know how it works?” he asks, his brows drawn together in confusion. “Weren’t you fired while you were having sex?” 
 
    “I know how sex works,” I say with a touch of exasperation. “I just don’t know how one-night stands work.” 
 
    “Pretty much the same as regular sex, I think.” 
 
    “Have you had one before?” I ask. 
 
    He lifts a shoulder and has the grace to look a little sheepish. “Yeah.” 
 
    “All right, then. Get over here and pop my one-night stand cherry.” 
 
    He doesn’t waste any time before he pounces. He practically rips my dress over my head and sends it flying in one direction, and I kick off my heels then reach for the bottom of his shirt. 
 
    I’m a little slower. A little more nuanced. 
 
    And it’s like unwrapping the sexiest present I’ve ever received. 
 
    As I pull his shirt up, I reveal muscle after muscle after muscle and then a solid, expansive chest. I toss his shirt on the ground and stare at his physique. It’s muscled. It’s ridged. It’s hard. It’s glorious. 
 
    I may drool a little.  
 
    My eyes flick up to his, and he’s watching me carefully. “I, uh, work out a lot.” 
 
    I laugh. “It would appear so.” I run a hand up and down my torso sort of like I’m one of those models on The Price is Right and I’m showing off the merchandise. “I do not.” 
 
    His eyes flick to my chest, over my stomach, and to my panties. “You’re gorgeous,” he murmurs, and then he takes a step toward me, and another, and then he reaches for me and pulls me against him. His skin is smooth and warm as he crushes my body to his, and then his mouth crashes back down to mine. He flicks the snap on my bra and it falls open in the back. He runs his fingertips up my spine until they tangle up into my hair, and my chest lights with anticipation. 
 
    He moves back and I shimmy out of my bra, and then he slides my panties down my legs. He moves slowly, and he runs his tongue along the inside of my thigh as he does it. 
 
    I shiver. 
 
    He pushes me back until my knees hit the bed, and I sit. He kneels between my legs and looks up at me for a beat, like he’s checking whether it’s okay to do as he pleases with me, and I offer a small smile through the lust. Looking down into his eyes when he’s like this—his body lean and powerful, his eyes heavy—causes need to pulse through me. The ache between my legs grows nearly unbearable. 
 
    And then he dives in face-first. I grip the comforter with both hands as he licks his way through me, dipping his tongue inside before flattening it over my clit, and holy shit it feels so damn good. Pleasure courses through me as one carnal thought that I need this man inside me plagues my mind. 
 
    I mutter incoherent words of encouragement as my moans of pleasure fill the silence in the room. He adds a finger to what he’s doing, and I grip onto his hair, that thick, luscious hair that I’ve wanted to touch since I first saw him. It’s like his tongue was made to pleasure my body. The coil springs loose and I see a million fireworks and stars as I squeeze my eyes shut and my body flies into an intense, mind-blowing climax. 
 
    When it starts to slow and I realize I’m pulling on his hair, I let go. “Sorry,” I murmur as I collapse back, my eyes closed as I try to recover from the high. 
 
    He laughs as I pant. I open one eye and see him still kneeling between my legs. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, and why the hell is that so damn sexy? Maybe because the back of his hand will smell like me now, like in some way I’ve marked my sex territory. 
 
    But he’s not my territory—at least not beyond tonight. And that thought is somehow very freeing after everything that happened this week.  
 
    I want Hot Luke to slam into me from behind while I claw at the window. I want to do whatever he wants me to do so I can please him the way he just pleased me. 
 
    He’s already made me come once, and he’s still wearing his jeans. 
 
    That’s just not okay. 
 
    So I sit up and tug his arms with the signal that he should stand. I’m eye-level with his stomach, and I lean forward and kiss that gorgeously ridged abdomen of his. Then I trail kisses down toward his jeans. I unbuckle his belt and pop the button. Before I reach in and see the goods, I rub my hand along the outside of his pants. 
 
    My heart races when I feel the thick steel hidden in there. 
 
    He doesn’t make a sound, but when I glance up at him, his neck is corded and his head is tipped back as he relishes the feel of a woman touching him. 
 
    I lower his zipper and then I reach in. He groans as I pull him out, and then just like he dove face first into pleasuring me, I lick my way down his long shaft before I take him all the way to the back of my throat. 
 
    I pull back and then suck him back in, and his fingers tangle in my hair. When I repeat the motion again, this time he holds my head in place for a beat. A guttural growl rises out of his chest, and then he lets my head go. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    That was hot. 
 
    I lick up and down his shaft, and then he reaches under my arms and pulls me to standing. 
 
    We’re eye to eye when he says, “If you keep doing that, I’m gonna lose it. If I lose it now, I won’t get to fuck you.” 
 
    His eyes are heated, and he leans forward to kiss me before he lets me go. He kicks off his shoes and pulls his jeans and boxers off, and I take in his fully naked body for a beat. 
 
    It’s perfect. 
 
    Gorgeous. 
 
    Stunning. 
 
    Something from a dream. 
 
    And it’s the first time I feel like it’s too damn bad this is just one night. But that’s all it is. Sex with a stranger. My one-night stand with the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
    The girls will be so proud of me tomorrow when I get the chance to brag about my conquest. 
 
    We’re definitely on the same page because after he rolls on one of the thirty condoms he pulled out of his pocket, he walks me over to the window. “Bend forward and use the glass to brace yourself,” he says, his voice husky. 
 
    I do what he says, and I feel him close behind me. He swipes his dick through my slit before he shoves himself inside me. My body expands and adjusts to his size, and I don’t know if I’ve ever felt so full...or so horny. 
 
    I claw at the glass as he starts moving. My hotel room is on a pretty high floor, but I see traffic as it’s jammed on a Thursday night down on the Strip. People move about their night like everything’s normal while I’m getting fucked from behind in a hotel room by a stranger. 
 
    I groan when he hits a particularly hot rhythm with me. When I glance up, I see his eyes hot on mine in the reflection of the glass. 
 
    The very best part of doing it like this is seeing his face as he does what he’s doing to me from behind. 
 
    He holds my gaze, grunts and groans filling the room as I listen to the sounds of sex and his body slapping against mine. 
 
    Between the sounds and his eyes and the heat between us as he pleasures me in a way no man has ever managed to before, I feel the start of another orgasm edging its way toward me. I squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” he demands, and I do. 
 
    He leans forward, his eyes on mine the whole time, and he reaches around to brush my clit with his fingertips. 
 
    And that’s when I lose it completely. 
 
    I thrash around as I come, my body squeezing him inside as it contracts and pulses all around him, but I keep my eyes on him the whole time. His hot face screws up as he watches me, and then he picks up the pace, shoving hard into me with little growls that tell me he’s right there with me. 
 
    He mutters a curse as he comes, and when his body starts to relax, he pulls out of me. My body immediately misses his, and even though he’s already satisfied the ache twice, I feel it pulsing again. I want him again. I want more. 
 
    He helps me straighten to a stand, and we both pant for a beat before he sweeps me literally off my feet and into his arms. He kisses me as he carries me over to the bed, and it would potentially be the most romantic moment of my life if this was more than just a one-night thing.  
 
    He gets rid of the condom then collapses beside me as we attempt to recover from what was definitely the hottest few moments of my life. 
 
    I catch my breath and take a beat to breathe him in. I memorize the scent—it’s fresh and clean and manly all at once, and I want to breathe it in forever.  
 
    I break the silence once I catch my breath. “Well that was...” I trail off as I try to find the right word. I fail. 
 
    “Hot,” he finishes. 
 
    “Yeah. Hot.” 
 
    He laughs, and he leans over and kisses the top of my head, and I giggle, and it feels like so much more of a boyfriend move than what this is. 
 
    I want to do it again, but the alcohol and the physical activity from tonight catch up with me. I’m about to drift into sleep when he mutters, “Shit. I have to go.” 
 
    My eyes pop open, and a dart of sadness pulses through me. I push it away. “So soon?” I was hoping for another round or two before morning. I try not to think that it’s me that’s the reason why he’s darting out so quickly. 
 
    He presses his lips together and nods as he clicks off his phone. I hadn’t even realized he was looking at it since my eyes were closed. “I’m sorry. I have some stuff I need to take care of and an early morning.” 
 
    He’s clearly giving an excuse to get the hell out after we banged, and that’s fine. We were both aware of the stakes going into it even though a huge part of me is disappointed and really, really wishes we could exchange numbers or at least Instagram handles, but that’s not what this is supposed to be about. 
 
    We were destined to meet for one hot night, and now we’ve had it. 
 
    And that’s that on that. 
 
    He gathers his clothes and I find a t-shirt and shorts to toss on while he dresses. And then with a heavy heart that makes me realize I’m just not cut out for these one-night deals, I walk him to the door, grabbing my phone on the way by. He kisses me once more at the door, and I swear my toes curl and my heart melts.  
 
    I snap a quick selfie of us before he can protest because obviously I need proof for the ladies that I spent the night with the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in my life—not at all because I want it for spank bank material. 
 
    Okay, maybe a little because I want it for spank bank material. 
 
    God, I could stare into those eyes for-damn-ever. 
 
    He presses his lips together in a sad smile. “Bye, Sexy Ellie. Thanks for the best one-night stand ever.” 
 
    I brave a smile back. “Bye Hot Luke. Thanks for breaking my one-night stand cherry with the hottest sex of my life.” 
 
    His sad smile widens to a grin, and then he opens the door and walks out of my life.

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell would they do breakfast so damn early the morning after the bachelorette party?” I grumble to myself as I try to scrub away the gross feeling that seems to coat me from head to toe. 
 
    It’s a little after eight, and Hot Luke left my room last night a little after two. My parents got into town on an early flight and headed right to Josh’s place to make us all brunch, which is a lovely idea even though the timing sucks. 
 
    But we had to do it early-ish because Josh has a tee time with my dad and some of his groomsmen at eleven. 
 
    I slept like shit last night. 
 
    I don’t think the gross feeling comes from my night with Luke, though maybe it should. I feel gross from the strip club, like maybe some oil dripped on me and I can’t quite scrub it away. Or maybe it is Luke I feel gross over.  
 
    I don’t really know how I’m supposed to feel the morning after a single night with a guy that was only about sex. But now I have the badge of honor, and I’ll wear it proudly as I show off the selfie I’ve already stared at a billion times. 
 
    God, we’re cute together. 
 
    My heart ripples every time I open my photos and see his gorgeous smile. 
 
    My chest tightens as I touch his face on the screen and recall the feel of the stubble lining his jaw as it scratched along my leg. 
 
    I had sex with that guy. 
 
    And I won’t get to have it again. 
 
    That’s the cost of the one-night thing, and I realize this morning that I’m not really cut out for that lifestyle. I want more. I want to see him again. I want to kiss him some more. I want to have sex with him again. 
 
    But I can’t because all I really know about him is that his name is Hot Luke and he bangs like a sexpert. 
 
    And he busted out of there so fast after we banged that clearly he wasn’t interested in anything else. To be fair, those were the parameters set forth when we met...but it still feels a little icky. He seemed like a good guy, but then he just ran out, and I don’t really know how to feel about that other than a little sad. 
 
    I do my best to brush those feelings away. It was what it was, and it’s over now. 
 
    After I try to scrub away all the feelings and fail, I get out of the shower. I have a missed text from Nicki. 
 
    Nicki: I’m heading home with Josh this morning. Your parents are already there cooking. Meet us there when you get up. Thanks for the best night last night! Oh and bring me something if you stop at the Bux. 
 
    I laugh. She knows I’ll stop at Starbucks on my way—especially after a night like last night. I need the caffeine that fuels me in a way regular, homemade coffee just doesn’t. 
 
    I search the area for a Starbucks on my app and find one close to my brother’s house, and then I gather my wet hair in a ponytail, toss on a baseball cap since Nicki has hired in a team to get us ready for the rehearsal tonight, and head for valet to pick up my brother’s car. 
 
    The Starbucks is only about fifteen minutes from the hotel, and Friday morning traffic in Vegas is relatively light. I’m battling a slight hangover and my body is still a little warm from what Luke did to it. 
 
    I sit in my car in the parking lot and place a mobile order on my app. I don’t get my favorite nonfat white chocolate mocha with extra whip. I opt instead for one of the most caffeinated beverages on the menu—a nitro cold brew, which, according to my favorite barista back home, isn’t the top most caffeinated drink on the menu, but the caffeine hits you quicker because of a little bit of carbonation. I punch in Nicki’s favorite drink, a skinny latte, and I order a little something for Josh and my parents, too. 
 
    I stare at the picture of Hot Luke one more time for good measure, set it as my wallpaper because I’m totally going to play a joke on Nicki and tell her the guy is my new boyfriend, and then I get out of my car and head inside to pick up my drinks. 
 
    They aren’t ready yet. 
 
    I stand by the counter to wait, and I slip my phone out of my pocket. I’m scrolling Instagram mindlessly, wondering if I should put up the picture of me with Hot Luke when I know I won’t, when I hear a voice behind me. 
 
    A bragging voice. 
 
    At least it’s low, but not low enough that I don’t hear every word of his conversation. I’m the only one in hearing distance, and I probably look occupied as I scroll my phone. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I banged her real good.”  
 
    My brows dip down. What kind of asshole brags at the Starbucks mobile pickup area about the girl he had sex with last night?  
 
    “I spent all night screwing her brains out up against the window, and then I bolted.” 
 
    His voice is still low, but I still hear it. 
 
    Up against the window? 
 
    My brains were screwed out up against a window last night. 
 
    And that voice... 
 
    It’s low, but it’s still deep and husky. 
 
    It’s familiar. 
 
    But it can’t be. 
 
    The heat of an arm brushes mine as someone beside me grabs a drink from the mobile pick-up area. I finally glance up from my phone. 
 
    The drink is labeled simply Luke. 
 
    Not Hot Luke, but when I look over and my eyes meet his, it’s definitely Hot Luke. 
 
    He glances over at me like I’m in his way—or maybe it’s to apologize for getting in my way—as he turns to leave, and when his eyes lock with mine, even beneath my baseball cap, I spot immediate recognition in his eyes. 
 
    And some regret...probably for the words he just said. 
 
    “I’ll call you back.” He hangs up his phone and slides it into his pocket, his wide, very confused eyes never leaving mine. 
 
    “Were you just bragging about last night?” I accuse at the same time he says, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I don’t have the energy to even answer him, so I set my hands on my hips and wait for his defense. 
 
    “I know that’s how it sounded, but I swear to God, I’m not an asshole. He’s just been badgering me to get laid, and I know I told you that last night, and he asked me if I hooked up, and I may have exaggerated a little for his benefit. Give me your number. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” 
 
    He’s rambling, and it would be cute if I didn’t feel so...grossed out by his conversation. 
 
    I feel like I was a conquest that he could use to brag to his friends. 
 
    Granted, that’s exactly what it was for me, too, so maybe I don’t have a reason to be angry—especially since I was about to run to Nicki and tell her all about my night with a stranger...but somehow this taints what happened between us. I wasn’t about to brag every detail about my hands clawing the glass while he gave me the hottest orgasm of my life, but clearly he didn’t leave the room with those same secrets. 
 
    “Order up for Ellie,” the barista says, and she pushes a tray with four drinks plus another drink on the side across the counter. 
 
    I hold up a hand to Luke. “I’m good. Last night was...” I trail off. 
 
    “Hot?” he asks a little hopefully, repeating the same word he used just after we had sex. 
 
    I shake my head. “It was one night, and that’s all.” I pick up my five coffees. “One perfect night that I refuse to let you taint this morning. We weren’t supposed to run into each other again, so I’m just going to pretend we didn’t.” 
 
    With those as my parting words, I spin on my heel and practically run out the door. 
 
    And just as I move in front of it to try to open it with one finger since my hands are full, someone on the other side pushes it open and right into me. 
 
    All five coffees tumble down to the ground. 
 
    I draw in a deep breath as I ward off the tears. 
 
    So that is how today’s gonna go. Got it. 
 
    Hot Luke rushes over in some attempt to help me, but it’s futile. The girl behind the counter yells, “Remake mobile order for Ellie!” 
 
    One of the workers rushes over with a mop and some paper towels from the back, and Luke picks up the five cups, and I stand there apologizing over and over and over as I blot at my shirt that will definitely smell like coffee for the rest of time. 
 
    Luke’s eyes meet mine once the mess is cleaned. I press my lips together. 
 
    “You sure we can’t at least exchange numbers?” he asks...pleads. 
 
    I shake my head. “Bye, Luke,” I say, and then I turn toward the pick-up counter to wait for my remake. 
 
    Maybe he stares after me, or maybe not. I don’t turn around to check as I sigh again. I can’t deny that I felt a lot of things when I saw him. I can’t help but wonder why he was at the same Starbucks as me at the same time. Serendipity, maybe? Fate? Or just a coincidence? 
 
