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			Maggie couldn’t help the smile that danced around her lips.

			Jericho was flirty and fun but she suspected that, like her, he was playing a part. Being what he thought she wanted him to be.

			She reached up and ran her index finger along the edge of his jaw. His pupils dilated and his body stiffened under her touch. 

			Jericho was just as affected by her as she was by him. They had chemistry, which wasn’t a bad thing. 

			“I like you, Maggie,” he said, his voice rough and the words low, brushing over her senses like a warm breeze on a cold day. 

			“That’s good because we’re going to have to at least try to make this look real for Misha and your brother’s sake.”

			“Oh, I think I can deliver on real,” he said, putting his arm around her waist and pulling her closer.

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			It’s always a treat to return to the fictional town of Royal, Texas, and the Texas Cattleman’s Club. Maggie Del Rio and Jericho Winters are from feuding families, and while most of the time the feud doesn’t really affect them, when they get thrown together, sparks fly. 

			Neither Maggie nor Jericho back down from a challenge, and though on the surface they seem to have very little in common, they soon find that there might be something more. Maggie’s been badly burned by love and forever-after—or thinks she has been. So going on dates that are approved by both of their families seems safe emotionally until she gets to know Jericho and starts to realize maybe she hasn’t been in love before.

			Jericho has had his eye on Maggie long before the app brings them together. He knows she’s the daughter of his father’s business rival, but that’s not enough to keep him from going all in. Once their families get involved and Jericho knows he only has a few weeks with Maggie, he makes the most of them, falling hard for her.

			I always love to return to Texas and hope you enjoy this installment of the Texas Cattleman’s Club.

			Happy reading,
Katherine
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			One

			Jericho Winters took his VIP credentials and walked through the atrium of the Winters Expo Center with more than a little pride. His architecture company, RoyalGreen, had won the bid to build the new center in Royal, Texas, his hometown. Jericho had personally designed the center using cutting-edge eco-design elements to create a convention space that blended seamlessly into the landscape and incorporated energy-saving measures.

			His brother Trey had urged him to come to ByteCon and check out the presentation of the wildly popular k!smet app that Trey was a financial backer in. There was a bit of in-family controversy as the creator of the app, Misha Law, had hired her best friend, Maggie Del Rio, to design the graphics and promotional elements for the app.

			The Del Rio and Winters families had been feuding for more than a century since Eliza Boudreaux had dumped her beau Fernando Del Rio and married Teddy Winters.

			For Jericho’s part, he didn’t get too involved in family politics, preferring to bury himself in his work and watch his beloved Dallas Mavericks play.

			He rubbed the back of his neck. Somehow being in this space was stirring up mixed emotions that he’d long ignored about Royal and his place in it. He could have gone anywhere in the world to open his company but instead he’d stayed here. He liked his hometown, liked the people and their friendly faces. He even tolerated the local gossip because it was part of the charm of living in a midsized town. But he felt the pressure of the feud more and more lately.

			The scent of jasmines and then the staccato sound of heels on the tiled floor of the atrium brought his head around and he saw the very reason for his feelings toward the feud walking blithely through the crowd.

			Maggie Del Rio.

			She was tall and curvy with long black hair that she habitually wore in a long fall down her back. He’d noticed her for the first time in the bar at the Texas Cattleman’s Club. He’d recently joined the TCC, a local country club that had been thriving in Royal for over one hundred years, having originally been founded by local cattle ranchers. He’d been on his way over to introduce himself when Trey had pointed out who she was. So he’d turned his attention to another woman but... He wanted Maggie.

			Rationally, he knew it was just lust. It had to be because he had never met the woman, but his obsession with her had led to him reading up on her online. She was impressive. Thirty years old and she’d made a huge splash as an art director and graphic artist. Her high-profile client list had made it easy for him to check her work out, and he realized that her reputation was well earned.

			There’d been scant personal information available except for a two-year-old article on Royal Tonight’s website that mentioned a broken engagement. So he wasn’t even sure she was single. That had been his only thought. Not the fact that someone had broken the engagement and maybe there was a valid reason.

			His body just didn’t care, which was typical of him. He wasn’t afraid to admit that part of the reason he wanted her as much as he did was that she was forbidden fruit. At best they could have a one-night stand. Neither of them was going to risk all-out war with their families to start anything.

			Which suited his life.

			He rubbed the back of his neck again and shook his head. He wasn’t going to sleep with Maggie, no matter that he’d had torrid dreams of hooking up with her since that one moment in the bar more than six weeks earlier. It was time to force his attention away from her.

			He walked through the exhibition hall seeing old friends like Brian Cooper, whom he’d gone to school with.

			“Hey, man, love this place. I heard you got the bid and was really looking forward to seeing what you did,” Brian said after shaking his hand and giving him a one-armed bro hug.

			“Thanks. I wanted to get a lot of eco-friendly things into it but didn’t want the design to suffer,” Jericho said.

			“Piper said she loved it. She said that you had an artist’s eye,” Brian said.

			Brian’s partner, Piper, was an artist herself and a successful gallery owner in Dallas, which was a little over two hours from Royal. The couple split their time between Dallas and Royal. Brian worked in a law firm in Dallas as well. The couple had gotten together a few years ago when someone had been sabotaging Piper’s family.

			“Tell her I said thanks,” Jericho said. “What are you here to see?”

			“K!smet. Piper downloaded it and recommended it to me for business. But I’m not sure yet. Have you used it?”

			“Nah. Not for work. I mean I downloaded it, but I’ve been busy,” he said. Plus he wasn’t sure he wanted to be matched romantically with someone based on an algorithm. The app had been gaining attention and traction for the matches it had made.

			Today at the event they were going to debut a new function—Surprise Me!—something that suited the mood Jericho was in.

			Despite his attraction to Maggie, he normally dated other people in his industry, either architects or other building developers. He’d been seeing a woman who lived in Dallas off and on for the last three years. But that was just for sex, which was what they both wanted. This app... Well, he had no idea what would happen.

			“You might as well. Piper used the business app and it matched her with a graffiti artist who she’s mentoring. The connections that she’s experienced have been solid.”

			“Maybe,” he said.

			They made their way to the main exhibition stage, where the k!smet banner hung. There was a large computer screen with the company’s logo. Brian excused himself to go and talk with some family members. And Jericho found a quiet spot and pulled out his phone, opened the k!smet app and toggled the looking-for-a-match button. When in Rome, right?

			

			“God, it’s hot today. I mean August in Texas is worse than purgatory,” Maggie Del Rio said as she entered the backstage area and the greenroom that had been allocated to the k!smet app. Her best friend, Misha Law, was looking in the mirror, touching up her lipstick.

			Misha wore her auburn hair cut in a wavy bob. She’d accented her hazel eyes by wearing thick mascara that made her lashes seem even longer than they naturally were. She was really good with tech-com stuff and Maggie was very excited to see the app she’d designed doing so well.

			“Good. I’m glad. That means more people will be inside and come to our presentation. There is some talk that the investors might take the app public, which is the dream,” Misha said. “I just hope the Surprise Me! function is well-received. When my brother first mentioned it I was really excited for it but now that I’m about to go onstage and debut it...”

			Maggie reached over to squeeze her friend’s shoulder. “It’ll be great. You are really tuned into what people want and Nico is a genius.”

			“He is. I wish he was here today.”

			“I know. But I’m here. I know I’m not Nico but I’ve got your back.”

			Nico was recently out of prison after serving a sentence for assault even though he’d been framed. Most people still didn’t want him around Royal, which ticked Maggie off. Even if Nico had committed the crime, he’d definitely done the time and been rehabilitated as far as the state was concerned so that should be enough.

			“I know you do. Thanks, Mags. I’m glad you’re here.”

			“Me, too.”

			“So...”

			“So?”

			Misha rolled her eyes at Maggie. “Did you sign up in the app?”

			Maggie dug through her purse for her phone, deliberately not looking at her friend. Misha knew better than anyone how reluctant Maggie had been to date—even online dating, where some of the interactions were just over text—since Randall had dumped her two years ago.

			There was something about being so wrong that she’d never been able to let go of. It wasn’t just that Randall hadn’t wanted to marry her. He was free to make his own choices to be happy. It was that Maggie had loved him and how could she have fallen in love with a man who’d only seen the Del Rio name and fortune? It was only after her father had insisted on a prenup that Randall had started to get cold feet.

			“I’m not going to go away,” Misha said, coming over, looping her arm through Maggie’s.

			Maggie sighed. “I don’t want you to. I just... I’m scared.”

			“That’s why you should use the app. No pressure on you to pick the right person—the app does that for you,” Misha said.

			She hugged her friend. “I don’t know. I think I’ve made this first date after Randall into something bigger than it should be. It’s just a date but I’ve made it into something huge in my head.”

			“I can tell. That’s why you are going to give me your phone,” Misha said, holding out her hand.

			Maggie reluctantly put it in her friend’s hand. Misha held the phone up to Maggie’s face to unlock it and then scrolled to the app. She looked at Maggie’s profile. “Are you kidding me with that profile photo?”

			She shook her head. “It’s a good photo.”

			“Of your back in silhouette. Was this at the beach last summer?” Misha asked.

			“Yes. You said to pick a photo where I was happy.”

			“I did but somehow I assumed you’d know people want to see your face, too,” Misha said, laughing.

			“Hmm.”

			Misha shook her head. “Well, stand over there. We are going to get you set up.”

			“Shouldn’t you be doing something important?” Maggie asked.

			“Helping out my best friend is important,” Misha said. “Listen, if you don’t want to get matched, I’m not going to push you into it. But you have been alone for a long time and if you were happy, then I’d be happy, too, but you’re not. I’m not sure if you’re punishing yourself or just scared... You said scared, but you’re the least timid person I know.”

			Maggie chewed her lower lip and then nodded. “I think I am punishing myself for being so stupid.”

			“Well, stop. You’re not stupid and we all make mistakes when it comes to emotions, especially love. Do you want to do this?”

			She nodded. “Yes. Go ahead and take my picture.”

			Misha smiled at her before giving her some directions on where to stand. She snapped the photo and Maggie went back to her side to watch as Misha uploaded and cropped the photo and then toggled the button to look for a match in the dating category before handing her phone back. “There you go. Now you can wait for the matches to come in. And you don’t have to accept any of them.”

			“Thanks,” she said.

			“You’re welcome. Now help me get ready. I’m going to be livestreaming the presentation. Would you mind keeping an eye on the comments?”

			“Not at all. That’s why I’m here. What am I looking for?”

			“Just any of those creepy, spammy things that pop up,” Misha said.

			Maggie nodded. She’d been to a few of Misha’s livestreams and for the most part her followers were great and supportive, but she had a few haters and some spam from men who made wildly inappropriate comments. “I’ll block them.”

			“Thanks. I’m so excited for this. It’s nice to be doing this in Royal and to have so many people turning out,” Misha said.

			“It is. When I walked through the hall, I heard a lot of positive buzz. You’re going to kill it,” Maggie said. “The public is going to love the Surprise Me! function.”

			“Thanks. I guess I better go,” she said, as her theme music started to play. Maggie hugged her friend and then stepped to a place just off the stage out of view where Misha had set up her laptop so that Maggie could monitor the comments.

			“Hello, ByteCon! I’m Misha Law, the creator of k!smet. I’m so excited to be here today to share the app with you and we are going to match a couple live. So if you haven’t downloaded the app, then do it now. You don’t want to miss out on being the first to try the new Surprise Me! function and finding your perfect soul mate today!”

			Misha went into her spiel about the app, describing the different streams that were available. She finished her overview presentation after about fifteen minutes and then switched to live mode and broadcast it on the jumbo screen behind her.

			“Now the moment we’ve been waiting for. We are going to use the Surprise Me! button. K!smet, let’s make a match,” she said, hitting the button.

			The screen was populated by a crowd that Maggie had provided the graphics for and slowly the group was whittled down to just two figures. The faces were revealed at the same time and a gasp went through the crowd. Maggie looked up to see her own face on the screen and then gasped herself when she realized she’d been “matched” with Jericho Winters.

			She glanced at her phone and saw the alert and then the button asking her to accept it.

			Misha looked over at her, her social smile frozen on her face. Maggie knew her friend needed this launch to go well, and she wasn’t going to be the one to let a centuries-old feud mess it up for her. Without another thought, she hit Accept on the match.

			The ball was in Jericho Winters’s court now.

			

			Jericho Winters cursed succinctly under his breath. Several people near him had turned and were waiting to see if he was going to accept the match. Some who knew him and were aware of the bad blood between his family and the Del Rios stared. But this...the woman he’d been trying to get out of his head for six weeks being matched with him. His hormones were trying damned hard to convince his brain that there was more to this than he was sure there was.

			He hit Accept.

			“Jericho Winters, if you could make your way backstage,” Misha said, as the Jumbotron confirmed it. “I want to have a word with our matched couple. But I think this perfectly demonstrates the unpredictability of possibility.”

			He heard Misha continuing to talk as he made his way around to the roped-off section that led to the backstage area.

			The scent of jasmine was in the air as he walked around the curtained corner. He saw Maggie standing off to one side chewing on her nails. She dropped her hand as she seemed to become aware of him and looked up.

			“Jericho Winters.”

			Just his name, but it sounded like the worst sort of curse.

			He walked closer to her until only a few inches separated the two of them. “Maggie Del Rio.”

			He tried to put the same edge in his voice but the truth was, this close he could see the amber flecks in her eyes and he noticed how thick her black lashes were. She had high cheekbones and as he let his gaze drop lower, he couldn’t help himself—he almost groaned when he saw her full lips.

			Oh, he’d noticed her mouth before this. Had spent hours at night fantasizing about how it felt under his. God damn. He needed to get laid. And this app business was a mistake. A big one.

			She sighed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said your name like that. I mean, we’ve never even met.”

			“No we haven’t,” he said. “Should we at least introduce ourselves before we jump straight into family animosity?”

			“Probably. I mean, you could be totally decent,” she said, wryly.

			He couldn’t help the slight grin. “I could be. But you might have me confused with my brother.”

			She gave him a shy smile back. “I’m Maggie Del Rio, owner and lead art director for MaggieInk.”

			She held her hand out to him and he couldn’t help noticing her brightly colored manicure. He took her hand. “Jericho Winters. RoyalGreen Architects.”

			A shiver of awareness went through him, not surprisingly. The intensity of his obsession with her had pretty much guaranteed that there’d be a spark. But he hadn’t expected to like her. She flushed and then pulled her hand back and rubbed it with her other hand.

			“You designed this space, didn’t you?” she asked.

			He nodded, not sure if she wanted him to launch into a description of the building like he’d almost done with Brian earlier. Instead he looked around, hearing Misha still talking on the stage.

			“What are we going to do about this?” he asked. “My brother is an investor in the app so I don’t want to do anything to generate any negative publicity.”

			“Same. Misha’s my best friend. We could do it, just go out on a date and then say we don’t have any chemistry or something like that,” she said. “My family is probably going to have a conniption.”

			“The entire family?”

			“Like yours isn’t going to,” she said, raising both eyebrows at him.

			“They are. I get it. I kind of think it’ll be fun. People won’t be expecting us to go on a date.”

			“No they won’t. I hate being predictable,” she said. But he wasn’t sure that was the truth. Something in her eyes made him realize she was hiding something.

			Before he could ask her about it, Misha came rushing up to them.

			“Oh my gosh. Y’all, I had no idea that you were going to get matched. So what do we want to do?” Misha asked. “I had to practically twist your arm to get you to do this, Maggie. Do you want to back out? I can say it was a glitch.”

			“I’m pretty sure you don’t want to say the Surprise Me! button made a mistake on your live match,” Maggie said. “You didn’t twist my arm,” she said, giving Misha a look that Jericho couldn’t read.

			“We both decided to just give the people what they aren’t expecting,” Jericho said. “What does this match entail?”

			“It’s up to you. The app will suggest dates that fit y’alls profile and then you go on them,” Misha said. “I had been planning to set up the first one live but if you’d rather do it privately...”

			Maggie chewed her bottom lip again and he realized she was nervous. He looked at Misha and asked her to give them a moment. She looked over at Maggie first before stepping away to give them some privacy.

			“What do you think? If we hamper her demonstration, it could hurt the appearance of our match,” he said, realizing he wanted her to say yes to this. Wanted to do whatever the app thought would be a good date for them. So why was he acting like he just wanted it for Trey’s investment? His brother would do fine if the app didn’t go public. And he’d never been someone to hedge before.

			“Let’s do it,” she said.

		
	
		
			Two

			Seated on the stage next to Jericho was doing nothing to stop her racing heart. Misha had asked Jericho his thoughts on the dating app, and though she knew she should listen to his words, it was the deep timbre of his voice and the cadence of his words that distracted her.

			From the side profile, his strong jaw and sharp blade of a nose were visible. There was strength in his face and, as she let her gaze dip down, in his broad shoulders as well. There was something substantial about Jericho. In a way, he was the opposite of Randall, who’d been more gym muscles than body strength.

			“Maggie?”

			“Hmm...?”

			Jericho’s neck was corded with muscles, and as he turned to face her, humor was in his expression and in his dark brown eyes. She smiled back and she heard murmurs from the crowd and snapped out of it. “Sorry about that. I guess I like the unpredictability of Surprise Me! matching me with Jericho. Let’s face it—the two of us weren’t going to ever hook up on our own.”

			That drew laughter from the crowd and a nod of agreement from Jericho.

			“That’s one of the very things that I had in mind when I designed the app,” Misha said. “I think we are limited by our perceptions of what we want.”

			“I agree with that,” Maggie added, remembering her own “perfect” match who’d left her high and dry. She wanted to get this back on track. They were up here to help show the benefits of using the k!smet app. She remembered that the program that Misha had written had search parameters different from other dating apps. “So what did the app see in us?”

			“Great question. We can look at the back end and see where you two overlap and where you might each bring a quality the other is lacking,” she said.

			Misha started tapping on her smartphone and the screen behind them lit up with their profiles side by side. Jericho’s photo was clearly taken on the lake on a boat. He smiled easily at the camera, he had his shirt off and she could clearly the strength of him that she’d only guessed at earlier. He was tanned and had thick muscles on his pectorals and then a flat abdomen. The photo cut off at his waist.

			“Jericho’s profile shows an outdoorsy guy who is active. Maggie, you have checked the same box,” Misha said.

			“I sure did. You know how much I love to walk on the weekends,” she said.

			“I do,” Misha agreed. “So this is a clear like-to-like category. But if you look further down, here is where the magic of k!smet comes into play. Maggie has checked that she is spontaneous and isn’t much of a planner. Jericho, on the other hand, is prepared for every eventuality. So k!smet sees that this might be an area where opposites attract.”

			Maggie looked over at Jericho. “What do you think?”

			“That I didn’t plan for this and I’m rolling with it,” he said.

			“And?” Maggie asked.

			“Well, hell, Maggie darlin’, I am already working out a plan for asking you to dinner and trying to figure out what kind of place would suit you.”

			She raised her eyebrows at Maggie darlin’ but she wasn’t upset by the endearment, though the way it rolled off his tongue, she had a feeling that he’d had a lot of “darlin’s” in his dating life. “Dinner would be great. Sheen?”

			“Of course,” he said.

			“Wow. I think you can see that k!smet has stumbled onto a match that might end in love,” Misha said. “I think we’ll leave the interview here. Thank you, everyone, for coming to this demonstration today. Help me wish Maggie and Jericho the best.”

			There was a round of applause and cheers from the crowd as Jericho offered her his hand as they hopped off the high stools they’d been seated on. That heat from him sent a tingle of sensual awareness up her arm and straight to her center. She was hyperaware of the warmth of his touch and how close he was. He smelled good, too. Spicy and exotic, and she almost closed her eyes and leaned closer to him before she caught herself.

			She admitted to herself that she was having fun with this but she knew that once her family caught wind of it—especially her father, who never seemed to approve of anything she did—there were going to be issues. They stepped backstage and she turned to Jericho.

			“Were you serious about dinner?” she asked.

			“Weren’t you?”

			“Are you one of those guys?” she asked.

			“No. I’m one of a kind,” he returned.

			She couldn’t help the smile that danced around her lips. He was flirty and fun but she suspected that, like her, he was playing a part. Being what he thought she wanted him to be.

			“I can see that,” she said, reaching up and running her forefinger along the edge of his jaw. His pupils dilated and his body stiffened under her touch.

			Interesting that he was just as affected by her as she was by him. They had chemistry, which wasn’t a bad thing. If nothing else, they could hook up and maybe he’d be what she needed to break her long dating dry spell.

			“I like you, Maggie,” he said. His voice was rough and the words low, brushing over her senses like a warm breeze on a cold day.

			“That’s good because we’re going to have to at least try to make this look real for Misha’s and your brother’s sake.”

			“Oh, I think I can deliver on real,” he said, putting his arm around her waist and pulling her closer. She put her hand on his chest and felt the heat of him through the fabric of his shirt. Other than his arm at her waist and her hand on his chest, they weren’t touching but she felt as if he was pressed to her body. In her mind, she was already wrapping herself around him, kissing him deeply and proving to herself and to him that she could be real, too.

			But only in her mind. “Jericho.”

			He nodded, dropping his arm. “Sorry. I’m also a see-what-I-want-and-take-it kind of guy.”

			“Noted. I’m not saying no. It was more a ‘not right now,’” she said to clarify to him. Her body was at war with her common sense—her brain saying to keep her distance and protect herself from her own bad judgment, and her body saying fuck that. He was hot, he wanted her and it had been too long since she’d slept with anyone.

			“Good to know,” he said.

			Misha waved them over to do an interview with the press and local television show Royal Tonight. Maggie nodded but turned away to fix her lipstick, needing a minute to herself. It was one thing to think of hooking up with him but something else entirely to do it. And though she’d checked spontaneous on the profile, she knew she wasn’t. She was cautious and overthought everything—including agreeing to do this.

			

			Touching Maggie might not have been his smartest idea but he had no regrets. He was happy with the match and, given the fact that his sister and brother had both texted him, he was pretty sure that this time with Maggie might be all he had. He ignored the family group chat for now.

			Misha looked shell-shocked but impressed Jericho with her professionalism. Her smile had only faltered once and she just kept on talking, like matching up rivals was the best thing her app could have done.

			To be honest, Jericho still wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad thing. His body was like hell, yes but his mind was throwing up all kinds of objections. Not the least was the fact that the Del Rio clan hadn’t been trustworthy in all the time they’d been feuding. True, he himself had very few interactions with them, but genuinely was he knew this was going to be a hard sell to his family and he suspected hers as well.

			Maggie joined them.

			“Given your families’ histories together, do you think that this match is simply hijinks, or something that is written in the stars?” Mandee Meriweather from Royal Tonight asked.

			Misha and Maggie looked at each other and Jericho stepped forward. “I think that we are going to have to wait and see. As we said earlier, this isn’t a match that would have happened outside the app and the chance to explore the possibilities entices both of us. The k!smet app and Surprise Me! function are meant to create opportunities you wouldn’t make yourself in all avenues of life and I think myself and Maggie are a perfect example of that.”

			“I agree with Jericho. Our families are important to both of us but my parents also want what’s best for me and I’m sure the Winters family is the same.”

			“Indeed,” Jericho said.

			“Thanks, everyone, for the questions and I’m happy to answer more about the app but we should probably let these two go for now,” Misha said.

			“Can we get a quick photo?”

			Maggie looped her arm through his and through Misha’s. “Sure.”

			“Great. Now one of just the two of you,” the photographer said.

			He was glad he’d put his arm around her earlier because he was almost prepared for the jolt of awareness that went through him when he did it this time. He pulled her into the side of his body and she put her arm around his waist, and he felt himself stir and adjusted his legs as he hugged her to his side. They both smiled for the cameras, and then when they were done, he let his arm drop and they walked away from the press and Misha.

			Maggie’s stride was quick, as if she wanted to get as far away as possible. From him or the press? He didn’t know but followed her out of the backstage area.

			“We need to talk,” she said.

			“I agree. There’s an office space just over here that I think we can use. We’ll have some privacy there,” he said, pointing to a door marked Private.

			She nodded toward him and they went through the door. She immediately stopped as soon as it closed behind them and leaned back against the painted wall. She put her head against the wall and closed her eyes.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes. Just needed a minute. My smartwatch hasn’t stopped vibrating in the last five minutes and I’m pretty sure my entire family knows about this. I’m not sure what to say,” she admitted.

			“The Winters family WhatsApp chat is blowing up, too. Do you want to call it off?” he asked.

			“I don’t see how we can. Misha needs this live match to be a success. What about you?” she asked.

			“I agree. I don’t want to back out,” he said. “I’m going to tell my family that we are going to go to dinner. Just a test date to see how this works out.”

			“I like that. I’m sure that my father is going to balk at the thought but my mom will get it,” she said.

			“On the plus side, we’re both grown-ass adults,” he said.

			“Has that ever stopped your parents from butting into your life?” she asked. “If so, I need some tips.”

			“Well, not really but I do remind them often,” he said. And he had. His family was close but they didn’t really try to control his life. But Maggie was a Del Rio and that meant that his family was going to have some concerns. He got that. But he also wasn’t going to miss the chance to have dinner with her and maybe more.

			Time would tell if this was a match written in the stars or just one more online snafu. But for now he wasn’t going to back down.

			

			Maggie looked at Jericho. Hotness aside, she needed to start figuring this out. Dating shouldn’t be this hard, but for her it always had been. Even before Randall, she’d never just been chill about meeting someone of the opposite sex. She knew a lot of the pressure was self-inflicted. Her mom had always been someone to point out her strengths and give her the tools she needed to build her own confidence.

			Jericho was watching her and she knew she was showing him all the wrong sides right now. She straightened from the wall, putting her shoulders back. Time to remember she was Maggie Del Rio.

			“I like that thought. So for this first dinner, there is going to be a lot press and public speculation...”

			“You’re right. And since I announced it publicly, we can’t blame them,” he said. “Instead of Sheen, want to come to my place or I can go to yours? Might be better for our first date to be out of the public eye.”

			“Sounds good to me. Why don’t you come to mine tonight at eight,” she said, using the private chat in the k!smet app to send him her address. “Is that too late?”

			“That works. I’ll see you then. You can get out of the expo hall down that way or go back through the crowd.”

			“I think I’ll choose the private route. I need to get to a client meeting in forty minutes,” she said.

			“I’ll walk you out,” he said.

			“Why?”

			“It’s the gentlemanly thing to do,” he said.

			“Are you a gentleman?”

			“I try. I know I came on too strong earlier, but I do try,” he said.

			“Why did you do that?”

			“Seemed like you were looking at me like you wanted to kiss me,” he said.

			She blushed and chewed her lower lip. “I was thinking about it.”

			“Were you? Then why’d you stop me?”

			“I don’t always have the best instincts when it comes to men,” she said. She wasn’t going to pretend this was easy for her. She wanted him, but that made her doubt that she should have him. Her own gut was so unreliable when it came to the dating choices she’d made she couldn’t trust it. Could she trust Misha’s app? God, she had no idea.

			“Why is that?”

			“I’m not sure. I was left almost at the altar, which doesn’t help,” she said.

			“I read about that. What happened?”

			“That’s not a barely know-you conversation,” she said.

			“Isn’t it? I find that people are most honest when they don’t know you,” he said. “I mean there’s nothing really to lose by being honest at this point. We might not even go on more than one date.”

			She tipped her head to the side studying him. She’d never thought of it that way. But it made her realize that he must have a lot of experience with first dates. “Been out with a lot of strangers?”

			“I have. I keep things casual. So if your gut is saying he’s not looking for forever, it’s right,” he said.

			“I’m not looking for forever, either.” She didn’t know if she’d ever be able to be engaged again. All the pressure that came with it wasn’t something she was sure she wanted to sign up for. But more than the pressure was the broken hopes and dreams. The life she’d thought she’d have with Randall that was suddenly gone. And as much as she knew she’d gotten lucky that he’d bailed before they were married and had kids, she wasn’t sure she’d ever trust a man enough to get that close to marriage again.

			“Maybe the app knew that,” he said. “Damn. I can’t even believe this.”

			“I know, right?” She couldn’t help the giggle that came out of her. She’d spent the last two years avoiding any man. No dates, no fix-ups when her mom had subtly mentioned trying to set her up. Nothing. And then this very public match to a Winters.

			He laughed, too, and then shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “Crazy. Trey is a big believer in this app, which is why I downloaded it.”

			“Yeah? Misha’s a genius and I trust her, which is why I did,” Maggie admitted. “And if I’m being totally honest, and since by your reckoning, I can be with you—I’m intrigued to see if there’s more to you than meets the eye and where this leads.”

			“Into my arms?” he asked.