    Whatever the case, he’s gone when I finally do turn around. As I exit the store and carefully slide the drinks onto my passenger seat, I can’t help but wonder what fate has in store and whether we’ll run into each other again. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    I force myself to forget about Hot Luke and our Starbucks encounter as I pull into the driveway, and then I text Nicki to let her know I’m here since I won’t have a free hand to ring the bell. I grab the five drinks and walk them up to the massive, imposing front door. 
 
    Nicki throws it open, and I go into immediate Woo Girl mode even though my heart most definitely isn’t in it today. “Ahh! You’re getting married tomorrow!” 
 
    You’d never guess she was drunk as hell last night based on her screaming reply: “Woo!” 
 
    I giggle, and she helps me with the drinks before I drop them again—probably since she knows that’s totally my style. 
 
    “And how did your night end up?” she asks as she leads me into the house. 
 
    I giggle, and then I whisper (because my parents are two rooms away), “I did it.” 
 
    Her head whips in my direction, and her eyes are wide. “You did what?” 
 
    “It,” I whisper yell. “You know. A one-night stand.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” she practically screams, and my parents are definitely going to want to know what that’s all about. I motion with my hand that she really needs to take it down a notch, and she starts whisper yelling too. “With who? Holy shit, I’m so proud of you! What happened? How did you meet him? Did you exchange numbers?” 
 
    “I’ll give you every detail later,” I say as we walk through the house. I lower my voice to a whisper. “He was some random guy I met at the club. He was tall and had all these muscles and, ugh, he was just the hottest guy I think I’ve ever seen in my life. It was hot. No numbers, just one night.” And then we’re nearing the kitchen and I give her a look that clearly means we’ll talk about it later because there’s my dad, and hell if I’m going to brag about my one-night stand in front of my dad. 
 
    “There she is!” he says, and he steps over to wrap me in a hug while Nicki sets down the drinks. My mom is right behind him. 
 
    “Oh, honey, your eyes are all puffy,” she says, and I roll those eyes for her benefit. “Did you drink a lot last night?” 
 
    No, mom, I got my brains screwed out up against a window and I was up kinda late after flying in yesterday and attending a bachelorette party. “Yeah,” I say instead, which really isn’t a lie. 
 
    She tuts disapprovingly. “Brunch is almost ready,” she says, and she heads back to the stove to stir some scrambled eggs. 
 
    Can we really call it brunch when it’s not even nine o’clock yet? Isn’t that still in the breakfast zone? I guess it’s almost eleven Chicago time, so I let it slide without saying anything—something I tend to do a lot around my mother. 
 
    We sit down to bacon, sausage, pancakes, and my mom’s famous scrambled eggs, chatting about the wedding and today’s activities. Josh and my dad leave for the golf course, and a short while later, the rest of the bridesmaids start to show up as well as Nicki’s mom. Then a team of nail techs rings the bell and gets to work on us. 
 
    We’re pampered with manicures and pedicures, with stylists who do our hair and make-up, and with racks of dresses to choose from.   
 
    By the time the boys get back from golf and take their showers, it’s just about time to head back to the Cosmopolitan for the rehearsal. 
 
    I drive my brother’s car back, valet it, and stop at my room to drop off my purse. I take a beat to look out the windows at the view. I spot a handprint on the window. 
 
    My handprint.  
 
    The terrace wraparound suite is just how it sounds. It’s a corner room, and windows literally wrap around the entire suite, giving me a beautiful view of the Strip. I remember looking down over that view last night when Hot Luke was pounding into me, and a well of regret rises over me. 
 
    We could’ve exchanged numbers. Last names. Career details.  
 
    Okay, maybe not career details since at the moment I don’t actually have one, but anything that would help identify the other. 
 
    I wish I could really pretend I never overheard his conversation at Starbucks this morning like I told him I would...but I can’t. It replays in my mind, an endless loop where I wish I could see him again followed by rising anger that he spoke about me the way he did.  
 
    That he wrote me off so easily. 
 
    But I know he’s been to that Starbucks at least once, so maybe when this weekend is all over, I’ll go hang out there for a bit on the off chance I might run into him again. I sigh, and then I brush it off. I have to, because it’s time to head toward the pool for the rehearsal. 
 
    A different pool than the one I sat near last night when Luke first kissed me, thank God. 
 
    I step on the elevator car, the same one I was in last night when I made out with Luke—back when there was the promise of sex in the air but we hadn’t done anything more than some intense kissing. 
 
    I’m not alone, so I stare up at the digital numbers as they change with each passing floor as one does in crowded elevators. 
 
    I get off on the fourteenth floor and head toward the Chelsea Pool. I spot our small group standing near the entrance, and some of the groomsmen have joined us. I check them out from a distance as I approach. Tall, lean men with tight butts in suits. Mostly football players. Scratch that...mostly hot football players. 
 
    I wipe the corner of my mouth in case a little drool escaped as my eyes zero in on one with a particularly cute butt. 
 
    I don’t know any of Josh’s groomsmen. They’re all his teammates on the Aces and I didn’t meet any of them the one weekend I visited Nicki and Josh, but as he’s told me over and over, they’re like brothers to him after only a year of playing here. 
 
    He’s talking to the small group of them, and after my one-night stand last night, I’m feeling a little overdose of confidence. It’s not that I think I’m going to hook up with any of my brother’s friends—not that I’m not opposed to the idea—but I have a little swagger to my walk just in knowing that someone as hot as Hot Luke wanted to spend some time in my bed. 
 
    Obviously that was purely about physical attraction. 
 
    Clearly he’s an asshole who touts his conquests in public. 
 
    I shake it off and my confidence takes a little tumble as I trip when my heel stubs the sidewalk all at the same time. I don’t fall, thankfully, but I do realize how much I have to let last night and subsequently also this morning go. I need to focus because when I don’t, well, I trip and I drop coffees and it’s usually a disaster. 
 
    “There she is,” Josh says, looking over the shoulder of the super cute butt guy he’s talking to. “My sister, the maid of honor,” he announces, and he takes a step toward me to introduce me to the groomsmen. 
 
    The guy with the super cute butt turns around as Josh passes by on his way toward me. 
 
    My eyes flick from my brother to the guy in the suit. 
 
    No. 
 
    My eyes widen. 
 
    My heart stops. 
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    My stomach twists. 
 
    It’s just not possible. 
 
    My knees nearly give out on me. 
 
    “Ellie, this is my best man, Luke Dalton,” Josh says. 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    “Oh, and, by the way, he’s the one who lives across the street from Nicki and me. He can’t wait to have my little sister as his houseguest.” 
 
    I swear to God, I’m the physical embodiment of the facepalm emoji. 
 
    You have got to be freaking kidding me. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “Honey, you look pale. Do you feel all right?” my mom asks, walking over and pinching my cheeks to give me some color like she’s done ever since I was a little girl. 
 
    Uh, no Mother, I actually don’t feel all right. The guy who screwed my brains out against a window last night and was supposed to disappear without a trace is apparently not just my brother’s best friend, but also in some crazy twist of fate...he’s my new roommate. 
 
    I draw in a deep breath as I try to reconcile this new information. “I’m fine,” I murmur, and Luke is definitely smirking and I want to slap that smirk right off his damn sexy face. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I say to Luke, and I stick out my hand to shake his. His eyes find mine as he takes my hand. His grip is warm and firm. Just like other parts of him. 
 
    Of course Hot Luke is my brother’s best man. Of-freaking-course he is. This is my life, so it just couldn’t have happened any other way. 
 
    “You too,” Luke says, playing the part just like I am. “Like your brother said, I’m happy to have you stay with me. Any little sister of Josh’s is a little sister of mine.” His words are thick. 
 
    He bangs my brother on the back, and some lightbulb clicks on in my brain. That’s why he was at that club last night. My brother was there, too. I bet all the groomsmen were, but I didn’t know any of them. I watch the games, but who the hell knows who’s who under those helmets and when half of them are wearing those black stripes under their eyes? 
 
    Okay, fine. 
 
    I have the games on. 
 
    I don’t really watch them. 
 
    I cheer when everybody else does. I boo when I hear others booing. But mostly I get work done on my phone while I pretend like I’m paying attention. 
 
    That’s why I had no idea who Luke Dalton was when I bumped into him at the bar. 
 
    If I thought he was hot in jeans and a white t-shirt last night, well, he looks ridiculously re-fuckable in the suit today. And tomorrow in a tux? Forget about it. 
 
    Game over. 
 
    I don’t know how the hell I’m going to survive this wedding weekend without giving in again. 
 
    And why shouldn’t I give in again? 
 
    It was supposed to just be one night, but what if we were destined for more than that? 
 
    Oh God. 
 
    A horrible thought plagues me, and all the color drains from my face again. 
 
    When he was bragging on the phone...was he talking to my brother? 
 
    I feel like I might be sick. 
 
    “Now that everyone’s here, allow me to introduce myself,” some lady in a pantsuit says. “I’m Stella Porter.” She pauses for dramatic effect like everyone should recognize the name. “I’m Nicole and Joshua’s event coordinator, and tonight we’re going to run through tomorrow’s festivities.” 
 
    Is event coordinator a fancy phrase for wedding planner? 
 
    I almost ask that question out loud, but I manage to stop myself. 
 
    “I need the bride and groom,” she demands, and Nicki and Josh move to her side. “Nicole, you and your father will walk down the aisle. You can stand over there until we’re ready for you. The bridal party?” she asks, and then she arranges us in order. 
 
    Jen is in front of me with another of Josh’s football friends, and the rest of the bridal party is lined up in front of them.  
 
    Josh walks first up toward the place where an altar will be set up tomorrow.  
 
    The wedding isn’t set up yet since hotel guests will be using the pool most of the day tomorrow, but I can imagine how gorgeous the whole effect will be with the shimmering water bouncing shadows off the buildings surrounding us.  
 
    Like something out of a bridal magazine, a platform will jut out over the pool, and that’s where the bride, groom, and officiant will stand. The rest of us will stand on stairs, each one of us one level down from each other. After the ceremony, the platform will be transformed into the head table, which means the entire bridal party will sit over the water looking out over the tables filled with guests. 
 
    It’s beautiful, but something tells me water and bridal gowns don’t really mix. Or bridesmaids’ gowns. 
 
    Stella cues the next couple when it’s time to walk, and I feel like I have some things to say to Luke, but Jen is right in front of me and the last thing I want to do is fuel gossip at my brother’s wedding. 
 
    So instead, I focus on the scenery. It’s technically considered a rooftop wedding since it’s on the top of the building where it’s located, but it’s the fourteenth level of the hotel, so towers stand tall all around us. 
 
    It’s a perfect Vegas evening as the palm trees around the pool area sway with a gentle breeze. The heat of the day is setting with the sun, and the wedding will take place around this same time tomorrow night. It’ll be perfect. 
 
    Each of the couples makes their way slowly down the aisle, and soon Jen and her escort head off. 
 
    That leaves Luke and me semi-alone. 
 
    “Your brother can’t know,” he murmurs to me as Jen and her guy slow their pace at Stella’s command. 
 
    “Nobody can,” I whisper-yell. 
 
    “Elbow out, Best Man, and Maid of Honor, arm through his. GO!” Stella yells even though she’s not that far away from us. I wonder how much Josh and Nicki are paying this broad. Clearly they went for the cheaper package since she didn’t even bother to learn our names. 
 
    Luke juts his elbow out, brushing my rib cage in the process. A dart of need pulses through me.  
 
    I shoot him a glare, and he holds in a laugh as I slide my arm through his. 
 
    I both love and hate being this close to him again. 
 
    I want him. 
 
    God, do I want him. 
 
    “No, I mean he really can’t find out. He warned us all off when he invited you to move out here, and he specifically said he trusts me to take care of you the same way he would.” He’s whisper-yelling, too. 
 
    I glance over at him, and his eyes are focused forward. “You’re supposed to be like an older brother to me?” 
 
    He glances at me, too, and there’s a certain heat that passes between us. He’s about to respond when Stella screeches at us. “Eyes forward!” 
 
    I turn toward the altar to appease her. This must be the longest damn aisle in the history of aisles. 
 
    He exhales. “Ellie, last night was...” he trails off, and I wish he wasn’t whispering so I could hear his tone. “Hot,” he finishes. “But it can’t go beyond last night. You’re my best friend’s little sister, so that makes you off-limits.” 
 
    Off-limits? 
 
    He just made it even hotter. Now it’s forbidden. Now I definitely want it again. 
 
    I sigh. “I suppose it was him you were bragging to this morning?” 
 
    “Who else would it have been?” he asks wearily. “And I wasn’t bragging.” 
 
    “Like hell you weren’t!” I exclaim the best I can in a whisper. 
 
    “Less talking!” Stella yells at us, and then we’re nearing the altar and we’re forced to let go of each other to move our separate ways. 
 
    But that conversation sure doesn’t feel like it’s over. 
 
    “What’s going on with you two?” Jen whispers to me once I take my place next to her. 
 
    “With who?” I whisper back, playing dumb. 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “Isn’t that the guy from the club you were dancing with?” 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    In my little plan to keep this a secret, I totally forgot that Jen was there, too, and that she may have been lucid enough to remember the hot guy we met by the bar. 
 
    I blow out a breath. “I don’t want anything to distract from Nicki’s weekend,” I say. 
 
    Her eyes get super round and her jaw falls open. “So something did happen.” 
 
    “Ladies, quiet!” Stella yells at us, and Nicki shoots me a look like come on, dude, just help me get through this. 
 
    “We’ll talk later,” I say, hoping it’s enough to brush her grilling off forever but knowing it definitely isn’t. 
 
    When we’re done with the actual rehearsal for tomorrow, we’re ushered toward a restaurant where a whole section is dedicated to our little party. 
 
    And, of course, just like tomorrow night, Nicki and Josh sit in the middle of the table, and the rest of the bridal party sits in order on either side of them. That means the bride and groom separate Luke and me when I feel like I have a lot more to say to him, and Jen is on my right currently waiting for me to tell her what happened last night. 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone,” I say softly once I see Nicki and Josh talking to Stella. Jen’s eyes go round again. 
 
    “Okay, but before you say anything at all, isn’t this so exciting and totally cliché? The maid of honor and the best man are, like, supposed to hook up, aren’t they? Isn’t it some unwritten rule?” 
 
    I stare at her like she’s stupid. “No! What if the maid of honor is married?” 
 
    “Then she’d be the matron of honor, and no such rule exists to my knowledge.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Okay, fine. What if the best man is married?” 
 
    She thinks for a minute. “Affair.” She cracks up like it’s the funniest joke ever, but cheating isn’t really all that funny to me. 
 
    “We did the one-night thing. I had no idea he was Josh’s best man. And neither of us wants anyone to know, so keep your trap shut.” 
 
    She looks offended as her hand flies to her chest. “I won’t tell anybody!” 
 
    “Tell anybody what?” Nicki asks, looking at the two of us. 
 
    I’m positive I look guilty, and Jen has never been much of a liar. 
 
    “About your present!” Jen says almost gleefully, and thank the Lord, Nicki buys it. 
 
    “Oooh, what is it? Tell me, tell me, tell me!” Nicki says, her eyes lighting up. 
 
    Jen shakes her head then mock zips her lips and pretends to throw away the key, and man I wish I could find that key and hide it so she can’t unzip. 
 
    Nicki’s attention is called away again, and I glare at Jen. “Keep them zipped.” 
 
    She holds up two fingers as if to say Scout’s Honor, and then dinner is served and we focus on that. 
 
    My dad gives a surprisingly emotional speech about Josh and how he always imagined what kind of girl he’d marry, and then Nicki’s dad gives a similar speech for his daughter. 
 
    And then it’s Luke’s turn. 
 
    “I’m Luke, the best man and also the better receiver,” he begins, drawing a big laugh from the small crowd. “I couldn’t be happier for my best friend and the woman who will become his wife tomorrow. Josh and I have only been playing together a year, but he’s like a much younger brother to me.” 
 
    Another laugh. 
 
    Great, this guy’s not just ridiculously hot and fantastic in bed. He’s also charming and hilarious.  
 
    “As someone who once sat in the same seat where Josh is sitting now, I have a word of advice.” 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    He sat in Josh’s chair? 
 
    Like, literally? 
 
    Or is he saying he’s been in the chair as the groom at a rehearsal dinner? 
 
    Has Luke been married before? 
 
    Man, when I go in on a one-night stand, I really go all in. I know literally nothing about this guy. 
 
    I didn’t even know he played football professionally, though I could see why he’d leave out that particular detail to someone who didn’t immediately recognize him. Maybe that’s one of the things he liked about me. 
 
    “I saved the good stuff for tomorrow’s speech, but I’ll end tonight with this: Never go to bed angry. Stay up and fight,” he says, drawing roaring applause from the room. 
 
    The maid of honor is not expected to give a speech, for which I’m grateful since I don’t really want to follow funny Hot Luke with something lame of my own. 
 
    Josh talks next, and he thanks everyone for coming and gets emotional as he looks at Nicki and talks about the life they’re going to share. 
 
    And that’s it. The night’s still young, but the rehearsal is about over. 
 
    People mingle and drink, and Nicki is briefing the bridesmaids on the plan for tomorrow while I try to keep my eyes on her rather than edging over toward Luke. Nicki is called away by Stella, and I let my eyes feast for a beat. 
 
    He looks over at me, and our eyes lock for a second when I look away. 
 
    I blow out a breath, and then I head back to my seat to grab my phone where I left it on the table when I overhear Luke say to Josh, “Will Pepper be a problem for your sister?” 
 
    I glance up as I see Josh shaking his head. “She won’t care.” 
 
    I won’t care about someone named Pepper? 
 
    Who the hell is Pepper? Isn’t that a nickname for Penelope? 
 
    Is Luke seeing somebody? Does he live with somebody? 
 
    Is that the ex-wife? The current wife? The ex-girlfriend? A kid? 
 
    Did he sleep with me when he’s involved with someone else? 
 
    I’m so confused. 
 
    These are the questions that roll through my mind in a split second, and I have no idea when I’ll get the answers. 
 
    Not tonight, apparently, because Nicki’s ready to finish her briefing, and by the time we’re done chatting, all the men have cleared out except for Josh, who’s waiting to bid his fiancée goodnight. 
 
    But Hot Luke is gone, and the next time I’ll see him is tomorrow when he’s wearing a tux and I’m torn halfway between lust and animosity.

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    As I go to bed alone, I can’t stop thinking about Luke. If I close my eyes and concentrate, I can still smell him in this room. I can still feel his tongue on my body. 
 
    I blow out a breath and force my eyes open. That’s not helping. 
 
    I do an Instagram search for him and come up blank after sorting through fifty or so accounts with the same name. There are a few photos tagged with a hashtag and his name, but there’s no user by the name of Luke Dalton that matches Hot Luke. Though there is one who appears to be obsessed with fish and another who looks like he’s about ten years old. 
 
    He’s not on Twitter, either, or Facebook. 
 
    I stop my search there. 
 
    So he’s not a social media guy. Not everybody is, though I’d think if he wanted the status as a fan favorite, he’d need to let people into his life a little more. 
 
    Maybe he doesn’t want that status, but based on his looks alone, he probably is a favorite of the ladies. 
 
    And I had sex with him.  
 
    I glance over at the windows. 
 
    Right there up against those windows. 
 
    I let out a soft sigh as it all comes back to me. It was just last night, but somehow it feels like ages ago. 
 
    I’m nervous for tomorrow. I don’t like keeping secrets from my brother or from Nicki, but neither Luke nor I want them to find out, especially not this weekend when they deserve the focus. 
 
    And so I’ll pretend. 
 
    I’ll pretend like I didn’t have sex with Hot Luke. 
 
    I’ll pretend like I don’t want to do it again. 
 
    I’ll put on a little act. 
 
    It shouldn’t be that hard. Right? 
 
    It’s another fitful night’s sleep. I can’t stop thinking about Luke, or the fact that I’m supposed to move in with him for a while until I can find a job and a place to live. My brother would surely help me out financially on those fronts, but he’s a little busy, you know, getting married, and then he’ll be on his honeymoon. His top priority at the moment certainly isn’t helping his little sister find living arrangements. 
 
    I can’t even stay at Josh and Nicki’s because of their renovations, but even if they weren’t having work done, it would be weird at this point to back out of this arrangement to live with Luke. My brother would want a reason why I suddenly had a change of heart, and I’d have to admit why I did, and then I’d be doing the one thing Luke requested in keeping what happened between the two of us. 
 
    So I’m stuck. 
 
    All the girls are meeting up in Nicki’s room for breakfast followed by a day of getting ready, so after my shower, I head in that direction. Nadine throws open the door. “Happy Nicki’s wedding day,” she says with a smile. 
 
    I laugh. “Same to you.” I beeline for the bride, who’s holding a mimosa and standing by the window while she talks on the phone. 
 
    I lace my arms around her from behind and give her a hug. 
 
    “No, I said gardenias. That doesn’t sound anything like stargazers! They smell awful!” She’s yelling at the poor florist. “Just fix it!” She ends the call and tosses her phone onto a nearby table before taking a long sip of her mimosa. 
 
    “Happy wedding day!” I squeal, and she takes a deep breath. 
 
    “Thanks,” she murmurs. 
 
    “I’m here to handle those calls from here on out, my friend. You just focus on marrying my brother.” 
 
    Her eyes dart to me, and she looks a little...guilty? 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m just so nervous.” Her voice is a whisper.  
 
    Okay, well, I’m probably not the best candidate to listen to her say all the reasons why she’s nervous to marry my brother, but I’m also her best friend, so I tough it out. “About what?” 
 
    “He’s, like, the last guy I’ll ever have sex with,” she says, and she’s starting to wail a little. “And what if I hate being a football wife? It’s always going to be about him and his career, not about me and mine.” 
 
    I feel awkward for a beat as I really have no idea what to say. I don’t know what being a football wife entails, and I’ve honestly never really thought about it apart from what the ladies at the bachelorette party mentioned. I know what it’s like being a football sister, and most of the time it’s not a big deal. Nolan is a common enough last name that people don’t stop me and ask about my brother. 
 
    But she’s my girl, and I try to come up with some words of support. 
 
    Someone else beats me to the punch, though. It feels weird not being the one who is there for her in this moment after I’ve been there for her every step of the way since we were sophomores in high school and became fast friends at volleyball camp. 
 
    “Honey, it’s true,” Nadine says, sidling up next to her and wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “But football careers are short. Retirement is long. It may be about him and his career for the next few years, but then you have the rest of forever together to do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re banking on?” Nicki asks, and Nadine nods. 
 
    “You’ve known him since before his football career took off, right?” Nadine asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nicki says. 
 
    “So you know the real him. The guy inside. He’ll be that guy regardless of what he’s doing for a career. Besides, having doubts on your wedding day is natural. It’s like a rite of passage.” 
 
    Nicki nods and sniffles. “You’re right.” She draws in a deep breath. “Okay, thanks. I’m good now.” 
 
    “Every bride deserves at least one meltdown on her wedding day.” Nadine winks. 
 
    We’re in the middle of getting ready when my phone buzzes with a new text. We’ve had finger sandwiches and laughed a lot as the mini-meltdown has been put to rest. My make-up is perfection, my hair is getting the royal treatment from someone named Daisy, and showtime begins in under ninety minutes with pictures in less than an hour. 
 
    I pick up my phone to check it in case it’s something wedding-related. I don’t recognize the number. 
 
    Unknown: I need to talk to you. 
 
    Me: Who is this? 
 
    Unknown: The best man. It’s about the wedding. Best man and maid of honor shit. 
 
    Me: How did you get my number? 
 
    Luke: Your brother gave it to me. 
 
    Okay, well that makes sense and I don’t even know why it matters. 
 
    Me: I’m in the middle of getting my hair done but I can meet you in twenty minutes or so when I go to my room to change into my dress. 
 
    Luke: Same room as the other night? 
 
    I blush. Hard. 
 
    Me: Same room. 
 
    Luke: See you then. 
 
    Daisy finishes curling my hair, and then she does some wavy thing to it and pins only part of it back so my dark blonde locks flow freely down my back. 
 
    “I’m going to go put my dress on,” I say to Nicki, and she grunts some response as her make-up artist works on her eyes. 
 
    I rush down to my room, slip into the pale pink dress that makes my skin look a golden tan, and check myself in the mirror. The warm tones they used make my blue eyes pop, and I might just have to order the colors and brands they used because damn I look good. 
 
    A knock at my door pulls me away from the mirror, and my heart beats double time. 
 
    He’s here. 
 
    When I open the door, my knees nearly buckle beneath me. 
 
    Luke stands there in a tuxedo. My eyes travel from his feet in his dress shoes, up his powerful legs to the hips that were slamming against my backside, to his abdomen that has those fine cuts of muscle, to his broad chest and shoulders made stronger from his athletic background, to his handsome face with eyes that heat as they meet mine. 
 
    “Holy fuck, Ellie. You’re...that dress...” His eyes dip to my cleavage and back to my face. “And your hair...” 
 
    My lips tip up in a smile. He’s flustered, and the fact that I’m the one who’s making him that way makes me feel the same way. “Right back at you, Hot Luke.” 
 
    He grins, and my knees actually do buckle a little. 
 
    An ache throbs between my legs. 
 
    The bed is right there. And the windows...we could just do it against the windows and then he won’t mess up my hair. 
 
    I lean on the doorframe for support. “We, uh, have like five minutes if you want to...” 
 
    He chuckles, and then he sighs as he averts his gaze from mine. “As much as I’d love to, I already told you, I can’t take advantage of my best friend’s little sister.” 
 
    “It’s not taking advantage when I’m the one offering,” I say, a little exasperated as the sting of rejection bites at me. “Besides, my brother is marrying my best friend. Why does he care if one of his friends hooks up with his sister?” 
 
    Luke laughs. “Trust me, Sexy Ellie, I want to. But this is bro code. I work with your brother, and I’m not the right guy for you anyway. Besides, I thought you were still mad at me for bragging about our night.” 
 
    I sigh and cross my arms over my chest. I know it’s both making me look angry and pushing my breasts together, which is exactly what I want. “That’s right. I am mad.” 
 
    I earn the intended effect as his eyes flick down to my chest again. He laughs. “I’m not convinced. You just tried to seduce me.” 
 
    “Whatever. So why are you here, then? What did you need to talk about?”  
 
    “Uh,” he says a little dumbly, and I try not to laugh. “Oh, right. Your brother is having this whole thing. He isn’t sure he wants to get married.” 
 
    “What?” I screech. I just sat through calming the bride down as Nadine convinced her she does want this. Now the groom, too? Maybe they shouldn’t get married if they’re both having doubts. 
 
    “Something about how he’ll only get to bang her for the rest of his life. And I think it might sort of be my fault,” he admits. 
 
    I open my door wider and motion for him to follow me. I stop near the foot of the bed, and he stops a few paces away. Good Lord this man is a real treat to look at, and he smells divine, too. Some sort of cologne he definitely wasn’t wearing when we hooked up. 
 
    Did he wear it for me? 
 
    I somehow doubt it, but a little part of me hopes he did. 
 
    “So why is this your fault, and why are you telling me?” I ask. 
 
    “Those are two complicated questions, so I’ll start with the easier one. You’re her best friend and his sister. You know both of them probably better than anyone. Do you think they should get married?” 
 
    I nod. “They belong together. Nicki just went through a whole thing this morning, too. I think it’s natural to have doubts.” I repeat what Nadine said. 
 
    “It is,” he says. He clears his throat. “I, uh, did when I got married. But the difference is that I should have listened to mine.” 
 
    God, I’d love to dig more into that... 
 
    But the wedding is in an hour. We need to get my brother’s head on straight and get them down the aisle. 
 
    And if Luke is about to become my roommate, I’ll have time to learn more about him. 
 
    Even though now I’m dying to know if the ex he just broke up with is this wife he’s talking about. 
 
    “He keeps harping on the fact that I had a one-night stand and he won’t get to have those anymore. Do you know how fucking hard it is to hear him talk about my one-night stand knowing it was with his sister?” 
 
    “Uh...sorry?” I say, not exactly sure what he wants me to say to that. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” he mutters. “Sorry. It’s been a long day already. Can you help me? Tell me what to say to him to convince him he wants this, because I’m not entirely convinced people should get married.” 
 
    “You don’t want to get married again?” I ask, surprised. 
 
    “Focus, Ellie,” he says with a touch of frustration, and somehow he’s even sexier when he’s just a little frustrated. It might even be sort of fun to poke at him. “That’s not the issue at hand.” 
 
    He’s right. 
 
    “Okay. Take me to my brother and we’ll get this straightened out.” 
 
    He nods once, and I put on my shoes and grab my clutch. I slip my phone, room key, and lipstick in, and then we head toward the groom’s suite so I can do some damage control. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “She’s waiting to walk down that aisle toward the man she loves more than anything in the world. Are you going to be there?” I ask my brother. 
 
    He looks up at me, and I can see the uncertainty in his eyes. 
 
    “You can’t do this to her,” I whisper. “She loves you, you big idiot. I know it’s scary, but everyone is scared on their wedding day.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Ask Luke,” he says, and I narrow my eyes at Luke for a beat because what the hell did he say that might’ve put these doubts in my brother’s head, and for the love of God, why would Josh choose him as his best man? 
 
    “Luke and I talked. We both know how right you two are for each other. Luke and his ex just...weren’t. They didn’t have that same spark you and Nicki do.” I’m talking out of my ass, but it seems to be working. “She’s your soul mate, Josh. You know that. She’s had a crush on you since we were in high school, and she’s been there for you since the two of you first got together. You know she loves you for who you are, not because you play football or because you have money in the bank.” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah.” He scrubs a hand along his jaw as he thinks it through. “I love her. So much that it scares me sometimes.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, and I squeeze his hand. I glance up at Luke, and our eyes catch. My chest aches. I want what Nicki and Josh have—maybe minus the wedding day jitter doubts. Part of me thought I could’ve had it with Todd, but that didn’t pan out. “And that’s why I know you’re both ready for this.” 
 
    He nods. “Thanks, Ellie Belly.” 
 
    My cheeks burn at his term of endearment as I pray Luke somehow missed it and won’t call me that forever now. 
 
    Josh blows out a breath. “Okay.” He squeezes my forearm. “Let’s do this thing.” 
 
    “You better get moving, Osh Kosh ba-Josh,” I say, glancing at the clock. “You’re not even wearing shoes, and you’ve got pictures by the pool before the ladies get out there. You know you’re not allowed to see Nicki until she walks down the aisle.” 
 
    “I’ve got it from here,” Luke says.  
 
    “See you out there,” I say to my brother, and Luke walks me to the door. 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” he says, and the sweet feeling of victory—of overcoming a little obstacle with him that pulled us a little closer together—rushes through my chest. 
 
    “No problem,” I say softly. And then I punch him in the arm. He grabs the spot and makes a face like it really hurt even though I know it didn’t. “But next time, let me know it’s a freaking emergency before I blow you off for a half hour while I get my hair done.” 
 
    He laughs. “Next time? You really think this might happen again?” 
 
    I giggle, too, and then I shrug. “Maybe not this exact situation, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    His eyes twinkle, and then he opens the door. “See you out there, Ellie Belly,” he says. I shoot him a glare, but it fades as his eyes linger on me for a beat. My stomach flips, and then I seem to snap out of it as I realize I need to get moving. But, damn, do I want his eyes to linger like that again.  
 
    Like they did Thursday night. 
 
    I don’t have time to dwell on it, though. 
 
    I run back to the bridal suite. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” Nicki demands when I walk in. 
 
    “I went to talk to Josh after I got dressed,” I admit, without actually admitting the reason why. I take a beat to study my best friend. She’s the perfect portrait of a glowing, beautiful bride. “You look gorgeous.” 
 
    She ignores my compliment as her eyes widen. “Why’d you go talk to him? Is everything okay?” 
 
    I nod and smile. “Everything’s fine. Just wanted to see my big brother,” I lie. Neither of them ever has to know the other freaked out. It’s part of the maid of honor and best man’s duties to ensure a smooth day, and making sure the groom is waiting there at the end of the aisle when the bride walks down it seems to fall under that umbrella. 
 
    Pictures are taken and smiles abound, and before I know it, the bridesmaids are lining up to make our way down the aisle. When Luke steps into place beside me, that cologne pulls at my senses and nerves flitter through my chest. 
 
    “You still look beautiful,” he murmurs, and my cheeks redden at his words as my chest tightens. 
 
    It isn’t fair. 
 
    I don’t want him to tell me things like that when he’s vowed not to act on this steamy attraction between us. And he’s right. I’m still mad at him for bragging about us. To my brother. 
 
    I slide my arm through his elbow. We probably have some time before I really need to do that, but I like being close to him, and he smells good, and he isn’t exactly pushing me away. “You still look like Hot Luke,” I whisper back, and he keeps his eyes forward but his lips tip up with a smile. 
 
    Stella directs Nadine and her husband, Richard, to make their way down the aisle. She signals the next bridesmaid and groomsman, and soon enough, it’s our turn. 
 
    I feel like there’s so much I want to say to Luke, but I don’t dare say a word as all eyes assembled in the crowd seem to turn toward the two of us. 
 
    Do we look good walking down the aisle together? 
 
    Well, duh. It’s Luke. He’d look good escorting a clown down the aisle. 
 
    Could this be us someday, with him already waiting at the end of the aisle like Josh is as I wait to walk down with my dad? 
 
    Doubtful, but damn, a girl can dream. 
 
    Our eyes meet more than once as we each watch our best friends marry, and I wish I could decode what he’s thinking. 
 
    I still know next to nothing about him...except now I know that he was married before. 
 
    Hot Luke is kind of a mystery, and that sort of makes him...dare I say...even hotter? 
 