			“Let’s figure out if our families and us dating is going to happen first,” she said. “I know I checked spontaneous but I’m not. I’m cautious. I’m not a planner, but I don’t ever just leap.”

			He nodded. “I do when it comes to dating. Seems like when you try to plan a relationship...”

			“It never works out,” she finished.

			“Exactly.”

			They’d gotten to the end of the hall and he opened the door for her. The heat of the Texas August afternoon wafted in, wrapping around her and stirring her hair, making the strands wrap around her neck. She reached up to push it back.

			“It’s been interesting meeting you. See you tonight,” she said, then turned and walked away.

			He was too intriguing. It wasn’t just the sex thing. It was the way he looked at life and the contradictions between what she’d expected of a Winters and who Jericho was. To be fair, she hadn’t really thought of him as a Winters. Not really. Jericho was too big a presence to lump in with that rival clan.

			But she knew she was going to have to face that. She put her sunglasses on as she walked toward her car and finally looked at the messages in the family chat.

			Preston: Sis, you good?

			Mom: Call me. Since when do you online date?

			Dad: Family meeting tomorrow 9 a.m.

			She shook her head. Then took a minute to write her response.

			Maggie: Yeah, I’m good, Pres. It was about time I tried dating again. I will look at my schedule and let you know if I can make the 9 a.m.

			Her phone rang and she glanced at the caller ID before answering.

			“Preston.”

			“I like your ballsy response but Dad is going to lose it.”

			“I know, I was being bratty. I’ll text that I can make it in a few minutes. I just can’t deal with him being autocratic sometimes.”

			“I get it. So Jericho Winters...”

			“Yeah. It’s Misha’s app, so I couldn’t bail,” she said, realizing she didn’t feel like letting her brother know how she really felt about Jericho and admitting to herself for the first time that she was excited to see him again.

			“I doubt Dad will see it that way.”

			“You’re right,” she said. “But I’ll make him see it.”

			“Good luck with that. See you tomorrow morning,” he said.

			“You, too. Bye.”

			She texted back that she could make the meeting and her mom sent a thumbs-up and then a smiling face and then the kissing face.

			She didn’t delude herself that the family meeting was going to be easy and neither was this “date” tonight with Jericho.

		
	
		
			Three

			Jericho showed up at Maggie’s place just a little before eight. He had a bottle of wine in one hand and a bouquet of gerbera daisies that he’d been unable to resist picking up. He’d said he was a gentleman, and gentlemen brought flowers.

			He wanted the gesture to be sincere but he wasn’t sure. What was he playing at? Her honesty, combined with her physical hesitancy, had thrown him. Part of him said to make this an act. To play that they were dating to help his brother and her friend, but another part... That gut-deep, lust-driven part of him wasn’t having it.

			She opened the door to the sound of Santana’s guitar blaring in the background. She had pulled her long hair up into a high ponytail, changed into a pair of wide-legged shorts that ended at the top of her thigh and made her legs seem endless and wore a slim-fitting halter top that enhanced the curves of her breasts and her nipped-in waist. He swallowed and then smiled as if she hadn’t blown every thought from his head. As if he wasn’t standing on her doorstep with wine when what he wanted was to open his arms and take her into them. Kissing her so long, so hard and so deeply that he wouldn’t lift his head until they were both naked.

			“Evening,” he said.

			“Hey. You’re on time, something I can appreciate. Fair warning, I tend to always run late,” she said, with a wink. “Are those for me?”

			“They are.” He handed her the bouquet and the bottle of wine.

			“Thanks. Come in and grab a seat in the kitchen at the bar,” she said, then called out to her in-home assistant to lower the volume. “Sorry about that. But I love ‘Supernatural’ and it can only be played at full volume.”

			“Don’t be sorry, I agree with that. So what’s for dinner?”

			“Taco salad. In this heat I can’t be bothered to cook,” she said.

			“Agree. I’d be grilling if I was home.”

			“Do you do that often?”

			“Well, since I like to eat and keep late hours, yes. Sometimes I stop at the TCC but then I’m distracted,” he said as he took a seat at one of the wrought-iron-backed tall stools at her breakfast bar.

			She put the daisies in water and then went back to a large wooden bowl where he could see she had the salad already prepared. She put in a few finishing touches. “Corona with lime is my go-to drink with this, but I have lemonade, wine or tequila if you’d prefer those.”

			“Corona works for me. Can I help?”

			“If you want to grab two beers from the fridge, we should be good to go,” she said. She put the salad bowl on the table that she’d already set with two places. She also got some wedges of lime, which she placed in the center, and he twisted the caps off the bottles and went to join her.

			She was so casual that he should be at ease. But he wasn’t. He was conflicted, and he knew that nothing was going to change until he figured out if he was going to try to sleep with her. Also, there was the slight issue of his family.

			They sat down and she dished up a portion of the taco salad for him. She did the same for herself, then tapped the top of her beer bottle against his. “Cheers.”

			“Cheers,” he said.

			“So... I’ve been summoned to a family meeting tomorrow morning,” she said.

			“I suspect I’m going to be as well. So far I have the family chat on mute,” he said. But he knew he was going to have to respond some time tonight.

			“Good idea. But if I do that my mom freaks out and comes to my place,” Maggie said. “She worries.”

			He smiled. “Yeah, parents do that. Why’d you bring up the meeting?”

			“I want to get ahead of this. I know my dad and your dad really hate each other and I’ve only heard my father’s side, but I get where he’s coming from.”

			“Same. And then adding in all of the bad blood that each new generation adds to the feud, it’s a big ask for us to date,” he said.

			“It could be,” Maggie admitted. “But maybe it’s time to get over the feud and move on.”

			“Do you think your dad will go for that?”

			“No.” She shook her head and laughed. “He’s the most stubborn man on the planet.”

			“I bet my old man could give yours a run for that title. What are you suggesting, then?”

			“That we figure out what we want and then call a meeting with both of our families. Maybe get an unbiased third party to mediate,” she said.

			“To what end?”

			“Well if we are going to support the match made by k!smet, then I think we are going to have to go on some public dates, and it might be better for us if we set the terms,” she said.

			She was making a lot of sense. He didn’t want to have his father or the rest of his family interfering in dates with Maggie. Or would that interference be the excuse he could use to keep his hands to himself?

			“What are you thinking for the dates?” he asked.

			“Just a set number of public outings where we can look like we are out together. I think the app will continue to suggest things.”

			He leaned back in his chair and nodded. “Why a set number?”

			“Well, I think we both know this isn’t going to work and a set number gives us an out,” she said. “And it will make our families happy.”

			“What if we both don’t know it’s not going to work?”

			“You think this could be a real match?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. Maybe we table all this talk about our families and try to really get to know each other.”

			

			Inviting Jericho into her home had been a calculated risk. But after she’d almost kissed him, she knew she needed to test herself with him before they were in public. See if what she’d felt had just been nerves and the excitement of having a date again after all this time.

			Which she knew was her own fault. She could have dated after Randall left her. Some of her friends had encouraged her to find a super-hot guy and hook up just to make Randall jealous, but she hadn’t. She’d been too in her feelings and those feelings had been all the worst, ugliest things she could say about herself.

			Now he was suggesting they get to know each other.

			Let down her guard and let him in.

			No way.

			She wasn’t going to do that. And she had a feeling he wouldn’t, either. Or maybe he would now at the beginning of their relationship. As he’d said, strangers could be honest in a way that intimate partners weren’t.

			“Like how?” she asked.

			“Something simple,” he said.

			She arched both eyebrows at him. Her brother could arch one, which looked totally cool, but she’d had to settle for both. She remembered seeing a photo of him at the opening of an art gallery in Houston recently. “What kind of art do you like?”

			“Photos or realistic things that show the Texas landscape or portraits. You?”

			“Impressionist mainly. I do like some of the surrealists, and I truly love what some modern artists are doing, but I’m not a fan of when they do something just to shock,” she said.

			“I forgot you’re not just a graphic artist,” he said.

			“Graphic artist and art director,” she said. “I’m not really that great at the fine arts, like hand drawing and painting.”

			“There’s more to art than perfect lines,” he said.

			“Says the architect.”

			He gave her a wry grin. “Indeed. But a straight line isn’t necessarily perfect if you haven’t taken into account the entirety of what you are working on. Take the expo center. I went through ten drafts before I had a design that I was happy with. Each of those straight lines had to add up to something that would be more than a standard convention center. I wanted to create something more.”

			“Art. So I think we can add a check in the we-both-like-art column,” she said.

			“Agreed. Do you like sports?” he asked in a very casual manner.

			She knew in an instant that he did and that he was probably very passionate about at least one. And she wanted to know what kind of man he was when he met some opposition, and she could never resist teasing her brother about his passion for baseball, which she couldn’t get into. “Not really, but I do like hot guys so sometimes I tune in to a football match.”

			He flattened his lips and shook his head. “Dang. I thought we were going to be a match for the ages but that’s a deal breaker for me.”

			“Is it? Can’t live without your sports?”

			“I can live, but really, what is life without basketball?” he said.

			“Pretty much what it is with basketball. I don’t know that I’ve ever watched a game. My brother is into baseball and my dad loves football and golf,” she said. “So that’s a non-match. What about food?”

			“What about food?”

			“Are you a foodie? Do you cook?”

			He shrugged. “As I mentioned I grill, and I can make a mean omelet. You?”

			“Same. Salads and soups are my go-tos year-round. So it’s either chop veggies and toss them in dressing or grill veggies and blend them up into a soup. Not exactly a gourmand.”

			“Something else in common. We’re not doing too bad here,” he said.

			“No we’re not,” she admitted. But did she want to like him? He had been funny about basketball, not angry, which was important to her. She didn’t want to date a man whose default emotion was anger.

			They talked about books and movies and they were sort of fifty-fifty on them as well. They had some similarities but he didn’t share her love of 1940s rom-coms and she definitely wasn’t into gangster films. Though it was fun to watch him do some impressions.

			When they were done with their meal, she still was torn about going through with dating him. She liked him. But as she’d mentioned when he’d arrived, her father’s anger toward his family was justified and as much as she didn’t let him dictate her life, she had never been one to deliberately anger him.

			And there was the attraction. She’d been sitting across from him all night trying her best to ignore the fact that his mouth was strong and looked firm. She remembered the feel of his arm around her and the warmth of his body pressed to her side. She wanted him.

			She’d been denying that she was a sexual being for the last two years. Masturbating when she could no longer deny her needs. But with Jericho sitting across the table from her, watching her with his big brown eyes and that intensity that she couldn’t help feel was more than a little bit sexual...

			She wanted him.

			She wasn’t sure that was wise. For all the reasons she’d listed in her mind too many times. But this dinner was making her somehow believe she could have him, placate her father and help her friend.

			She shook her head and thought wryly that there was only one reason why she was contemplating this and it had nothing to do with her family or Misha, though she loved them both. It simply came down to Jericho Winters, son of her family’s rivals and the only man who’d made her feel feminine and alive in the last two years.

			She had no idea if the feeling was genuine or just some by-product of the fact that she’d finally decided to try dating again and the app had picked him. And somehow relying on anyone who wasn’t herself seemed smarter than trusting her gut.

			

			She had gone quiet, and he appreciated that the two of them dating was going to cause a lot of tension in their families. He wouldn’t have put either of them through that just for a financial boon for his brother. But he liked Maggie. The more time they spent together, the easier it was for him to see the woman she was.

			She was funny and smart. She laughed easily and wasn’t afraid to talk about the things that mattered to her. He glanced around her house, which on the outside was a cookie-cutter suburban subdivision home but inside had been curated to reflect Maggie. There was richly colored Mexican tile on the kitchen floor and the walls had been painted a vibrant yellow. She’d incorporated a few paintings on the walls as well as plates and wooden serving pieces to create a space that was uniquely Maggie.

			It was earthy, cultured and passionate. And as much as she was a passionate woman, he realized how much of it she kept hidden. She limited herself to showing him only the tip of her interest in any subject. She’d mentioned her broken engagement earlier and he wondered if that was at play here or if it was simply his last name.

			“Does me being a Winters make you not trust me?” he asked bluntly.

			Well, hell, he usually tried to be much more subtle than that. But it was getting late and he was going to have to leave soon and he needed to know as much about Maggie Del Rio as he could before he responded to his family.

			“Yes. I’m sure me being a Del Rio doesn’t help matters for you.”

			“It doesn’t. But it’s simply a wrinkle and I want to find a way around it. Do you?” he asked. To be honest, this evening had been a chance for them to decide what they wanted to do away from their families and the public. For himself he still wanted her and as much as he wanted her in his bed, he was a grown-ass man and didn’t let his dick make decisions for him. Sure, it could influence him but this wasn’t something that could be decided simply because he wanted her under him.

			It had to be something they both wanted because as much as they were pretending they could coax an agreement out of their families, he knew this was going to be a hard sell to his parents and an uphill battle in public.

			“I do. I’m not going to lie and pretend that I think this is actually going to lead to anything permanent between us. But I know I’d regret it if I didn’t at least give it a try.”

			He smiled and leaned forward, putting his forearms on the table and reaching for her hand. He took hers in his, felt that electric jolt of awareness go through him. “Same. But I’m not going to rule out permanent just yet.”

			“Are you looking for that? I think you should know I will not ever agree to marry again,” she said. “I can’t walk around for months with a ring on my finger and then... I just can’t.”

			She pulled her hand from his and twisted her fingers together. It was almost as if she’d pulled on a heavy coat and wrapped it around not only her body but her senses. She’d shut down completely.

			“Forever doesn’t have to mean a long engagement. If I did decide to marry you, Maggie Del Rio, we’d get it done in private and quickly.”

			“Promise?” she asked.

			“Yes.”

			She chewed her lower lip and nodded. “Okay. So I’m meeting with my family in the morning. Do you know anyone who’d be unbiased we could ask to mediate? Then we can set up something with our families.”

			Mentally he went through his acquaintances. “Jack Chowdhry. He’s well respected and a member of the board of the Texas Cattleman’s Club. I think both of our families know of him but he’s not connected to either.”

			“That’s a great suggestion. Do you know him well enough to reach out to him? My brother might know him.”

			“I do but it might be good if your brother does as well so that it seems both families have agreed to it.”

			“Okay. I’m going to text Preston now. I want him onboard before I talk to my parents,” she said.

			“Then I guess that’s my cue to leave. I’ll be in touch tomorrow after I talk to my family,” he said as he stood up. He carried his plate to the sink and turned to see that Maggie was standing behind him.

			“Yes?”

			“Uh...” She walked closer to him and put her hand in the center of his chest the way she had earlier in the day and then went up on her tiptoes and brushed her lips against his.

			Immediately his blood felt like it was running hotter and heavier in his veins and he wanted to go slow, but as he opened his mouth against hers and deepened the kiss, he realized how impossible that would be.

			She was a fire in his veins and someone he’d wanted for too long. He put one arm around her waist and pulled her into his body, felt the brush of her breasts against his chest and her fingers spread out against his chest as she tipped her head to the side and allowed him to deepen the kiss.

			After a long moment had passed, she stepped back, licking her slightly swollen lips. “Just wanted to make sure the chemistry was real.”

			“I knew it was,” he said. “But you can keep checking all you want.”

			She shook her head. “Not until we get everything sorted.”

			“Tomorrow, then?”

			“Or the next day,” she said.

			He left a few minutes later and sat in his sports car thinking about Maggie and wanting her. No matter what happened between the two of them, that kiss had reinforced what he’d felt when he first saw her. And he wasn’t going to let anything keep him from finding out if they were as hot in bed.

		
	
		
			Four

			Somehow when he’d been alone with Maggie he’d had a feeling that they might be able to actually date, but as he arrived at his parents’ house the next morning in time for the breakfast buffet his mom put out, he knew that wasn’t the case. He glanced at the familiar room with the painting of Eliza Boudreaux wearing the diamond, ruby and emerald necklace. She was the one who’d started the feud. She’d jilted Fernando Del Rio the first and married Jericho’s great-grandfather Teddy.

			But that was past. He had today to get through. He went into the dining room and kissed his mom, who gave him one of those looks down her nose.

			“You’re going to date a Del Rio girl?” his mom asked. Camille had dark brown eyes and long, naturally curly black hair and kept in shape. She worked at Winters Industries and was an integral part of their success.

			“Maybe. Mom, it’s more complicated than that. Trey is heavily invested—”

			“Save the arguments until after breakfast. I’m more interested in why my always-playing-the-field son is suddenly keen to date someone an app picked,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee.

			Camille was actually his stepmom. His dad had married her when Jericho was eight after his mom had died in complications after giving birth to his youngest sister, Tiffany. But from the moment Camille had married his dad, she’d been mom to him and his siblings. Camille had a way of cutting past all the other bullshit that most people just accepted from him. He leaned against the counter trying to find something between the truth and a lie as he often did when he spoke to her. Finally he just shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

			She smiled at him. “Don’t say that to your father.”

			“Oh, I’m not planning to,” he said. “I met with her last night just to see who she is, away from the business rivalries between our families.”

			“And?”

			He realized he sort of wanted his mom’s advice, which if he was honest, he hadn’t actively sought since he was fourteen. “I like her.”

			His mom put her coffee cup on the counter and moved slightly closer to him. “Like her how? I’ve seen her around town. Is it just a fling thing?”

			“Mom.”

			“Hey, I love you and want you to be happy but this affects the entire family. If it’s just you wanting to hook up with a pretty girl, then you’re on your own. If it’s something more...”

			She trailed off, but the look in her dark brown eyes just made him more aware of the stakes. His mom as usual had boiled it all down to the important stuff. Was he willing to put his family through a close encounter with the Del Rios, who had always been a thorn in their side? “I still don’t know. That’s why I waited so long to respond in the family group.”

			“The fact that you don’t know might be the answer. I’d keep that to yourself until you know something more. But for now you are going to date the Del Rio girl?”

			“I am. Her name is Maggie,” Jericho said.

			“The Del Rio girl?” Alisha asked as she walked into the kitchen.

			He hugged his sister, who was only a year younger than he was. She was technically his stepsister since she was Camille’s daughter from a previous marriage. But from the moment they met, they’d been close growing up and still were today. She hugged him back, then reached around him to get a mug and poured herself some coffee.

			“Yes.”

			“Are you really going through with this?” she asked.

			“Yes. Trey’s invested heavily in k!smet,” he said, realizing he needed to stop sounding like he was letting circumstances dictate what he wanted. Maybe that was what his mom had meant.

			“So you’re doing this for Trey?” Alisha asked skeptically.

			“No. I like her. I saw her at the club a few weeks back.”

			“Have you been dating her on the down-low?” Alisha asked.

			“No.” But then Alisha gave him one of her knowing looks and he realized that fooling his family wasn’t going to be any easier than fooling himself. He was pretty sure he should leave now before he ended up revealing more than he wanted to.

			He headed toward the back door.

			“Oh, no,” Mom said. “You’re not getting out of this that easily.”

			“Oh, f—”

			“Watch your mouth.”

			“I was going to say fudge, Mom.”

			Alisha snickered.

			“Breakfast is ready,” the housekeeper said.

			They entered the breakfast room together and Jericho was glad to see his father, younger sister Tiffany and his brother Trey along with Trey’s eight-year-old son, Dez. Maybe it was just him but it seemed like everyone was watching him with heavy stares. He went to Dez at the buffet table and stooped down to hug his nephew.

			“Sorry I missed you on Nintendo Sports last night,” he said.

			“That’s cool. I played with Dad and beat him.”

			“That’s not really hard to do,” Jericho said.

			“Uh, it’s hard. I was distracted by the app mess,” Trey said as he joined them at the far end of the room.

			Dez chuckled as he started making his breakfast plate from the buffet.

			“Yeah, about your app...”

			“I didn’t write the programming. Sorry. I saw your interview and you handled it like a champ but that had to be awkward.”

			“It’s cool. Misha made sure we were all comfortable and even offered to say it was a glitch and try to do another match. But Maggie and I both thought that wouldn’t look good for the app.”

			“You’re not wrong. In fact, there’s been a lot of online chatter about it. I wanted to talk to you before I make a push to the family, but I think you should do some dates with her. People aren’t sure if it’s an actual match or just a publicity stunt.”

			Since he planned on seeing Maggie again, he just nodded at his brother. When they were all seated at the long breakfast table and after they’d eaten and Dez had gone off to check TikTok or whatever he did, his father folded his hands together and looked over at him.

			They’d talked about the Mavs and their chances earlier, but Jericho knew it was time for the discussion about Maggie Del Rio and what was next. He’d better start before his dad got rolling.

			“Maggie and I talked last night and are going to do the dating thing. I know that given the tension between our families, neither of us is going to feel comfortable unless we lay down some ground rules,” Jericho said. Having decided to see Maggie again, he needed to take control of this runaway car and start steering.

			“And?” his father said.

			“I’ve reached out to Jack Chowdhry to ask him to mediate something between us. I think given our family history, having something on paper would be good,” Jericho said. Though, as Maggie was reluctant to get married, he wasn’t worried about being left at the altar, but at the same time, her family had a history of coming out on top in personal skirmishes with his.

			“Good idea. I’ll phone our lawyer and get him to come along,” his father said, pulling out his phone.

			“That’s going to be awkward. I don’t want her to feel like I’m pushing her into something. I’ll call Brian instead. He’s a great lawyer, but he’s also my friend,” Jericho said.

			He saw his mom give his sisters a look and Alisha shook her head at first and then sighed. “I’ll go with Jericho so the girl doesn’t feel weird.”

			

			Maggie arrived at her parents’ house just after ten. She saw Preston’s car in the driveway and was glad to see he was already there. She wore a pair of wide-leg trousers and a simple fitted blouse. Her mom opened the door as she walked up the drive and Maggie hurried to hug her. They’d always had a close bond and today she had a feeling she was going to need someone by her side.

			“You’re late. Did you do that thing I told you about setting every clock thirty minutes ahead?”

			“No. That’s silly. I’m trying to just...”

			“Not be you?” her mom asked with a laugh. “You’re not late, by the way, we asked everyone else to come at ten thirty.”

			“Thanks, I think. Who else is coming to a family meeting?”

			“Cecily,” her mom said. “Dad wants to make sure you’re good.”

			Cecily Meachum was one of the Del Rio Group’s lawyers and acted as their family attorney when needed. She was about eight years older than Maggie. Curvy and feminine, she used her looks to her advantage, as many people underestimated her because of them. Cecily was a ruthless attorney.

			“I will be. You know I’m not going to let anyone walk all over me.”

			“I do, but you know your father.”

			“Is that Maggie?”

			Her father entered the foyer and opened his arms. Maggie went to give him a hug. There was a bit of stiffness and formality to the hug. She knew her father loved her but he had always been more interested in running Del Rio Group than anything else.

			“Morning, Dad.”

			“So you’re online dating now?”

			She kissed his cheek and then stepped back. “Yes. I thought you didn’t want to discuss me dating.”

			“I don’t but online dating... That seems sort of iffy.”

			“Iffy?”

			Her mom came over rolling her eyes as she looped her arm though Maggie’s. “He thinks you should meet a boy at the Cattleman’s Club or at work.”

			“It worked for us,” he said. “Let’s go into the den so we can discuss this.”

			“Is he serious?” she asked her mom as they followed her father.

			“Always.”

			When they got into the den, she saw Preston, who smiled at her, and then Cecily, who was looking at her phone and only put it down after they entered and waved at Maggie.

			“Now that we are all here, we can get started,” Dad said.

			Maggie took a deep breath. She realized unless she spoke up now her father was going to dictate the terms of whatever he’d decided about her future. She’d never really been one to toe the line and she wasn’t going to start now.

			“Thanks, everyone, for coming,” she said. “I know you are concerned that I’m going to be dating a Winters but that’s what’s going to happen.”

			“We haven’t decided that yet,” her dad said.

			“I have. Listen, I know it’s going to cause tension for both families. I talked to Jericho last night and we thought it might be nice to have a Del Rio and Winters meeting to make sure we’re all on the same page. I reached out to Preston and we’ve asked Jack Chowdhry to mediate it.”

			Her father was obviously surprised that she’d beat him to the punch on this, but he nodded. “I like it. Good idea. Cecily, you can go with her to make sure our family interests—”

			“Dad, do you really think I won’t represent the family?”

			“I know you will but you also have your mother’s kind heart. I don’t want that Winters boy taking advantage of it.”

			“Then why don’t I bring Preston? Even though he’s my little brother and I was the one who had to defend him on the playground,” she said.

			“Hey,” Preston said. “You’re mad at Dad, not me.”

			She swallowed and looked at her mom. “Maggie doesn’t need anyone to protect her, Fernando.”

			“Thanks, Mom,” Maggie said.

			“But I agree with your dad that Cecily should go with you. We just don’t know Jericho Winters. If he’s like his father, then he can’t be trusted. The past has shown us that the Winters family will use anything to their advantage.”

			She nodded, knowing her mom was right. Last night in her kitchen it had seemed like maybe Jericho was the gateway back to dating and feeling normal, but this morning reality was staring her in the face and there was no way around it. Jericho’s family and hers had more than bad blood. They had a history of battles in business that had left one side bruised and battered and the other victorious. While the winners changed with each battle, the truth was, she wasn’t sure what Jericho wanted from her.

			She didn’t know if she could trust him or not and she wasn’t willing to let herself be hurt by another man’s hidden agenda. “Fine. Cecily can come.”

			“I’m coming, too,” Preston said.

			She just rolled her eyes. “Fine. Mom and Dad, you want to come?”

			“No, honey,” her mom said.

			“Definitely not,” her dad said. “When is the meeting?”

			“Let me text Jericho and see if he’s spoken to his family,” she said.

			She pulled out her phone and opened the k!smet app and used the private chat function.

			Maggie: Family agreed to the meeting with Jack. Did yours?

			Jericho: After some debate. What time is good for you?

			Maggie: The sooner the better. When can Jack do it?

			Jericho: Let me check.

			She looked up from her phone and noticed Cecily watching her with a sympathetic smile. “You okay?”

			Preston and her dad were talking quietly and her mom was checking the coffee service she’d had the housekeeper set up on the sideboard.

			“Yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Because the last guy you dated turned out to be...well, worse than a Winters,” Cecily said.

			“This isn’t dating. This is helping out a friend,” Maggie said. Though the lie felt dirty even as she said it. The truth was she wasn’t going to let anyone know what she felt for Jericho until she was sure he wasn’t using her.

			Jericho: Tonight at six thirty. Boardroom at the TCC. Work for you?

			“Hey, can everyone do six thirty tonight?” she asked Cecily and Preston.

			“Yes,” they both said.

			Maggie: See you there.

			

			The boardroom at the Texas Cattleman’s Club was richly paneled and had a long center table made out of mahogany and big leather chairs around it. There was a painting on the back wall of Texas longhorns grazing on a field. Jack Chowdhry waited at the end of the room with some papers in front of him. Alisha was by his side as Jericho entered.

			“Jack, thanks for doing this,” Jericho said. His sister nodded her hello.

			“No problem. I’m all for our members getting along and putting old feuds to rest.”

			“Good luck with that,” Alisha said.

			“A,” he said sardonically.

			“J.” She just sassed him back as she always did.

			He shook his head. The door opened before he could say anything else and Maggie entered the room. Her long hair was in a braid that she’d somehow wrapped around her head to make it look like a crown. She had on another halter top that clung to the curves of her breasts. Alisha elbowed him and he tore his gaze from her.

			But his mind was still on her figure and the look in her eyes that was very different from the one the night before. He forced a smile. Brian Cooper, Jericho’s friend and personal attorney, came in after the Del Rios.

			“Everyone, if you want to have a seat, I think we can get this started. Do you all know each other?” Jack asked.

			“I know Maggie and I’ve heard of Preston but never had the pleasure of meeting him,” Jericho said.

			Preston Del Rio nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

			“This is Alisha, my sister, and my attorney, Brian Cooper,” Jericho said.

			“This is our attorney, Cecily Meachum,” Maggie said. “It’s nice to see you again, Brian.”

			He looked at Brian, unaware he knew Maggie. “Piper hired Maggie to be the art director of an installation in Dallas last summer.”

			“Well, now that the introductions are out of the way, let’s get started,” Jack said. “Maggie and Jericho have agreed to go on the dates that the k!smet app sets up for them and want to make sure there is no ‘family drama’ and that nothing happens to reignite the feud, which could ruin business for everyone involved.”

			“Any drama won’t be coming from us,” Alisha said.

			“Since when?” Cicely asked smartly.

			“Who are you again?” Jericho asked. The family attorney shouldn’t be bringing that kind of attitude.

			Maggie frowned over at him. “Don’t do that, Jericho. You know that your family has stirred up a lot of—”

			“Our family?” Jericho asked.