    Once the ceremony is over, the bridal party meets in a conference room for a quick celebration and toast to the newly married couple while the guests are ushered to another area outside for a cocktail hour. I help Nicki in the bathroom, by far the worst part of my duties as MOH and a feat that’s sort of comparable to peeling an onion to get the juice in the middle without messing up any of the layers. I lose track of Luke until we head back outside, where the aisle, altar, and guest chairs have been transformed into a banquet area. 
 
    A long table for the wedding party sits on the platform over the pool, lights twinkling in the near twilight as the sun begins to set behind the tall buildings circling us. It’s romantic and gorgeous, somehow merging a spare no expense feel with a casual, intimate vibe. The whole thing just perfectly sets the scene for the reception of these two lovebirds. 
 
    We line up and the deejay who’s serving as emcee calls Nadine and Richard first to make their way toward their seats. They walk up, and he twirls her, and it’s all very cute. I watch as the other couples go, all doing equally cute things even though some of them only met last night, and my heart picks up speed as nerves set in. 
 
    I’m about to be introduced, and I have to walk out on Luke’s arm, and we don’t have anything cute planned like everyone else had. 
 
    “What should we do?” I whisper-yell. 
 
    Luke glances over at me with his brows dipped. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The maid of honor, Ellie Nolan, with the best man, Luke Dalton!” 
 
    “Spin me,” I whisper yell as we walk to the center of the reception area. He doesn’t quite get my meaning, and he spins us both, and I grab onto his hand and twist myself around. 
 
    And, because this is my life, my heel gets caught in a crack along the cement walkway. The heel doesn’t break completely, but it’s not quite glued to my shoe the same way it was before. 
 
    Great. 
 
    Just what I need. 
 
    A broken shoe at the start of the reception as I trip in front of the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in my life and, of course, the entire group gathered to celebrate my brother’s wedding.  
 
    Luke catches me at the last second, and it almost looks like I didn’t totally take a spill as I wind up tight in his arms. I cling to his shoulders, and our eyes meet—his worried as I nearly topple to the ground, and mine probably rabid like a damn wild animal as I look upon the object of my lust who just saved me from a really embarrassing fall. 
 
    Now I’m in his arms and I want to kiss him but every-freaking-body in the room is watching us. 
 
    I’m shaky, somewhat from the almost-fall but more from being so close to Luke. He straightens me. “You okay?” he murmurs as I suck in a deep breath, still clinging to him and really just getting a mouthful of his cologne.  
 
    It sounds grosser than it is. It’s fucking magic. 
 
    I want to lick his neck. 
 
    “Fine,” I gasp, and then we’re supposed to part so we can each walk up the stairs toward our seats on the platform over the pool. 
 
    Thankfully there’s a railing behind our chairs, because I sure as hell would fall right into the water with the way my knees are trembling. 
 
    I glance over and find Luke smiling at me as we each take our place, and God that smile just gets me every time. I can’t tell if he’s smiling at me or laughing at me. I tell myself it’s a reassuring, friendly smile. If I tell myself he’s laughing at me, well, I’m not sure my fragile ego could actually take that. 
 
    My knees bang together as I think of his smile. I grip the back of the chair in front of me as I stand, and then the bride and groom are announced so eyes aren’t on the two of us anymore. Thank God. 
 
    I exhale a long breath and try to regain my composure, but literally falling into Luke’s arms sure threw me off balance. I keep my eyes on Nicki and Josh even though I want to look over. I feel like he’s looking at me. The side of my face burns with his gaze, but when I glance over, he’s looking at the happy couple dancing their way across the floor just as he should be. 
 
    He said I’m off-limits to him...but he’s not off-limits to me. 
 
    He’s about to become my new roommate. I’m going to have to just get past the bragging thing, though it still sort of makes him out to be an asshole. But he’s not. He seems like a good guy, barring that one indiscretion of bragging about a one-night stand in the middle of a Starbucks. 
 
    Which was even dumber on his part considering he’s a professional football player and anyone could’ve overheard. He’s lucky it was just me. 
 
    We already know we’re fire beneath the sheets...though I still want to know why he jetted out afterward. 
 
    And maybe, just maybe, I’ll have a drink or two tonight and get up the nerve to actually ask him.

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    He holds me as we sway to the romantic song, and I’m about a millisecond from resting my head on his shoulder, but I force myself not to. 
 
    Dancing with him just feels so...right. 
 
    Except when my heel keeps catching on the dance floor. It still hasn’t broken off completely, but it’s not doing well. I’m doing my best to ignore it. 
 
    I’m clouded by the wine I’ve had, which is just about the perfect place to be, and I want him again. So badly I can taste it. Or him. 
 
    Our bodies move in tandem, sort of like they did when he had me shoved up against a window (except not naked and not from behind), and the whole setting is a backdrop for the start of something really romantic. 
 
    I draw in a deep breath, and then I move back and look him in the eye. His are heated, but maybe that’s just how they always look and I’m imagining things. Or it’s possible the wine is clouding my judgment. “Can I ask you something?” I say softly. 
 
    One of his brows dips and it’s freaking adorable. “Sure.” His tone is hesitant. 
 
    “Why’d you run out on me after we had such a nice time?” 
 
    “On Thursday?” he asks. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I needed to get home to take care of some things.” 
 
    Well that’s sure as hell a non-answer if I’ve ever heard one. 
 
    “How long ago did you and your ex end things?” I ask next. He said a couple months, and even though he said he’s over her, he might just need more time. And if he needs time, it’s probably out of the question to even entertain the idea of being with him...not that he’s given me any indication at all that he’s on board with that idea. 
 
    He looks down at me, his face blank. “You’re full of questions.” 
 
    “I guess I just...I don’t know.” I blink, and then I confess, “I’d like to get to know the guy I’m about to be living with.” 
 
    “Your brother kind of made it sound like we’d each stick to our own sides of my house.” His eyes are on mine, and maybe I don’t know him at all, but I can still see a little twinkle there. He’s teasing me even though his words indicate otherwise. He seems like he’s hard to read, but I think I’m starting to figure him out. 
 
    “Is that what you want?” I ask, my voice low as I’m not really sure how he’ll answer. 
 
    He hitches up a shoulder, and maybe I’m not figuring him out at all. Then he sighs. “My divorce was official a little over four years ago. My most recent ex and I ended things a few months ago.” 
 
    Aha! So an ex-wife and an ex-girlfriend. That answers that question. “Well, you already know about my most recent ex.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Yeah, you mentioned him.” 
 
    “I was twenty-one when your divorce was official. Possibly twenty.” 
 
    He chuckles. “You’re young. You never mentioned your age before.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Thirty-one. Fucking ancient for a football player.” 
 
    I raise a brow, and then there goes my filter because why the hell would I want to point these things out to him when I’m trying to convince him we belong together? That’s right. Because of wine. “You’re six years older than me. That means when you started high school, I was around eight. When you started college, I was probably twelve.” 
 
    “And when I was drafted into the league, you were learning how to drive a car,” he finishes. 
 
    “It’s not that big a difference. Not now, anyway. I feel like once you start your career and become an adult, ages don’t really matter.” 
 
    “That’s when life experience starts to matter instead. I’ve been in the league nine years. I’ve been married and divorced. I’ve had multiple relationships that have shown me what I want out of life. What do you want out of life?” 
 
    Would it be inappropriate to say you here? Probably so. I’m showing my age and my sheltered life. I barely know this guy and the hopeless romantic in me is already head over heels. I need to put a pin in that. I open my mouth to answer when the song changes and the bridal party dance is over. Josh slings an arm around Luke’s neck, forcing me out of his arms. 
 
    I don’t know if I’ll get the chance to be back in them. 
 
    “The groomsmen are heading outside,” Josh says, and I roll my eyes. It’s his secret code for letting Luke know it’s time to go to the other side of the pool area to smoke cigars, which is about the grossest thing in the world.  
 
    I wrinkle my nose in disgust, and to my surprise, Luke does, too.  
 
    “We already are outside, dude,” he says.  
 
    Josh laughs. “I knew you’d say that, but come anyway. You don’t have to smoke.” 
 
    He heaves out a breath. “Fine. But when I’m coughing at workouts Monday morning, I’m telling coach it’s your fault.” 
 
    “Coach isn’t expecting us on Monday,” Josh says. 
 
    “I’ll still be there.” 
 
    “Of course you will,” my brother mutters, and it’s another tiny insight into Luke’s personality. 
 
    He’s the kind of guy who will show up no matter what. He cares about his body—both what he puts into it and taking care of it. That’s probably why it’s utter perfection. 
 
    He heads off with my brother, and I take it as my cue to head back to my chair to sit for a few minutes. As I walk up the steps toward my seat, though, I forget about my semi-broken heel. 
 
    I stumble on a step and completely lose my balance. Instead of falling backward into the railing, though, I fall forward. 
 
    And falling forward off the steps means I don’t just trip and fall onto the stairs. No, of course not. That would be too easy. That would be too dry. 
 
    Instead, I fall right into the damn swimming pool. 
 
    I hear the gasps from dry land only when my submerged head finds the surface.  
 
    I wipe the water out of my eyes, smearing my make-up beyond recognition. One of the fake lashes I was wearing is on my fingertips when I pull my hand away. I feel the other one sticking right to my cheek, and I peel it off. 
 
    Someone else yells, and a few people start laughing, and then a crowd gathers to watch the clumsy, very wet maid of honor as she frantically and futilely tries to make her way toward the stairs to get out of the pool. 
 
    It’s not like it’s deep. I’m only in three or four feet of water, and I can stand. 
 
    But what I didn’t think I even needed to account for was how freaking heavy the layers of tulle and silk would become when submerged in water. 
 
    I’m still wearing my heels, and one is definitely broken now, as I try to walk across the pool, but it’s like I’m stuck in quicksand. People are watching, but no one seems to know what the hell to do to help the idiot in the water without getting wet themselves. 
 
    And then I’m engulfed by a wave as someone else splashes into the water. 
 
    When I wipe the water and the surprise away from my eyes, I spot who it is. 
 
    And when he comes up out of the water—still in his tux, though he removed the jacket to jump into the pool to save me—our eyes meet. Mine must surely be racoon eyes with makeup bleeding in every direction, but he looks worried. Well, and he also looks like a goddamn fairy tale merman as he emerges from the water, the water glistening on his glowing skin like droplets that want to cling on for dear life because once they drop off, they don’t get to be close to him anymore. 
 
    I know the feeling. 
 
    He reaches for me and hooks an arm around my waist, and then he helps me walk over to the steps. He gathers the weighty part of the dress in his arms, and then he squeezes it to get some of the moisture out with each step I take up and out of the water. 
 
    I feel this weird mix of completely awful that I ruined my brother’s reception and totally elated that Hot Luke was the one who jumped in to save me. 
 
    I’m leaning more toward elated, though. 
 
    Because the moment I met Hot Luke, I’m pretty sure my fairy tale began. 
 
    I can’t wait to see where it leads next. 
 
      
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The guests all clap when we’re both out of the pool, and some attendants who work for the hotel bring us towels to dry off. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Nicki asks as I wrap a towel around my wet hair and use another one to rub away some of the bleeding makeup under my eyes. I look at the towel where I did my work. It’s black. 
 
    I must look like a freaking disaster right now. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay,” I mutter. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I glance over at Luke. He does not look like a freaking disaster. 
 
    In fact, he looks somehow even more gorgeous. Water drips from his dark hair, which is semi-slicked back but too short to hold the slick so it just sticks up in perfect disarray, and his white shirt clings to his stomach, showcasing his washboard abs for everyone lucky enough to catch a glimpse. 
 
    My one-night stand. 
 
    My brother’s best friend. 
 
    My hero. 
 
    My new roommate. 
 
    I sigh softly. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Nicki asks. “Did someone push you?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that,” I say. “I tripped. My heel was a little wobbly and I fell while I was walking up the stairs.” 
 
    “Only you, Ellie, I swear,” Josh says as he laughs, and it’s total déjà vu as I’m transported to the last time he said those exact same words to me less than a week ago when Todd dumped me and I was fired in the same day. To be fair, it’s a phrase he uses quite a bit around me. 
 
    “The bride and groom will now be cutting the cake,” the deejay announces, and thankfully that takes the eyes off Luke and me. 
 
    I don’t want to miss them cutting the cake or any of the other traditions at a wedding, but I’m soaked and this dress isn’t getting any lighter and I’m fucking mortified. “I’m going to go dry off and change,” I tell Nicki, and I start heading in toward the hotel.  
 
    “Wait up,” Luke says from right behind me. “I’ll go, too.” He grabs his shoes, which he took off to dive in to save me, and we walk together toward the building. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks softly. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” I say. “Just embarrassed. Thanks for helping me.” 
 
    He laughs. “Someone had to. You were flailing around in there, spinning in circles like you didn’t know which way was out.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, could’ve been anyone, and it had to be you,” I mutter. The automatic doors open and we step through and head toward the elevator. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” He presses the button for the elevator. 
 
    I blink, and I debate how much to say, and then I realize...screw it. I’m starting over in a new city. I have no job, no place of my own, no friends out here. I have nothing to lose by being perfectly honest except for some awkwardness with my new roommate, but you know what? Awkwardness never killed anybody. Did it? 
 
    I shake my head. He glances down at me with furrowed brows, and hell if it isn’t the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. “I like you, Luke. And you keep doing things and saying things to make me like you more. But you already told me I’m forbidden fruit, and I’m trying so damn hard to act like you’re not the Prince Charming of the ultimate fairy tale, but you just keep proving that you are.” 
 
    I’m babbling, and I realize that. 
 
    He pulls me into his arms. “It’s okay,” he soothes, rubbing circles on my back. 
 
    My face is pressed to his chest. His hard, firm chest. “See?” I say, my face smashed against his wet shirt, muffling my voice. “Even this is Prince Charming material.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet, Sexy Ellie,” he says softly. He presses a soft kiss to the top of my head. “I promise you, I’m no prince.” 
 
    The elevator doors open, breaking up our intimate moment, and we pull apart to step on. It’s a fairly full car, and we draw curious glances from the others as two wet people dressed up in their finest hop on board. 
 
    “Can you believe I fell in the pool and she jumped in to save me?” he says to the quiet car full of strangers, and awkward laughter erupts. 
 
    I smack him in the shoulder, laughing at him. The doors open and he gets off on the forty-third floor. “I’ll come get you when I’m done,” he says before the doors close, and I ride up to floor forty-seven as I wonder how long I’ll be waiting for him—or if he’ll move quickly and be waiting on me. 
 
    When I get to the mirror, I find that the damage is even worse than I imagined. 
 
    I scrub my face clean. I can start over on my make-up once I get this damn heavy dress off. 
 
    I take a quick body shower to get the chlorine off, not daring to mess with the rat nest that’s my hair. I’ll need a little time to get the pins out of the wet mess. 
 
    I’m just toweling dry when there’s a knock at the door. I think we can all guess who it is. 
 
    Of course I’m in my towel and not dressed yet when he shows up. Why would it be any other way? 
 
    But you know what? I want him, and I want him to want me back. 
 
    And seeing a girl that he had sex with clad only in a teeny-tiny hotel towel has to be at least a little tempting, right? 
 
    I see the fluffy hotel robe on my way by the closet to answer the door, and I take all of a millisecond to ignore that it’s even there. A flimsy towel that barely covers the goodie bits versus a huge fluffy robe? If I’m going for temptation, the flimsy towel wins. 
 
    I throw open the door, and it’s not Luke at all. 
 
    Guess those little peephole thingies come in handy. 
 
    It’s. 
 
    My. 
 
    Dad. 
 
    “Oh, gosh, Ellie!” He shields his eyes. “I’m sorry!” 
 
    “No, Dad, don’t be,” I mutter. “I’m the one who’s sorry.” My face burns as I realize I nearly flashed my own father all the goods, and that is when Hot Luke decides to show up at my door. 
 
    Dry as a bone. 
 
    Hair restyled perfectly. 
 
    Wearing a suit that’s not a tux but that still makes him look hella delish. 
 
    And once again, catching me in a completely and totally embarrassing situation. 
 
    “Were you expecting someone else?” my dad asks, completely oblivious to the fact that Luke is standing directly behind him. 
 
    “No!” I exclaim, trying to think fast. “I, uh, figured it was Nicki or one of the other bridesmaids checking up on me.” 
 
    “Well it’s me checking up on you,” he says. 
 
    “I came to check on you, too,” Luke says smoothly, finally alerting my dad to the fact that he’s standing there. 
 
    “I’m fine. But please, everyone, come on in.” I open the door, and both my dad and Luke walk in. My cheeks burn as Luke’s eyes move straight to the window where he had me bent over as he banged into me from behind. 
 
    He glances at me and raises a brow, and I want to just curl into a ball and die right about now. 
 
    I rummage through my suitcase and I find dry underwear. I turn to the closet for the black dress I packed as a just in case, and then I lock myself in the bathroom.  
 