			“That’s right,” Preston said at the same time.

			“This is rich,” Alisha said. “Why did we even bother coming here if they are just going to insult us?”

			“Everyone, please sit down,” Jack said.

			Jericho sat down and looked over at Maggie.

			“Do you still want to do this?” he asked her.

			“Yes. I won’t bail on Misha.”

			“I won’t bail, either. I suggest we go on a set number of dates,” Jericho said. Seeing her in this situation was making him really look at the how difficult dating Maggie would be. Alisha looked ticked and Brian...well, he was cool but Preston didn’t seem happy to be in the same room as them, either.

			And while he wanted Maggie, this wasn’t going to be easy. His mom had been right when she’d said trust was going to be very hard to build. He got that and he knew that there was a pretty good chance nothing was going to come of this. At this point he wondered if he should just tell himself he was doing it for Trey.

			“That works for me. Also let’s set an end date. Two weeks?”

			“That sounds fine,” Alisha said.

			“Thanks, sis.”

			“No problem. I am here to keep things from getting awkward.”

			Maggie laughed. “Preston is, too, but he obviously didn’t understand the assignment.”

			“I thought I was here to protect you,” he said.

			“From who?” Jericho asked.

			“You, Winters.”

			“Someone’s going to have to protect you if you don’t shut up,” Alisha said.

			“Families,” Jack said. “I think we have enough for the attorneys and me to come to an arrangement.”

			“I don’t,” Maggie said.

			“What is troubling you?” Jack asked.

			“The Surprise Me! function is known for its unpredictability and I think we have to be open to that if we are going to help really promote it,” Maggie said.

			“That’s fine with me,” Jericho said. “We’ll do these public dates that the app sets up for us and then when our time is up, go our separate ways.”

			Maggie looked over at him, and maybe he was just seeing what he wanted to, but it seemed to him that there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. But she nodded in agreement. Today had shown him that there was no way to broker peace with the Del Rio family. Her brother was obviously spoiling for a fight.

			“It might be nice if each of your families could seem to be making peace while you’re dating,” Brian said.

			“Uh, what?” Alisha asked Brian.

			“Well, you mentioned that you want the app to get good publicity and for it not to seem like a stunt, right?”

			“Yes, we do,” Maggie said. “I think we could be cordial to each other in public, right?”

			“Yes,” Jericho agreed.

			Alisha and Preston both left a few minutes later and the lawyers and Jack were in a deep discussion of the agreement that Brian’s firm would draw up and he and Maggie would sign later.

			“Want to get a drink while they hash things out?” he asked her.

			“I’m not sure that’s wise,” she said. “Last night seems like a different life and today... I think we should face facts. There can never be anything real between the two of us.”

			Jericho shook his head, remembering the feel of her in his arms, and pulled her out of the boardroom and into the corridor that was empty. In the distance he could hear the sounds of voices downstairs in the bar.

			“This feels real,” he said, pulling her into his arms and kissing her.

		
	
		
			Five

			Maggie hadn’t intended to find herself back in Jericho’s arms but honestly, she was secretly glad she was. The meeting had been tenser than she’d expected. She had the feeling a few public dates were going to be all they actually had and she craved this kiss more than she should.

			His mouth was firm and strong. He wasn’t wishy-washy about kissing her, pulling her close into his body and turning so that she had the wall against her back. She put her hand on his jaw, felt the stubble on it and rubbed her fingers against it as his tongue tangled with hers and he thrust it deeper into her mouth.

			Something deep and needy awoke in her soul. She put her arms around his shoulders, using that to pull herself closer to him. Letting the fullness of her breasts brush against his chest. His hand slid down her back, cupping her butt and rubbing along her hip. His hips canted forward and she felt the brush of his erection against the tops of her thighs.

			He wanted her.

			This was ridiculous. They’d just agreed to put on a show for their families but this... This was private. This was just for the two of them.

			She tore her mouth from his as she heard the sound of footsteps at the end of the hall. He adjusted himself and stepped back from her as she glanced down the hallway and noticed whoever they heard had gone in another direction.

			“That was close,” she said.

			“Yes,” he agreed. He shoved his hand into his hair. “I’m not going to apologize for that.”

			“Good,” she said, sighing and rubbing her finger over her lips, which still tingled. “We’re too old to sneak around and I’m not sure where this is going.”

			“I agree on both counts. Could we do something for show and something private for us? Not necessarily sneaking—”

			“We could. But to what end. I mean, my brother and your sister were pretty heated in there. It would have been even worse with our fathers,” she said. “I think it’s smarter for that to be our last kiss.”

			“Smarter? Maybe. But I’m not sure that it will be the last time I take you in my arms,” he said.

			She wasn’t entirely sure, either. There was something about Jericho that was just making her want to let go. To reconnect to that part of herself that she’d let stay dormant for too many years. Why him? Why now?

			But she knew that the answer wasn’t something she could define. Maybe it was hormones or maybe it was the forbidden nature of it. Part of her was really attracted, not just to Jericho but also to the thought of having a secret relationship. After having been publicly dumped, her mind found it way too easy to justify.

			“Ugh.”

			He smiled and shook his head. “I know. Why do you have to be a Del Rio?”

			“Why do you have to be a Winters?” she countered.

			He moved to lean against the wall next to her, his head turned to face her, and she couldn’t help but notice how thick his eyelashes were and that he had a scar just near his left temple. She reached out to touch it. “How’d you get this?”

			“Doing a sick scooter trick off a homemade ramp in our backyard,” he said.

			“You don’t really seem like the X Games type. I assume that’s what you were going for,” she said.

			“I’m not, but Trey was. He thought Dad would say yes to building a half-pipe in the backyard if we were both into it. Anyway, after I was rushed to the ER and had stitches, we gave up our X Games dreams.”

			She smiled remembering that summer she and Preston had decided they were going to be water ski champs. Their mom had been on board and had taken them out on the lake every day to practice jumps and stunts. But at the end of the summer, their passion for skiing had waned. It was funny to think that they would have something in common with the Winters family.

			“You make your family sound almost normal and not like the competitive, driven demons I’ve always imagined you to be,” she said wryly.

			“Yeah? I always pictured your clan more as the devil,” he said.

			“To be fair, there is a lot of back-and-forth business competition and one-upmanship on both sides. I’m not going to pretend I’m not competitive.”

			“Me, either. But dating isn’t a place where I normally want to feud.” He paused, gazing straight into her eyes. “I do like you, Maggie.”

			“Not Maggie darlin’?”

			He shook his head. “Of course, darlin’.”

			“Ah, I know you call all the girls that.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because it rolls off the tongue so easily for you,” she said. “I can’t make a decision based on lust.”

			“One-night stand?” he suggested. “I mean, let’s face it—every time we come within a few feet, it’s hard for us to keep our hands off each other.”

			“For you maybe. I have the famed Del Rio willpower.”

			He put his hands up near his shoulders. “Fine. If you don’t want me, then we stick to the agreement and that’s it. I won’t touch you again unless you specifically ask me to.”

			She took a deep breath. Why had she said that? Because she knew that a one-night stand wasn’t what she wanted. But at the same time, he’d put the ball squarely in her court. If she wanted to just do what they were going to legally agree to, then he’d abide by it.

			Easy, right?

			She could do that.

			But she couldn’t.

			She wanted him and by his saying he wouldn’t touch her unless she asked him to... Well, it was a challenge, and though she knew it would be wiser to just ignore him, a part of her wanted to see how far she could take things before he broke. Because she wasn’t going to be the one to ask—he was.

			“You’re on.”

			

			Brian stuck his head out of the conference room and beckoned the two of them back in. He gestured for Maggie to go first but her words were heavy on his mind.

			You’re on.

			He knew that maybe he should regret challenging her but he didn’t. He wouldn’t say he was overly competitive, especially compared with other members of his family, but in this case he was determined to win. Probably because it was Maggie.

			She was a Del Rio. And just based on what had happened when they’d met, he knew that there wasn’t going to be an easy way to ever have a relationship with her. But sex... Well, no one said they couldn’t hook up. Except Ms. Maggie Del Rio. She’d dropped a barrier between them and he’d issued his challenge.

			The truth was, no matter how long it took he was going to have her in his bed. If that meant making her think it was her idea, even better. But he knew that inevitably they were going to end up together.

			There was too much passion for anything else.

			“You coming?” Brian asked.

			Jericho hurried into the conference room, where Maggie and her attorney had their head’s close together. Brian drew him to the other end of the table. “I got them to narrow the dates down to five in two weeks. You two already announced a dinner. Sheen is the logical choice for that. A second one would be boating on a lake. We decided to let the app suggest two to show off the app’s functions. Then you and Maggie can decide on the last one.”

			“After the five dates what happens?” he asked. He wasn’t going to have very long with Maggie so he was going to have to work hard to get her to break.

			“Well, Cecily and I are going to draft a press release and right now we’re going back and forth on the language, but for now you can sign this agreement and we’ll have an addendum with the press release,” he said. “What do you think?”

			He read the agreement, which had been drafted and printed out. It was pretty straightforward and honestly the weirdest thing he’d ever done when it came to dating.

			“Looks good to me.”

			“Good. Jack, Mr. Winters is in agreement,” Brian said as he moved toward the end of the table where Jack was.

			“Ms. Del Rio is as well,” Cecily said. “Once you both sign it and Jack witnesses it, we can leave. Brian, I’ll draft the press release and send it to you for approval?”

			“That works for me,” Brian said.

			Jericho watched Maggie, who’d put up some kind of barrier when they’d reentered the boardroom. Jack was saying something about the agreement and handed the paper to Maggie. Jericho watched the slashing motions she made with the pen as she signed her name with a flourish and then turned the agreement toward him. He took the pen from her and their fingers brushed.

			An electric tingle went up his arm and he glanced up. Their eyes met and held, and he felt like all of the air had gone out of the room. How was he going to keep his hands off her? He wanted her more each time they touched. Even this exchange of a pen and brush of fingers had him hardening.

			But he had determined he wouldn’t break first. He just smiled at her. “Thanks, darlin’.”

			She rolled her eyes at him. “You’re welcome, babe.”

			He grinned as he signed his name and handed the agreement to Jack for him to sign as the witness. Jericho realized he was going to have to come up with another endearment for Maggie. He wasn’t going to get her to break by treating her the way he’d treated every other woman he’d hooked up with.

			Which meant he was going to have to lower his guard. Which seemed like the worst sort of idea. He didn’t like the thought of being vulnerable to a Del Rio. Even the supersexy Maggie.

			He’d figure it out and find a way to get what he wanted without putting himself in a vulnerable position.

			“Thank you, everyone. I’ll have copies sent to the lawyers. Maggie and Jericho, good luck with your dates. I’ll see you all around,” Jack said.

			They all filed out of the boardroom and Maggie and Cecily left the club. Brian mentioned he had to get home to Piper and Jericho went to the bar to get a drink. The bar was busy. He saw a few single women whom he’d flirted with in the past and he briefly toyed with the idea of taking one of them home. Maybe the lust thing with Maggie was just him needing to get laid.

			But it wasn’t. He couldn’t get her out of his head. None of the women he spoke to had that feisty spark that Maggie did. And he left a few minutes later. He drove toward the expo center and parked in front of it.

			The building was a big project that he and his brother hoped would draw more business to Royal. But it was also a new phase for Jericho in eco design. He sat there trying to take his mind off Maggie and the remembered feel of her in his arms. This was where his head should be. On design. On the next big building project he had.

			But it wasn’t.

			He sat there trying to force his thoughts to work but all he could remember was that almost kiss they’d had in the back corridor and how the two kisses he’d shared with her since that moment had only served to inflame his need for her.

			And no agreement or dare was going to stand in his way. He wanted her and he wouldn’t stop until she cracked and admitted she wanted him, too.

			

			Cecily and Maggie stopped for drinks and dinner at a place close to Maggie’s house. Maggie was glad that they’d reached an arrangement and wanted to talk about anything other than Jericho Winters.

			But Cecily was still focused on the Winters family.

			“Thanks for all your work today,” Maggie said.

			“No problem. I texted your father to keep him up to date on everything,” Cecily said.

			“Great. So we’re good now?”

			“Ah, yeah. I think you’re in a good position to keep your eyes open,” Cecily said after their order had been taken.

			Maggie took a sip of her chardonnay. “What do you mean?”

			“Just that you might be able to help your family out. We know there is something dirty going on with Winters’ latest business deal.”

			“How do we know that?” Maggie asked. “You know I just do the graphics for the De Rio Group’s promotional material.”

			Cecily took a sip of her vodka tonic and nodded. “Of course. It’s just when you’re with Jericho, he might let things slip.”

			“I doubt that man will let anything slip,” Maggie said.

			“I saw the way he was watching you. I’m pretty sure you could coax some information out of him,” Cecily said.

			Maggie didn’t really like the sound of that. She had pretty well decided to try to get Jericho to break and kiss her but trying to get information... She wasn’t even sure what kind of info Cecily expected her to uncover. “I don’t know.”

			“I get it. I’m asking you to do something you’re uncomfortable with. But we think that some of their investments aren’t aboveboard and are being funneled through Winters Industries. All I’m saying is keep your ears open. If you hear something that doesn’t sound right, then just let me know.”

			“Sure, I can do that,” she said, not wanting to let her family down. And she was also fairly confident that Jericho wasn’t going to let anything slip. He’d been pretty clear where his allegiance was and it wasn’t with her. He might want her in his bed but he wasn’t ever going to trust her.

			She was confident of that because she knew she’d never trust him. How could she? This dinner was a perfect example of why she couldn’t. Their families. As much as she was glad they had an agreement for those dates to help out Misha, she knew it was going to be difficult.

			This was part balancing family with her personal desire for Jericho. She wondered if she could do it. But honestly, after this, dating should be a whole hell of a lot easier. She hadn’t thought of Randall and his douchey dumping of her. And she wasn’t really dreading being seen with a man in public again the way she had been before she’d been matched by the k!smet app.

			She finished her dinner with Cecily and went home. She found herself at the art studio she had in the back of her house. She blasted music and sat in her favorite chair with her tablet open to the drawing app. She started sketching, just trying to unwind, and wasn’t surprised when she saw the lines taking on the shape of Jericho’s strong jaw and piercing eyes. It was just a pencil sketch and she worked on getting his nose right.

			His mouth wasn’t an issue.

			She remembered the intimate feel of it against hers and as she sketched it became clearer. She stopped as she realized what she was doing. Closed the app and left her studio.

			Her phone pinged and she glanced down, surprised to see it was the k!smet app alert.

			She opened it to a private message from Jericho.

			Jericho: Thoughts on the fifth date?

			She felt disappointed that his comment was about their family-approved dates. She thought about a fifth date. They were going to go to dinner at Sheen in two days. So something sooner?

			Maggie: I’m hosting a wine and paint night tomorrow evening. Want to join me?

			Jericho: Sure. Where is it?

			She texted him the address. And he thumbs-upped it.

			Maggie: Disappointed to see you’ve dropped into Winters clone mode.

			She hit Send before she could second-guess herself. Their planned dates would only last for two weeks. So if she was going to make him break and win the challenge he’d set for her, she needed to move on it.

			Also that sketch... It didn’t take a genius to figure out she had him on her mind. She wanted more than five agreed-to dates. She wanted to actually be that woman whom she was going to pretend to be. Someone who had somehow become whole again and was ready to take on the world. Ready to stop hiding in her work and pretending that she wasn’t affected by being dumped. She wanted to be strong again and stop hiding.

			Jericho: Thought that’s what you wanted.

			Maggie: Really? You look smarter than that.

			Jericho: A smart man knows when to back down.

			Maggie: A smart woman knows when to push.

			Jericho: What do you want from me?

			Maggie: I don’t know but not someone who’s simply going through the motions.

			She admitted to herself that she wanted the next two weeks to be more than she agreed to. She’d been dancing around it—and not doing a salsa where their passion and attraction reigned, but more of a formal dance. Something where they acted the parts that the app and their families had assigned them.

			But it was time to end that. She wasn’t going to play any more games. She wanted him but she also realized she wanted to trust him. And the only way that would happen was if she got to know him. Got to know Jericho Winters not because her family wanted inside information or because an app had matched them.

			But because she liked him and wanted him and she was tired of pretending she didn’t have desires.

		
	
		
			Six

			“Thanks, man, for doing your part. Alisha told Mom, who told everyone that the meeting with the Del Rios was a bit contentious.”

			He and Trey were sitting by his pool while his nephew played in it with some friends. Both men were drinking beer. “No prob. We agreed to two weeks of dates. Will the IPO happen in that time frame?”

			“Yeah, we think so. If it doesn’t, I might need you to extend things with Del Rio.”

			Del Rio. It was funny, but most of the time Jericho didn’t see Maggie as the face of his family’s bitter rivals. He had looked at the website of her company, MaggieInk, and he had to be honest—if he didn’t know she was a Del Rio, he might have hired her. She was so accomplished and professional. Brian had sent him some photos of her work and a link to the exhibit she’d directed. Jericho had been impressed.

			Which brought him back to his current dilemma. Normally he’d be honest with his brother and get some good advice. But he couldn’t be. Not really. Maggie was the one woman that Trey wasn’t going to be objective about. He rubbed the back of his neck and took another sip of his beer. He felt fucked. To be honest, he should stick to the public dates as they’d agreed.

			No more late-night messages. Except he knew she wouldn’t let his challenge go unmet. If he hadn’t realized it earlier, it had become perfectly clear to him that Maggie Del Rio wasn’t by any means meek. She might have given up on dating for a few years, but that was her choice.

			“You look...intense. What’s up?” Trey asked.

			He shook his head. Having already decided not to burden Trey with everything that Maggie stirred in him, he changed the subject. “What’s up with you and Misha? Is it just a business deal, or is there something more?”

			“Just business. You know I don’t mix business and pleasure.”

			“I know that we both say a lot of things,” Jericho said.

			Trey arched an eyebrow at him. “Like what?”

			“Nothing specific. I mean we’ve both made statements in the past that we later retracted.”

			“Yeah, like that time you were going to go vegan and lasted about forty minutes into the barbecue,” Trey said, snickering.

			“Yeah. Like that.” Jericho paused, taking another sip of his beer. “So, Misha...?”

			“Where’s this coming from?”

			He downed the rest of his beer to stall for time but he could tell by the limited subjects his mind was coming up with that he wanted to talk about Maggie. “I like Maggie.”

			“What? How? I assume she’s not a monster, since she and Misha are besties,” Trey said.

			“Yeah, she’s cool, but I like her like her,” he said.

			“Fuck.”

			“Yeah.”

			“So, does she feel the same?” Trey asked. “Also, how is that even going to work?”

			“It’s not. I know it can’t,” Jericho said. “Forget it. I shouldn’t have brought it up. I’m not going to let it go anywhere.”

			Trey turned his head and looked over at Jericho. “Truth?”

			He shrugged. “I’m trying.”

			“Well, I guess if things go well on these public dates maybe things can change,” Trey said.

			Maybe. That was encouraging, but if things went badly, then he could add fire to the feud, which was the last thing he wanted. He changed the subject to the Mavs and he and his brother talked sports until Dez tried doing “tricks” off the diving board. Jericho and Trey looked at each other. They’d show the kid how it was done.

			He forgot about Maggie as he horsed around with his brother and nephew in the pool, doing double flips off the diving board and helping Dez beat Trey in a race by grabbing his brother’s ankle and giving Dez an edge.

			Surrounded by part of his family, it reaffirmed to him that he wouldn’t do anything to hurt them. He had a chance to protect not only Trey’s investment but his family as a whole from any scheming by the Del Rios. He wasn’t going to tell himself he’d stop lusting after Maggie, as he knew that was impossible, but he could try to resist the deeper pull she had on him.

			That woman had gotten into his blood and into his brain. He couldn’t sleep at night without her drifting into his dreams and turning them torrid and hot. He wanted her but not at the expense of Trey or Dez or the rest of his family.

			He had dinner with them and then headed back to his gated house in one of the neighborhoods in Royal. Alone, in the big house that he’d had built when he’d landed his first big client at RoyalGreen Architects and had felt like he was solidly an adult. That it was time for him to start building his own legacy. He’d never been the successor to his father or Winters Industries. Which suited him because he’d always been drawn to figuring out how things were made and then creating buildings and designs.

			Maybe that was his attraction to Maggie. Maybe he just needed to figure out how she was made. What made Maggie Del Rio the woman she was? She’d been hurt by love and had retreated and then come out of her shell in a big way by going on k!smet.

			He’d never been hurt by love. In fact, he was pretty damned sure he’d never been in love, but then he hadn’t been looking for it. He was thirty-three. Maybe it was time he started. Was this some kind of biological thing now that RoyalGreen was solidly established?

			He walked through the well-designed rooms of his house and realized as he did so that he’d built it with his family in mind. The sports room with the large TV and the pool table where he hoped to teach his kids to play.

			The large eco-designed bedrooms that used natural design elements instead of costly fossil fuels to cool and heat. He’d been thinking of something permanent and solid even though he was still living temporary.

			And facing his family’s past and their rivalry with the Del Rios was making him question everything. Especially as he entered the open plan living room space and could easily imagine Maggie standing in it.

			

			“Was your family pissed about you dating Jericho?” Misha asked while they were getting pedicures at the Saint Tropez Salon.

			“Sort of. Not really pissed but more concerned. I think that’s what they were going for. More like ‘we don’t want you to get hurt,’ but I could tell some of them still disapproved,” Maggie said.

			“Sorry.”

			“Don’t be, I’m not. But I am nervous about the dates. The families both agreed to everything but...”

			“But?”

			She took a deep breath. Misha knew everything about Maggie; she never kept her in the dark. “I like him. But there’s no future in it. My mind knows that but I can’t get my body to accept it.”

			Misha reached over and squeezed her hand. “You’ve got this. I don’t think the app would have put you two together if there wasn’t something there.”

			“Are you sure? It seemed sort of random,” Maggie said.

			“I am sure. I had Nico look at the code and make sure it hadn’t been tampered with,” Misha said.

			“I hadn’t even thought of that,” Maggie said. “Why did you?”

			“We are hoping to release the IPO and there are those who’d like to see us fail. It was just something that I thought about and then couldn’t let go of. What better way to make the app look like it didn’t work than to match members of two rival families who would never normally date each other?”

			“You’re right but that wasn’t the case?”

			“No. It wasn’t. The algorithm saw something in you two. I mean he’s hot so there’s that, right?” Misha said.

			“Yeah. I mean he’s really hot and a dynamite kisser,” Maggie said.

			“How do you know that?”

			“We had a private meeting at my place before we talked to our families,” Maggie said. “For my part, I needed to know if he was going to be serious about dating. I don’t really want to get hurt again and especially not for revenge because of a business deal that we beat them out on.”

			“Makes sense...and the kiss?”

			“He’s wicked hot like you said. We have this really strong chemistry. Honestly, I’ve never been like this with any other guy.”

			“That’s good,” Misha said. “Maybe this match will work out.”

			“Maybe,” Maggie said, but she wasn’t sure. She was going to have to trust Jericho more than she was prepared to do.

			“What’s your fear?”

			“That I read him wrong,” she said. Misha was the one person she’d always been brutally honest with.

			“I know, hon. But Jericho isn’t Randall and you know he’s not going to balk at signing any prenup. In fact he’ll probably ask you for one.”

			“Mish—we aren’t going to get married. We are going on five dates over two weeks. What are the chances we’ll even fall into strong like?”

			“Well, my app predicts heavy chances of that very thing,” Misha said.

			Maggie just rolled her eyes and shook her head. She hadn’t mentioned the side bet. The one that she’d made with Jericho to see who could hold out the longest sexually. After saying out loud how much she wanted him, she realized it was going to be harder than she expected.

			But she wasn’t one to back down. She never had been. That wasn’t the Del Rio way. And though she didn’t work for the Del Rio Group, she knew she was very much a Del Rio in temperament.

			“When is the first date?”

			“Oh, he’s going to join me tonight at the wine and painting event I’m hosting. Want to come along?”

			“I might. I’ll have to check my schedule. I saw a bunch of matches from my app were going. Isn’t that a date thing?”

			“It is. Maybe use k!smet to find someone to join you.”

			Misha laughed and then sort of shrugged. “Maybe. I’m just slammed with work right now.”

			They started talking about their favorite TV show from the UK that had singles go to an island and hook up and try to find true love. As they were dishing about their favorites and the people they wanted to see go, Maggie realized in a way the public dates she and Jericho had agreed to might up being viewed by Royal as something similar.

			And suddenly the behaviors of the participants weren’t as funny as they had been before. She knew a television show was different, but the fact of the matter was, being viewed while you were dating was awkward.

			“Ugh.”

			‘What?”

			“Do you think that Royal Tonight is going to cover our dates? What if people start rooting for Jericho to break up with me?” Maggie asked.

			“Hon, I don’t think that’s going to happen. I mean you don’t have a love chateau that you’re going to retreat to and then discuss later. Or do you?” Misha teased.

			“No,” she said, blushing at the thought of being in a love chateau with Jericho. Honestly, maybe the fact that the participants in that show didn’t hear in real time what was being said about them made it not matter. She would just ignore the gossip sites as she always did even as she knew they’d try to court them so that everyone could see the success of the k!smet app.

			“What are you wearing tonight?”

			“Something sexy. Jericho told me he wouldn’t kiss me again unless I asked him to,” she admitted. “I’m going to tempt him until he gives in.”

			Misha started laughing. “Yes. I love it. So you both decided it wasn’t wise to sleep together?”

			“Yeah.”

			“ So you two have a side wager?”

			“Yes. As soon as he said he wouldn’t touch me again, I was like, ‘Oh yes you will,’” Maggie said. “You know how competitive I can be.”

			“I do. Well, I’d say may the best person win but I know you will. You just don’t quit,” Misha said.

			“No I don’t,” she said. And she wouldn’t when it came to this bet with Jericho. In the midst of the stuff she was nervous about, she had no anxiety toward him. She knew that men wanted her and she knew how to turn on the charm and the attraction. And she also knew she needed a check in the “win” column when it came to intimacy and men.

			

			Jericho parked his sports car in the parking lot at The Courtyard Shops where MaggieInk had a storefront and where her wine and paint session was being held that evening. He’d seen on the k!smet app that a number of meetups were using this event so he had a feeling that this would be a very public date.

			He’d never really been a fan of painting but he could sketch and draw. He had always carried around a sketchbook when he’d been in college, mainly to jot down inspiration when he saw an element in the landscape that he thought would be challenging to turn into a functional building. But he had also at times sketched in it mainly architecture and building designs but sometimes he’d add in landscapes that he wanted to try and incorporate into designs.

			He wore a pair of faded jeans and a designer button-down shirt and had toyed with shaving, but he liked the beard scruff so left it. He didn’t want Maggie to think he was trying too hard, but he knew he was. He’d offered to pick her up but she had insisted they meet here. He was impressed with The Courtyard Shops, which were repurposed from a renovated old ranch. The design honored the ranches in the area and the complex was located about four miles west of downtown.

			He was a bit early and when he walked into MaggieInk, he saw Maggie was running behind. Something he was beginning to realize she did frequently. “Want a hand?”

			“Yes! I need each of those five-by-seven canvases put on the tables at the spots I’ve set up. Then I need the water pots filled. Do you mind?”

			“Not at all,” he said, getting straight to work. The music she had streaming in the shop was a funky mix of top forty songs from the last decade. Something he desperately tried to focus on instead of the image of Maggie, which he couldn’t get out of his head.

			She had her long black hair worn down this evening and it curled over her shoulders and down her back. Which he had noticed when she’d turned and he realized the dress she had on was backless. He had fought to tear his eyes from her bare tanned back. The skirt of her dress started right at the small of her back and was a pencil-type skirt so it hugged her butt and hips in a way that made him want to groan.

			“Finished yet?” she asked, turning to find him standing there staring at her.

			“No. I was just wondering if you had a pitcher to fill up the water pots?” he asked. Lame. He was coming up with dumb reasons for standing there when what he really wanted to do was lock the front door, take her hand and pull her into the back room and into his arms.

			Something he’d told her he wouldn’t do. Which he suspected was why she was standing there with her lips slightly parted as if she was begging for a kiss.

			“I do. Let me get it for you,” she said, turning and walking away from him, her hips swaying with each step.

			She reached the sink at the back of the room and then bent over from the waist and opened the cabinet underneath it. His cock stirred and he realized that he might not mind losing if it meant that he got to put his hands on her waist and draw her back into his own body. He took two steps toward her with his hands extended.

			“Aha,” she said, standing and turning to him again. “You can use this one.”

			He dropped his hands and tried to appear chill, but since his blood felt like lava in his veins and all he could see now was her ass and all he could think about was taking her from behind, it was difficult, to say the least.