    So much for seducing Luke. 
 
    I put on a light smattering of make-up, unpin my hair as quickly as I can, spray about a gallon of detangler on it, and try to comb it out. Ultimately I twist it into a bun and call it good. The pictures have already been taken, so it’s not like I’ll be ruining those with this fresh new look straight from the depths of hell. 
 
    I pair my dress with black flats because hell if I’m getting back into heels, and then I turn to my dad and Luke, who seem to be shooting the shit, and I say, “Ready?” 
 
    This is not exactly how I planned for the last ten minutes to go, but it is what it is. 
 
    The elevator ride down to the reception is not quite as exciting as the ride up, and when we emerge back into the pool area, everyone has basically forgotten the poor girl who fell into the pool and the hot football megastar who saved her. 
 
    But I didn’t forget. 
 
    He may have told me he’s no prince, but I beg to differ. Or, at the very least, I want to find out for myself.

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Luke runs off to be with the guys, and there aren’t any more organized dances where I get the shot to be close to him, so instead I hang with Jen. She’s also here without a date, so we’re just two single bridesmaids chatting about when in the hell it’ll be our turn to wear the white dress. 
 
    We eat cake and we drink wine and we fight over the bouquet when Nicki tosses it. I’m not the one who catches it, for the record. Delia is. 
 
    So at least one fairy tale cliché skips past me. 
 
    By the time I slide into my bed (all alone, as planned from the start even though I had hope things would turn out differently), I’m freaking exhausted. 
 
    I wonder where Luke is. I wonder if he’s still awake.  
 
    I wonder if he’s thinking about me the way I’m thinking about him. 
 
    I force the thought away. But he did save me today, and it felt like more than friendship. 
 
    I shoot off a text since I have his number now. 
 
    Me: Thanks for saving me today. 
 
    His reply comes a few minutes later. 
 
    Luke: Happy to help. 
 
    I try to decode some hidden meaning in those three words, but I’m pretty sure there isn’t any. He’s just a nice guy who was helping out the clumsy girl who fell in the water. 
 
    I’m not sure why that makes me a little sad. 
 
    In the morning, my first thought when I wake is of Luke. I think I even dreamed of him. 
 
    I wake up with a new tenacity. He told me no—multiple times—and maybe it’s time I actually listen. I do, after all, still have to live with him, and it would probably be in my best interest to respect his wishes even though I’m still sure we belong together.  
 
    I can’t be the only one who feels it. 
 
    That one night we shared was more than a spark. It was a freaking volcano. 
 
    What I’m feeling now is the aftershocks, I think. Sparks here and there from the fiery lava that isn’t even starting to cool. 
 
    I don’t imagine I’ll see him this morning since immediate family is supposed to gather for brunch. It’s being held in a special suite where the staff brought all the presents last night so we can watch the happy couple open their gifts. I’ll also be responsible for recording who got them what so they can churn out their thank you cards after the honeymoon. 
 
    When I get to the suite and knock on the door, want to venture a guess as to who opens it? 
 
    Not someone in my immediate family, that’s for sure. 
 
    Thank God I opted for a shower this morning, though if I’d have known Hot Luke was going to be here, I might’ve put forth a little more effort. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m supposed to help with the gifts,” he says. 
 
    “I’m the sister.” The words tumble out of my mouth, and it’s about the dumbest thing I can think of to say, but it’s also the only thing I can think of to say. 
 
    “Yeah, I sort of got that. And the bride’s best friend. So you’re basically doubly responsible for being here.” 
 
    I laugh. “I don’t know why I said that. I just...wasn’t expecting to see you this morning, I guess.” 
 
    He shoots me a tight, fake smile. “Well surprise!” He holds his hands out and waves them around before he opens the door wider to let me in, and I practically run past him. In one corner there’s a table overflowing with gifts. This is going to take all damn day. 
 
    Nicki and Josh are giggling with their heads bent close together near the buffet table, and my mom and dad are talking to Nicki’s parents. Nicki’s little brother has his face in his phone on the couch, and the only other people here are Luke and me. 
 
    So even if I wanted to talk to someone aside from Luke Dalton, it looks like my only options are interrupting the newlyweds, walking into a conversation between parents, or sitting next to the seventeen-year-old kid who came along as a surprise eight years after Nicki was born. 
 
    I heave out a breath and opt for the simplest answer: the buffet table. 
 
    “Good morning,” I say brightly, interrupting newlywed giggles which are probably sexual in nature given Nicki’s rosy cheeks, but I don’t ask, and I don’t want to know. 
 
    “Hey,” Josh says, his eyes never leaving his wife. 
 
    His wife. God, it’s weird that Josh is freaking married now. He’s a husband.  
 
    That’s going to take some getting used to. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll just sneak past you and grab some food,” I say wholly to myself since they’re still wrapped up in their own little world. 
 
    I fill my plate with eggs and fruit, and then I sit by myself at one of the little tables. 
 
    I glance up and see Luke approaching. 
 
    I can’t seem to escape this guy. I’m also not sure I want to, but he’s made it pretty clear he’s not interested beyond the one night we shared. 
 
    “Looks like we’re each other’s best option for brunch entertainment,” he says softly as he pulls out a chair beside me and slides into it. 
 
    I give him a wry smile. “Thanks for checking everyone else off the list first.” 
 
    “To be fair, you definitely did the same thing but also eliminated me from your list when you came over here to sit by yourself with your lonely plate of food.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes to a glare and stick a giant piece of watermelon in my mouth. I’m sure I look very attractive as I attempt to chomp it down to a normal sized piece of food. 
 
    His brows dip down. “Why the change of heart?” 
 
    I raise a brow. “You liked it better when I kept tripping over myself to get to you?” 
 
    He glances down at the table. “I wouldn’t say that, exactly, but yesterday you were at least friendly toward me.” 
 
    “I’m still friendly. I just realized that you don’t like me the way I like you, so I need to put a pin in it.” I help myself to another huge piece of watermelon. 
 
    “Yeah, I do like you the same way, Ellie,” he says, and there’s something really illicit about the way he says the words in a quiet, husky voice that’s just for me. He glances around, and everyone else is still occupied in their own conversations. Over here, we just look like we’re two people having a chat. 
 
    But it feels like a lot more as my heart races at his words. 
 
    My eyes meet his, and his burn at me with the same fire they did on our single night together. 
 
    “I’d go back on my word to your brother if I thought I was right for you,” he says softly. “I think most of what he said was in jest, anyway. But that’s the thing. I’m not right for you. You’re young, and you want the fairy tale happy ending with your Prince Charming. I’m a divorced, slightly older and definitely more cynical guy who thinks those make-believe stories are for children.” 
 
    My chest feels hollow at his words. “Oh.” The single word is all that comes out of my mouth, though my mind races. 
 
    “It’ll be easier to live together if we’re just friends,” he says. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. I know. Friends. And we still think this living together thing is a good idea?” 
 
    “I thought it was a terrible idea from the start, but I agreed anyway since it was for your brother,” he says, gently pushing my shoulder the way an old pal would. “And I think if we back out now, they’ll know something’s up. So we’re kind of stuck, don’t you think?” He pauses as he lets me mull that over, and then he says, “I’m going to go grab some food.” 
 
    I press my lips together and stare down at my plate while he gets up. I brush away that deflated feeling that pings through my chest. 
 
    He’s cynical and he thinks fairy tales are make-believe stories for children? 
 
    Enter Ellie. 
 
    We may not end up together, but that doesn’t mean I can’t help him lighten up a tad in the meantime. He said it’ll be easier to live together if we’re friends, and I intend to become his actual friend...not just his best friend’s little sister. 
 
    He returns with his plate of food that’s mounded with more calories than I eat in a day and sits. “So, friend, which football team do you scream for on Sundays?” 
 
    I raise a brow. “The Aces?” 
 
    He chuckles and shovels in some eggs. “Right answer, but I doubt the sincerity when it sounds like a question.” 
 
    “I’m not actually a football fan,” I admit.  
 
    He looks at me in horror, like he didn’t know such a creature actually existed. 
 
    What can I say? I’m a freaking unicorn. 
 
    I glance around to make sure everyone else is out of hearing distance. “Probably also the reason why I didn’t know who you were the night we met.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, it all makes sense now. Everyone knows Luke motherfuckin’ Dalton.” 
 
    I laugh. “What position do you play?” 
 
    “Wide receiver.” 
 
    “So the same as Josh?” I ask. 
 
    He nods and raises a brow. “Impressive that you know that. Do you even watch the games?” 
 
    “I do,” I say. “But, like, I have them on. I wouldn’t say I pay attention to them. I guess I’ve just been around it my whole life. Josh has played since peewee league and my parents dragged me along to every game. I think I rebelled a little and decided from a young age that I just didn’t care. Then he had to go pro and put my knowledge of the game to embarrassing shame.” 
 
    “I’ll teach you,” he says. 
 
    “I don’t want to learn,” I fire back. 
 
    He laughs. “You’re so...feisty. It’s charming, hilarious, and hot all at the same time.” 
 
    “Getting a little close to the line there, friend,” I warn. 
 
    “Touché. My apologies. But I will impart some knowledge on you whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Fine,” I challenge. “Then I’ll teach you not to be such a cynical non-believer of fairy tales.” 
 
    “So what do you do while the game’s on, then?” he asks. 
 
    I laugh. “Usually I work. Now that I don’t have a job, I’ll probably read.” 
 
    “Let me guess...something where they all live happily ever after?” 
 
    “Naturally,” I say lightly. He’s teasing me, but I refuse to be embarrassed for liking what I like. 
 
    My dad clinks a glass with a spoon to get everyone’s attention. “Thank you all for being here this morning,” he begins. “Josh and Nicole are ready to open their gifts. If you could all take your places, we can get started.” 
 
    I glance at my plate. I’ve barely eaten anything, favoring instead the conversation with the hot guy sitting next to me. But maid of honor duties call. 
 
    Luke’s shoveling in the sausage left on his plate, so I shovel in some eggs before I head over to Nicki. She hands me a pad of paper and a few pens. “Write what the gift is on the back of the card. The paper’s for notes if you need to make any or if we can’t find a card. And thank you.” 
 
    “Of course. Happy to help.” I repeat the words Luke texted to me last night after I thanked him for saving me in the pool. I sit back in the chair by my food, lonely now beside Luke’s half-empty plate. He’s talking to my mom in a corner of the room. 
 
    He comes back and sits to eat some more. 
 
    “What’s your job here?” I ask. 
 
    “Help move the heavy stuff.” 
 
    We watch as the happy couple tears the paper off wineglasses and kitchen utensils and picture frames. It’s all the standard, cliché stuff they registered for even though they already have everything they could ever need due to my brother’s healthy paychecks. But, according to Nicki’s mom, everyone likes to bring a present to a wedding, so they still registered. 
 
    Once it’s all over and my hand is stiff from writing every gift on the back of every card, it’s time to check out of this hotel and the room where I was banged up against a window by Hot Luke. 
 
    And that means it’s time to move in with my new roommate. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    The presents are split between five different cars, and we’re all heading back toward Josh and Nicki’s house to help unload before I move into Luke’s place. 
 
    I still can’t believe I’m doing this. 
 
    My heart thumps harder and faster with each present we unload. I’m getting nervous about actually moving in with him. Before, it was just this abstract idea set sometime in the future. 
 
    It’s real now. And it’s happening. 
 
    It’s a temporary solution, but it’s not like I’ll move out in a few days. I don’t even have a job yet. I haven’t even looked for a job yet. 
 
    And it’s not just all that making me nervous. 
 
    I recall him saying something about someone named Pepper. I’m still wondering who the hell that might be and whether the hell I’ll get to meet her today. 
 
    Once everything is unloaded and we’re standing in the driveway after saying goodbye to all the parents, who headed back to the hotel for a day of relaxing by the pool, Josh grins at me. “You ready to see your new place?” 
 
    I raise a brow, and Luke walks literally across the street and holds his arms out wide in a driveway that leads up to another stately mansion. 
 
    First things first. What the hell does a single guy need a house like that for? It’s as big as my brother’s. 
 
    And second, well, when Josh first told me his friend lived across the street from him, I sort of assumed he meant across a major cross street...not literally ten steps away. Not where he could look out his window and have a peek into Luke’s place if the blinds are open.  
 
    “Wow, you weren’t kidding about across the street,” I say. 
 
    “Close enough to hear the construction on our renovations that’ll surely start at the crack of dawn, but far enough that you won’t be able to hear Nicki and me banging it out before we head to Fiji.” Josh shoots me a smirk. 
 
    “Gross, Josh,” I say, wrinkling my nose. 
 
    He grins and holds up his hands innocently. “Let’s get you moved in.” 
 
    It doesn’t take much—just rolling my two suitcases across the street, really, which I could do by myself, but Josh and Luke each take one. 
 
    Luke opens the heavy wooden front door, and I hesitate on the front porch. 
 
    “You need anything else?” Josh asks beside me. Clearly he’s anxious to get back to his new wife, who’s probably already naked on their kitchen counter or something even more disgusting I don’t want to think about. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “All right, then. You two have fun, and if you need anything, I’ll be busy across the street so find someone else to bother.” He laughs and Luke flips him the bird just before he turns to walk away. He flips it back. “I love both of you,” he says as he runs back across the street to his house. 
 
    “Come on in and I’ll show you around,” Luke says, but before he opens the door, we both hear a voice. 
 
    “Luke?” 
 
    It sounds like an elderly woman, and Luke faces the door and closes his eyes for a beat. He draws in a deep breath with his nose and exhales out his mouth before he turns around. 
 
    “Hey, Mrs. Adams,” he says. 
 
    “Oh, Luke, you know I want you to call me Dorothy,” a petite older woman with short white curls on her head and glasses perched on her nose says. She walks with a cane and moves just short of the bottom step of Luke’s porch. 
 
    “Dorothy,” he corrects himself. “How are you today?” 
 
    “Just stopping by to see who this pretty lady is and why she’s walking into your house with suitcases.” 
 
    I giggle. This woman is nosy, and she ain’t shy about it. “I’m Ellie,” I say. 
 
    Her eyes dart to me and seem to narrow a bit, like she’s checking me out and judging whether I’m good enough to be in Luke’s presence. 
 
    “She’s Josh Nolan’s sister and she’s going to be staying with me a while,” Luke says. “She’s new to town and you better be nice to her.” 
 
    “I’m nice to everybody!” she protests, and Luke laughs. “Why aren’t you staying with Josh if he’s your brother?” 
 
    I laugh. “They’re doing some renovations.” It’s the simplest answer for a nosy neighbor, and it’ll give her something new to spy on. 
 
    “What are your intentions with my Lukey?” she asks me. 
 
    I’d love to bang him into oblivion. 
 
    I don’t say those words. Obviously. 
 
    “He’s been generous enough to offer me a place to stay for a while. That’s all,” I say. 
 
    Dorothy raises a brow. “That better be all,” she says, pointing her cane at me. “Because I’m the only lady allowed to sit on that lap.” 
 
    My eyes widen and Luke coughs uncomfortably. “Okay, Mrs. Adams, we need to get inside. But we’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Yes, dear. My granddaughter will be in town in a couple weeks and she’d love to see you again.” 
 
    Luke shoots her a smile and nods, and then he rushes to unlock the door and open it. 
 
    “Nice meeting you,” I say to Dorothy, and I wiggle my fingers. 
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” she mutters, and Luke ushers me in and closes the door before she gets a chance to say more. 
 
    I step into a round grand entry, and this house is just as ridiculous as my brother’s. A staircase with fancy iron railings sprawls in front of me, circling up to the second floor. When I look straight up, though, there’s a circular skylight letting the sunshine into the entry, giving the effect of daylight inside. It’s bright and white and not at all what I was expecting. 
 
    “So that’s my neighbor, Dorothy Adams,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah, I gathered that. She gets to sit on your lap?” 
 
    I swear his cheeks turn a little pink, and he shrugs. “She’s always been a little, uh...openly flirtatious with me. She’s always asking me to fix shit at her house or open a jar of pickles. Then she either moans or makes comments the entire time I’m working.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that make you uncomfortable?” I ask. 
 
    “Incredibly. But she’s a little old lady with no family around, so I do what I can to help.” 
 
    Aha! Another insight into Luke Dalton. 
 
    He’s not a douchebag. He helps old women even though they’re inappropriate with him. 
 
    Instead of harping on that point, I glance around at the entryway. “Why do you need such a ridiculously enormous house?” 
 
    He laughs. “I don’t. Brutal honesty, my ex-wife picked it out. She was always much more into showing her status than I was, only a small part of why we’re no longer together.” 
 
    “And she didn’t get to keep it?” 
 
    He raises his brows and shoots me a sly smile. “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Why haven’t you moved?” I ask. 
 
    He hitches up a shoulder. “Mostly for convenience, to be honest. But also for the backyard.” He points awkwardly. “So this is the staircase, and that’s upstairs.” 
 
    I giggle. It’s about as stupid a statement as when I said I’m the sister earlier. “I figured. How many bedrooms are up there?” 
 
    He squints as he looks up. “Technically there’s six, but I’ve converted a few of them. Follow me.” We walk through the massive entry to a hallway that leads into the kitchen. 
 
    This isn’t just a kitchen, though. 
 
    If I was a chef, this kitchen would be a freaking dream. Hell, it is a dream, and while I’m not a chef, I sort of know my way around the kitchen. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathe as I look at the endless black quartz countertops with little sparkles in them and the white cabinets and the gray walls with a white subway tile backsplash. It’s just so...massive. Imposing. Beautiful. 
 
    He points toward the room connected to the kitchen. “That’s family room number one.” 
 
    “Number one?” I ask, and he nods. 
 
    “I have two. Plus a massage room, a fitness room, a home theater, a study, two offices, a yard overlooking the mountains with a pool, a pool house that doubles as a weight and workout room, and some sports courts.” 
 
    I stare at him with my jaw hanging open. I’m sure I look like an idiot, but this is where I’m living? No wonder why Josh said I wouldn’t even have to see Luke. I probably won’t with all this space. 
 
    “Sports courts?” I echo...never mind the freaking massage room. Does that come staffed? I’m not opposed to Luke just rubbing some oil on me. 
 
    He nods. “A full basketball court, a tennis court, and I had a customized field put in with turf so I could run drills in the off-season. The patio has some workout equipment, too. You’re welcome to use anything. I have a small house staff. Sheila comes in Monday and Thursday to clean. Debbie comes by a few times a week to cook. Handyman Cam swings by once a week for pool maintenance and whatever else I need him for. So if you see these people around, they’re all supposed to be here.” 
 
    I follow him through the house as I try to gain my bearings. This is like a freaking orientation. 
 
    We stop in front of a closed door. “Ready for this?” he asks, and I shake my head as my eyes widen. I don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to be preparing for. 
 
    He opens the door, and a wild beast lunges at him. Okay, maybe not a wild beast, but an adorably cute puppy who’s very excited to see her owner. 
 
    Luke just laughs as the dog licks his arms, and then he says, “Pepper, sit.” 
 
    Pepper. 
 
    Oh my God. Pepper wasn’t some side chick at all! She’s his freaking dog! 
 
    I feel a little better. I survey the room. It’s the other family room, and it has a few couches and a television. Dog beds and toys are scattered around the room with a crate in the corner, dog bowls, and a doggie door that looks like it leads to a fenced side yard with grass. It’s a dog’s paradise, honestly. 
 
    “Ellie, I’d like to introduce you to Pepper, the current love of my life.” He scratches her under her chin, and the dog sits patiently and wags her tail. “Do you like dogs?” he asks me. 
 
    I nod and kneel down. “How old is she?” She lunges for me, but Luke holds her back. 
 
    “Calm, Pepper,” he says to the dog, and then he turns to me. “She’s four months.” 
 
    “And what kind is she?” I try to guess, but I’m at a loss. She’s some kind of mix with multi-colored black, tan, and white fur, and she has blue eyes. She’s possibly the cutest little thing I’ve ever seen...but she’s actually not so little. 
 
    “A Goberian,” he says, like I’m supposed to know what the hell that is. 
 
    “A Go-what now?” 
 
    “Golden Retriever mixed with a Siberian Husky. She could get up to ninety pounds, but she’s supposed to have all the best traits from both breeds.” 
 
    “How long have you had her?” 
 
    “Just picked her up a few weeks ago. Josh talked me into getting her.” He laughs and shakes his head, like he’s blaming my brother but actually isn’t so mad about it. “And, incidentally, she’s the reason I needed to jet out so quickly after our night together. My dog monitor app showed me she got out of her cage and this room was a damn disaster.” 
 
    I blush as he brings up that night, and I wonder if I’ll always feel a little embarrassed about it. It was a night that should’ve only left one impression, but neither of us had any idea that we’d meet again. Or that we’d end up as roommates less than seventy-two short hours after we met. 
 
    God, what a whirlwind three days it has been. 
 
    He shows me the sports courts and the outdoor living space and he takes me through the rest of the house. He leads me up the stairs, past some closed doors, and to the last room on the left. “This will be your room,” he says. 
 
    He opens the door to a pristine and lavish guest room that overlooks the pool and the mountains. It has a huge bed with white sheets, a walk-in closet, and its own bathroom. 
 
    “Will this work?” he asks, and he almost seems a little...shy. Maybe even nervous. Like I’m judging his house. 
 
    “Will it work?” I repeat. I skip around the giant room and use one of the poles holding up the canopy over the bed to spin around—which probably makes me look like I’m a stripper rather than the whimsical look I’m going for. “Uh, hell yeah it’ll work. How long did you say I could stay?” 
 
    He laughs, but before he can answer that, I chime back in. 
 
    “I’m kidding. I’m planning to start looking for a job tomorrow, and as soon as I get that squared away, then I’m hoping to find a place and get out of your hair ASAP.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” he says softly, and his eyes burn from across the room by the door where he stands. “Take your time. It’s a big house and most days it feels pretty empty.” 
 
    Hence the reason for a dog, I’m guessing. Josh is definitely the meddling type who would make sure his friend didn’t feel all alone in the gargantuan mansion across the street. 
 
    “You want something to eat?” he asks. 
 
    I nod, and then I follow him through the long hallway, down the marble and iron staircase, across the foyer, and finally to the kitchen. I note that he only showed me my bedroom. He didn’t show me his or any of the others that had closed doors. 
 
    “Hey Pepper girl,” he says to the dog, who’s lying in the sun by the huge breakfast nook that’s more like a dining room. “Let’s see what Debbie left for us.” 
 
    “Why’d you name her Pepper?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s the leading lady in my favorite movie,” he says. 
 
    My brows dip down. I can’t think of any movies with Peppers in them. 
 
    “Iron Man,” he clarifies. He rummages through the fridge and I pull out a stool on the other side of the counter from him and plop down. “We have bacon turkey ranch wraps or chicken salad sandwiches.” 
 
    “Either. Can I help?” 
 
    He shakes his head and pulls out a container with the wraps in it. He grabs some plates and puts one in front of me and one in front of the spot next to me. “Drink?” 
 
    “Water is fine.” 
 
    He grabs water, too, and then he sits next to me. 
 
    “So, Ellie, what kind of job are you looking for?” he asks. 
 
    “Public relations. Or, that was my field, anyway.” 
 
    “What’s the end-goal there?” He sips some water, and my eyes move to his lips as his tongue darts out to catch a drop. 
 
    An ache presses between my thighs. 
 
    I blow out a breath. “I mean, ultimately I would have loved to work my way up to higher profile celebrity clients.” 
 
    “Well your roommate is a pro football player,” he casually points out. 
 
    I roll my eyes. I suppose he wants free PR in exchange for offering me a room? I guess it’s something I could offer, but certainly the team has a PR staff...right?  “I mean real celebrities.” 
 
    “Ouch,” he says, patting his chest over his heart.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” I say.  
 
    “Not really,” he teases with an easy laugh. “Athletes aren’t celebrities?” 
 
    My brother is an athlete. Is he a celebrity? I’ve never considered him one, but I guess the truth is that he is one. “I just mean like actors, musicians, that sort of thing. I don’t know enough about sports to represent an athlete, though if the price was right, I’d learn.” 
 
    “So money is what it’ll take for you to learn football?” He raises a brow as he takes a bite of his wrap. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “We all have our motivations, right?” Though when it comes to Luke Dalton, money is hardly the motivator. A quick flash of a smile would be enough for me to do just about anything. 
 
    And the more I think about it, the more interested I’m becoming in seeing him run around the field in those tight pants on Sunday afternoons. 
 
    Maybe I am suddenly interested in football. 
 
    “Speaking of which, I looked you up on social media and couldn’t find you. Don’t you have a PR manager or publicist?” I ask. I realize I just gave myself away, and that’s my filter malfunctioning again, but I’ve embarrassed myself around this guy so much already that I feel like I can’t really be any more mortified than I already have been. 
 
    He glances over at me with arched brows. “You looked me up?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I had to know what I was getting into when I found out you were going to be my roommate.” It’s a lie. I totally looked him up because I couldn’t stop thinking about him and I wanted to see his face again in a picture other than the one I memorized of us from the night of our hookup. “So why couldn’t I find you?” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “I’m private.” 
 
    “You can still be private and have social media.” 
 
    He takes another bite of his wrap and lifts a shoulder. “I don’t need it. I’ve gotten by fine for this long without it.” 
 
    “So you’re private, but you’re willing to have a one-night stand with a random chick from a nightclub and you’re willing to let your best friend’s little sister live with you without ever having met her?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Those events are unrelated.” 
 
    “Except they’re the same person.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but...” he trails off. “I didn’t know who you were that night, just like you didn’t know who I was. It wasn’t supposed to go past that one night, and I could tell you had no idea who I was, so that’s why you ended up being the perfect candidate. Plus that sweet ass of yours.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, but on the inside, butterflies batter around as my thighs clench together. 
 
    “And I trust Josh implicitly,” he says. “I don’t need to have met you to know you’re trustworthy to stay here for a bit if you’re cut from the same cloth as him.” 
 
    I twist my lips, conceding. “Okay. But I’ll get you to change your mind on social media.” 
 
    “Then I’ll get you to change your mind on football.” 
 
    “Guess we’ve both got work to do,” I say, and I take a bite of my wrap. 
 
    But the truth is...I don’t mind one little bit being the work he has to do. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Luke brought my suitcases up to the room that’s mine and told me to make myself at home, and so I do. 
 
    I unpack, setting some clothes in the dresser and hanging others in the closet. I even unpack my toiletries, making the bathroom mine because it sure as hell beats living out of bags.  
 
    I toss the empty suitcases in the closet and move toward the window. 
 
    I sigh as I look out over the view of the mountains. I glance down at the yard. The sun shines down on the pool surrounded by palm trees, and this Chicago native always viewed palm trees as vacation.  
 
    But this is home now. For now, anyway. 
 
    Some movement near the patio catches my eye, and when I glance in that direction, my heart races and my brain basically malfunctions. 
 
    Luke. 
 
    No shirt. 
 
    Abs. 
 
    Sweat. 
 
    Muscles. 
 
    Running on a treadmill. 
 
    Focus and discipline and heat. 
 
    Drool. (That’s me, not him.) 
 
    I blow out a breath. 
 
    So he’s not a prince? Okay, maybe I can bend my fairy tale a little. 
 
    So he’s already written me off? Okay, but if he can run on a treadmill right under my window without a shirt on, then...What? 
 
    I can walk in front of the window without a shirt on? 
 
    Maybe.  
 
    Or I can come up with other ways to tempt him. I did, after all, already share a bed with him once, and we both admitted how hot it was. I’m not saying it has to be forever, but he was into me enough to give me one night. 
 
    But it was just one night. He didn’t want more than that, and I still don’t know why. 
 
    I get it—he’s a private guy. But we’re living together now, and I’m going to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    I force myself away from the window. I can’t sit here and watch him all day or I’ll go crazy. 
 
    I reorganize my makeup in the bathroom and then I head down to the family room. I toss my phone on the counter and head to the fridge for some more water. And then I look at the television. I see some remotes on an end table, and I pick one up. 
 
    I stare at it. I can’t figure out which button is the power button, and I don’t even know if the thing I’m holding in my hand is the right remote to turn on the television. 
 
    “Television on,” I say, hoping that by some miracle that in the fanciness that is this house, technology will be on my side. 
 
    Nothing happens, but Pepper looks at me like I’m insane, her head tilted to the side and her ears perked up. 
 
    “Don’t tell your daddy I just did that,” I whisper to Pepper, and she just lets out a little whimper before resting her head on her paws. 
 
    I plop on the couch, and Pepper jumps up next to me. She settles onto the cushion beside me, turning in three circles before lying down with a heavy sigh, and I laugh at her even as I realize I have no idea if she’s supposed to be up on the furniture. She looks so cozy, though, that I don’t have the heart to make her get down. She settles her head on my thigh, and I stroke her soft fur. 
 
    Luke walks into the room through a door from outside that I honestly thought was just a big window. He’s a little sweaty and he still isn’t wearing a shirt. He chuckles when he sees me with his dog. 
 
    “You know,” he says casually, “you’re only the second woman who has met Pepper since I brought her home, but she did not like the first.” 
 
    “Who was the first?” I ask. 
 
    “My ex-wife.” 
 
    I giggle. “Sounds like you don’t much like her, either.” 
 
    He grabs a sports drink from the fridge and chugs a little of it down. “I don’t,” he says, and before I can dig a little deeper there, he offers a little more information. “We just don’t share the same values.” 
 
    “What does she value?” 
 
    “Money,” he says, his answer firm and immediate. She seems like she scarred him a little. 
 
    “And you?” I ask. 
 
    “People. Hard work. Dedication. We were opposites in that way. She didn’t care about the hard work it took to earn money, she just wanted to show off mine.” He clears his throat, chugs some more of his drink, then lowers his voice a little. “What about you, Ellie? What do you value?” 
 
    “Well, I’d say work, but I don’t have a job. But I did love what I used to do. I love when someone hands me a project and I get to take my creativity to solve a problem, so I guess I value creativity. I value my family, of course, and love.” 
 
    “Fairy tales,” he murmurs, and I chuckle. His phone rings, and he pulls it out of the band still attached to his arm. “Fuck,” he mutters. “Speak of the devil.” 
 
    He answers the call and heads out of the room, and he returns a few minutes later while I’m still petting (and conversing with) Pepper (who really hasn’t given me any insights into her hot dad). He’s freshly showered and sadly wearing a shirt. 
 
    He slides into a recliner across the room, and Pepper jumps down, leaps across the room, and jumps onto his lap. 
 
    “Traitor,” I mutter. 
 
    Luke chuckles as he pets the dog. “I can’t help that I’m her favorite human.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. Just wait until she’s fully grown and still leaping on you like that.” 
 
    An easy silence passes between us, and then I ask, “So which remote actually turns the TV on? You didn’t train me on those during orientation.” 
 
    He laughs, and then he picks up Pepper and sets her on the floor. He stands, grabs all the remotes sitting there, and tells me what each one does—something I will never, ever remember, which I admit. 
 
    My phone starts to ring on the kitchen counter, and as I move to stand, he says, “I’ll grab it for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as I juggle the remotes and set them down on the couch beside me. 
 
    He returns a few seconds later, and when he hands me my phone which he most certainly just saw, the image of the two of us that I snapped the night he left my hotel room shines brightly at me and he has a look on his face that clearly says he thinks I’m absolutely a crazy, insane stalker. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I mutter in total mortification. Yep, that’s right. I just told myself that I couldn’t get embarrassed in front of this guy again because I’d already reached my limit, yet here we are again. “I swear to God, I put that picture on there as a joke before I even knew who you were. I was going to show it to Nicki and brag about my one-night stand and then I found out you were the best man and I just haven’t changed it back yet.”  
 
    I’m babbling and my phone is actually still ringing—it’s a Chicago number I don’t know but it has the same first three digits as my old office, so it’s probably HR or something calling to tell me I won’t get my last paycheck just to put the cherry on top of this shit sundae, and he’s totally uncomfortable as he continues to look at me like I’m possibly dangerous. 
 
    I send the call to voicemail because I can’t just answer a call when I need to fix this. I change the photo on my phone to the same picture I had on there before, which was just a pretty purple design, and then I flash my phone at him. “Better?” 
 
    “You’re a little terrifying,” he finally croaks. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    He laughs, and then he sits back in the same chair which I will call his chair. Pepper jumps back on his lap. “So let’s see...you stalked me on social media, you changed your phone wallpaper to a picture of us, and now you’re living with me.” 
 
    “Yep, that about sums it up.” I twist my lips. “Okay, subject change. How’s football going?” 
 
    “Well, we’re in the offseason, so right now it’s pretty stagnant. But the upcoming year is a contract year.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask stupidly. 
 
    “It means I have to play my ass off so my contract is renewed.” He scratches Pepper behind the ears. 
 
    “How long do you want to keep playing?” I set my phone down next to me. 
 
    He lifts a shoulder as he keeps his eyes on the dog. “Forever? Football’s just...everything to me. It’s been a constant in my life since I was a little kid. I’m from a football family. My dad was a college coach and it was just sort of expected of me. It’s all I ever wanted to do.” His voice holds vulnerability that he hasn’t shown me before. Apparently football is the thing that makes him emotive. I lean a bit in his direction as he opens up. “The Aces just drafted this kid right out of college, and that tells me they’re looking at the future of the team. He’s young and fast and he’s going to slide right into my slot.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” I say, but maybe he does.  
 
    “I’m the oldest receiver on the team. The average age for receivers in the league is twenty-six. I’m thirty-one. The average career is two years. I’ve been playing for nine. It’s only a matter of time.” He doesn’t seem at all like he’s okay with that. In fact, that vulnerability has taken a turn to something else. A little bit of sadness mixed with some despondency.  
 