			She held the pitcher out to him, and her face wore an expression that was a little too innocent.

			“You know what you’re doing to me, don’t you?”

			She shrugged, pursing her lips a little at first. “What? We agreed to do these public dates.”

			“And I said I wouldn’t touch you, but damn, Mags, you are making it very hard for me to keep my vow.”

			“Am I?” she teased. “Glad to hear it.”

			“Minx. Fine, if that’s the way you want to play it, I’m game. We’ll see who breaks first,” he said.

			“I think it’s going to be you. I don’t lose,” she said, handing him the pitcher as she stepped closer.

			Barely an inch separated their bodies and he felt the heat of hers wrapping around him and the scent of her jasmine perfume. This close he could see the flush of desire on her cheeks and see the quickness of her breath.

			She wanted him. Was it really worth winning not to take what he wanted?

			But he knew it was. Nothing worth having was easy. He could play this game with her. And as much as he felt the knife’s edge of desire, he knew that anticipation would make it even hotter when they came together.

			He leaned in closer to her and her head tilted to the side the way it did when he’d last kissed her and he moved even closer but didn’t allow his mouth to touch hers.

			“Thanks.”

			She swallowed as he took the pitcher without touching her. He pivoted on his heel and walked back to the table where she had the supplies lined up, very aware of her eyes on him as he walked away.

			He was still hot and horny but he felt as if she knew he’d come to play and that he wasn’t one who lost, either.

			He finished putting out the supplies she’d asked him to as couples started arriving for the lesson. She gestured for him to join her at the front and he saw they’d be seated very close together at a table for two. Perfect.

		
	
		
			Seven

			Her dress-sexy-make-Jericho-hot plan was working, she could tell, but she hadn’t considered the fact that Jericho was definitely the kind of man who had more than a few tricks in his playbook. Luckily it wasn’t her first rodeo, and as she flirted with him and came close but never touched him, she was reminded of how much she loved this part of dating.

			The slow tease that came with being with a man she wanted but hadn’t decided she was going to sleep with. She’d known that the last two years she was ignoring a critical part of herself but for so long it had felt safer to do so. Not any more, she thought. Never again would she let a man steal this from her.

			The class was going well, too. She’d only introduced the wine nights this summer after doing some market research and also because she’d wanted to take advantage of the social part of the k!smet app. She saw notorious social media influencer Zach Benning and his wife, Lila, in the back and noticed Zach was streaming the class, which she thought would be a big boon for her business.

			For the class she’d been demonstrating a very simple landscape design that was perfect for beginners. She looked over at Jericho’s canvas. Dang. He was definitely not a beginner. She’d asked them to use a reference drawing that she had projected on the walls around the room so that no matter where someone was seated, they’d be able to view it.

			Jericho had taken the basic Texas landscape and given it life. “You’re really talented.”

			He glanced up at her, the graphite pencil he was using to sketch held loosely in his right hand. “Thanks. I’m okay with pencil but really am not great when it comes to adding color.”

			Which she guessed made a certain kind of sense given that he was an architect. She leaned a bit closer so that her breasts were almost brushing his shoulder and looked more closely at the landscape he’d sketched. She reached over him, again careful not to touch him, and spoke over his shoulder, hoping her words would be directly in his ear.

			“I think if you keep it simple with a light watered-down wash on the bottom and maybe a few touches of sage green, you’ll be good.”

			She noticed his hand shake as her breath brushed over the skin of his neck and ear. She smiled to herself and then took a deep breath and wished she hadn’t as the scent of his spicy aftershave filled her senses. She took a step back as he turned to look at her. His pupils were dilated and she could tell he wanted her.

			“Thanks for that. Let me see yours,” he said.

			She sat down on the stool she was using before realizing her mistake. He was on his feet, leaning toward her as she spun and used her knees to stop his advance. The very last thing she needed was him leaning over her, the warmth from his big body surrounding her and the yummy, manly aftershave enflaming her senses.

			He arched one eyebrow at the move. She just gave him a quick smile. They were both playing a game after all. She pulled her canvas on to her lap and turned it toward him. Maggie’s own art tended to lean more toward mixed media, so she’d put down a wash of color and then had used texture paste to create the cracks in the dried landscape and she had also made a few slashes with her palette knife in the paste to create fallen dead branches in other places.

			“That’s a very loose impression of the image,” he said, leaning forward.

			Even though she’d thought she’d created a barrier, she felt the heat of him. Or maybe that heat was coming from inside her. No maybe about it!

			“That’s sort of my style when it comes to my personal art,” she said.

			“But not for your graphic art business?” he asked as he went to sit back down.

			She realized he was playing more in a thrust-parry-retreat manner. Something she wasn’t used to. But she would let him set the tone for this round.

			“No. I like something more retro-modern. One of my big influences for graphic design is Shag. I love the Disney-theme-park-inspired images and also just the cool, timeless feel that the prints give the viewer. I try to capture that in my business work.”

			“I do the same with buildings. I always want something timeless and classic but that is also modern.”

			“I can tell from the expo center. I’m also really impressed at how many eco elements you were able to incorporate in something so beautiful,” she said. The building’s details had been in mind and she’d found herself sketching it after she and Jericho had met.

			“Thanks. Most people don’t see the beauty in modern buildings.”

			“Most modern buildings look like boxes or a cookie cutter of something else. Yours isn’t.”

			“I try,” he said blandly. “So do I have to color this in?”

			“No, you don’t have to do anything. This is really a chance to let your artist child out and let them play,” she said.

			“Ugh,” he said.

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“I just hate the whole artist child idea, like there’s another repressed person inside of me,” he said drolly. “There isn’t anything repressed about me.”

			She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, I totally can see that.”

			He smiled at her and for a minute as their eyes met, she couldn’t breathe in that wonderful caught-by-surprise way when emotions swelled without warning. They both sort of leaned in and she thought about kissing him when she heard someone clear their throat and she flushed as she turned toward one of her students.

			“Yes.”

			“Sorry to interrupt. But I have a huge blob of paint on my canvas. Can you help me fix it?”

			“Of course,” she said, standing and following the student to their table.

			A part of her knew she should be relieved she hadn’t kissed him but the bigger part of her wasn’t and wondered just how long she was going to be able to keep this game going.

			

			Jericho watched Maggie walk away and turned his attention back to his canvas. She spent the rest of the class moving between tables and when everyone was finished, she wrapped up the evening with a thank-you speech and informed the participants there would be more classes to come in the fall.

			He hung back as everyone filed out. The tables had been cleaned up by participants, but Jericho noticed some brushes and spilled water so took a moment to tidy things up. He knew that it probably seemed like he was looking for an excuse to stick around and he acknowledged to himself he was. After all, this was one of their official dates.

			His phone started vibrating in his pocket and he took it out to see a flurry of messages from Trey and his sisters about him and Maggie.

			There was a photo someone from the class had shared that showed the two of them when they’d almost kissed with the caption k!smet magic??? Looks like one rivalry might fall prey to cupid’s arrow.

			Trey: Nice work. I just got a high-level report that record traffic is being driven to the k!smet site.

			Jericho thumbs-upped the message.

			“Did you see this?” he asked as Maggie said goodbye to the last participant.

			He wasn’t sure how close he could safely get to her without breaking his vow not to touch her first. He was on the edge and each time he tried to turn the tables on her it backfired. There were no two ways about that. He wanted her and it seemed that he needed a twenty-foot or more distance to keep his body from forgetting what his mind had already dictated.

			He held his phone out to her and she seemed to hesitate as she leaned in but kept her body a good distance from him. Seemed he wasn’t the only one leery of getting too close. He wondered if they were both just torturing themselves by putting off the inevitable.

			“No. I hadn’t. That’s great. Send that to me. I want to make sure Misha sees it,” Maggie said.

			He texted it to her, and as she walked by him a subtly scented cloud of jasmine followed her and he realized he need to get the fuck out of there. Now.

			“Great. I guess I should go.”

			He turned on his heel, heading for the door, and his fingers brushed the door handle when she called his name.

			He looked over his shoulder and saw her coming toward him with his canvas in her hands. “Don’t forget this.”

			He nodded, taking it from her. “Thanks.”

			“No problem. For our date at Sheen tomorrow night, I guess I’ll see you there?”

			“I assume you still don’t want me to pick you up,” he said.

			“It’s not that I don’t want you...to,” she said.

			Inwardly he groaned as he turned fully and leaned back against the door. “So I’ll pick you up? I think after the kind of publicity we generated tonight, we should probably arrive together.”

			She chewed her lower lip, something she only did when they were alone and she wasn’t feeling confident, he suspected. Because when she’d been trying to seduce him into touching her, she hadn’t done it once.

			Why was the thought of him bringing her out to dinner making her unsure?

			“Mags?”

			“Hmm...?”

			He sighed. “Why is that the thing that bothers you?”

			“Randall broke up with me at Sheen,” she said at last. “I mean no one probably remembers it but me. I haven’t been back since.”

			“Why didn’t you say something? We don’t have to go there,” he said.

			“We do, everyone eats there.”

			Everyone did. What an ass Randall was. Why break up with her in such a public place? “You won’t be alone tomorrow night and I think if nothing else we are becoming friends.”

			She gave him the sweetest, most vulnerable smile and his gut clenched. He realized that despite her sexy moves and seduction techniques, Maggie Del Rio was very real. That realness appealed to him almost more than her teasing.

			“Thank you, Jericho,” she said. “I’m glad that I’m going back there with a friend.”

			“Me, too,” he said. As much as he’d wanted to escape from her presence so he could get some relief from the sexual tension she had ratcheted up in his body, now he felt like a grade-A douchebag for leaving first. “I’ll wait while you lock up and walk you to your car.”

			She tipped her head to the side. “You sure about that?”

			“Very sure,” he said. “I’m not a man to say things I don’t mean.”

			“I’m the same kind of woman. Let me grab my bag and make sure everything’s turned off and locked up in the back.”

			She left him alone and he stood there waiting, looking around her storefront and studio area. Unlike her home, which had shown the very intimate side of Maggie, this place was her business side. It was arty and edgy—more so than Maggie was—and it had the feeling of first-class professionalism.

			She came back a few minutes later. “Ready. Also Misha texted back and said they are getting a flood of applications after that photo of us was posted. Apparently #k!smetmatch is trending everywhere. So kudos to us.”

			“Huzzah.”

			He held the door for her and then watched as she locked it and walked her to her car. A late-model Mustang. She leaned against the driver’s door. “So are we going to both continue to pretend that we weren’t about to kiss?”

			“I was planning to. Unless you want to admit you can’t resist touching me,” he said. His seductress was back. The brief vulnerability she’d displayed when talking about Sheen was gone.

			“I’m not. Sors.”

			

			Maggie knew she should keep her mouth shut but she couldn’t. That one brief moment when she’d let the past in had rattled her, but the August night air was warm and the Texas sky was living up to its reputation for being big and bright tonight. And her confidence and competitive spirit were creeping back in.

			“You don’t sound it,” he said, setting his canvas on the hood of her car and then leaning right next to her against the hood of the Mustang.

			He’d left barely any space between them and her body reacted to his closeness as predicted. The breeze was strong, whipping her hair around her head, and she saw one of the strands brush against Jericho’s cheek. She reached up to capture her hair and twist it a few times before pulling it over her left shoulder. “That doesn’t count.”

			“Doesn’t mean I enjoyed it any less,” he said.

			He wasn’t pretending not to be affected by their closeness and his bluntness turned her on as nothing else could. Maybe it was that he was so very different from Randall. Maybe it was just his earthy sexuality that was calling at the sacred feminine inside her and making her want to claim him. To tempt him as she’d been doing all evening but up the stakes even more.

			Except she wasn’t confident he’d be the first one to break. There was no telling how much control he had but having seen that meticulously detailed pencil sketch he’d made this evening, she felt confident that it was going to take more than a brush of her hair against him to get him to crack.

			And she admitted to herself she still wasn’t sure she wanted him in her bed. Oh, she wanted... She just wasn’t sure how wise it would be. So that meant she had to retreat. “Jericho, what am I going to do with you?”

			The soft words were torn from her mouth without thought. As soon as she uttered them, she regretted it, but she couldn’t call them back.

			“I’ve got a few ideas,” he said. “But you’re going to have to touch me first.”

			Her palms tingled and she was so tempted to touch him that she wrapped her arms around her waist. “Not tonight.”

			He held his hands up near his shoulders. “I’m not in a rush.”

			“Me, either,” she admitted. “But I do have to get home.”

			“Yeah. What’s waiting for you?” he asked. “I thought you lived alone.”

			“I do,” she said, wishing she’d made any other excuse than needing to get home. She had nothing waiting for her. But... “I have to text my mom I’m home or she’ll worry, and if I’m too late she’ll want to know why. And I know I’m thirty but she still tracks us, so it’s a thing.”

			He laughed, but sort of a commiserating one. “My mom does it, too, so I get it. I won’t keep you, then. But maybe one day you won’t mind explaining to her that you were with me.”

			“Jericho...” If he was any other man, she wouldn’t be tempted, but with Jericho she wanted to say to hell with it and give in. But he wasn’t any other man.

			She’d told him about her fear of returning to Sheen. She’d never in her life enjoyed teasing a man and knowing that sexual ache was going to be with her for until their match was up. And she’d almost let herself forget that he was a Winters.

			Honestly, when they were alone together she just thought of him as Jericho, but the fact that a photo of them was going viral had reminded her they were both very much bastions of their families. They were never going to be just Maggie and Jericho. Never.

			The sooner she made her peace with that, the better.

			“Good night, sweet Mags,” he said, turning toward her and leaning slightly in as he scooped his canvas off the hood of the car.

			He hesitated and she held herself back but her lips felt dry. Don’t lick them. Don’t do it.

			But then she did. She saw his eyes track the movement and knew that he knew she wanted to kiss him.

			Then he licked his own lips, winked at her and turned away.

			Her pulse was racing and her center was moist, aching and needy. But she couldn’t help admiring his willpower. It made her realize that he was a man who wasn’t afraid to wait. And that suited her more than she wanted it to.

			She unlocked her car, put down the convertible top and got in it. The drive home was a blur, with music blaring in the speakers and the windows open. She tried to blow the tingling in her lips and body out with the wind, but the warm breeze wiped hair around her head and a strand brushed her lips.

			In her mind it was the same strand that had touched Jericho’s cheek, which made her breasts feel fuller and her nipples tighten. She swallowed as lust turned her traitorous body against her own willpower and determination. She was so tempted to just drive to his house but as she was at the stoplight and debating a turn toward Jericho, her phone rang and the in-car speaker notified her it was her mom.

			She answered it.

			“Hey, sweetie. Your class ended an hour ago. Everything okay?” she asked.

			“Yes, Mom,” she answered, turning on the signal toward her own home.

			“Oh, good. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t need any pineapple,” she said.

			Pineapple was their code word for I’m-in-trouble-call-the-cops. “I don’t. I just had to clean up and it took longer than expected. I’m almost home now.”

			“Oh, that’s good. Last time I checked you were still at the store. I’ll let you go, then. Good night, sweetie. Love you.”

			“Night. Love you, too, Mom,” she said.

			She went back to her lonely house, wishing that she’d invited Jericho back. She could have done that without touching him...at first.

		
	
		
			Eight

			Sheen was made entirely of glass, a sleek modern restaurant that stood out in Royal. Maggie remembered how excited she’d been to come there with Randall just after it had opened. The new owner, Colin Reynolds, had just won Chef of the Year and the food was rumored to be spectacular. Not that Maggie knew.

			She only had a pre-dinner cocktail before Randall had told her it was over, asked for the ring back and left. She remembered being shell-shocked for a few moments and then, to her horror, crying. She took a deep breath and felt her hands trembling. Don’t let Randall have anything else from you.

			He had long left Royal so this was just in her head. She had a favorite quote she kept taped to her laptop. “It’s hard to defeat an enemy with outposts in your head.”

			That’s all this was.

			An old outpost that Maggie should have burnt down a long time ago, but instead she’d ignored it, hoping it would crumble. But it hadn’t.

			“Hey, are you okay to do this?” Jericho asked, as he stood next to her.

			“Yes. Well, honestly... No, but I’m doing it,” she said, starting to reach for his hand but, remembering the who-will-touch-first dare, dropped it.

			But Jericho noticed. “The touching thing is on hold tonight, agreed?”

			She gave him a slight smile. “Yes.”

			He took her hand as soon as the words left her mouth, pushing their fingers through each other’s in something that Maggie wished didn’t make her start trembling in a very different way. His hand around hers was firm and she decided to stop censoring herself and her reactions to him. Just for tonight.

			“Thank you.”

			“Only a really shitty man wouldn’t offer you his support. So quick drink and nibbles at the bar and then we dash? Or keep our table res?” he asked.

			He really was here tonight as a friend. She knew he wanted her. She could see the flush on his skin, and he kept rubbing the back of her hand with his thumb. But right now he made her feel as if she was the priority.

			She took a deep breath. “I think we better do the reservation.”

			“Okay,” he said and then held the door for her to enter.

			She entered first and he dropped her hand, putting his on the small of her back as they approached the hostess stand, and she was vaguely aware of the low rumble of Jericho’s voice as he spoke to the seating hostess. She was too consumed with looking around the restaurant and noting all the faces at the tables and bar.

			Many people had turned when they came in, and given the publicity that photo from last night had generated, she wasn’t surprised by their interest in them. But she also started to feel anxiety creeping in. It felt harder to catch her breath and she felt like she was sweating between her boobs and on her upper lip.

			Fuck.

			Get it together.

			Surreptitiously she wiped her upper lip and forced herself to smile. She could do this. As the hostess turned to grab some menus, Jericho leaned over her shoulder and spoke directly into her ear.

			At first all she was aware of was how intimately close he was as the words were whispered. “If you don’t stop looking scared, I’m going to have to distract you in a way that will set us both on fire and probably give the good people of Royal more than they were expecting from a setup couple.”

			His words sent fire through her body. She turned, and he was so close her lips brushed the side of his face. “Deal.”

			He nodded, once again putting his hand on the small of her back, and subtly urged her to follow the hostess. She felt his hand drifting lower as he walked next to her. They moved past the kitchen, which was on full view from the dining area. The kitchen staff were busy and she allowed herself to be distracted by them.

			The hostess stopped by a table in the center of the restaurant and before she could ask if it was okay, Jericho stepped closer. “Could we have that table in the corner?”

			“Uh,” the hostess stammered.

			“Please,” Maggie said. “I’m sure you don’t follow gossip, but we were recently publicly matched up and a lot of people are staring, so it might be easier for us if we were over there.”

			“Of course,” the hostess said. “I do know who y’all are. I think most people in Royal are just curious. Sorry I didn’t think to move y’all.”

			She led them to the table that Jericho had indicated and Jericho held the chair for Maggie before seating himself. “Hope y’all enjoy your dinner.”

			The hostess walked away and Maggie looked down at the menu but couldn’t read it at first. Why had she ever thought this was a good idea? She was sweating again and—

			“Every time you get tense you breathe heavy and it makes your breasts move against that blousy fabric, which damn, Mags, I can’t tear my eyes from.”

			She glanced up from under her eyelashes at Jericho. He was serious. He was distracting her but he was turned on by her body. “Only fair since I’ve had a hard time not staring at your shoulders in that jacket. It has to be bespoke.”

			“It is. My college roommate said only restaurant managers wear off-the-rack suits to important dates.”

			She started to roll her eyes until the he got to the important part. “Am I?”

			“You know you are. Stop remembering the woman that man forced you to be and be the sweet, sassy Mags I’m coming to know. The one who gave me a hard-on without touching me.”

			He was right. His words were the little extra push she needed to remember who she was. Maggie Del Rio. She wasn’t a woman who hid in the shadows or pretended she wasn’t attractive and it was past time she remembered that.

			Interesting that it had taken Jericho Winters to remind her.

			

			Their meal was well prepared and Maggie seemed to lose her tension as it progressed. Now that he’d been to her studio and seen her artwork, he was getting a better idea of the woman she was.

			“You mentioned a college roommate. Where did you go?”

			“UT. You?” he asked as he took a sip of the shiraz he’d ordered with dinner. Though normally he preferred to drink beer in the summer, wine paired better with steak.

			“A&M,” she said, wriggling her eyebrows at him.

			“So we’re pretty much always rivals,” he said, realizing that they were. On paper they made absolutely no sense at all. What had that app seen in the two of them or was it just a fluke?

			“Seems that way. What did you study? I mean I’m sure architecture, but did you have to study any eco stuff? I don’t know the proper term for that, as I’m sure you can tell,” she said with a grin.

			“Uh, I can. Yes, I studied eco-friendly manufacturing and business because I knew I wanted to have my own firm. I could always ask my brother or father for advice but that’s not really how I operated when it comes to business. They tend to get a little too vested in what I’m doing.”

			“I thought you and Trey partnered on the expo center,” Maggie pointed out.

			“We did,” Jericho agreed. “But it was more Trey saying we should bid for the job and that they’d hire me to be the architect.”

			“I get it. That’s sort of how things are with my business and the Del Rio Group. They hire me, and I do specific graphic design and promo work for them. Also my mom had me redo all the art in the corporate offices,” Maggie said. “But it’s contracted. Like you, I don’t like too much outside input.”

			“I can see that. So what’s been your biggest challenge so far?” he asked.

			She tipped her head to the side, clearly giving his question some thought, and then shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve had one. I mean every client has something that I have to overcome but it’s not really a challenge.”

			“In what way?”

			“I have to figure out what they want. For example, if a client says ‘I want something classy and sophisticated,’ that could literally mean several things, so I have to push them a little bit to get them to define classy to me. No lie, I had one client who said anything without neon lights is classy. That immediately told me what she didn’t want.”

			He leaned back as he finished his meal. “That would do it.”

			“What about you—biggest challenge?”

			That was easy. “All of them. I think that the challenge is making the design I have in my head work in a real-world scenario. It’s one thing to want solar to power a building and another to find a way to hide the panels so that the building doesn’t look like a big field of black panels. So those kinds of things. And each job seems to have a different challenge like that.”

			She smiled at him. “Have you ever not been able to make something work?”

			“I did a job in the UK where I wanted to use the wastewater to heat a home, but I couldn’t get the right pump system in place. I tried a number of different designs but eventually we had to go with something already on the market.”

			“And that was bad why?”

			He shrugged, realizing he was telling her a little too much about himself. But maybe she wouldn’t’ notice. “It used more energy than I wanted it to consume. I was trying for a net-zero house. Meaning that it would produce the exact amount of energy it needed to consume.”

			“That’s fascinating. The planet is really important to you isn’t it?”

			“It’s the only one we have,” he said. “I’m not like an eco-warrior or anything but if I can make a change and it helps, then I will do it. But full disclosure, I do love travel and probably take more flights than I should.”

			“That’s fine. I don’t take many so it probably evens out,” she said with a wink.

			He knew that wasn’t the way it worked but he liked her logic. He liked thinking of them as a pair who balanced each other out. And he wasn’t entirely sure when that had happened.

			But he knew it had to be last night. When she’d been bent on seducing him without touching him. No other woman had ever made him so hot so fast. And tonight when he’d seen her struggle to enter the restaurant but not back down.

			Damn.

			Maggie was his kind of woman.

			Fiercely feminine and not afraid of a challenge. He skimmed his eyes down from her face to the delicate curve of her neck and then lower to her breasts.

			“You’re staring at me and I’m not breathing heavy.”

			Immediately an image of her in his arms as he ravished her with kisses sprang to mind. “I’m thinking about another way to make you breath heavy.”

			“Oh, are we going that far with our touching moratorium?” she asked.

			He wanted everything she had to give but she’d been the one to say they should take things slow. Maybe not even allow themselves to give in to the chemistry between them.

			“We can go as far as you want,” he said. “This is your night, Maggie.”

			“My night. I’d rather it be ours,” she said.

			He shifted his legs under the table. He wanted to say something clever but instead the truth was all he had. “I’d like that, too.”

			But the truth was he knew that “us” wasn’t going to be easy for them. No matter how strong they both were in the face of their families.

			

			Maggie forgot where they were and the fishbowl they were in for most of the meal. Jericho had that kind of power over her. She relaxed her guard and for a moment it felt like she didn’t have any baggage. She knew it was still there. But right now it wasn’t hanging off both of her shoulders.

			Jericho suggested they split dessert, which made her give him a hard glare. “Uh, what?”

			“Usually on dates dessert is a thing, but I have a sweet tooth... Why?”

			“I do, too,” she admitted. “If there is one thing I never split, it’s dessert.”

			“Dang, Mags, you’re making me wish...” He trailed off.

			“What for?” she asked, even though she knew she probably shouldn’t.

			“That we were in a different situation. I think I could very well fall for you,” he said.

			But there was a light note to his voice. Dessert, idiot. He was talking about your love of sweet treats. That was what would make him fall for you. It was just one more moment of lightness in an evening that had been full of them.

			He’d gone out of his way to make sure she didn’t feel uncomfortable and she knew her ease was due in no small part to him. But her emotions were roiling through her again like a tornado blowing fast and swift across the state and she had no way to control them. She wanted him to like her. Really like her. Which was a big freaking red flag because the last time a man made her feel this way, he’d dumped her in this restaurant.

			“Hey, I was joking,” he said, leaning in closer to her.

			She did the same thing, putting her elbows on the table and getting closer to him. She did like touching him and when they went back to their challenge, she’d miss it.

			“I know,” she said. “I just wish you weren’t.”

			“Damn, woman, don’t be that honest,” he said.

			“You just told me to be my fiercest self and she doesn’t lie.”

			“Well, hell,” he said.

			“Y’all are so cute,” a woman said as she walked by their table. “I thought that the k!smet match was just a publicity stunt. Glad it’s not.”

			Great, Maggie thought. She’d known they were going to be perceived by the public as a couple, but she hadn’t anticipated how it would feel to know that all eyes were on them. As much as she’d made that comment to the hostess earlier, a part of her had just not wanted to sit in the middle of the restaurant where Randall had dumped her. Her mind had been in the past instead of in the present, where it definitely needed to be.

			“Thank you, ma’am,” Jericho said.

			The lady just smiled and moved on.

			“Well... That was interesting.”

			“Yeah, something like that,” she said. “I’m going to need a big ole crumble with ice cream to take my mind off of it.”

			“I had my eye on the peach pie,” he said. “My mom makes a really good one so I’m sure the one here will not live up to it. Right now I’m practically tasting hers on my palate.”

			“I know what you mean. My mom doesn’t cook that often but she makes a party cheese dip that I could eat the entire serving dish of. So good.”

			She took another look at the menu. “I’ve heard the chocolate fudge cake is good.”

			“You did?” he asked.

			“Yeah, my mom loves it. She sometimes Door Dashes just the cake when she’s on a rest day.”

			They both placed their dessert order and after the waiter left, Jericho said, “What’s a rest day?”

			“She’s a marathon runner so she has training days, weight days, running, all that, and then she has a rest day. And once a month she has a forbidden-fruits day.”

			She loved that about her mom. The discipline she’d given both her and Trey, but also that she always acknowledged that there were things that shouldn’t be denied. Not overindulged, either.

			Maybe she could make this a forbidden-fruits thing with Jericho. She knew her family was expecting her to end the relationship after their fifth date and his was, too. But the more time they were together, the harder that was going to be. It was one thing to think about sleeping with him and trying to resist his magnetism. But tonight... He’d moved beyond sexy acquaintance she wanted to bang to someone real.

			He could have taken advantage of her vulnerability in coming here and the emotions she’d been dealing with. But he hadn’t. And his revelations about trying to build a net-zero home showed he was a man who cared deeply about things. And she knew without having to say the words out loud that she wanted him to care deeply about her.

			“I like the sound of that,” he said.

			“Well, you don’t seem like someone who denies himself much,” she said.

			“Until you, you’d be right,” he said.

			Until her. She breathed in deeply and for a brief moment pretended she could believe him. But the line sounded...well, like a line. “Don’t do that.”

			He cocked his head to the side. “Do what?”

			“Say what you think I want to hear. You’ve been so real tonight... I can tell the difference,” she said pointedly.

			“Sorry. Was just trying to keep things light. The truth is this is harder than I thought it would be. I mean the no-touching challenge was always meant to be a bit of fun. But these dates keep showing me things about you that...well, that I like.”

			She licked her lips as she watched him. “And?”

			She had to ask that because it seemed like he had more to say.

			“And I feel a bit like I did trying to get that wastewater to heat the house. Like I’m close to figuring everything out and getting it to work but that I might be closer to failure.”

		
	
		
			Nine

			“How’d the date go?” Misha asked as they sat down to coffee the next morning. They were seated outside across the street from the chamber of commerce.

			It was a sunny August morning and luckily not too hot just yet. Maggie had opted for an asymmetrically cut dress that left one shoulder bare, then fell in a slim-fitting sheath. She had a meeting with the Del Rio Group board this morning to present her plans for the Christmas campaign’s graphic art she’d designed and this outfit made her feel strong and powerful.

			“Really good,” Maggie said, smiling to herself as she remembered the evening with Jericho.

			“How good?” Misha asked, pushing her large sunglasses up on top of her head.

			“Well... I sort of freaked a little dealing with the whole last-time-I-was-in-there-I-got-dumped and he just... He was there for me,” she said. She was still trying to reconcile all the things she’d learned about him with what she’d always thought of the Winters family. He wasn’t cold or calculating and not one time had he tried to make her look bad. Though to be fair, he could have. In fact, she was hard-pressed to understand how a man like Jericho could have been raised in a family who was as horrible as she’d been led to believe.

			“I’m sorry, hun, that you had to go through that. I’m not surprised about Jericho, though. Trey isn’t what I was expecting, either.”

			“He isn’t?”

			“I mean he’s sort of all about the business but he’s not unkind. I think based on what I’d heard from your family at gatherings I’d been expecting something different from him.”

			“That’s interesting. I was thinking that maybe Jericho was the exception because he’s not really part of Winters Industries. You know?”

			“Yeah, I do. I’m not a Del Rio so I can’t say how Trey would be with you,” Misha said as she took a delicate sip of her coffee.

			Maggie’s phone pinged and she glanced down to see a message from Cecily and groaned.

			“What?”

			“Nothing,” she said. She wasn’t going to tell anyone that Cecily wanted her to dig up dirt on the Winters clan. For one thing, Maggie didn’t feel comfortable with it and for another she had decided that she’d only mention it if she saw something egregious, which she hadn’t at dinner. “Just a family thing.”

			“That bad?”

			“Nothing major, not like what you’ve got going on with Nico,” she said. Misha’s brother had been in prison for three years for a crime he didn’t commit.

			The story was basically Nico, trying to be the good guy that Maggie knew him to be, had been in a bar when a woman was accosted by a drunken man in a dark corner of the bar and Nico’s friend jumped in to help. Just as Nico arrived to break up the fray, the accoster went down hard, hitting his head.

			Bouncers stepped in to break it up as the police arrived. Everyone zeroed in on Nico because he was larger and more physically fit than his friend. Nico didn’t resist, taking the blame for the blow knowing it meant spending the night in jail.

			The accoster turned out to have a fractured skull and was too drunk to realize Nico wasn’t the man who hit him. The accoster was also the nephew of a prominent politician. Still, Nico’s lawyer was hopeful they could cut a deal with the DA since the most serious injury resulted from the fall, which was accidental.

			But things went awry. The DA wouldn’t make a deal. In too deep to back out and refusing to let his friend go to jail just months before his new baby was born, Nico stuck to his story and was convicted. Everyone was shocked and horrified by his three-year sentence. Only Nico’s friend, Misha and Maggie knew the truth.

			“That’s good. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone,” Misha said. “But he’s out now. New beginning.”

			Her friend looked sad and angry, and Maggie reached over to squeeze her hand. “Are you free for lunch?”

			Misha was free and they made plans before her friend left to go to work. Maggie stayed at the café sketching on her iPad, finding herself drawn once again to the image of Jericho. Leaving him at her door after their date had been hard, but she had just felt too vulnerable to do anything else.

			As much as walking into Sheen had restored her self-image and her confidence, she knew that she was going to have to take another big step and let herself trust her gut and her instincts when it came to Jericho. But this was much harder. There was no one’s hand she could hold. This had to be her trusting herself. And it was easier in business, where she knew she had expertise and a good eye for art.

			But men and love—that was something else entirely and there was a huge part of her that wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to 100 percent trust herself again. Which was starting to feel unacceptable. She hated that she’d allowed herself into this state and she knew it was past time.

			If there was a man she was going to trust... Could it be Jericho? A part of her was pretty sure it already was. Another part wasn’t so sure. Which was just making her more determined to get over this.

			That part that had sent him away last night instead of inviting him in. She got a flag that she had a message in the k!smet app. She clicked on it and saw that the message was from Jericho.

			There was a tiny thrill that raced through her and her traitorous body practically went into seduction mode. Sitting up straighter, shoulders back, she tossed her hair and then shook her head. He couldn’t see her, she reminded herself.

			Jericho: Drinks tonight?

			Maggie: We don’t have a contracted date.

			She had to point that out because she wanted to be clear that this was something else. Did Jericho feel that way?

			Jericho: Does that matter?

			Did it? Seemed he didn’t care about the contract their families had carefully designed and had them both sign.

			She knew that her family might want her to say yes but she wasn’t sure it did matter to her. She felt the pull between her family obligation and what she personally wanted. This was a good test. She’d do it, trust her gut and see what happened.

			Maggie: Was planning to check out a summer concert in the park. Want to join?

			Jericho: Yes. I’ll bring a picnic and drinks. See you at seven?

			Maggie thumbs-upped his message and then smiled to herself. She felt both scared and strangely exhilarated. Not really strange since the no-touching dare was back in effect and she had enjoyed the teasing between herself and Jericho. And maybe tonight, as well as proving her instincts weren’t wrong, she’d be able to shake Jericho’s walls and make them crumble.

			Her mom texted to remind her to leave if she was going to be on time to the board meeting and Maggie texted back the girl emoji with her hand on her face before she got up and headed to her car.

			She had a busy day but in the back of her mind was the concert that evening and the plans she made for herself.

			

			Jericho hit the gym after work and then went to pick up the basket of food he’d ordered from a local barbecue joint. It had taken all of his self-control to leave Maggie at the door the night before and he knew that the heat in both the long, hot summer days and that Maggie generated in him was starting to wear him down.

			He’d found himself looking at that photo of them from the night at her studio more than he should. But he was obsessed with her. He wanted to believe that if they had sex, then maybe he could get her off his mind. But he wasn’t too sure.

			He was surprised at how likable and down-to-earth she was. Last night had shown him that despite what his family had always believed about the Del Rio family, they weren’t cold-blooded and they didn’t seem as calculating as he’d been led to believe. But the truth was even if her family was that way, it didn’t change the fact that he was starting to really like Maggie.

			Last night she’d let herself be vulnerable...or maybe she’d just felt safe enough with him to let her guard down. Something that Jericho had never really allowed himself to do. He admitted to himself that part of it was the fact that his parents had fallen hard for each other. Even though Jericho had always believed he’d do when he met the right woman—after he’d accomplished his plans for RoyalGreen.

			But in the back of his mind, had he been looking? To be fair, most of the women he dated wanted the same things he did. Just someone fun to hang out and hook up with. Nothing serious.

			Maggie might be the same but because of their families’ rivalry and the pressure to make the k!smet app seem successful, they’d been placed in a weird pressure cooker. One that made the chemistry between them feel...more intense?

			Well, that was what he was going for, he thought as he rubbed the back of his neck. He parked his car in the lot near the park and then got out. He slung an insulated cooler bag over his shoulder and tucked a picnic blanket that he’d borrowed from his mom under his arm.

			They’d agreed to meet near the concert stage—a temporary structure that had been set up to accommodate the summer concert series. Mostly the artists were either up-and-coming bands trying to make their big break or artists from decades earlier who hadn’t had any big hits lately but still liked touring and playing their old songs. Tonight it was a band from the ’80s and he was surprised when he noticed his parents in the crowd.

			“Hey! There are way more people here than I was expecting,” Maggie said as she came up next to him. She had on a pair of high-waisted shorts that left her long legs bare, and honestly for a minute he couldn’t tear his eyes off them.

			Then he looked up, noting that she had tucked a sleeveless T-shirt into the waistband and had her long hair in a braided ponytail that hung over one shoulder.

			“Yeah. Um. My folks are over there,” he said.

			“They are?”

			“Yes. I had no idea they’d be here,” he said. If he’d been with any other girl, he would have gone over to see them.

			“That’s fine. I guess it would probably be good for the app if I go and meet them,” she said. “Right?”

			She was probably right. But his dad had given him advice to stick to the contracted dates, warning him that Del Rios would take advantage of anything outside of what had been legally agreed to. When he’d talked to Trey earlier, his brother had mentioned he felt bad that Jericho was having to go on all these public dates but had admitted that the publicity was doing great for the app and the IPO.

			“Yeah. Let’s go and say hi to them so it doesn’t get awkward,” he said.

			“Sure,” she said. He started to reach for her hand, but she lifted both eyebrows at him and he knew they were back to the terms that he’d set for them that night in her house.

			Which turned him on way more than he wanted to admit.

			He walked over to his parents and her mom threw her head back to laugh at something his father had said just as they walked up. She glanced up at him and smiled before she noticed Maggie standing next to him. She cocked her head to the side and sort of gave him that What-are-you-doing-boy? look.

			“Mom and Dad, this is Maggie. As you know, we’ve been seeing each other,” he said. “Maggie, this is Camille and Joseph.”

			“Nice to meet you both,” Maggie said, holding out her hand to shake his mom and then his dad’s hands.

			His parents nodded at Maggie and then they noticed that most of the people close to them were staring and his dad sort of smiled. “Why don’t you two join us?’

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes. We want to get to know Maggie better since you two are dating,” his dad said.

			That didn’t sound like something that was going to make for a comfortable evening. He turned to look at Maggie but she just nodded and smiled at him. “Sounds good to me.”

			They spread their blanket close to his parents and sat down. His father was watching Maggie. Jericho wasn’t sure what was going to break the tension between the four of them. He couldn’t help but feel this was something that they both needed. He’d been ready to give in to the attraction he felt for her, but this was reality.

			Their families had never been friendly and the truth was their life together would be full of meetings like this. Was there anything that could make this work?

			

			Maggie wasn’t sure how to act at first. The conversation was kind of slow and stilted and she could tell that Jericho wasn’t comfortable, either.

			“I was really impressed with the expo hall that Jericho designed. It’s so nice to have something new like that here in Royal. I’m friends with Lila who works for the chamber of commerce and she mentioned that it’s generating a lot of interest.”

			There was a moment of silence and then Jericho’s mom smiled at her. “He’s very talented so I’m not surprised to hear that. Seems like Royal is on a tech roll lately with the app and the expo center.”

			“The app seems to thrive on being unpredictable,” Joseph said.

			“I have to say, both of us were shocked when our names were matched,” Maggie said.

			“Definitely,” Jericho added. “But Maggie’s been a good sport about it.”

			“Why wouldn’t I be? Anything that draws business to Royal is good for all of us,” Maggie said.

			“What is it you do? Graphic design, right?” Camille asked.

			“Yes. And some art direction for projects. I redid the art in the Del Rio Group’s corporate offices. It was a bit outdated.”

			“Sounds like the Winterses’ offices. They haven’t had anything new since the late nineties.”

			Maggie smiled over at Jericho’s mom. She had the prettiest brown eyes, which were very similar to her stepson’s. She also was making the effort to keep the conversation going, which Maggie appreciated. “That’s how Dad kept his offices. My mom was after him to update things. He’s so cutting-edge with business models but when it came to the space, he just liked things as they were.”

			“Some things don’t need to be changed,” Joseph said. “But we updated some of our building design in the last few years at Jericho’s suggestion. I guess sometimes it takes a new generation to make those kinds of changes.”

			“I think so,” Maggie agreed. “Have you two ever heard this band before?”

			“We went to a few of their concerts when the kids were young,” Joseph said.

			Jericho’s parents told a little more about the Texas blues alternative band who played covers of Stevie Ray Vaughn, a local legend in Texas, as well as their own hits. He and his band had played gritty, raw, sensual music that even Maggie’s parents loved. “Texas Flood” was one of their favorites, and when she mentioned it, Joseph smiled and talked about some other Stevie Ray Vaughn songs.

			The conversation had shifted into Southern blues, which was nice as they ate dinner. Maggie learned that Jericho had played the bass guitar in high school before some friends of Jericho’s parents waved them over and they excused themselves and Maggie sighed.

			“I’m sorry I just started talking but it was so—”

			“Perfect,” he said. “I was trying to think of something to say. Good idea to compliment me.”

			“You know I love that building. I’ve told you so,” she reminded him as he poured her a glass of rose wine and handed it to her.

			“I do. I wasn’t sure how Dad was going to react when you mentioned your family, but he was cool,” Jericho said.

			“He was. It would be silly for us to ignore it. You know?” she asked.

			“I do. I think you aren’t what they expected.”

			“Fair enough, since not a single Winters I’ve met has been what I expected,” she said. “So bass guitar?”

			He groaned. “I was going to be a rock star when I was in the ninth grade and I’d seen this interview with Dave Grohl that said if you wanted a surefire way to get into a band, play bass. That most people pictured themselves as lead guitarists... So I learned.”

			“Sensible plan. What happened to derail your rock star dreams?”

			“The Astros. We got to go to Houston for a summer camp that was adjacent to their practice field and my ambition changed. What did you want to be at that age?”

			She remembered being fourteen and tried to remember if she wanted to be anything. “Lizzie McGuire or someone like that.”

			He laughed as she’d hoped he would. “Well, I see we both changed along the way.”

			“Yeah, my mom always said childhood is for dreaming so that when you are an adult, you’ll be able to find something that makes you happy,” she said. Maggie had realized that what she’d loved about Lizzie McGuire was the animated Lizzie who’d talked on the screen, and in high school she made her own comic strip. In college she’d found that she didn’t really love comics, but drawing and art had stayed with her. So she saw the sides of Lizzie McGuire in her life.

			“That’s interesting,” Jericho said. “I’m not sure I took anything from that time with me.”

			She thought about it for a minute. “There is something very methodical about you and architecture, and I can see that bass and baseball both could have helped hone that.”

			He tipped his head to the side. “I like that you see things in me that I’ve never noticed before.”

			She scooted closer to him, wanting to touch him but still very much in her feelings, and as much as she was ready to own her instincts, something about Jericho made her forget that she was conducting an experiment and more like she was in the middle of a tempest and out of control.

			Nothing good ever came from that.

		
	
		
			Ten

			The music was heavy with electric guitars and that distinctive blues rhythm, and Jericho watched as Maggie moved to the music. His parents were on their feet, too, and an evening that he hadn’t been sure would be anything but awkward was actual fun. Maggie sang along with a lot of the songs, which Jericho only half knew, but his dad actually knew all the lyrics as well.

			His mom looped her arm through his while Maggie and Joseph clumsily duetted to a cover version of “Pride and Joy.”

			“She’s not what I was expecting,” his mom said to him as they swayed to the music.

			“Me, either,” he admitted.

			“Does this mean we didn’t need to get the lawyers involved?” she said dryly.

			He smiled at her. “It’s always easier when you don’t have to have a contract to date someone. But Maggie and I are still figuring things out.”

			“Looks like you two are certainly on the same page,” his mom said as Maggie turned and danced over to him.

			She sort of shimmied at him and his mom dropped his arm as his father held out his hand to her and she went to his side to dance with his dad. Jericho reached for Maggie and then stopped himself.

			She threw her head back and laughed. Strands had come free from her braid and curled around her face, one of the tendrils sticking to the back of her neck. “Still afraid to let me win.”

			“I don’t know that afraid is the word I’d use,” he said, coming so close to her that he could feel the heat of her body, smell that intoxicating perfume she wore without touching her. The band had switched to another Stevie Ray song, Texas Flood. This one was slow and sensual, and he moved his body to the music so close to Maggie’s and she gave him one of those looks that made him hard immediately.

			She wanted him and she knew he was hot for her. She timed her dance moves to his so that they were moving in sync. They never broke eye contact. It was one of the most sensual moments of his life. It felt to him like they both wanted the same thing. Each other. But they also both had their pride and wouldn’t break first.

			He was so tempted and more than once started to reach for her but kept his hands to himself. Dancing closer and closer, almost brushing but not allowing their bodies to touch. He leaned closer and she tilted her head to the side, her lips parting, and damned if that didn’t make his cock twitch and his lips tingle.

			She dropped low and then stood up slowly, her hands moving on her own body. And then he did the same thing, not one to let a woman out-move him. Her pupils dilated and her skin was flush as she watched him stand back up and move his hands down his chest. She licked her lips and he groaned.

			“All you have to do is reach out,” she said.

			“Or you could.”

			She shook her head but just then they were jostled by the people around them who were also dancing and they fell into each other. He took full advantage of it, putting his hands on her waist, and she looped her arms around his shoulders. They both let out a long, low sigh as their torsos brushed against each other. He canted his hips toward hers and felt her hips brush against his erection. His hands started to drift lower to her butt but the crowd moved away from them.

			Their eyes met and he wondered how much longer they were going to do this.

			“Looks like it was a draw,” he said.

			“Looks that way to me,” she said.

			So he kept his hands on her hips until he heard his mom clear her throat and he dropped them. But Maggie just turned her back to him and he wrapped his arms around her and they sort of swayed to the music as the song changed to one of the band’s own. His erection was nestled against her buttocks and she had her hands resting on his arms that held her close to him.

			Her fingers were drawing a random pattern on his wrist and it felt like the most intimate touch. It felt like it was only the two of them here listening to the music. He felt a connection to her that he didn’t dwell on. He wasn’t going to do anything but take this end of the no-touching game they’d been playing as a win. There was no way either of them was going to be able to figure out how the other felt without sleeping together.

			And while he’d enjoyed her teasing and flirting, he knew that he was also going to enjoy taking their relationship to a more physical level.

			“I’m taking you home tonight,” he said in her ear. “Unless you tell me differently.”

			She turned her head, her hair brushing against the side of his neck. “I was thinking the same thing.”

			“Glad to hear that,” he said, moving them to the music. About an hour later, the concert ended and Jericho waved goodbye to his parents.

			“Winters and Del Rio... Is that really you?” Mandee Meriweather from Royal Tonight called to them as they were almost to his car.

			“It is,” he said with a forced smile.

			“Our viewers are split on whether the match is the real deal or if you two are faking it for ratings on the app.”

			“Well, I’d say half your viewers are correct,” Maggie said.

			“Which half?”

			“You’ll have to keep watching to find out,” Jericho said, taking Maggie’s hand and leading her toward his car. “We can pick your car up tomorrow. Let’s get out of here.”

			“Agreed,” she said.

			He held open her door and his eyes lingered on her long legs as she swung them in. She noticed him watching and ran her fingers up her thighs and then winked at him when he groaned.

			He hurried around the car, stowed their picnic gear and got behind the wheel, driving home at record speed as Texas blues music played in his head and his body still pulsed along to it, recalling the feel of Maggie in his arms.

			

			Something had happened when she’d found herself sitting at the concert with Jericho’s parents. It had been surreal at first, and then she noticed how much she’d been trying to control everything in her life and in her relationship with Jericho. As the covers of Stevie Ray Vaughn’s songs had played, she’d let go of that need to try to manage something that she’d never been able to.

			She was never going to know if she could trust her gut unless she just did it. She wasn’t going to get a magic sign from the universe that Jericho was a good guy unless she started looking at him as one. And as the music had played and she’d sang alone with Joseph Winters, she’d realized that nothing was as it had seemed to her.

			So she’d decided to stop playing a game that she’d started—out of fear, if she was honest. She’d been afraid to sleep with Jericho because she didn’t trust herself. That was it. But she wasn’t afraid anymore. She knew a big part of it was the man Jericho was. The way he just sort of rolled with the punches regardless of whether they were comfortable or not.

			She turned her head against the headrest and looked over at him as he drove toward his house. She assumed that was where he was taking them, as he hadn’t asked for her address. He stared at the road ahead, driving fast but safely. She watched as he shifted gears and saw how careful and thorough he was. Remembered the way he’d danced next to her and seduced her without ever touching her.

			She might have thought she was teasing him, but the truth was she’d been responding to him. He had something indefinable that her body just responded to, and she was hot and wet and couldn’t wait to get him in her arms again.

			She put her hand on the top of his thigh and let her fingers caress him moving toward his cock. He put his hand over hers and shifted it closer, urging her to touch his erection, which she did. He was hard under her hand and she stroked him through his pants as he hit a button to open the gates to the guarded community on the outskirts of Royal. He slowed down as they drove through the neighborhood and he pulled into the driveway at a large house with landscape lighting. He turned the car off and got out in one smooth motion, coming around to open her door.

			He reached for her hand, and when she got out of the car, she leaned into his body, having missed the feel of his mouth on hers for more days than she wanted to admit. His mouth under hers was firm and soft at the same time. His lips parted and she felt the brush of his tongue over hers as she sucked his tongue deeper into her mouth. He put one of his big hands on her ass as he lifted her off her feet into the cradle of his thighs, rubbing his erection against her center as the kiss deepened.

			She felt him moving and she lifted her head as he set her on her feet. She saw him deftly key in a code on the pad near the front door and then he opened the door and led her into the entryway of his house.

			The house smelled of sandalwood and leather, she noticed as he pulled her into his arms and leaned back against the closed front door. He lifted her up by her waist and she wrapped her thighs around his hips, trusting him in that moment more than she’d realized she did.

			She put her hands into his hair, that thick, dark curly hair that she’d been wanting to touch since the moment they met. She brought her mouth down on his and realized how good he tasted. That there was something in his kiss that was highly addictive. She hadn’t felt like that about any other man’s kisses—not even Randall’s. Which she tucked away to analyze later.

			Right now she shifted her center along the ridge of his cock as she felt his hands sliding up under the legs of her shorts, his hands on her bare thighs. His hands held her firmly but not too forcefully. He spread his fingers out and she felt his touch along her center as he traced her pussy through the fabric of her underwear.

			She trailed her mouth along the line of his jaw and over to his ear, sucking the lobe into her mouth and then nipping at it. “Why are we still wearing so many clothes?”

			His mouth was next to her ear. “I like the way you feel through them.”

			She reached between their bodies and started to undo the buttons of his shirt and then pushed her hands into the opening she’d made. Felt his hot skin under her fingers, the light dusting of hair tickling the tips of them. She shifted around and he set her on her feet as she put her mouth on his chest, kissing him as she moved lower undoing more and more buttons.

			His hands were at the tie at the back of her neck that held her halter top in place and he undid it. The fabric fell loose to her waist and she stopped undoing his buttons to push her top to the floor and then step out of it.

			His hands were on her as soon as she did that. He palmed her breasts with one hand while pulling her closer with the other on her waist. She felt the tips of her hardened nipples brush against his chest.

			His fingers were on the fastening for her shorts and undid his pants at the same time. After pushing her hand into the opening, she reached around to the back and pushed his pants and boxer briefs down his legs. He toed off his shoes before he stepped out of his pants and took off his shirt. He stood there in the middle of his entry, totally naked, and though she’d been shimmying out of her shorts and panties, she stopped to admire him.

			He was fit, not overly muscled. His shoulders were broad and his chest firm, his stomach flat with a thin tapering of hair that led to his cock, which was hard and erect. She sighed as she wrapped her hand around him, stroking him and then reaching lower to cup his balls as she rubbed her breasts against his chest.

			His hands were on her back, moving up and down in long sweeping caresses before his hands were back on her butt again.

			“You like my ass...”

			“I like everything about you, sweet Mags. Including your hand on my cock...”

			She continued stroking him as he pulled her closer and his mouth was on her again. Starting at that spot where her neck met her shoulder, moving slowly down. She thrust her shoulders back and breasts forward. Felt his breath on her nipple a moment before his tongue touched her nipple.

			She shivered delicately in his arms and then he suckled at her breasts. Her center clenched and she parted her legs, wrapping one thigh around his hips so she could rub the tip of his cock against her clit. His hand on her butt tightened, then she felt his finger running between the crack. She moved into his touch. Feeling everything in her building toward an orgasm.

			She rocked her hips harder against his erection and he pulled back as she pushed him lower and positioned him at the tip of her body.

			He cursed long and low. “Are you on the pill?”

			“Would I be putting your naked cock against me if I wasn’t?” she asked.

			“Just checking,” he said. “Don’t want to take any chances.”

			Chances. Was that what she was doing with him? Who cared, she thought. Right now she needed him inside her.

			He shifted her in his arms, lifting her off her feet and carrying her down the hallway. A light came on as he walked into the room. It was soft, not glaring. He carried her across the room and then he sat down on a large leather chair. She barely registered her surroundings as she straddled him and brought her mouth down on his. He pulled her forward and she positioned the tip of him at her entrance again.

			She met his gaze as she slid slowly down on him until he was fully inside her. He was thicker than she’d realized and it had been a while, so it took her a moment to adjust to him. His hands caressed her ass and back, his mouth was on her breast and then she started to move. He held her hips, urged her to go faster and harder as she rode him, and she did, feeling like every inch of her body was ready to come but she couldn’t get there.

			She drove harder and harder, then took his face in her hands and lowered her mouth to his, kissing him long and deep as he fingered her clit, and everything clenched as she came. He continued rubbing her clit and then he moved his hands back to her hips and started driving up into her faster and faster, pulling his mouth from hers and letting out a long groan as he came and emptied himself inside her.

			He shuddered underneath her and she collapsed against him, resting her head on his shoulder as he held her. They were both sweating and his hands held her loosely. She closed her eyes, trying not to think.

			She’d made the choice to trust herself and live in this moment. But her mind was always going and now that she was in his arms a part of her realized that she didn’t want to leave.

			He held her close and she turned her head to face him and saw he was watching her. His dark brown eyes revealed nothing but there was a faint smile on his lips.

			“Good?” he asked.

			“Yes. You?”

			“Very,” he said. “Will you stay the night?”

			“Yes,” she said, realizing how spur-of-the-moment this was. She had no change of clothes, and her car was left at the lot in Royal. “I didn’t plan for this.”

			“Neither did I. Regrets?” he asked.

			Sex seemed to make him only able to talk in short bursts while her mind was waking up and she had a lot she wanted to say to him. But she didn’t. “None.”

			“I’m glad to hear that,” he said. He carried her upstairs to his bedroom, and she noticed that all of his lights were on motion sensors and shut off after they left. He offered to let her use the bathroom to wash up and gave her a RoyalGreen T-shirt to wear.

			She got her phone and texted her mom that she was spending the night at a friend’s so she wouldn’t worry and then washed up. She looked at herself in the mirror, trying to see signs of changes in her face, but she saw none. There was no outer evidence that everything had changed inside her in the course of one night.

			She’d let go of the insecurities that had been like chains wrapped around her after she’d been rejected by Randall. She’d let go of the expectations of the people in Royal who thought that a Winters and a Del Rio could never be together. She’d let go of not trusting her gut but she still wasn’t sure she was ready for what it was trying to tell her.

			That Jericho might be more than the key to moving on... He might be the key to her future.

		
	
		
			Eleven

			Jericho dropped Maggie off at her car the next morning, kissing her slowly because he didn’t want to leave her, but they both had places to be. Something that lingered on his mind as he drove to work. He hadn’t anticipated falling for her but there was no question he was. Seeing her in his home had twigged something in his mind, and as he’d made her breakfast while she’d been doing her makeup at the kitchen table, he couldn’t help but think she belonged there. They told each other their plans for the day, as if it was the most natural conversation in the world.

			She’d asked him a few questions about the family business and his dad, and he’d told her he wasn’t really involved in the business, which was for the best since he tended to butt heads when it came to anything involving work. Joseph more than once had “offered” Jericho advice on how to run RoyalGreen.

			He had a design meeting that took all morning, and when he got out he saw he’d missed a message from Maggie.

			Maggie: Are you free for dinner tonight?

			Jericho: I was planning to be with you.

			Maggie: Great. Uh, do you mind going to dinner with my parents?

			Yes, he thought. He didn’t really want to spend the night with Mr. and Mrs. Del Rio. The impression he’d had when he met her brother was that he was persona non grata with the entire Del Rio clan... But maybe Maggie had felt the same when his sister and her brother were going at it. And she had met his folks already.

			Maggie: I can tell by how long it’s taking you to say yes that you don’t want to go.

			Jericho laughed at her text and then hit the video call button. She answered it immediately.

			“Sorry, it’s not that I don’t want to meet your folks...”

			“I totally get it. When you saw your parents last night, I wanted to bail but the truth is we had a lot of fun and I wondered...well, if maybe this entire feud thing hasn’t been blown out of proportion. I just wanted to see you with my family.”

			He understood where she was coming from, and honestly, given that he was starting to think of Maggie as more than his summer fling, getting to know her family was seemed like a solid plan. “I think will work.”

			“I know,” she said. “I’m smart that way. It’s probably better that you know that at the beginning of this thing we have going on.”

			“Know what?”

			“That I tend to be right.”

			“You do?”