    “So what’s your plan?” I ask, my public relations background forcing its way out. I’m not one to sit around and complain. I’m more likely to find the solution. 
 
    “To keep playing until I can’t,” he says. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    He twists his lips. “Nothing definitive.” 
 
    “Broadcasting?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. 
 
    “Coaching?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Okay, you need a plan, dude. You need something to look forward to. Isn’t there something you’ve always wanted to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah. Play football. I don’t want to talk about what happens when I can’t anymore.” 
 
    Okay, so this guy is stubborn. I tap my chin and change the subject, but I don’t forget about it. I just push it to the back of my mind for now. “Would you consider playing somewhere else?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I’ve played for the Aces my entire career. I’d love to finish my career here, too.” 
 
    “What if you were traded?” I ask. 
 
    He looks at me in horror. “We don’t speak the ‘T’ word in this house,” he says, and I think he’s joking but I’m not totally sure. 
 
    “Then you make yourself essential,” I say, as if the answer was obvious all along. 
 
    His brows push together. “How do I do that?” 
 
    “Simple,” I say, suddenly feeling very comfortable in my own shoes. “We put together a PR strategy. And I know just the girl to do it.” 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    He rubs the back of his neck and tilts his head. “What sort of strategy?” 
 
    I shrug. “You already know I know nothing about football, but I know a little something about proving your worth. Off the top of my head, and I’m just thinking out loud here, but community outreach is a good first step. Charity work. Meeting fans, shaking hands, holding babies, that sort of thing. Becoming the fan favorite that brings money to the team will keep you around. Obviously you’ll need to let people in via social media to do any of that.” 
 
    He shakes his head and holds up his hands. “Nope. I’m out.” 
 
    “Why?” I demand. 
 
    “Being a fan favorite won’t secure my spot,” he says. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I do,” he says. “I’ve been in this business a long time, and that’s the thing, Ellie. It’s a business. I’m just a pawn in the league’s game, and there are thousands of men waiting to snatch my position away from me.” 
 
    “But it couldn’t hurt to step up your presence, could it?” I press, wondering why he’s so against this. “Wouldn’t that only help?” 
 
    “My social media presence? That’s a hard no.” 
 
    “Why are you so against social media?” I pry. 
 
    He glances away and doesn’t answer. 
 
    “Look, you can still maintain your privacy. I’m just saying, post a picture of you and Josh from this weekend to show how your relationship translates off the field. It’s not like you need to post my phone’s wallpaper as you brag about your one-night stand conquest.” My cheeks redden even as the words tumble out of my mouth. 
 
    Why, exactly, am I reminding him of this? 
 
    I press on. “A picture of your pool with your hand holding your Gatorade. No face.” 
 
    “Then I look like I’m endorsing Gatorade,” he says. 
 
    “Do you have a contract with Powerade?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Some other sports drink?” 
 
    He continues shaking his head. 
 
    “Then who cares? You like Gatorade, and you drink it after a workout. Cover the label if that makes you feel better. Post a picture of you working out on that treadmill on your patio. Post a picture of yourself playing basketball on your backyard court. You at practice. Your uniform. Hell, even a shot of your shoes for next season. It doesn’t matter what it is. People want to feel like they have an inside pass to your life, and that is how you become a fan favorite. You want to be that guy that will cause a fan revolt if the ‘T’ word is even mentioned in this city.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes at me. “Okay, well, for one thing, no, but for another thing, how would I even get any of those pictures to post?” 
 
    I give him a look like he’s stupid. 
 
    I may be dumb when it comes to football, but clearly Luke is dumb when it comes to public relations. 
 
    “Uh, you have a roommate who’s basically volunteering to help you, Luke. Social media is a key part of PR, and if you want me to be your expert, it’ll be my job to curate your content, post it, and stimulate engagement.” I pull my phone out and open Instagram. I search one of the clients I worked with back in Chicago and toss him my phone. “This is one of my former clients, and this is their Instagram feed. You can see the types of things I posted on their behalf.” 
 
    “This looks great,” he says as he scrolls through the photos and stops to glance at some of the captions. “But it’s a restaurant. I’m an athlete.” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, those are two different things for sure, but the principles are the same. My job with the restaurant was to make it irresistible. I had to post pictures that made the food leap off the page. I had to show people having a great time. I had to make sure anyone scrolling would stop and feel the vibe I wanted them to feel. And those are the exact same things I’d do with you, but I’d use the word indispensable instead of irresistible.”  
 
    I refrain from mentioning that he already is irresistible.  
 
    “I’d make people want to stop scrolling to get to know a piece of you that you’ve worked so damn hard to keep hidden. I’ll make them feel the vibe that the Aces are nothing without Luke Dalton, and they won’t continue to be a fan of the team if you’re not on it. Their loyalties move with you, not with the team. Sort of like all these new Tampa Bay fans now that you know who moved,” I say, speaking about one of the most famous quarterbacks in the league. I’m no expert but even I heard about that. 
 
    “By posting pictures of me on a treadmill?” He seems doubtful. 
 
    I smile. “Seems like you’re starting to get it.” 
 
    He’s quiet as he mulls over my idea, and eventually he heaves out a long breath. “What if I agree to it?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I ask, my eyes wide in total shock at his complete one-eighty. 
 
    “Okay, forget it.” He shakes his head and moves to stand. 
 
    “Wait!” I say, a little desperation there in my voice as I realize I need this job just as much as he needs me to do it. “If you agree to it, then I draft out a real plan, you approve it, and we get moving.” 
 
    “What do you charge?” he asks. 
 
    For Luke Dalton? Nothing. The chance to get this insider view of his life? Priceless. “How about room and board?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Don’t be ridiculous. You need a job, and you just pitched yourself to me. I wasn’t looking to hire, yet you’ve somehow convinced me that I need you to keep my job. So I’ll ask you again, and I mean apart from room and board since you’ll have those here as long as you need them. What do you charge?” 
 
    I’m just supposed to come up with a number? I had a salary at my last job. I guess I could charge him a portion of what I took home every two weeks, but I had more than one client. 
 
    I also had a team of others behind me, including my ex. I won’t have that here. 
 
    “Okay, how about this,” he says to my silence as I weigh what the hell I should say. “I throw out a number, and you agree or disagree. Sound fair?” 
 
    “I need to draft your strategy first so you can determine what you think I’m worth,” I point out. 
 
    “I think I know your worth,” he murmurs, and I can’t tell if he’s flirting with me again or if he’s accidentally dropping his thoughts aloud—sort of the same way I do sometimes. “But fine. Strategize and let’s talk when you have it. How long do you need? A week or two?” 
 
    “I literally have nothing else going on. I can probably have it to you by morning.” 
 
    He laughs. “Okay, roomie. Take the night off and work on it tomorrow. If you want, we could order something for dinner and just hang here with Pepper and maybe a movie. Sound okay? Good times with someone who’s becoming a good friend.” 
 
    My heart balloons during the part where he basically asks me on a date, but he manages to pop it just as quickly there at the end with his final word: friend. 
 
    That’s all we are, and that’s all he’ll allow me to be. 
 
    For now. 
 
    I nod. “Sounds great. I’ve never seen the movie with Pepper’s namesake, so maybe Iron Man.” 
 
    He shoots me a look like I’m crazy. “You’ve never seen Iron Man?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Then that’s definitely what we’re watching.” 
 
    A few hours later, we’re sprawled on the couch with Chinese food. Pepper lies on the floor by our feet with a chew toy, and the movie plays while we eat. 
 
    It feels like a date night in with my boyfriend. 
 
    But, I remind myself, that’s not at all what it is. 
 
    In fact, depending what he thinks about the strategy I’m thinking about when I should be concentrating on the movie, it’s sort of like a night in with my potential new boss.

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    I stare down at the blank sheet of paper. 
 
    I swear, last night when we were watching that movie, I had about a million and one ideas for what to do, and now that I’m ready to draft the plan, I’m drawing a total blank. 
 
    It’s not because Luke’s out on the treadmill in his short runner’s shorts and no shirt again. That’s not what’s distracting me except it totally is and my eyes keep moving toward the window because good God I could sit here and watch this show all damn day. 
 
    I make a list of food I want to keep around the house. Luke told me last night to add whatever I want to the general list and Debbie will pick it up. It’s a great distraction when I’m supposed to be working.  
 
    It’s quite the system here at Casa de Luke, and while I actually enjoy cooking, I’m certainly not the pro Debbie is. I basically add popcorn, extra bananas, and Smirnoff Seltzers (since Luke apparently only keeps beer and hard liquor around this place) to the list and call it a day. 
 
    “Focus, Ellie. Focus,” I say aloud, and Pepper tilts her head at me in the same way she did yesterday, like she’s trying to understand what I’m saying. 
 
    I draw in a breath, and then I pull up the worksheet I used to use at my old company whenever I’d draft a strategy. I immediately recall the acronym I always used when strategizing: SLUTS, or Situation assessment, Landscape trends, Usable data to help develop a plan, Timeline for the client, and, last, Setting goals. 
 
    He needs a lot of help. I’m going to start with social media, but he’ll need a spokesperson who can handle interview, sponsorship, and collaboration requests, a publicist who can identify ways to get him out into the community, and a media relations specialist who can get the media to the same events he’s at to ensure coverage. I’ll need access to his agent and anyone else representing him. My specialty was always social media, but I have experience in the other areas, too. 
 
    When I think about assessing Luke’s current situation and what he can do to change or improve...well, we’re starting at zero. Literally. He doesn’t even have an Instagram account, so anything we do will be an improvement. 
 
    I look at the landscape next. I search the top wide receivers, including my own brother, and study what types of things they post. I research other popular players and what makes them popular. I’ll need more information there, and I write out all the questions I have for Luke as well as other areas to research so I can gather the most relevant usable data once I get the green light on this project. 
 
    I create a content calendar of what Luke will be posting for the next few weeks, but a lot depends on his schedule. I jot down some more questions for him. He admitted that football is his life, and when I look at what similar athletes are posting, I see a lot of collaborations and brand representing, lots of pictures of kids and families, pictures from professional events, and plenty of game day or practice action photos. I jot down a ton of notes, and I see what he means about taking a photo with a product because then he looks like he’s repping that product. I’m sure once his page is verified as real, the offers will start pouring in. 
 
    And, finally, I set some goals. I note the average number of followers the most popular receivers have, which lands right around a million. And, most notably, our goal here is to make the fans fall even more in love with him by getting to know him so the entire organization will think twice about forcing him into an early retirement, though from what I’ve learned, his performance this season is the one thing that’ll really prove he deserves to stick around. As much as I know he’s attached to the Aces because it’s the only place he has played, it’s still a business, and if he doesn’t perform to the level they need, well, they’ll let him go. 
 
    All this from a few hours of research. 
 
    I glance over my plan, and I’m pretty proud of myself. I’ve never represented an athlete before, but if he agrees, this is going to look freaking amazing on my resume. 
 
    I bring my notes and questions to the kitchen, where I find Luke—or, rather, Luke’s backside—rummaging through the fridge. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I say. 
 
    He glances at the clock, surprise in his eyes when they return to me. “I figured you’d need all day.” 
 
    I shrug. “I’m a fast worker, but also, I definitely have about ten thousand questions to ask you before I can finalize the strategy, so this is mostly preliminary and what I discovered through some quick research and data gathering.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says, pulling out a bag of baby carrots and popping one in his mouth. He crunches down on it. “Hit me with the plan.” 
 
    I run through a quick presentation, sharing each part of my SLUTS acronym with him without actually calling it SLUTS, going over a few ways he can give back to the local community and build a brand for himself, and by the time I’m done, his brows are raised and he looks fairly impressed. 
 
    He nods. “Okay, I can get on board with building a brand. I like your community outreach ideas. And I can even approve photos of myself, or what I’m eating, or practice. Things like that. But my personal life is off-limits and my privacy remains intact no matter what.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s your social media even though I’m running it. I’ll control it as much or as little as you’re comfortable with,” I say. “But can I ask why you’re so worried about privacy?” 
 
    He stares at me for a beat as if he’s weighing what to say, and then he doesn’t really say anything at all. “It’s just important to me. At the start, I’ll need to approve everything, including captions and those stupid little number sign things.” 
 
    “Hashtags?” I ask, and he nods. “Okay, micromanager.” 
 
    He chuckles. “If you don’t mind me asking, what were you making at your last position?” 
 
    “What is all this worth to you?” I ask rather than answering. “I’ll tell you, but I’m just curious.” 
 
    “Having you post for me a few times a week?” 
 
    “Daily,” I say. “Not just to your Instagram profile page, but also to your stories. It’s best to choose one platform to focus on, but I’ll also get your Facebook and Twitter up and running. If you want Snapchat or Tik Tok, we can talk about that, too. I’ll curate everything, maximize each post for your audience, and slowly build your engagement and your followers. But bear in mind that this isn’t just me posting on your social media. I will sort of be your personal assistant when it comes to building your brand. I’ll handle scheduling interviews, working on collaborations, and finding opportunities for you. So I’m not just your PR expert and your assistant since I’ll need to basically run your calendar, but I’m also your spokesperson, social media manager, and publicist all for the price of one hot girl.” 
 
    He laughs. “Definitely hot,” he murmurs. “I’ve never had a personal assistant. I’ve never needed one.” 
 
    “Do you think you need one now?” I ask. “Because you better believe it’ll be my job to be up in your business all day every day.” 
 
    He wrinkles his nose. 
 
    “I’ll be in your face with a camera, and I’ll expect you to be completely open and honest with me,” I say. I lay it all on the line because what’s the worst that can happen? He’ll say no? Okay, then I’m right back to where I am now, and I’d rather be honest about what he can expect from me than surprise him later. 
 
    “I’m liking this idea less and less,” he mutters. “But I want to stay with the Aces. I know I need to prove myself this season, as you mentioned, but none of this other stuff can hurt me. I have no idea what that’s worth. Four hundred bucks a day, presuming you’ll be working basically twenty-four-seven?” 
 
    My eyes widen at his number. That’s, like, over a hundred grand a year. I try to mentally calculate it. Almost a hundred fifty.  
 
    Well over double what I was making before, but I wasn’t living with my clients before, either. I didn’t have any clients that were single entities that I had to brand. 
 
    Still...that’s a lot of money, so I give him my honest answer. “That’s more than double what I was making in Chicago.” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “From your presentation here, I think you’ll be well worth it. Let’s try it for a week or two and see how we mesh, but I think we’ll make a great team.” 
 
    “Team Dalton,” I say, and he laughs and holds up his knuckles.  
 
    I bump his knuckles with mine, and he agrees. “Team Dalton. Let’s do this. Set me up on Instagram.” 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    A knock at the door pulls Luke’s attention from my explanation of stories on Instagram, which, let’s be honest, he was half-listening to anyway. It would be better if he took on the stories since I probably can’t literally be with him every second of every day (even if I wish I could be), but it is what it is. Even better, I’d love to see him going live there or tossing up some video footage from practice or from charity events or whatever, but he has to actually listen to my training in order for any of that to happen.  
 
    “Excuse me,” he says, and he heads toward the door. A few beats later, he yells, “Ellie! Your stuff’s here!” 
 
    I jump down from the stool and head toward the door. A moving truck sits out front, and the excitement that my clothes and bullet journal supplies and blankets and shoes are all here rams into me. I came here with a couple of suitcases, but this...this is what makes a home.  
 
    “Where do you want this?” one of the men standing on the porch asks.  
 
    “Clothes and shoes in the bedroom, and anything else can go into one of my offices,” Luke says. “We can move the rest from there.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. “They can just put everything in my room.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “It’s fine. You don’t want your room overflowing with boxes, do you?” 
 
    I shrug. I sort of figured that’s how I’d live until I find a place of my own, but this works, too. I’ll still have boxes overflowing somewhere—they’ll just be out of sight. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmur, and the movers set to unloading boxes from the truck. 
 
    I left my furniture in my parents’ basement just in case I decide to return to Chicago. I can find a furnished place out here, and once I decide whether I’m staying here permanently, we can figure out how to get my furniture here. Everything else I own is on the truck sitting at the curb.  
 
    “Bullet journal box one?” he reads off the side of one of the boxes stacked on the mover’s hand truck. “How many bullet journal boxes are there, exactly?” 
 
    “Three,” I admit with just a touch of embarrassment. 
 
    His brows dip. “Three?” 
 
    “Being creatively organized is not a crime,” I say, and he just laughs. 
 
    My bullet journal boxes are stacked in his spare office, and my clothes and blankets and shoes are up in my room. I feel more at home with this stuff here even though I had the essentials with me. It only takes the movers about an hour to unload everything, and we head back to the counter to finish our Instagram training. I’ve only gotten about a minute into my explanation when the doorbell rings again. 
 
    Luke sighs and gets up to answer it. A few beats later, I hear him say, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    His voice sounds...tired. Weary. Annoyed. 
 