			“Yeah. So just go with what I suggest and we’ll be good,” she said and he saw the twinkle in her eyes and knew she was teasing him.

			And it made him wish they were together so he could pull her into his arms and make love to her. “That might be awkward because I’m usually right.”

			She furrowed her brow. “How? All that means is you’ll be agreeing with me.”

			He threw his head back and laughed. He didn’t say it out loud, but damn this woman got him in a way that no one else ever had. Which was kind of hard to figure since they’d been raised by two families that were supposedly very different.

			“I’ll take that as agreement. I’ve got to go. I have a client meeting in ten minutes. I’ll text you the details for dinner. Want to stay at my place tonight?” she asked.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Good. See ya later,” she said, blowing a kiss at the phone and then disconnecting the call.

			He sat back in his chair, remembering the feel of her in his arms last night and how she’d sucked his tongue deep into her mouth. Damn. He got hard just thinking about her and he still had a good six hours before he’d see her again.

			Should he be worried that he was so into her? He hadn’t felt this way in a long, long time. Since college when he’d thought he and Macy were going to get married. Of course, she’d texted him from Northwestern where she’d gone to school and broke up with him. He got it. They’d been young.

			He’d sort of shut that part of himself down and focused on work. But work was coming in second to Maggie, which was fine now when he didn’t have a big project in the final phase, but he knew he had to sort this out. Also, was he really falling for a woman that an app known for its chaotic suggestions had found for him?

			But he didn’t care how he and Maggie were matched up. She felt right in his arms and in his life and for now that was enough. If things went sideways with her parents tonight, he’d reevaluate. Hell, if things went well, he was going to have to think about it. But at this moment they were having an affair and they liked each other. That was enough for him.

			Which he realized ten minutes into a videoconference about his latest project wasn’t enough. One of the women had long black hair on the call and he couldn’t help but notice it, which triggered a memory of Maggie’s hair on his skin.

			Getting laid usually meant he was satisfied for a few days but sleeping with Maggie had only made him want her again. So just waiting to see or pretending that he was totally cool with where they were now wasn’t working. What more did he want?

			Everything.

			But he’d never been a man to need everything from a woman. And something told him that she wasn’t going to just agree to that. He knew he still had a battle to ease her fears after she’d been engaged and dumped. He pulled the notepad closer to him where he was taking notes as one of his assistants was going over the sketch that he’d done for new solar panels and started brainstorming ideas on how to win Maggie’s trust.

			Dinner was a start, but she needed him to be there in trying times. She needed to know he wouldn’t flake out on her. He smiled to himself. As much as he hated it, everyone in his life knew he was reliable, and that boring label might just be the thing to help ease Maggie’s fears.

			

			Maggie didn’t dwell too much on the fact that she’d picked a night when she knew that Preston wasn’t available. But she wanted her parents to meet Jericho. She really wanted her mom’s opinion, which was silly because everyone had liked Randall. But her mom had said later that she’d always had a feeling something wasn’t right.

			Maggie hadn’t ever had that feeling. And she definitely was having all those loved-up feels that came from spending a really hot night in her lover’s bed. She wanted to believe that it could last. She needed to stop letting herself be pulled into old fears and worries.

			Last night she’d drawn a line in the sand and stepped over it. The past and her fears and insecurities were on the other side. She was moving on and not looking back.

			But if only it were that easy to actually do. She felt the past back there. Felt the old fears like her most comfortable sweatshirt. That kids’ XL that she’d bought when she was ten and still kept in her closet because she could squeeze into it for years after.

			It didn’t fit. She didn’t love Napoleon Dynamite anymore but she couldn’t throw it out because sometimes when she felt like that scared, unsure Maggie, she put it on and it comforted her.

			She shook her head as if that would lose the thoughts and fears and texted her mom that she was bringing Jericho to dinner. Her mom texted back the thumbs-up emoji, and she smiled. The short response was due to her mom probably exercising. It was a leg day in the gym for her.

			Misha dropped by with two iced coffees and lunch with a big smile on her face.

			“What’s up?”

			“We are so close to going public. You and Jericho are driving interest in the app and last night after you two were photographed dancing at the concert we had another deluge of applicants. Girl, you’re my secret weapon.”

			“Ha. Well, I’m glad. I actually had a lot of fun last night,” she said.

			“It looked like there was more than fun going on. I saw one photo that I could feel the steam coming off of.”

			“Well, it is August.”

			“Okay. Don’t tell me if you and Jericho are just play-acting but being photographed with his parents was genius. Several social media accounts are touting it as the end of the rivalry.”

			“I don’t think so,” Maggie said. “But they were really nice. I thought they’d be cold or rude.”

			“Honey, they are Texan. You know they aren’t going to be rude to your face,” Misha said.

			“It felt genuine,” Maggie said. “And my mom saw that I met his parents, so Jericho and I are going to dinner with them tonight.”

			“Oh. Are you nervous?” Misha asked.

			She shrugged. To be honest, she wasn’t sure how she felt. She wanted to see how he fit in with her family. But she had no idea what she was looking for. Randall had been too good at fitting in. Too good at manipulating her by being what her father wanted in a future son-in-law. By doting on Maggie in a way that made her parents feel like she was a lucky woman. And Maggie had just eaten that up. She’d always been the princess in her family, but with Randall she’d felt like she had found someone whom she could start her own family with, which had never been a dream. Not really. Not until him.

			She’d willingly let Randall manipulate her into changing her own dreams and vision of who she was. Which might explain why it had taken her two years to actually agree to a date.

			“I don’t know. It would be easier if Jericho wasn’t a Winters, but the truth is I have a feeling he wouldn’t be the man I like if he wasn’t.”

			“So if things go badly, what then?”

			“My family is dead to me and I spend the rest of my life having mind-blowing sex and avoiding everyone else in Royal,” Maggie said.

			Misha choked on her iced coffee and shook her head. “At least you have a plan B.”

			“That’s what I was thinking,” she said. They ate lunch and talked more about the app, then Misha hugged her before she left.

			“Stay strong this time,” Misha said as she walked out.

			“I am.”

			And she was. New Maggie hadn’t checked her common sense the moment that Jericho had kissed her. She was realistic. The chance that the first man she dated after a two-year-long dry streak being the one for her was slim. Sexual chemistry aside, there were other things that made her want to believe that it could be more.

			And for now that was enough.

			Just the belief that he could be. They were still getting to know each other. No pressure, she had another four dates before their contract was up. She was going to be chill and just let things happen.

			Except when had she ever been chill about a relationship?

			It wasn’t like she hadn’t already made a decision matrix about Jericho, and she knew that wasn’t sexy or chill. But it was her. And the last time... She’d done things like a girl was supposed to. Just relax and be in love, trust her feelings. And that had gotten her dumped at Sheen in front of the entire town of Royal.

			So this time she was going to be more Maggie about it. Do it her way, and if it all got screwed up, well, she’d be no worse off... But she knew that wasn’t true. She’d be a lot worse because this “like” she felt for Jericho was more intense than the love she’d thought she had for Randall.

			

			Trey texted him that the k!smet IPO might happen sooner than expected thanks to the success of his dates with Maggie. His brother had left things open by saying he’d heard that Mom and Dad had met her and liked her. Jericho wasn’t one to talk about his emotions, but he almost wished he was. He just texted back that he liked Maggie and she was fun.

			Trey sent a smiley-face emoji and the words, “Be careful. She’s still a Del Rio.”

			Which he simply thumbs-upped before putting his phone away. What did he want Trey to say?

			His mom had texted that she’d enjoyed meeting Maggie last night. Just that. He knew she’d been fishing, and he’d disappointed her by saying “she did too” and then “love you.” She’d hearted back and let it be.

			The plan he was working on for gaining Maggie’s trust was also, at some point, going to involve brokering a peace between his parents and hers. Which was what tonight was about. Impressing the parents was kind of Basic Dating 101 as far as Jericho was concerned. So he brought a bottle of scotch whiskey he’d gotten from his friend in the UK and stopped by the local florist for a bouquet for Mrs. Del Rio before he picked up Maggie.

			He’d also packed a change of clothes, and when he knocked on her door, she seemed more hesitant than she’d been when he’d left her this morning.

			“What’s up?”

			He set his gym bag on the floor just next to her entryway table. He’d left the scotch and the flowers in his car.

			She chewed her lower lip and he recognized that as a sign of nerves. “Just had a long day with messages from a lot of people about us. And many of them were asking if it’s real or if we’re just going along with it to help Misha.”

			That was to be expected. “Yeah, my family all texted, too, but because Mom and Dad met you, they were nicer than they had been before.”

			“Really? I’m glad. I really liked your parents,” she said.

			“They liked you, too,” he said, finally feeling like she’d relaxed and he could pull her into his arms and claim the kiss he’d been wanting.

			She relaxed as she kissed him back, wrapping her arms around him. She laid her head on his chest. “I think my mom was...well, jealous isn’t the right word, but disappointed and wondering why she didn’t get to meet you when I met your parents.”

			He laughed. Moms were like that. At least his was. “So no pressure to not fuck things up tonight.”

			She playfully punched his shoulder as she stepped back. “That’s right. Sorry I was having a moment when you got here.”

			“That’s cool. I guess I’m the first guy you’ve brought home since the jerk who dumped you?”

			“You are. So if things get odd, blame it on that and not the fact that you are the son of my father’s mortal enemy.”

			She sort of smiled when she said the last part.

			He shook his head and smiled back at her. “I’ll definitely try not to give off too many of those vibes.”

			“I’m not even worried about you. It’s more me. When I was a kid, I thought dating was going to be so much fun and I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to go out, but the truth is it has always been nerve-wracking.”

			“Really? You’re so pretty—”

			“Jeez, glad I’m pretty.”

			“You know what I meant,” he said but he knew he’d said the wrong thing. “I just meant I bet a lot of guys asked you out.”

			“You’re not wrong, but some of them asked me out because I was a Del Rio or because I was pretty or popular, and the ones I liked didn’t seem to notice me. I mean you’re handsome, Jericho. Did you ever have any dating angst?”

			“Well, uh, no. I dated the same girl all through high school and then when we went to college, she broke up with me and I sort of just had fun dating.”

			She gave him such a sour look he knew better than to smile.

			“What?”

			“How is it you can be so laid-back about it?” she asked.

			“I’m not, but it seemed when I had planned for the rest of my life at eighteen, I didn’t have a clue, so then I figured I’d just roll with it,” he said.

			She slid her feet into a pair of sandals near the front door as her phone alarm went off. “Somehow that makes me feel better. I guess that you don’t really have it all figured out.”

			“No one does, Mags. And anyone who tells you they do is lying,” he said, then remembered that he was trying to show her she could trust him. “The truth is, until you, it didn’t matter to me if the relationship ended.”

			“Until me?”

			“You’re different, and I’m not saying we should book a church, but I like you and I don’t think moving on would be easy,” he admitted.

			She hugged him again. “Me, either.”

			He hugged her back and reached for that chill she thought he had, but it wasn’t there. Because a part of him did want to book a church, and she’d already told him she was never getting engaged again. So he knew he still had a lot of work to do.

			And he might screw things up with her parents or they might not get along after the heat wore off. Which he didn’t anticipate happening anytime soon.

			He tipped her head back with his finger under her chin and kissed her long and deep, but she pulled back. “We can’t be late. Save that kiss for later.”

		
	
		
			Twelve

			Fernando Del Rio III was a tall man with thick dark hair streaked with gray. His brown eyes were very serious when he held out his hand to Jericho. His handshake was firm but not overly so. It was easy to see why he was considered a shark with killer instincts in the business world. His petrochemical company was making strides by changing practices to be more environmentally friendly.

			Maggie hugged her mom hello. Gayle Del Rio had a slim athletic build and an easy smile for her daughter but her expression was more guarded when she turned to face him.

			“Welcome to our home, Jericho.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” he said, handing her the bouquet of flowers. “These are for you and, sir, I brought this for you.”

			“Whiskey? I’m more of a tequila drinker,” he said, accepting the bottle.

			Gayle cleared her throat and gave Fernando a hard look, which made him turn back to Jericho with a forced smile. “But I look forward to trying this.”

			“It’s from a friend of mine. Like you, I prefer tequila, but it’s not bad,” Jericho said. “Thank you, both, for inviting us over tonight.”

			“You’re very welcome, Jericho,” Gayle said. “We’re having cocktails on the back patio before dinner.”

			Gayle linked her arm through Maggie’s, leading her down the large Spanish-tiled entryway toward the French doors that he could see from where he stood just inside the house. He looked at Fernando, who set the whiskey on the side table before looking back at him.

			“So you’re the son that’s the architect, right?”

			“I am.”

			“I’ve been impressed with the work you’re doing,” he said.

			“Thank you, sir. Creating environmentally friendly buildings has long been a passion of mine,” Jericho said, realizing he was nervous, almost like he had been when he’d first gone to the bank to a get a loan for his business. He hadn’t wanted to use the Winterses money because he wanted to stand on his own.

			“Glad to hear it. We have to look to the future, right? Preston has brought a lot of ideas to the table about making our business more environmentally friendly. At first, I wasn’t too keen on changing things,” he said.

			“I get it. There are times when it would be easier to just draw the plans for a building and add on some solar panels or a field of wind turbines, but that isn’t aesthetically pleasing,” Jericho said.

			“Damn, boy, you sound like my son,” Fernando said. “Let’s get a drink. I want to hear more about the energy-saving features you’ve been using in your designs.”

			Jericho followed Fernando out to the porch, where music was blaring and Maggie and her mom had already poured themselves a glass of summer sangria and were seated near the waterfall side of the large in-ground pool chatting away.

			Fernando went to the built kitchen and bar, lifting the lid on the grill to check the heat. While he did so, Jericho glanced over at Maggie, who lifted her eyebrows at him and he just smiled and nodded. He assumed she was asking if he was okay.

			He didn’t really know if he was but talking about business was his comfort zone. And he could talk about his ideas for making the environment a priority in new and existing architecture for hours.

			“Do you want sangria or tequila?” Fernando asked.

			Noticing the other man had two rocks glasses on the bar, Jericho asked for tequila. The other man nodded, and something seemed to ease inside him. He’d been thinking of Fernando as the big, scary Del Rio monster that featured in a lot of his family tales, but instead Jericho realized he was just Maggie’s father. And that was something else that he could deal with.

			They talked about building and new environmental initiatives and measures that had been put in place and how it was impacting both of the family businesses for a while until it was time to start grilling and Maggie moved to help her father. He found himself sitting across from Gayle, who was watching him quietly.

			“Ma’am?”

			“Just trying to figure you out. So far, you’ve been everything that a Texas gentleman can be, and I’m wondering if it’s real or not.”

			Given what Jericho knew of Maggie’s former fiancé, he didn’t blame Gayle for questioning him. “All of it. The environment is a huge part of every design I create so talking shop with Fernando was easy. And I like your daughter, so I want you both to like me.”

			She nodded, giving nothing away, and it suddenly occurred to him that she was going to be the harder one to gain approval from. “We’ll see about that. Tell me about you. I heard you date around a lot.”

			“I did,” he said. “I can be a bit of a workaholic, and my brother Trey and I were really focused on the expo center and getting that open. So I kept things casual.” But he could tell that wasn’t doing anything to appease her. He wasn’t sure what she wanted and maybe he wouldn’t be able to win her over tonight.

			“I get it. Fernando is a workaholic, too.”

			“I can hear you, dear.”

			“I know, that’s why I said it,” she said in a teasing tone. “Why did you sign up for the dating app? Doesn’t seem like you needed it to find a woman.”

			“I didn’t. My brother is an investor and I joined to support him. Family is important to me,” he said.

			“It is to us, too. Maggie said she did it for Misha.”

			“But you think there was another reason?”

			She hesitated, and he realized that whatever else she may be, Gayle was a protective mama bear at heart and didn’t want to see Maggie hurt again.

			“We both have been very honest with each other. I think we knew, given our families’ history together, that our match was going to draw a lot of outside interest. And we both have committed to being a team.”

			“Good,” she said. “That’s all I wanted to know.”

			

			Maggie hadn’t seen her dad so engaged in dinner conversation when Preston wasn’t there in a long time. Normally her father kept his eyes on his phone until her mom made him put it down, but tonight he and Jericho had spent most of their time chatting. She’d noticed her mom had been grilling Jericho earlier or though she hadn’t been able to hear all of the what her mom had said, she’d guessed that was what she’d been doing because of the way she’d been talking to him.

			So when the evening eased down and it was time to go, she wasn’t sure what to expect from Jericho on the car ride home. He was quiet until they were out of her parents’ neighborhood.

			“How’d I do?” he asked. “I feel like all I did was talk to your dad but your mom seemed cool with that.”

			“Yeah, I think she was. Honestly, I don’t think Dad minded. What did you think about them?”

			“I liked them. I mean your mom is going to take some time to warm up to me,” he said.

			Maggie felt a little thrill go through her at his words. “She’s just overprotective.”

			“Oh, I got that,” he said. “She definitely isn’t sure about my motives but I’m pretty sure it has nothing to do with me being a Winters.”

			Maggie did, too. “Mom is just that way now. Hope it wasn’t too uncomfortable.”

			He looked over at her as he coasted to a stop. “It’s cool. She loves you and she’s worried about you being hurt again. I get it.”

			She put her hand on his thigh and squeezed it. “Thanks. So now that you’ve met my folks... They aren’t that dissimilar to yours.”

			He arched one eyebrow at her. “Do I need to be one hundred percent in this conversation?”

			“Why?”

			“If so, I need you to move your hand because all I can think about is how close it is to my cock.”

			That was all she could think about once he said it. She remembered the feel of him in her hand last night and she wanted him again. She was moist and her breasts swelled.

			“Like this?” she asked, moving her hand up his thigh until she brushed his crotch with the back of her fingers.

			He shifted his legs and took her hand in his, turning it so that her palm was toward his body, and pushed her hand lower until she could feel all of his growing erection under it. With a circle motion, she rubbed his shaft while cupping his balls with her fingers.

			“That’s good,” he said.

			She undid the zipper and slipped her hand into his pants under the elastic waistband of his underwear. His hips jerked forward as she wrapped her hand around him, moving it up and down, feeling him grow as she did it. God, she wanted him.

			She didn’t bother to think about anything but this moment. The late-summer romance she hadn’t been expecting to find but didn’t want to give up. She ran her finger over the tip each time she brought her hand up his shaft. His hips moved against her, urging her to continue touching him, and she looked down, seeing his big erection. She wanted him in her mouth.

			She pulled her seat belt to loosen it and put her head in his lap. She felt his hand on the back of her head, his fingers in her hair caressing her as she took the tip of him in her mouth. He tasted good and earthy, filling her mouth. She sucked on his cock, letting her fingers stroke him at the same time. The angle was awkward but she was not uncomfortable. She felt his hand moving down her neck, his finger stroking the side of her neck as she sucked him deeper into her mouth.

			His hips moved slightly, and after a moment she heard him curse, and then the car turned abruptly and he shut it off. He gently pulled her head away from him and reached down to put his seat back. She undid her seat belt and moved closer to him. Taking him back into her mouth. His hands were on her back, moving up and down it, his hand in her hair, holding her head down while she continued taking him deep in her mouth. Now that they had more space, she cupped and squeezed his sac gently, using her nails lightly as she started to take him deeper into her mouth and his hips were moving against her.

			His fingers tangled in her hair and she heard the noises he was making, heard him calling her name, but she was only concentrating on the way it felt to have this powerful man at her mercy. To have control over herself and her part in this relationship with him.

			He tasted salty as she swallowed until he was empty and he sighed. He ran his hands down her back and she rested her head on his lap, looking at up at him.

			“Maggie....”

			Just her name on a long sigh and she smiled as he said it. She felt the same when she thought about him. Jericho...this man whom she never would have gone out with if not for the dating app. This man who was making her feel like she owned her femininity again simply by letting her do the things that she wanted to do. Letting her indulge her own sexual needs and be the woman she’d been hiding away.

			And she knew he probably had no idea he’d done that for her, but she knew it and that was enough.

			“Thank you for that.”

			“You’re very welcome. I enjoyed it, too.”

			“I’m glad,” he said. “Let’s get home so I can make love to you properly.”

			“Or improperly,” she teased as she shifted back into her seat. He tucked his cock back into his pants.

			“Whatever you want.”

			Him, she thought. She wanted him.

			

			When they got to her place, he parked in her garage and then took her hand and led her upstairs to her bedroom. He wanted to take his time making love to Maggie and he wanted her spread out on the bed. He washed up in the bathroom first and when he came back, she waited for him on the bed totally naked.

			Even though he knew it was going to take some time before he could come again, he got hard seeing her there. She was so confident in herself and her sexuality that he was turned on by her constantly. It was hard to marry the woman who had hesitated outside Sheen with this woman. He had a feeling they were both very much a part of who she was and both sides had been damaged by the same incident.

			He stood there in the doorway and shucked off the rest of his clothes as his eyes moved over her. She was curvy, with full hips and breasts and a smaller waist. Her stomach was gently rounded and her nipples were a pinky-brown color that matched her lips. When he walked toward the bed, he realized he would never get enough of looking at her. Each time he did, he saw something else.

			Tonight he saw the embodiment of some sort of fantasy woman that he’d never realized he wanted in his life. But now that he’d glimpsed her, he craved her.

			Everything with Maggie from the beginning was borderline obsession. Since that first moment he’d seen her at the Texas Cattleman’s Club to that moment he’d actually met her at the k!smet event. And now...well, enough thinking. He had this gorgeous woman lying in front of him and all he wanted was to touch and taste her.

			Thank her in a very intimate way for what she’d given him in the car. He reached the side of the bed and she started to roll to her back. But he stopped her with his hand on her hip as he lay down next to her.

			He looked into those deep brown eyes of hers, wishing they could tell him what she was feeling toward him. He knew she wanted him. Could tell by her hardened nipples and the slight flush to her skin, but he sort of wanted more than that.

			He drew his hand down the side of her face. Her tanned skin was smooth to the touch and her lips parted as he rubbed his thumb over them. He leaned down and kissed her as his hands continued moving down her body, stopping at her breast to catch her nipple and rub it lightly with his thumb.

			Her mouth parted under his and he felt the brush of her tongue over his and then he sucked hers deeper into his mouth as he skimmed his hand down her side, stopping at her waist. He traced his finger toward her belly button, teasing it with his touch before moving lower. She shifted her legs, parting her thighs, but he just skimmed his hand down the outside of her leg.

			She shifted under him, her hands moving over his chest and tracing the hair on it. He felt her fingers teasing him and moving toward his erection. She took him in her hand and he reacted to her touch by getting harder. He pushed her onto her back and lifted his mouth from hers, kissing his way down her body.

			He suckled at her nipple, making her back arch and her legs move restlessly on the bed, her thigh rubbing against his cock, which felt so damned good he had to stop for a second before he moved lower, dropping nibbling kisses against her skin until he reached her belly button. He licked it and then moved lower as he craved the taste of her on his tongue. He needed this.

			He parted her lower lips and then licked her clit. She let out a soft moan and put her hands on his head and then moved them to his shoulders. He took his time, licking and sucking on her clit until her hips were moving frantically against him, and then he pushed one finger into her body. She arched deeply into his touch and her thighs tightened around his head as she drove her hips against his mouth until she called out his name.

			“Come inside of me,” she said.

			He shifted back up her body and slid deep into her. He drove into her again and again, driving her higher and higher, feeling her body tightening on his as he drove himself into her again and again. She wrapped her legs high around his hips and leaned up to pull his head down to hers. She kissed him long and deep and everything in his body started to build. He shoved into her harder and faster, going deeper than before and taking everything she had to give.

			She sucked his tongue deeper into his mouth and then he felt her body clenching down hard on his cock. She tore her mouth from his and cried out his name. He pushed his hand under their bodies, cupping her butt and driving into her faster and harder until he came again in one long release.

			He kept thrusting into her until he was empty and then collapsed on her body, careful not to let her take his full weight. He lay there, the smell of sex and Maggie in the air, her hands lightly caressing him, and he knew that nothing would ever be the same for him again.

			She’d changed him and he wasn’t sure he liked it. But he was pretty damned sure he couldn’t live without it or her.

			Which was more complicated than it should be. Or was it? Was he still living in the past where their families couldn’t get along? Maybe it was time he moved them into the future where they got along and he could claim Maggie.

		
	
		
			Thirteen

			Maggie noticed Jericho’s mom and sisters at the checkout counter when she arrived at the Royal Diner to meet Cecily for lunch. Normally she would have walked past without saying anything, but Camille Winters caught her eye and smiled.

			“Hey, Camille, great to see you again,” she said, walking over to them.

			“Hello, these are my daughters, Tiffany and Alisha,” she said.

			“We’ve met,” Alisha said.

			“We have, and let me apologize for how heated Preston was at that meeting,” Maggie said. “He can be a bit of a hothead at times.”

			Jericho’s sister nodded. “We were thinking about having a girls’ night at your art studio. We all saw it online and it looks like our kind of night out.”

			“I’d love to have you attend. If you have a big group, we could do a private event, or I have one coming up in late September. I’ll text Camille the details,” she said. “I won’t keep you since you were on the way out but it was nice to see y’all.”

			She gave them a little wave and then turned to walk to Cecily, who was seated near the back of the restaurant. Maggie felt a little thrill inside her as she walked to her friend. She and Jericho had been spending practically every night together still publicly doing the designated dates but having more fun alone together. Her feelings for him were growing deeper and she wanted his family to like her. She already liked them. His sisters seemed nice, and even Alisha had warmed up once Maggie had mentioned Preston’s hotheadedness. Maggie was starting to think there was a very real chance that the feud was based on habit more than actual differences.

			A germ of an idea took root in the back of her mind, and she didn’t know if she was just riding the high of waking up in Jericho’s arms and smelling the sweet flowers he’d sent her at work, but she thought maybe it was time for the parents to meet and just see what happened.

			“Fraternizing with the enemy I see,” Cecily said as Maggie slid into the booth across from her.

			She furrowed her brow as she looked at the other woman. “What enemy?”

			“The Winters. Or were you getting more information?”

			She sighed. She’d asked Cecily to meet her today to tell her that she wasn’t going to be able to get any corporate secrets or insider knowledge from Jericho. “No. There’s nothing to find, Cecily. Also, Jericho doesn’t really know much about the Winters’ business. He’s an architect.”

			Cecily nodded. “You’re letting your feelings get the better of you. Remember what happened when Eliza Boudreaux left Fernando? Do you want to be hurt that way?”

			“This is different,” she said. Maggie didn’t believe that Jericho would ever deceive her in any way. She hoped he knew that she wouldn’t do that to him as well. The last few days had shown her just how different from Randall Jericho was. He might have started out trying to impress her parents at dinner, but she knew from a text via her mom that Jericho and her dad had been discussing environmentally friendly energy sources that he could use in his building designs. Something new her father and Preston had been brainstorming but hadn’t been sure how to bring to the market.

			Cecily tipped her head to the side and reached over to squeeze Maggie’s hand where it rested on the table next to her phone. “I know. He’s different and so are you, or at least it feels that way. I really just don’t want to see you in a situation similar to the one you had with Randall...”

			Maggie pulled her hand back, picking up her phone and setting it on the bench next to her. “Jericho is nothing like Randall. Shall we order? I think that Amanda put peach pie on the menu and I cannot resist it. So I’m leaning toward that. What about you?”

			“I’m having the Greek salad with dressing on the side and the peach pie,” Cecily said, reluctantly ending her line of questioning.

			After they had both ordered, they talked about the upcoming Christmas campaign that Maggie was designing the graphic art for. Maggie was glad to have a chance to talk about something that wasn’t Jericho or the feud. It made her more determined to actually end it. She and Jericho’s relationship might have started out to help Misha and Trey, but it had turned into something else. She felt it, and she was pretty sure he did, too.

			“I’m sorry if I overstepped earlier. I really do have you and your family’s best interests at heart,” Cecily said as they were getting ready to leave.

			“I know you do. It’s just I think that it’s time we moved on from the old rivalries and started doing more to build bridges,” Maggie said. “Thank you for caring enough to say the tough things.”

			“That’s what I do,” Cecily said, giving her a hug and then getting into her car and driving away.

			Maggie felt better and texted Jericho with her idea to make some permanent changes to the old tensions between the Del Rio and Winters families.

			Maggie: Tell me if this sounds nuts but I think we should have our parents over for a cookout.

			Jericho: It’s totally bonkers, but I was thinking something similar.

			Maggie: Okay, this Saturday?

			Jericho: Two days?

			Maggie: Yeah, that way they can’t overthink it and back out.

			Jericho: [[laughing emoji]] I’ll text my folks.

			Maggie: I’m going to say yours are already coming... I know it’s deceptive but they won’t say no if they think we’ll be hosting your folks.

			Jericho: You’re diabolical but right. I’ll do the same. Can’t wait to see you tonight.

			Maggie: Me, either.

			She tucked her phone into her purse after texting her mom and sat in her car letting the air-conditioning cool her down. She cautioned herself not to get too excited but it was hard not to. She didn’t want to say the L word. Or identify her feelings as that. But the truth was she was starting to think that was what she felt toward Jericho.

			

			Jericho texted his parents and they immediately responded yes, they’d be there. His mom asked what she could bring and Jericho requested her potato salad, which was his favorite. She hearted the message and Jericho turned back to the design he was working on. He used an advanced CAD program and was trying to incorporate the idea that Fernando and Preston had talked to him about. They were trying to develop the basics of a revolutionary energy-saving way to heat and cool homes, but the design was... Well, tricky would be an understatement. That’s where Jericho’s expertise in building and architecture came in. Together they might figure it out.

			He sensed someone watching him and glanced up to his brother standing in the doorway. “Hey, wasn’t expecting to see you today.”

			“I was over this way for a meeting and decided to drop by,” Trey said.

			He arched one eyebrow at his brother. “For?”

			“Mom said you and Maggie...that you seemed to really like each other.”

			“I told you it was complicated,” Jericho said. “Please tell me you’re not turning into some kind of Dr. Phil.”

			“No, but I want to make sure you’ve thought this through. She’s a Del Rio.”

			“Thanks, Dad. I already cottoned onto that fact,” he said, shoving his hand through his thick hair.

			“Actually, Dad really likes her. Seems me and Alisha were the only holdouts but even she seems to have softened.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes. So what am I missing? I mean the Del Rio family has been our business rival and more for decades.”

			Jericho saw the tension in his brother but also the worry. Trey was the heir apparent, the one who had been groomed by their father since birth to take over Winters Industries. But the truth was he’d also been indoctrinated as they all had in the legend of the feud with the Del Rio family.

			Jericho got up and went to the sideboard in his office. “Want a beer?”

			“Sure,” Trey said.

			Jericho took two out of the mini fridge, popped the tops and handed one to his brother before gesturing for him to sit down in one of the large leather guest chairs. Jericho sat next to his brother and took a long sip of his beer before he said anything else.

			“I’m beginning to believe that our families have more in common than anyone wants to believe. I’ve had dinner with Fernando and Gayle and they were like Mom and Dad would be to anyone you or I were dating. And Fernando wants to make changes to the environment and we’ve been—”

			“Oh, for Christ’s sake. Are you working with them?”

			Jericho sat up a bit straighter. “I am. I mean we don’t have a project, we’re just trying to find something that could be one.”

			“Tell me about the project,” Trey said.

			Jericho knew his brother was just as interested in the environment and had been hoping to bring his savvy investors on board once they had something to take to market. So he explained what they were working on. When he was done, Trey drained his beer in one swallow.

			“I hate that I’m saying this, but I want in. That idea is good.”

			“We don’t have a working model yet,” Jericho reminded his brother. But he felt love for his brother and the fact that he was willing to put aside his own feelings toward the Del Rio family to move forward. This was why he’d thought Maggie’s suggestion of getting their families together was a good one.

			“It’s you. You’ll figure it out and have a working model in no time. How did this come about?”

			“Honestly, Fernando. I was as surprised as you seem,” Jericho said.

			Trey nodded. “So you’re serious about Maggie?”

			“I am. I know you were grateful that I publicly dated her to help drive sales and applications of the k!smet app, but even if you’d asked me not to see her, I would have,” Jericho said.

			Trey didn’t say anything to that; just got up and got them both another beer. He handed one to Jericho and smiled at him. “Glad to hear that you aren’t just doing this for my profits.”

			“Yeah, me, too. Took me by surprise,” Jericho admitted.

			“Reminder I’m not Dr. Phil.”

			Jericho laughed and shook his head. “Yeah, you’d suck at it.”

			“But seriously, I’m happy for you. I hope that Maggie and the Del Rio family are exactly what you think they are,” Trey said before changing the conversation to another Winters Expo Center he wanted Jericho to design for a new property in North Dallas.

			They talked business and after his brother left, Jericho couldn’t help but remember what Trey had said.

			That Maggie and her family were what he thought they were.

			It hadn’t occurred to Jericho that they wouldn’t be. He’d never been a man to see people as he wanted them to be. He prided himself on his ability to cut through the bullshit and see the real meaning behind anyone he met or did business with.

			But he’d never experienced this kind of emotion with anyone else before.

			His family he loved, he knew that. He’d been starting to think that what he felt for Maggie was well leaning that way. He liked her. He wanted her more than he’d ever wanted another sexual partner. They had another of their designated dates—boating on the lake which was a lot of fun. In fact, everything with Maggie was better because she was by his side.

			And he’d been going with it. That was sort of his nature but Trey had raised something he had to consider. He had that big empty mansion in the gated community. His business was solid and successful. The only element that had been missing from his life was a genuine personal relationship. And Maggie fit that bill. She was giving him everything he wanted and had never realized he needed.

			But was it real or was he just seeing what he wanted to see?

			

			Jericho surprised Maggie with how involved he was with getting everything set up for their parents to come over to dinner at her place. Probably because her father would have sat in his home office working until her mom told him to come out to grill and play bartender.

			But Jericho woke up early and started working on the meats. He was grilling a brisket, ribs and sausages. While he put rubs and marinades on things, he’d also made them breakfast. Maggie knew she was trying to be sensible, especially since their parents hadn’t met yet and there was a good chance that they might not get along, but Jericho was making those dreams she’d thought were shattered forever by Randall seem possible again.

			She didn’t dwell on it as she started to make her grandmother’s seven-layer dip recipe and made an emergency run to the liquor store. She was making sangria and beer margaritas to serve at dinner. When she got back to her house, the music was blaring from the patio and the fountain at the end of the pool was on.

			Jericho had changed the bulb in one of the lights on the trellis that she’d mentioned was out and she stood in the kitchen watching her man dancing and singing as he worked in the backyard.

			Her heart sort of slowed down as she watched him, and the realization that she’d been hiding from herself finally dawned.

			She loved him.

			She wasn’t going to be able to act like she didn’t. It didn’t matter that she’d only known him for a few short weeks. She knew her heart. What she’d thought was love with Randall hadn’t been because it was nothing like this.

			Jericho glanced up and caught her watching him. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and had on a pair of low-slung bathing suit trunks. He put his hands on his hips, shoulders back. “Like what you see?”

			“You know it, baby,” she said. He was sweaty from the work he was doing; his hair was mussed, and he wasn’t perfect, but to her... She’d never seen a man she was more attracted to. This was what she’d been missing in her engagement to Randall. This was probably what she’d never understood about her parents’ dynamic. But here it was the truth about love and emotion.

			Love didn’t look for perfection or the easy path. If their parents hated each other tonight, Maggie knew she wasn’t going to not love Jericho. It would make their life together harder but she knew deep in her soul that they would be together.

			Jericho rushed her and scooped her off her feet with his arms around her hips, lifting her and spinning her around as he rubbed his sweaty face against her neck. “Kiss me.”

			She did, putting her hands in his damp hair and kissing him long and deep. He carried her into the house and they made love in the shower. She kept her love unspoken as they got dressed and readied themselves for their parents’ arrival, but it was hard.

			He caught her smiling at him more than once and he sighed. “Woman, we can’t keep our parents waiting while I make love to you again.”

			“We won’t. But later...”

			“Oh, definitely later,” he said.

			They went back downstairs dressed and ready to entertain. “I’m nervous.”

			“Me, too,” Jericho said. “Silly, right? We both know our own parents.”

			“That’s why I’m nervous. I mean Dad took a minute to warm up to you and you aren’t Winters Industries.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” he said. “Whatever happens tonight, I’m not walking away from you.”

			She turned from the hall mirror where she’d been putting on her lipstick, and looked at him. “Me, either.”

			He nodded and the doorbell rang before they could say anything else. She took a deep breath and finished putting her lipstick on, then set the stick in the basket on the hall table before going to open the door.

			His parents arrived first. Joseph and Camille hugged them both. His mom had brought potato salad, which Jericho had warned her was his favorite and that he’d eat all of it if not closely guarded.

			She led them out to the patio and poured them drinks before the doorbell rang again.

			Jericho came with her to answer it. He squeezed her hand as she opened the door. She suspected he was thinking what she was. This was it. The moment they knew if the feud would die or if they’d have a new one. One, she thought, with her and Jericho on one side and their families on the other.

			But their nerves turned out to be for nothing. Her dad was happy to see Jericho, and her mom had relaxed toward him as well. It was a bit tense when they got out on the patio, but Maggie just kept the drinks flowing.

			“I’m going to get the side dishes.”

			“I’ll help,” both of their moms said at once.

			“Great. I could use you both.”

			As they went into the kitchen, where there were windows that overlooked the patio and grill area, Maggie noticed her mom watching the men. “Lord, help me, I told Fernando to be on his best behavior...”

			“Mom.”

			“I did the same, but you know how men are.”

			“I do,” Gayle said. “I reminded him that we’re here for the kids.”

			“Exactly,” Jericho’s mom agreed. They finished getting the side dishes together and went out to sit down to eat.

			Maggie and Jericho weren’t alone in keeping the conversation going. It seemed their moms were just as interested in smoothing things between the families and Maggie almost laughed when her dad turned to Jericho’s and started talking about football. He was a huge Cowboys fan. Turned out Joseph was as well.

			And though they hadn’t talked about the past or the rivalry, Maggie felt steps had been taken to move them away from the past and toward the future. A future, she thought as she felt Jericho’s hand on her thigh under the table, that would definitely involve the two of them.

		
	
		
			Fourteen

			After dinner had been cleared away, they moved to the seating area around the firepit. The weather this time of year wasn’t really cool at night, but it had a nice ambiance. Maggie was surprised at how well the conversation had been going during dinner, and when Jericho served some after-dinner drinks and pulled her onto his lap in an armchair close to the love seat where his parents were sitting, she noticed his mom smiled at them.

			She put her arm around his shoulders and looked down into his dark brown eyes. The knowledge that she loved him flooded her and she felt so hopeful that this time she had a man she could count on and trust.

			“So Dad, Fernando and Preston have a revolutionary idea for an environmentally friendly way to heat and cool homes,” Jericho said. “I’ve been working on refining their design for them.”

			Jericho hugged her close as he said it, and she noticed he held his body in a slightly tense way. She held her breath. Jericho working with her dad had really been something she wasn’t anticipating, but it had for the first time made her truly understand that no matter how standoffish her father was, he did love her. But bringing up that project tonight... Maggie had no idea how her father would react.

			Fernando took a sip of his after-dinner drink and looked over at her and Jericho, and she saw a slight smile on his face as he sat back and put his arm around her mom.

			“Your son has some good ideas, but we are both struggling with a way to make it at a price point that will actually be affordable,” Fernando said.

			She squeezed Jericho’s shoulders. She knew her man was good at what he did. She’d seen the Winters Expo Center and countless other designs he’d shared with her since they’d been spending so much time together. Jericho wasn’t just talented, he was constantly looking for ways to use his knowledge and skills to make things better. It seemed to her he was a man with his eye on the future.

			“Winters Industries might be able to help with that,” Joseph said with one of those nods that older men sometimes did to reinforce a point. “Maybe it’s time we stopped working against each other and combined our resources.”

			Maggie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She knew the feud was something that both families had almost relished. She could remember the tension when her and Jericho’s names were announced on the k!smet app. What would Royal do if their favorite feuding families weren’t? But that thought was tongue-in-cheek. She had been sort of hoping for this since she realized how deep her feelings for Jericho were. And that she wanted him in her life.

			“I like the sound of that. I’ve seen what the Winterses have to offer by my discussions with Jericho. I’d really enjoy expanding them.”

			“Good, I already mentioned the idea to Trey,” Jericho said to his father. “He’s onboard with investing in the product.”

			“I’ll need to see more before I can just sign off, but I really don’t see why we can’t figure out something that will work for both of our families,” Joseph said.

			“This calls for champagne,” Maggie’s mom said. “We’re going to have a toast and seal the deal.”

			“Without lawyers?” Fernando asked.

			“Definitely without lawyers,” Gayle said. “You two should shake on it.”

			Jericho nodded. “Should we photograph it, Mom, just in case?”

			Joseph laughed, shaking his head. “With you two as witnesses I don’t think we’ll need any other proof.”

			He held his hand out to Fernando and her father leaned in to shake it. “Might be nice to do business together. Really use our influence on the direction of the industry in this town.”

			Maggie got up off Jericho’s lap. “I’ll go get that champagne.”

			Camille and her mom helped by getting the champagne flutes. Over the last few years, Maggie had stopped keeping champagne in the house, though it had been her habit. She’d just felt like there was nothing that she’d be celebrating. But when she’d done her grocery shopping this week, she’d put two bottles in the cart just in case.

			She smiled as she uncorked the champagne. That was another in a million little things that she’d abandoned when she’d been dumped. Looking back, it seemed like she should have known better than to let Randall steal that much of who she was. But at the time... Well, at the time she hadn’t been able to see anything but the broken dreams and the hurt.

			She couldn’t help herself but think, as she watched her parents and Jericho laughing and talking on her patio, that this was something she wouldn’t have anticipated. She thought she’d had a plan for her future all mapped out and one man had destroyed it. Or rather she’d let him destroy it.

			Jericho glanced up and quirked one brow at her and she smiled. One man had changed everything. He hadn’t asked her to marry him or tried to pressure her family into investing in anything. He’d just come into her life with his easy smile and hot, rocking body and changed everything.

			She filled the glasses and they had a toast. As she let the bubbly wine sit on her tongue for a second before closing her eyes and making a wish before swallowing, she knew what she was wishing for. And the truth was at this moment she had her wish. Things that she’d never knew were important to her suddenly were. Tonight she was in love, and for the first time in a very long time, she believed that there was such a thing as happily-ever-after and Mr. Right.

			And she’d found him through a dating app. A part of her was astounded by that. When she opened her eyes, Jericho was watching her, and he didn’t say anything, just walked over to her and pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

			

			Jericho had a late meeting and Maggie had been vague about her plans, but he thought she’d gone to Dallas with some friends, so Jericho was for the first time in a while on his own. Trey was busy doing something with his son, and his brother Marcus had texted to see if he wanted to meet up for a drink, which Jericho agreed to. Marcus was definitely the black sheep of the family, but that was only as far as the business was concerned. Like Jericho, Marcus had found his own path. He was an expert at networking and using social media to get results and more than once Jericho had turned to his brother for help in that area.

			He walked into the Texas Cattleman’s Club looking around for his brother, and he wasn’t hard to spot. Marcus was six-three and stood out above the crowd. Marcus waved when he saw Jericho and he waved back.

			He gave his brother a hug and they ordered drinks before taking them to a high table toward the back of the bar area where they could have some privacy.

			“What’s up? It’s not like you to want to have drinks,” Jericho said.

			“I was wondering what’s up with you. It’s not like you to be all over social media. That’s usually my gig,” Marcus said.

			“Yeah, I know. It’s surreal.”

			“Add to that Mom and Dad talking about the Del Rio family and not cursing their name...figured it was time for us to catch up,” Marcus said.

			He smiled at his younger brother, who smiled back, flashing his dimple. “Not much to tell. I’m dating Maggie.”

			“I could get that from the viral posts I’ve seen of the two of you. Is it real? I think it must be given that Dad is actually talking to Fernando about possible mutual business deals,” Marcus said.

			“It is real. It started as sort of a favor for Trey.”

			“Trey asked you to fake-date a hot woman?” Marcus asked sardonically.

			“Yeah, that’s the kind of brother I am, so I said yes.”

			Marcus laughed. “You’re the best about that. Seriously, though, you’ve only known her like what, two weeks? Now everyone is all nicey-nicey.”

			When it was put like that, Jericho sort of understood why Marcus had suggested they have drinks. “Yeah, I know it’s been fast, but it feels real.”

			Once again Jericho had that moment where he wanted to talk about what he was feeling but honestly he had no words to express it. What was he going to say that wouldn’t make him sound like some simpering idiot? Somehow I really like her. That might be true, but he wouldn’t utter those words to anyone, let alone one of his brothers.

			“Yeah? I’m on the k!smet app and have had a few matches, but they’ve all been casual.”

			Jericho had been exactly where his brother was. That was what he’d expected when he and Maggie had been matched. So why was it different? Was that what Marcus wanted to know? Was his brother trying to navigate things changing in his own relationships? Frankly Jericho wasn’t the brother for that kind of advice.

			“I don’t know why it’s different. I mean I guess I do. It’s all down to Maggie. She’s not like other women. On the surface she could be, but there is so much more to her than—”

			“Bro, sounds like you’re in—”

			“Don’t say it. Don’t.” He cut Marcus off. Was he in love? Hell, he thought he might be. No might about it. He knew he was. But he wasn’t about to talk about it or admit that to anyone other than Maggie first. And he wasn’t sure she felt that way. Sure, they had been spending all of their time together but at the same time, he knew he was the first man she’d dated since her broken engagement.

			That in and of itself made him...wary. Which wasn’t his MO at all so he was ignoring it.

			“Okay, but you know if you feel that strongly about not saying it...you definitely feel it.”

			He just nodded. “Yeah, but I want to tell her first.”

			Marcus clapped his hand on Jericho’s shoulder and squeezed it, looking like he was about to say more, when Jericho’s phone rang.

			“It’s Dad,” Jericho said to Marcus.

			He answered the call. “Dad, what’s up?”

			“There’s been a break-in at Winters Industries,” Joseph said.

			“Okay.” He wasn’t sure why his dad was telling him. “Did you call Sheriff Battle?”

			“I did and he’s on his way. But I think you should come down here, too.”

			“Why?”

			“From the surveillance footage... Well, son, there’s no easy way to say this. I think it was Maggie who broke in.”

			“Maggie? My Maggie?”

			“Yes,” his father said.

			“I’m on my way,” he said, standing up as he disconnected the call.

			“What’s going on?” Marcus asked.

			Jericho looked at his brother and tried to ignore the feelings of hurt and betrayal that were swamping him. Instead he concentrated on anger. That was an easier emotion, one he had no problem showing.

			“Maggie broke into Winters Industries.”

			“What the fuck?”

			Marcus reached for him but Jericho stepped away from his brother, stalking toward the door. The other patrons in the bar at the Texas Cattleman’s Club all cleared a path as he moved. There was no reason why Maggie would have broken into Winters Industries.

			No reason for her to unless she’d had some sort of ulterior motive for dating him to begin with.

			Had she only gone along with the dates so she could get...what? He had no idea what kind of information she would want to take from Winters Industries. In fact, the two of them had seemed removed from their families’ interests, or maybe he’d simply been seeing what he wanted to in her.

			

			Maggie texted Jericho when she was on her way back from Dallas. Piper Holloway had asked her opinion on a new art installation she’d been doing in the art district where she had her gallery. Maggie had helped Piper rearrange the artwork and then had dinner with Piper and her partner Brian, which had gone late. Brian was friends with Jericho and had acted as his attorney during the mediation they’d had. Brian and Piper had both said how happy they were for her and Jericho.

			But Jericho wasn’t answering her texts, and when she tried calling, he sent her to voice mail.

			She started to get concerned that something was wrong and since she couldn’t concentrate on driving and on worrying about Jericho, she pulled over. She texted her mom to see if she knew what was going on.

			Her mom called back.

			“Mom?”

			“Maggie, where are you?”

			“On the side of the interstate. I’m on my way back from Dallas. What’s going on?”

			“There was a break-in at Winters Industries,” Gayle said. “I don’t know the full details but Sheriff Battle wants to talk to you. Dad’s on the phone with Cecily and you better get back here.”

			“Why do they want to talk to me?”

			“Honestly, Maggie, they think you did it,” her mom said.

			“Who thinks that? Why would I break in?” she asked. But she remembered Cecily asking her to try to find dirt or information on Winters Industries. Was that part of this?

			“Everyone.”

			“Everyone?” she asked. “Mom, does Jericho think I did this?”

			“Based on how stone-faced he was when he showed up here with Sheriff Battle, I’d say yes.”

			Stone-faced.

			How could the man who’d held her in his arms this morning after waking her up by making love to her believe she’d do something like this?

			Maggie’s hands started shaking. How could Jericho think she’d do something like that? But she took a deep breath. Until she spoke to him, she wasn’t going to jump to any conclusions. “Okay. Should I go to the sheriff’s office?”

			“Yes, I’ll meet you there.”

			“Thanks, Mom.”

			“Drive carefully, honey. Love you.”

			“Love you, too,” she said, hanging up the phone.

			She took a deep breath and almost got back on the road. But she couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that Jericho might believe she’d broken into his family’s business. She knew she should wait until they were in person to talk but she was both hurt and angry that he might believe the worst of her.

			Maggie to Jericho: Just talked to my mom. I’m on my way back from Dallas, where I told you I’d be. I wasn’t breaking into Winters HQ. You should know me better than that. I assume I’ll see you at the sheriff’s office.

			Then she put her phone on airplane mode, tossing it on the seat beside her. She tried to stay calm, took a deep breath and then banged her fists on the steering wheel. How could she have been so wrong about another man? Did she have the shittiest gut instincts on the planet? How could she have once again trusted a man who literally felt nothing for her?

			The rational part of her mind tried to caution her that maybe he didn’t believe it, but she knew he did. He wouldn’t have sent her calls to voice mail or ignored her texts if he thought she was innocent.

			Instead he had assumed the worst. Was it because she was a Del Rio? Or was it something far worse? Was it because she was just the type of woman that no man wanted for who she was. She put her head on the steering wheel, crying and hating herself for crying. But unable to stop.

			She loved Jericho. How could he not love her back?

			And this wasn’t like when Randall had broken their engagement. Because what she’d thought was love had just been a desire to have a husband. She knew that now. She could see through the lens of her relationship with Jericho how shallow everything had been with Randall.

			She saw flashing lights and a car pulled up behind her. She wiped her tears as a highway patrol officer walked toward the car. She rolled down her window.

			“Ma’am, are you okay?”

			“Yes, sir. Just got some bad news and needed to stop driving for a minute,” she said.

			“Do you want me to call someone for you?”

			“No, I’m fine. I think I’ll be good to drive,” she said.

			“Okay, ma’am,” he said, walking back to his car. She put the window up and signaled to pull back out onto the highway. She wanted to drive out her anger. To put the gas pedal all the way down and bury the needle on the speedometer and scream at the top of her lungs, but she didn’t.

			She drove as sedately as she could until the highway patrol made a U-turn and headed back toward Dallas. Still she kept driving slowly. In her mind she toyed with all the things she’d say when she saw Jericho, but she knew that was secondary. His family must have reason to believe she had broken in and she was going to have to do more than bring Cecily with her to the station.

			She was going to have to live with the fact that everyone in Royal would believe she’d restarted the feud between their families.

			For the life of her, she couldn’t think why Jericho would believe she’d do that. She’d shown him how much he meant to her, shown him how much she wanted a future with him. Or maybe she hadn’t and maybe that was a mixed blessing. Because even though she knew she loved him and how much his distrust in her hurt, at least he didn’t know how much she’d cared. At least he wouldn’t know what was in her broken heart.

		
	
		
			Fifteen

			Jericho read and reread Maggie’s text. She was pissed at him. Had he been wrong? The woman on the video definitely shared more than a passing resemblance to Maggie. And she’d been cagey about where she’d been going.

			“You okay, son?” Joseph asked.

			He looked over at his father and for the first time realized he wasn’t okay. He didn’t have everything together and there was no way he was going to be blasé about Maggie. Or pretend he wasn’t hurt by what looked like a massive betrayal by her.

			“No. Dad, I can’t believe Maggie would do this,” he said.

			His father put his hand on Jericho’s shoulder and squeezed it. “To be honest, I can’t either. It really doesn’t fit with the woman I met or, to be honest, with her parents.”

			“Do you think they were just doing that? What was the reason?”

			“I can’t tell you, maybe they thought our business deals weren’t all legit. That’s not how I operate so I’m not really sure what her motive would be,” Joseph said.

			Her motive.

			Maggie had seemed to have no real connection to the Del Rio Group except as a graphic designer. What kind of information would she be looking for? Would she even recognize it when she saw it?

			“Dad, I’m not sure—”

			“Couldn’t wait to stir up some more trouble with my family, is that it, Winters?” Fernando entered the sheriff’s office with his wife. He’d never seen Fernando like this before and for the first time the reality of the feud was right in front of Jericho.

			He could see not only the anger on his face but also something akin to...either hatred or hurt. Wasn’t it funny how those two emotions could blend together? Jericho knew it firsthand because he was battling with betrayal and hurt.

			“Calm down, Del Rio. We didn’t just randomly decide to accuse your daughter. We have her on video surveillance. Also she’s not in town and Jericho has no idea where she is,” Joseph said.

			All eyes turned to him and Jericho looked at the people he’d started to care for. He felt even more betrayed at this moment because he was sure that Gayle and Fernando would have had to put Maggie up to doing this. There was no reason for her to just do it on her own.

			“She was in Dallas tonight,” Gayle said.

			“So she said,” Jericho responded.

			“Have you called your attorney? She had dinner with him,” Gayle said again.

			Jericho’s brow furrowed. “Brian Cooper?”

			Gayle just flicked her eyebrows up quickly and gave him a disgusted look before she turned to the receptionist at the desk.

			“Where is Nathan?”

			“He’s not available right now,” Officer Hatton said.

			“Oh, he’s available for me,” Gayle said. “I’m not letting him take this ridiculousness any further.”

			“Gayle,” Sheriff Nathan Battle said as he came out of the hallway that led to his office. “Calm down. We have questions for Maggie. We’re not asking for a warrant for her arrest.”

			“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” she demanded.

			Jericho had never seen Gayle like this. Normally she was calm and he’d seen her tough side when she’d questioned him about his intentions toward Maggie, but this was full-on protective mama bear.

			“It is. As much as I want to believe that she had nothing to do with the break-in, the evidence is pretty damning.”

			“Can we see it?” Fernando asked.

			Nathan looked at Joseph, who nodded.

			“Fernando, honestly, after dinner the other night I was looking forward to putting the feud behind us. It’s past time we moved on, but this... See for yourself.”

			Sheriff Battle had the video-surveillance footage on a large tablet and Maggie’s parents, his dad and Jericho all leaned in as he hit Play.

			There was no mistaking Maggie’s long dark ponytail. She was wearing a trench coat, which was a bit odd considering the weather and the fact that if Jericho knew one thing about Maggie, that wasn’t her style. But he figured she was trying not to get caught.

			The woman in the video also moved like Maggie. Her long stride and the way her hips moved from side to side with each step.

			“Dammit. I know that’s not Maggie,” Gayle said.

			“If it’s not me, then who is it?” Maggie asked, walking into the sheriff’s office.

			Everyone turned to look at her and Jericho tried not to notice her. Tried very hard not to let his hormones react—it was just hormones, right?—to seeing her again. But it was impossible. He wanted to pull her away from everyone else and demand she tell him what was going on.

			Why had she betrayed him?

			But as he skimmed his gaze over her, he realized that she had her long hair down, curling around her shoulders, and she wore one of those body-contouring dresses she favored. She had a large bag over her shoulder and he could see that her eyes were red.

			She’d been crying.

			What was going on?

			He’d seen her on the video. Her appearance wasn’t that different that it couldn’t be explained. But the tears? Maggie didn’t cry. Not even when she’d shared her darkest fears.

			“We’ll need your alibi to start,” Sheriff Battle said.

			Maggie came forward, brushing past him without looking at him. She was ticked, too. That was fine. They were both in an impossible situation. Two people who’d been bound by a contract and a surprise match on a dating app. That’s all they were.

			“Sure. Are you going to question me here?”

			“No, come into my office,” Nathan said.

			Maggie followed him down the hall. Her mom reached out to squeeze her arm and Maggie gave a short nod. He hadn’t realized it earlier because Maggie was usually so genial and upbeat but there was a core of solid steel inside her.

			And that made him realize something he maybe should have sooner. Maggie wasn’t the type to sneak around to try to get information. She’d always been brash and straightforward.

			So as she’d said, who had broken into Winters Industries?

			

			Maggie held herself tall as she walked past Jericho and his father. She was still so deeply hurt and mad that they thought she would commit a criminal act. Her mom had looked at her and Maggie shook her head, knowing if her mom showed her an ounce of sympathy her control would break and she’d start crying again.

			Her mom just nodded and Maggie did what she’d done when she’d had to walk out of Sheen by herself after Randall had dumped her. She reminded herself whose daughter she was and that she’d been raised to be strong. And fuck Jericho Winters for not even hesitating before deciding she was a criminal.