    I glance toward the direction of their voices, and if I lean back just a little, I can see his back from where I sit perched on a stool at the kitchen counter without making it totally obvious that I’m trying to spy. 
 
    It’s just a totally different Luke than I’ve heard before. 
 
    “I just want to talk,” the voice says, and it’s a woman. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “No,” he says. “If you want to talk, you can call or text me.” 
 
    I lean back a little more in my stool to try to get a glimpse of the woman who’s annoying Luke, but I lean a little too far back. 
 
    The stool topples backward with me still on it. I try to grab onto the counter to save myself, but I go right down with it. The fall toward the ground feels like it happens in slow motion, and it ends with a loud crash as my ass hits the floor at the same time as the stool. 
 
    “Oh, shit, Ellie!” Luke says from the front hall. He rushes back toward me to help me up, and my cheeks are absolutely burning with embarrassment as I stand. “Are you okay?” he asks. He picks up the stool and pushes it in at the counter. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I mutter. Holy. Shit. I cannot believe I just did that. My ass took the brunt of it. I rub at it, and that’s when he chuckles just a little. 
 
    Is he laughing? At me? 
 
    The woman he was talking to through the doorway rushes in behind him. She looks like she stepped off the pages of Vogue with her long, dark hair falling in a stick-straight curtain and dark eyes that are full of lust for Luke...and then there’s me, the dork who just fell off a stool like some idiot. 
 
    Clearly Luke doesn’t like her, made obvious by the way he told her she couldn’t come in on top of the way he’s looking at her like she should get the hell out of his house lest she stain something while she’s inside it. 
 
    I’m glad he’s never looked at me with that sort of wrath, but remind me to stay on his good side. 
 
    Is this the ex-wife? The ex-girlfriend? The ex-something? 
 
    “Who is this?” she demands, plopping her purse down on the counter. 
 
    “I’m Ellie,” I say stupidly. I think of all the ways I can identify myself. His best friend’s sister? His roommate? His one-night stand? His... 
 
    “My fiancée,” Luke supplies. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    What? 
 
    That definitely wasn’t one of the words I just thought of. 
 
    My eyes meet his. The way they silently beg tells me that I need to agree to this.  
 
    I need to fake this with him in this moment, and he can explain later. 
 
    And so I do what I’ve wanted to do every second I’ve spent with him. 
 
    No...not that. There’s a woman watching us with her mouth hanging open just a tad in complete and utter disbelief, so I can’t do that. 
 
    I lace my arm around his waist and press a kiss to his cheek. 
 
    The stubble there is rough under my lips, transporting me back to a hotel room on the Strip, and I’m so close that I feel his heat against me. He smells familiar with that fresh, manly scent that I memorized in those few beats where we collapsed on the bed together and I breathed him in. 
 
    Our night flashes back to me. It’s almost painful how much detail flashes back. 
 
    Being so close to him...it’s just the slightest hint that makes me crave so much more. An aching pulse throbs between my legs, and I am royally screwed. 
 
    I want my brother’s best friend who just told some woman we’re engaged even though he vowed that I’m off-limits to him. 
 
    And I want him bad. 
 
    He tosses his arm around my shoulders, and I flex my fingers where they’re wrapped around his torso. Good God, I feel a little dizzy this close to him. Focus, Ellie. Focus. 
 
    “Your fiancée?” the woman repeats. Her disbelieving voice matches the expression on her face. 
 
    “Yeah,” Luke says. He pulls me in closer. 
 
    “Weren’t you not even dating someone like five minutes ago?” she asks snidely. 
 
    “It’s actually none of your business. So what did you want to talk about?” 
 
    His fingers dig into my shoulder, and clearly this woman makes him tense. I’m sure I could find ways to relax him... 
 
    “She isn’t wearing a ring,” she accuses, her eyes flashing to my left hand. 
 
    “She doesn’t need one to proclaim her status to the world like some people I know,” he retorts. 
 
    Yes! Go Luke. 
 
    “Well whatever,” she says, clearly trying to pretend like this doesn’t throw her for a total loop. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Luke asks. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to introduce us?” she asks slyly, ignoring his question and acting like she already has a game plan for overcoming the wrench in her plan that is me. 
 
    I stay as quiet as I can while Luke handles this situation however he wants to. I’m just along for the ride at this point.  
 
    “Ellie, it’s my sincerest regret to have to introduce you to my ex-girlfriend, Michelle.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m more than his ex-girlfriend,” she says snidely, like she hates the very word. “We were lovers. We were connected in every way two humans can be connected.” 
 
    Luke rolls his eyes. “And yet we’re not anymore.”  
 
    “I’ve heard so much about you,” I lie smoothly, giving her my fakest, most sugary smile as I stick out my hand to shake hers.  
 
    She doesn’t return the handshake, so I’m just standing there with my hand out like an idiot.  
 
    So, rather than feel like an idiot, I turn to Luke and ask, “Is she the coffee spoon in the sugar bowl girl?” 
 
    He barks out a laugh, and my chest is positively glowing from making him laugh like that. 
 
    She narrows her eyes at me. “I’ve heard nothing about you. She’s not your usual type, Luke.” With those words, she spins on her heel and heads toward the door, both of us following her. “Looks like I’ve got a big story for Savannah, so you should let me know when you can fit me into your very busy schedule.” She presses her lips together in a fake, tight smile. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you, Michelle. Expect a call from my lawyer.” 
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to it.” She winks at me, unruffled by this entire exchange—or at least pretending like she is. “His lawyer is a hottie, am I right?” She wiggles her fingers and says, “Ta-ta for now.” She sashays out the front door like she still lives here. 
 
    Luke slams it closed behind her, and he sighs deeply as he stands there facing it. When he turns back toward me, I’m wide-eyed and silent as I look at the weary expression on his handsome face. I may not know him all that well, but clearly this woman does things to him that both age and exhaust him. I’m inclined to give him a hug, but we definitely aren’t at that stage of our friendship yet. 
 
    Even though I’m apparently engaged to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he mutters. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He glances over at me. “For using you in my lie.” He balls his fists. “For telling her you’re my fiancée. I shouldn’t have put you in that spot. She just makes me so goddamn angry that it just slipped out.” 
 
    I clear my throat. I have a lot of questions, but there’s one that’s sort of pounding in my chest with every beat of my heart. “Who’s Savannah?” 
 
    He draws in a long breath, and his eyes meet mine for a beat before he answers. “My ex-wife. Michelle’s apparent new best friend...and a journalist.” 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think I get why you’re so private now.” 
 
    He chuckles mirthlessly, and then he walks through the house and collapses on the couch like the entire encounter with Michelle took more out of him than his morning runs on the treadmill. He draws in a heavy breath. “Savannah is technically a sports reporter, but she found fame reporting on the personal lives of athletes. I was not exempt from that during our marriage, and that’s a big reason why we’re no longer married. Well, that and she’s an insufferable nightmare.” 
 
    I laugh as I sit a cushion and a half away from him. “Tell me how you really feel. What did she publish that got your panties all twisted up?” 
 
    He glances at me for a beat before he leans back and stares up at the ceiling in contemplation, like he isn’t sure how much to tell me. And then, maybe because he trusts me, maybe because he’s paying me for publicity, or maybe because I’ve made a fool of myself hundreds of times in the short period of time we’ve known each other, he spills some tea. 
 
    “She asked me if she could write what she called a tell-all series of articles based on my brother and me.” 
 
    “You have a brother?” I ask. 
 
    He nods. “Jack Dalton. Current starting quarterback for the Broncos, but he’s also played in Dallas and San Diego, back when the team actually was in San Diego. On his way to the Hall of Fame. God, you really don’t watch football.” 
 
    I laugh and hold up a hand. “Sorry. So what did these articles say?” 
 
    “I didn’t love the idea, but I wanted her to find success in her career. And she did. Those articles made her career. The first few were great, but then she started to paint this rivalry between us. And there was always a rivalry there, but she made it worse. It became less of a sports report and more of a tabloid exposé.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” I murmur, even though I’m insanely curious to find those articles. “So why is Michelle running to her?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Attention. Plus I’m sure Savannah will pay her for the gossip, and tomorrow our engagement will be everywhere.” 
 
    “Is that why you threatened her with your lawyer?” I ask. 
 
    He nods, and then he shrugs. “It’s useless, though. That type of journalism isn’t illegal, even though it should be. Unethical, yes, but not illegal.” 
 
    “Well that sucks. So why’d you tell her we’re engaged if you knew she’d run to Savannah?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he mutters. “It just slipped out before I even gave it a second thought. I wanted to hit her with something I knew would hurt her because she hurt me, too.” He glances over at me and shoots me a wry smile. “See? I told you. I’m no prince.” 
 
    I let that last comment slip past. “So am I supposed to pretend we’re engaged?” 
 
    He rubs the back of his neck. “Maybe?” He tilts his head as he thinks it over, and he shakes his head resolutely. “No. Your brother would kill me.” 
 
    “Why not? Would it help get her off your back?” 
 
    “I can’t ask you to do that,” he says. “I shouldn’t have said what I said. I put you in an awkward position, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why can’t you ask me to do that?” I ask, genuinely curious. 
 
    His brows dip down. “You’re young and single and gorgeous. You could have any guy who’s looking for a relationship, and I can’t be the guy who holds you back from finding that. Not when it’s not what I want.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, but it doesn’t escape me that he just called me gorgeous. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “Dude, I’m not looking.” I laugh. “Let me spell it out for you. I just got out of a thing, I’m brand new to Vegas, I’m trying to figure out my job situation with my roommate boss. I’m handling enough shit right now, so trust me when I say that hunting for a boyfriend isn’t a priority for me at the moment.” 
 
    “But what about your brother? And how long will you fake this with me?” he asks. “Eventually you’ll want to move on.” 
 
    And by that point, I’ll have Luke so in love with me that it’ll all just magically fall into place for us. 
 
    Right? 
 
    Yeah, I doubt it, too. 
 
    “We can cross that bridge when we get to it,” I say instead. “And we’ll explain everything to Josh. If he knows it’s fake, he won’t get mad. Right? Besides, he married my best friend. Why can’t I marry his?” 
 
    He sighs. “I don’t know, Ellie...” 
 
    I reach over and give his forearm a gentle squeeze, ignoring the way just touching his skin with mine lights a fire in my belly. “I saw how awful she was,” I say. “You’re giving me a place to stay and you’re giving me a job. I want to help you, too.” 
 
    He presses his lips together as he thinks about it, and then he nods. 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “Let’s fake it.” He twists his lips, crinkles his nose, and shrugs, and it’s about the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. I laugh, and we’re both quiet for a beat. 
 
    And then I ask softly, “What did she do to hurt you?” 
 
    “Aside from the coffee spoon in the sugar bowl?” he quips, and I smirk. 
 
    “Yes, aside from that.” 
 
    “She’s just...not a nice person. She said things that dug deep when we broke up.” 
 
    “Okay, so then we’re definitely engaged.” My brows draw down. “Were you ever engaged to her?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “She begged me for a ring. Begged. I can’t even admit some of the things she tried to get me to commit. But I held strong.” 
 
    “Because you knew she wasn’t right for you?” 
 
    He sits up and shakes his head. “No. Because I don’t plan to ever get married again.” 
 
    I feel like I’m getting whiplash here. “But you said we’re engaged...and being engaged usually leads to a wedding...” I’m trailing off my sentences as I try to put the pieces together. 
 
    “Right. It’s fake, Ellie. Remember?” 
 
    I nod even though I feel a little deflated. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    I feel...deflated? 
 
    Because he just reminded me that he told his ex a lie about being engaged to me? 
 
    In what world should that deflate me? 
 
    “So what’s the next step, then? A fake wedding?” 
 
    His brows dip down a beat, and I wish I knew him well enough to read those facial expressions, but I don’t. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “Your brother would kill me on that one, so no. If we get married, it has to be real.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “What?” 
 
    He laughs. “I’m kidding. I already told you, I’m not getting married again.” 
 
    Right. And I’m the one who wants the happily ever after with my Prince Charming. More reasons he isn’t right for me...and yet every little piece of him I’m getting to know makes me want to learn more. 
 
    This is starting to go deeper than a simple attraction or the lust of wanting him on top of me naked again. 
 
    I’m starting to genuinely like this guy, and that’s a real problem considering he’s not interested. Even though he did just tell his ex-girlfriend that I’m his fiancée. 
 
    “So...I’m confused. Do you really want to play that we’re engaged or what?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Well, yeah. In front of her, at least.” 
 
    “So what happens when she blabs to Savannah?” 
 
    “That’s an extra bonus since that’s another woman who’s always trying to squeeze more money out of me.” He sighs. “I guess we’re doing this.” 
 
    He really hasn’t had a lot of luck finding a nice lady. 
 
    Enter Ellie.

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    When I wake up the next morning, I check my email just like I always do. 
 
    And my mouth drops the fuck open. All the way to the floor. 
 
    I was expecting the story to hit...but I was not expecting this.  
 
    I rush down to the kitchen. It’s empty. 
 
    I dart around the first family room, where I find Pepper on the couch, who just looks at me like I’m an idiot (like she always does), and then I look out the window. 
 
    Sure enough, there’s Luke running on the treadmill on the patio. 
 
    No shirt. 
 
    I realize I haven’t even looked in a mirror yet after rolling out of bed and I prefer to look my best particularly when I’m about to see the object of my crush...but the news on my phone is more pressing than how I look right now. 
 
    It’s more pressing than what he’s doing. 
 
    I run outside and wave my phone at him. He’s concentrating and focused as he runs, and it takes him a beat to even notice I’m standing there. Once he does, he slows to a jog and slips out his earbuds as his brows dip down. 
 
    I wish I could just take a minute to stare at the perfection that is the man on the treadmill. 
 
    Okay, I do it even though I have something important to say. I stare shamelessly, my eyes flicking to his abs and to his legs and back to his handsome face. He’s sweaty and I don’t even care because he’s freaking gorgeous. I lament the fact that I’m the one who has to break this news to him since he has no clue as he runs without a care in the world on his treadmill. 
 
    “Ellie, what’s wrong?” he asks. His eyes are wide. Clearly I’ve frightened the man with my freshly just rolled out of bed look. 
 
    “She ran to the media,” I say, more out of breath from running through the house looking for him for the last sixty seconds than he is from running on a treadmill for probably the last hour. 
 
    His eyes flick to my chest covered by the flimsy white material of the tank top I slept in. I’m not wearing a bra. It’s bright out here. I’m dying of embarrassment as I realize he can probably see my nipples. Why didn’t I think to at least change my shirt? Maybe run a brush through my hair? 
 
    Oh, right. 
 
    Because of the headlines that cluttered my inbox this morning. 
 
    He narrows his eyes at me, but he slows his jog to a walk, and eventually he shuts the thing off and steps down. He grabs a towel and wipes the sweat from his face then slings it around his neck.  
 
    “You have to see the headlines.” I hesitate for a second since I don’t want to be the one breaking this news to him, and then I hand him my phone. 
 
    He glances at the headline. 
 
    Aces Receiver Luke Dalton Set to Wed Amidst Baby Scandal 
 
    And the byline? Savannah Buck. 
 
    He looks back up at me, but his expression is unreadable. He has to feel some way about that headline. “How did you find this?” 
 
    “I set up an alert so any time an article is published about you, it goes to my email. And before you get any crazy ideas that I’m some kind of stalker, it’s a standard part of being a public relations manager.” 
 
    He heaves out a breath, and I wish he was more forthcoming with what he’s thinking. He’s schooled himself to hide his emotions, and he does a good job of it. I just haven’t figured out why he does it. But I will.  
 
    “Well, alright then,” he says. “Looks like the news is out. We’re engaged.” 
 
    “And the rest of the headline?” I prod. 
 
    “Shit like this gets printed all the time.” He shrugs like he’s blowing it off. 
 
    “Luke, there’s only one person in the entire world who thinks we’re engaged.” I’m trying to impress upon him that this is more serious than he realizes. My gut tells me this isn’t some joke. This is his ex. She was here yesterday saying she needed to talk to him, and he blew her off, and she ran to the press with her news since he didn’t take the time to listen. “Just read the article.”  
 
    He scans it. Michelle didn’t just run to Savannah to let her know Luke is engaged. Michelle also ran to Savannah to let her know that she’s pregnant. 
 
    With Luke’s baby.  
 
      
 
      
 
    To be continued in Book 2, LONG GAME. 
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    Nothing makes me work harder than when my future husband tells me, “Prove your worth.”

Luke hired me as his publicist so his pro football team owner will see that he’s indispensable to the organization. When a defamatory headline hits newsstands, it’s up to me to show the world what a Prince Charming he truly is. 
 
    My solution? A marriage of convenience. It’ll get his boss off his back and quiet the slanderous voices.

Luke is adamant that this is nothing more than a business transaction, but I still feel the heat from the single night we spent together when we were strangers.

Now I just have to figure out how not to fall in love with my fiancé.
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