			Where was Cecily? She wondered if she needed to talk to her lawyer. Even though she knew she’d done nothing wrong.

			“Do you want to wait for your attorney?” Sheriff Battle asked.

			She shook her head. She knew she hadn’t committed the crime and had been in Dallas all night.

			“We can talk without her.”

			Sheriff Battle wasn’t someone Maggie knew all that well. He’d come to the high school and talked about not doing drugs or drinking and then driving. And he’d come to her parents’ Christmas parties over the years. But Maggie had never personally spoken to him.

			“Okay, Maggie—do you mind if I call you by your first name?” he asked.

			“No, sir, I don’t. What do you need from me?” she asked as he gestured for her to take a seat.

			She was nervous even though she knew she hadn’t done anything wrong. Her hands started sweating and she almost wiped them on her thighs but then stopped in case he thought that meant she’d done it.

			“I just need to know where you were from eight to nine tonight,” he said.

			“I was in Dallas with Piper Holloway and Brian Cooper. Mostly Piper. I had a quick dinner with both of them. I have GPS on my car and they can vouch for me... Also, I took this photo at the gallery of the art installation I helped Piper with.”

			She opened the photos app on her phone and handed it to Sheriff Battle after she’d swiped up so the metadata was visible.

			He took it from her and then called in one of his deputies to verify her story. She was left alone in his office for a few minutes and her mind was whirring with too much. One thing that was so different about tonight versus the night Randall had broken their engagement was that back then her mind had gone quiet and calm. Of course, she’d been embarrassed and humiliated and mad. But not like this.

			Her anger had been more because he’d taken her to a public place to end things. It hadn’t felt like this. She’d been alone when she’d found out what Jericho thought of her and this hurt was so much deeper. She couldn’t stop her emotions. She wanted to wrap her arms around her body to try to keep it all inside but she also didn’t want anyone to see her that way.

			She knew she just had to hold on a little bit longer. They’d confirm everything and she could go home and be alone and then she would let it all out. Just a little bit longer.

			“It’s confirmed. You’re good to go,” Sheriff Battle said as he came back into his office. “Though do you have any enemies?”

			“What?”

			“Someone went out of their way to look like you in this video,” Sheriff Battle said.

			“Can I see it?” she asked.

			He turned the tablet to her and Maggie hit Play. As soon as she saw the long ponytail, she knew why everyone had thought it was her. It was her signature style. She wasn’t wearing it tonight, but she almost always did. She leaned in closer. She didn’t want to mention Cecily, but Maggie recognized those stilettos. And her friend had asked her to get dirt on the Winters family.

			Would Cecily have done this and tried to frame her for it?

			“I don’t have any enemies, Sheriff. I mean, except for the Winters feud, and I’m pretty sure that isn’t a Winters family member pretending to be me.”

			“Yeah, I thought so, too. It was a long shot,” Sheriff Battle said.

			“Maybe not. I... I’m not positive, but our lawyer Cecily did ask me to try to dig up some dirt on the Winterses since I was dating Jericho... I told her no, but maybe she tried to find some on her own?” Maggie said.

			“Maybe. Thanks for the information. I’ll have a talk with her,” Sheriff Battle said. “I’m going to send you out with a deputy. I’m not ready to face your mama again.”

			Maggie smiled for the first time since she’d left Dallas. “Oh, I know she’s tough but she’s also fair. That video definitely looks like me.”

			“It does, but I don’t think Gayle’s going to be giving me a pass because of that.”

			Maggie nodded in agreement and said her goodbyes to the sheriff before following the deputy back into the waiting room, where her parents, Joseph and Jericho waited. Cecily was gone, which made Maggie worry that her family’s attorney might have been the one to do the breaking and entering.

			“My alibi checked out,” she said.

			“Officer Haddon informed us,” her mom said. “Ready to go home?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Maggie—” Jericho said her name.

			She turned and gave him a long hard look and just shook her head no. Then she walked out of the sheriff’s office with her head held high. Her mom followed her out but her father stayed behind.

			As soon as they were away from the doorway, her mom pulled her into her arms and Maggie wrapped her own around her. She put her head on her mom’s shoulder, knowing it was safe to cry, but there were no tears. She felt that icy coldness that had been so much a part of her for the last two years start to seep back in.

			She knew that it was a protective thing and she realized that it was easier to feel nothing than to deal with the pain of heartbreak and disappointment.

			

			Jericho knew from the moment that Maggie had walked into the sheriff’s office that he’d made a mistake. Sheriff Battle wanted to speak to both his father and Fernando, so Jericho told his dad goodbye and nodded at Fernando as he went outside. Maggie and her mom stood off to the side of the entrance.

			Jericho knew that it would be better if he just went home and tried to talk to her later but that wasn’t his way where Maggie was concerned. He needed to talk to her. He wanted a chance to maybe explain, but more than anything he wanted to make sure that she knew...

			What? he demanded of himself. Now that she had an alibi he believed her? Yeah, that wasn’t going to go over very well.

			He should wait to talk to her.

			He should.

			“Maggie, could I speak to you for a minute?” he called out.

			Fucking asshole.

			Her mom gave him a hard look but just turned to her daughter. Maggie said something softly that Jericho couldn’t hear and then her mom walked past him without saying a word, going back inside.

			She stood there, obviously not coming to him. So he walked over, his mind frantically going through words and rejecting them. He should have waited to do this.

			“I know you’re ticked.”

			“Oh, I’m more than that. How could you think I would do something like that?” she demanded.

			“It looked like you,” he said, and as the words left his mouth, he knew they were a mistake. He heard them and wanted to pull them back.

			Camille would have had his head for saying something like that. One of the things he liked best about his mom was the fact that she had raised him and his brothers to understand how to treat a woman. He knew she would be disappointed in him tonight. “I’m sorry I said that.”

			Maggie nodded.

			“Why would you believe that about me?”

			That was the one question he hadn’t been able to answer to himself. Sure, he could say maybe it was because his mom had died when he was a kid or that his high school girlfriend had ended things when they’d both gone off to college. But the truth was more nuanced than that. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in love. He’d seen the evidence of it in his own home growing up between his dad and stepmom.

			The truth was, he had never felt as deeply for anyone the way he did about Maggie. And that made him vulnerable, which he fucking hated. There was no two ways about that. So it had been easier to think he’d been wrong about her so he could just ignore those feelings. Easier was never the best path, his father had said more than once.

			“I don’t know,” he said, even though that wasn’t the answer he knew he should give her.

			“Well, I have an opinion,” she said.

			He arched both eyebrows at her.

			“You wanted to believe that somehow I was all the horrible things you were brought up to believe about the Del Rio family.”

			He shook his head. “I never thought of you as one of those manipulative Del Rios.”

			“Then why? And don’t say you didn’t know. I thought... I thought what we had was more than some contracted dates just to help out Misha and your brother.”

			Jericho shoved his hands through his hair. “Yeah, I had started to believe it, too. But I’m not sure if that was real.”

			Fucking hell. What was wrong with him? Why was he so afraid to just admit how he felt for her?

			He had even been scared to admit that he loved her to Marcus earlier this evening. He wasn’t ready to admit that those emotions were real. He wasn’t even sure they were. He knew that he was a mess right now.

			“Okay, then. We’ll finish out the last few dates and then go our separate ways. I’ll have the stuff you left at my place couriered back to yours. See you at our next contracted app date.”

			She walked past him and he was tempted to let her go. Hadn’t he just hedged until this was the only option she had left? But he didn’t want her to go like this.

			Did he want her to go?

			He started to reach for her and she stepped back so quickly she stumbled and then righted herself.

			“Please don’t touch me,” she said.

			It was then that he realized how much he’d truly screwed this up. He’d been looking for some sign that the feelings he had for Maggie were love. That they were real and that they’d last a lifetime. But he hadn’t been able to find it until this moment.

			When she was shoving him away and telling him in no uncertain terms she wanted nothing to do with him.

			“Maggie.”

			“No, I can’t. I know you want to hash this out and maybe become something like friends again, but I can’t. I didn’t think this was false and maybe that’s on me. I decided to trust you and to believe the man I thought I saw,” she said, then took a deep, gulping breath and he knew how hard she was struggling to keep her emotions in check.

			“Maggie—”

			“Stop. You’re making this worse. You don’t love me, fine. We gave our word and signed a contract. You’ll get two more dates and then I never want to see you again. Goodbye, Jericho.”

			She walked away and all he could do was watch her go. Was this what he wanted? He’d been so afraid to let himself be vulnerable, never realizing that he’d had no control over that. He wanted her. His life would be colorless without Maggie in it.

			“Wait. Why were you so cagey about what you were doing tonight?” he asked her.

			She opened the trunk of her car and pulled out a large, flat wrapped package. She walked over to him and handed it over. He could tell it was a canvas of some kind. She didn’t wait for him to open it. She just got in her car and drove away.

			He took it to his car and opened it and stood there for a minute. It was a landscape of the Winters Expo Center with him and Maggie walking out of it. He could tell that it had been freshly framed and the artist’s initials in the corner were Piper Holloway’s.

		
	
		
			Sixteen

			Maggie told her assistant she was going out of town but instead headed for her brother Preston’s ranch. She needed time away to think, and nothing soothed her troubled soul like riding the horse she kept stabled there. Also Preston just let her be.

			Her mom was understanding and suggested that Maggie “run her emotions out” but running had never really worked that way for Maggie. Running was a chore and didn’t get her to that mindless state the way horseback riding did. Her father had texted her—something he never did—just to say that he loved her and he hoped she was okay.

			Which meant more to her than she wanted to admit. But as she rode over the fields around Preston’s property, she wasn’t escaping her thoughts. Instead she was confronted with the landscape that very much mirrored the property where the Winters Expo Center had been built. And as she rode, she couldn’t help but remember how effortlessly Jericho’s well-designed convention space had melded into the landscape, seeming to be a part of it.

			Which made her stop Dusty, her paint, and get off. She let the horse graze, knowing she wouldn’t go far with her lead on the ground as Maggie herself walked toward a small copse of trees and sat down under it. She had brought her sketchpad with her and as she leaned against the trunk of the scrub oak, she started drawing. She always figured her life out in her sketchbook. It was easier to see things when she literally drew them.

			So she did it this time. She drew Jericho as he’d looked at her when she entered the sheriff’s office. She took her time recollecting his face and the lines around his eyes. The slight downturn of his lips that she had in the moment thought was anger but, as she went back over his face in her mind, might have been sadness.

			Or was she once again trying to see in him something that wasn’t there?

			Her memories of them together at her studio on the painting night. When she’d been so on fire for him, wanting to touch him but determined not to let him win... She pulled out her phone, which had no reception on this part of Preston’s ranch—another blessing—and thumbed back through the photos until she found that one someone had snapped of them and put online.

			She looked at his face, trying to see some sign that he was faking his attraction to her. But she didn’t think he had been. He’d made love to her like a man who wanted her. That hadn’t felt fake. But sexual attraction didn’t mean deeper emotions, did it?

			Except as she thumbed forward, she got to a photo his mom had sent her of the two of them at the concert. Her back was to Camille so Jericho’s face was the only one visible. She remembered they were negotiating in that moment if they were going to touch each other. The look on his face... She zoomed in, trying to make herself not see it, but he seemed to be really into her.

			She tossed her phone aside. What was she doing? She was supposed to be falling out of love with Jericho, not trying to find proof he loved her.

			But here she was surrounded by him in her thoughts, sketchpad and on her phone. The riding wasn’t helping. It was just serving to make her face that getting over Jericho was going to take more than a few nights at her brother’s ranch.

			She knew she couldn’t stay here forever. And getting over Jericho... Well, she was going to have to get back to her life to make that happen. She’d talked to Piper when she’d been in Dallas and her friend had mentioned there was an old gallery up for sale near her place.

			Maybe... Maybe it was time she left Royal. She’d stayed because, if she were honest with herself, she loved her hometown. She liked seeing familiar faces when she got her coffee each morning and she liked being close to her family.

			The feud with the Winterses hadn’t been a big factor in Maggie’s life other than overheard comments or discussions between Preston and her dad at the dinner table. But now she knew that she wanted to leave precisely because of Jericho Winters.

			She no longer felt like this place was her home and maybe that was because she’d started to see the two of them everywhere. Which really ticked her off. Why couldn’t she have been as in “love” with Jericho as she’d thought she’d been with Randall? Then she could have just licked her wounds and moved on.

			But this hurt. The fact that he didn’t trust her was something she didn’t know how to get around. Her gut had never been reliable when it came to men, but she’d tried really hard this time to keep her eyes open and be realistic.

			So how had she screwed up?

			“Thought I’d find you here.”

			She glanced up to see Preston on his horse. He dismounted and came over, sitting down next to her. She looked into her brother’s hazel eyes. He hadn’t shaved for a few days and had some artful stubble. He picked up her sketchpad and looked at it.

			“So...not sure if you want to hear this or not, but Jericho is here. He wants to talk to you.”

			“What?”

			“You heard me,” Preston said. “For what it’s worth, he’s apologized to Dad, Mom and me for thinking we had anything to do with the break-in. I think he might want to apologize to you.”

			“So?”

			“Really, Mags? I get that you want to be just mad but—” he picked up the sketchbook “—it’s more than that. You’re hurt but it seems to me you’re still hoping for something from him.”

			“I am, Pres. How stupid is that?”

			Her brother put his arm around her. “Not stupid at all. I think it means something because when Randall broke up with you in front of most of the town, you ripped him a new one and walked out of Sheen like you were a queen.”

			“I did,” she said, smiling as she remembered it. Somehow, she’d gotten used to hiding until the app had matched her with Jericho.

			“But with Jericho, you crumbled. Even Dad mentioned it and you know he never notices those kinds of things.”

			She nodded, pulling her knees up and resting her head on them. “I just don’t know what to do.”

			“Go talk to him. Maybe he’ll say something that will help. Or don’t. It’s up to you,” Preston said.

			She hugged her brother one more time. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

			“Great. He’s on the patio,” Preston said.

			Maggie rode back to the stables with her brother but Preston lingered as she walked toward the house. She wasn’t sure what she was going to find when she confronted Jericho but she knew that she needed to talk to him again for her own peace of mind and maybe, as Preston said, she’d be able to finally figure out how to move on.

			

			It had taken Jericho two days to realize that Maggie wasn’t in town. True, after they’d learned from Sheriff Battle that Del Rio family attorney Cecily Meachum had broken into Winters Industries on her own accord, unhappy that the two families were getting along, Jericho knew he should have called Maggie. But he’d had a meeting and he’d been unsure of his reception so he’d let it go for a day.

			One day.

			And then he’d gone to her place and she wasn’t home. He’d gone to her studio and was informed she was on leave. He’d gotten desperate and gone to talk to Fernando, who accepted his apology but didn’t offer his daughter’s whereabouts. So he’d gone to Gayle, whom he had to track down at her tennis club. She’d refused to stop practicing with her automatic ball machine to talk to him.

			Finally, he’d just sat down on the bench behind her. And told her he’d screwed up and he couldn’t make things right if no one helped him find Maggie. Gayle still kept hitting balls but she had called over her shoulder asking him what his objective was.

			In that moment Jericho knew he was going to have to admit his feelings for Maggie, but he still felt that she should hear them first so he’d simply said that he wanted a future with Maggie and he’d do whatever he had in order to make it happen.

			Gayle had stopped her automatic ball machine and turned to him and gave him that level stare of hers. “I’ll tell you where she is, but if you don’t make things right with her, you leave and we never see you again.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

			So here he was on Preston Del Rio’s ranch sitting in the sun without a beverage since he hadn’t been offered one. He knew that he wasn’t the Del Rio family’s favorite person. He got it. He had heard via Trey that his dad and Fernando hadn’t spoken since the night of the break-in. It seemed to Jericho they were back where they started before the k!smet app had matched him and Maggie.

			The feud had new fuel to drive it for another generation but Jericho didn’t care about that. He had realized over the last few days when he’d been alone how much he loved Maggie.

			He heard the sound of boots on the stone patio and turned to see Maggie walking toward him. She wore a pair of faded jeans and a scoop-neck top, and her long black hair was braided, falling over her shoulder across her breasts. She had on a straw cowboy hat, which she tossed on one of the chairs as she walked toward him.

			Her expression was guarded and she looked tired. He thought she looked hurt as well and he hated that he was responsible for that. He stood up, taking the papers he’d brought with him.

			“What’s that?” she asked.

			“The agreement we signed,” he said, tearing it in half and dropping it in the firepit that was near the seating area.

			“So no more dates?”

			“No more doing things for anyone other than ourselves,” he said.

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“From the beginning I wanted you, Maggie. I mean before the app,” he said.

			“We didn’t even know each other.”

			“I saw you at the TCC,” he said.

			“So, lust... Well, you were certainly right about the chemistry between us.”

			“But it was more than that. Yes, you’re hot and every time I see you, I want to pull you into my arms find a private place and make love to you. But it’s more than that,” he said.

			“Really?” she asked. “The other night it seemed it wasn’t even lust.”

			“I’m sorry. I should have led with that and I should have said it when we were outside of the sheriff’s office,” he said.

			“Are you sorry because they found the real culprit and she confessed so you don’t have any doubts?” Maggie asked, but there wasn’t anger in her voice—it was hurt.

			He took a deep breath.

			“I’m sorry I ever doubted you. I have no excuse.”

			“No you don’t,” she said. “So why are you here?”

			“I want to start again. Not because we’re put on the spot by the k!smet app or because we want to make our families happy. I want to do this because I love you, Maggie.”

			She put her hands on her hips and gave him a hard stare that was reminiscent of the one that Gayle had given him.

			“You love me?”

			“I love you. I thought... Well, I hate how vulnerable I feel when I say those words to you. Other than my family, I’ve never said them to a woman. I didn’t believe that I could be in love with you until...” He trailed off.

			“Until when?”

			“Until you walked away.”

			

			He loved her? He loved her. She was just giving herself time to process everything he said. She looked over at the torn-up dating agreement, which she’d never really cared for to begin with, and then back at him.

			Loving Jericho hadn’t been easy in the last few days and more than anything she wanted to yell for joy, but she was cautious.

			“You love me even though you thought I was a criminal,” she said. She needed to understand where he was coming from.

			He took a step closer to her and she saw him reach out toward her but drop his hand before he touched her. She wanted his touch. She wanted to be able to believe he really loved her because she’d missed him so damn much and she knew that if he was lying to her...

			But Jericho wouldn’t lie about this. He’d always been blunt and honest. Even when he thought she’d broken into Winters Industries he hadn’t hedged. He’d told her.

			So that meant...

			“You really do love me.”

			“I do,” he said. “I know it’s going to take a long time for you to forgive me. It’s going to take me a long time to forgive myself as well.”

			“No,” she said. Knowing it wasn’t going to take that long to forgive him.

			“No?”

			“It’s not going to take any time at all for me to forgive you, Jericho,” she started. Then paused trying to find the right words.

			“You can’t?” he asked, sounding forlorn.

			“I can. I love you, too,” she said. “Now, it is going to take me a minute to get over being mad—”

			Jericho pulled her into his arms and swung her off her feet as he brought his mouth down on hers. Everything that had been tense over the last two days seemed to finally relax as she felt his tongue moving over hers. The kiss was intense and passionate and then he gentled it, setting her on her feet. His hands moved up and down her back as he lifted his head.

			“I love you,” he said, looking right into her eyes. “I was so afraid to tell you that I was willing to believe anything that would prove I was wrong about these feelings.”

			She put her hand on his face, looking into those deep brown eyes of his that made her melt. “I love you, too. I was afraid to trust my gut and let myself fall for you, but it happened anyway.”

			“Will you marry me?”

			“What?” Being engaged again. Having the town of Royal know she was going to be married. Could she do it? She knew that this was Jericho and he’d never leave her the way Randall had. But could she trust herself enough to wear his ring and walk around town planning another wedding without... Could she trust him?

			That was what he was asking her. She could say she loved him and say she forgave him but the truth was she had to trust him.

			And she knew in her heart and soul there was no other man she trusted the way she did Jericho Winters.

			“Will you marry me?”

			“What about our families?” she asked. She knew the feud was still going strong due to the break-in.

			“I don’t care about our families, sweet Mags. I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, have kids with you. I want it all and I’m asking you—”

			“Yes. I’ll marry you,” she said. Then realized what she’d agreed to. She waited for the panic to set in, but it didn’t. There was something about the way Jericho had stated his desires for the future that had made her believe in it and want it, too.

			“Thank you for agreeing to be my wife,” he said. “I don’t have a ring on me.”

			“That’s fine. We both know what we want from each other,” she said.

			“We do,” he agreed. “Come home with me so I can make love to you and we can plan our future?”

			“Yes.”

			They left her brother’s ranch together in Jericho’s sports car. As he drove with his usual speed and skill, she couldn’t help remembering the first time they’d made love at his house. He let them into the gated community he lived in and drove to his house. They barely made it inside before they were in each other’s arms, ripping clothing off. It felt like it had been ages since he’d been inside her, and they came together, long and hard. Then he carried her into the living room and they cuddled naked on the couch.

			She looked up and saw the painting she had made for him hanging over the fireplace.

			He saw her looking at it and hugged her closer to him. “From the moment I saw this, I knew I had to get you back. No one has ever seen my work as art but you did from the beginning. You might be the one person in the world who actually gets me.”

			“I definitely am,” she said. “You got me, too. You saw that even though I wasn’t cowering around town, I was still shy and damaged from my past and you never did anything but try to help me heal from it.”

			“I did but I had ulterior motives,” he said.

			“Did you? Why?”

			“I must have been falling in love with you even then. I knew there was no way you could fall for me unless you could trust me. So I did everything I could to show you that I was trustworthy until...”

			“Until that night that really tested us. And you stumbled. I did, too. I’m sure it won’t be the last time, but I think we both know that what we have is worth fighting for.”

			“It definitely is. Always know that I love you, Maggie Del Rio.”

			“And I love you, Jericho Winters.”

			

			Keep reading for an excerpt from Rancher Meets His Match by J. Margot Critch.
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			The Rancher Meets His Match 

			by J. Margot Critch

			One

			“Love is in the air as Jericho Winters and Maggie Del Rio have been seen together all over Royal, Texas.” Trey Winters shook his head as he read aloud from the screen of his phone. Trey rolled his eyes and looked at the sign on the building in front of him. k!smet. Because of the dating app, his brother Jericho was now in a relationship with Maggie Del Rio, despite the bad blood between their families that went back almost one hundred years, when a woman named Eliza Boudreaux left her fiancé, Fernando Del Rio, and instead married his rival, Teddy Winters.

			He got out of his SUV and strode up to the door. He had a bone to pick with the one running the show—Misha Law, the woman who created the whole app. He strode into her office, expecting to see an assistant sitting outside of the private office, but instead, he saw Misha, the woman herself, sitting alone at the center of a large boardroom table. It seemed that she’d unpretentiously taken over a boardroom instead of setting up a traditional office space.

			Her fingers were flying over the keyboard of the laptop that was in front of her, with two large monitors connected, a tablet at her elbow and several plastic cups that he imagined had held iced coffee at a point earlier. Her eyes were locked on one of the monitors, and he would have assumed that she hadn’t even known he’d entered, except, still typing with one hand, she held up the first finger on the other hand, instructing him to wait.

			Trey glowered. Not many people ever told him to wait.

			Finally, Misha looked up at him. Trey had been filled with a fiery anger, but when her hazel eyes met his, it transformed to a heated flush of lust, just like it always did when he faced her. Even though he was a key investor in k!smet, Trey had not spent much time in Misha’s company, one-on-one. Sure, they’d crossed paths before, most recently at ByteCon, around town and at tech events. And every time he found himself in front of her, he was always completely taken aback by her beauty.

			“Trey Winters, my biggest investor,” she greeted him with a playful smile. “What an unexpected surprise. What can I do for you today?” she asked with a bright smile.

			Her smile was welcoming as she looked up at him from the table, her eyes amused. Distracted, transfixed, by the way the sunlight reflected off her auburn hair, he found himself wanting to reach out and wrap one of the short, wavy strands around his finger. He straightened, however, forcing himself to remember why he was there, and he looked past her stunning beauty and cleared his throat. “There’s a problem with your app,” he said simply.

			Her smile fell into a frown, and she narrowed her eyes at him. Her bubbly energy was gone, and she turned serious.

			“Come in,” she told him, her voice low and serious. “And close the door behind you, please.”

			He did as she asked. As he walked farther into the room, he caught a whiff of the floral scent that lingered in the air. It was pleasing and he inhaled again.

			“There’s a problem with k!smet?” she asked him when he took a seat on the opposite side of the table she was using as a desk. “What makes you say that?”

			He didn’t have any proof, of course, and in that moment, he felt like a complete blockhead for even barging in there, but he had to let her know his dissatisfaction. “Well, I don’t believe that there’s any reason why it would have paired my brother Jericho with Maggie Del Rio.”

			She sat back in her chair, her eyes moving, as if she was trying to work through what he’d just told her. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

			“You heard me. Maybe not the whole app. Maybe just the Surprise Me! function. There must be something wrong with your code, or a funky algorithm, for it to have had that result. They share no common interests—they want different things. There’s no reason why they should have been paired up. Unless there’s a problem with the app, or it was sabotaged.”

			She let out a humorless laugh. “Are you serious?” she asked. “You come in here and accuse my app of being faulty when it made a perfectly good match between your brother and Maggie?”

			“A perfectly good match?” he asked, incredulous. “She’s a Del Rio.”

			“She’s also my best friend and an amazing person, so if I were you, I’d watch what I said.”

			He crossed his arms, knowing that he’d obviously gone too far. “Okay, I’m sorry for insulting your friend.”

			“And my work?”

			“I know you do good work,” he told her. “I wouldn’t have invested in the platform if I didn’t. But I feel that with the match between Jericho and Maggie, there is something weird going on.”

			“Just because there’s some family feud between the Winterses and the Del Rios, has nothing to do with k!smet. It did what it’s supposed to do,” she told him. “It took their information that they provided and matched them based on compatibility.”

			“What could they have in common?” he asked. He knew he was grasping at straws. He’d been frustrated by his brother’s new relationship with a Del Rio, and he’d made Misha the target of those feelings.

			“Maybe you should ask them.”

			“Okay, let’s clear the air.” He was feeling stupider and more inarticulate by the second. Misha had the ability to put him off-kilter, to make him lose his train of thought. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had made him feel like that. “I feel like I got off on the wrong foot here.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Did you even try to get on the right foot?” she asked.

			He’d really stepped in it. He had to turn it around. “What I’m doing here is offering my services. Royal is on track to become a technology hub. I don’t want a faulty app to tarnish that.” He had a lot of money on the line.

			“Faulty.”

			“Maybe that was the wrong word to use,” he admitted. Her smirk told him that she was enjoying him coming into her office and looking stupid. “As one of your key investors, I want to take a look at the platform. Maggie and Jericho agreed to go on some dates so the app doesn’t look bad before IPO launch. In the meantime, I want to know if there’s something wrong with it and fix it before the problem gets too huge.”

			

			Misha Law blinked several times. Trey Winters. How dare this guy, investor or not, come into her office and claim there’s a problem with k!smet, the app that she poured her life and soul and energy into creating and launching. “There’s nothing wrong with my code, or the algorithm. What you’re saying is completely unfounded.”

			“There has to be something.”

			“The only something is that your family has been feuding with the Del Rios for so many years that you feel like it’s outside the realm of possibility that they could be compatible.”

			Misha was frustrated. Trey was one of those unobtainable guys. They’d met several times and had had pleasant enough conversations in the past. Interest in him had always given her a flutter in her stomach. He was perhaps one of the sexiest men she’d even had the pleasure of seeing, but he was also quiet, mysterious. Like there was also something at work behind his dark brown eyes.

			But having him come into her office was another matter. His unexpected visit had surprised her and pissed her off. But it was also stressful to her because there was a small part of her that wondered if he might have been right. Misha would never tell Trey, but for a moment, she had also wondered about the veracity of the app when she saw the pairing of Maggie and Jericho—on the surface, they were quite different. But seeing her best friend happy with a good man from the moment they connected made her forget about any questions she had about the app. It clearly worked, right?

			“There isn’t a problem with k!smet,” she told him firmly. His determined stance told her that he didn’t believe her, and the stubborn clench of his jaw told her that he wasn’t appeased by that response. He sure was cute, though.

			“Okay,” she relented. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the app. But you’re one of my biggest investors, and if we can work together, to look into anything you think might be wrong, then we can.”

			Trey was a rancher, but he was also known for his tech proficiency. If there was anyone whose skills she trusted to dig around in the backend of the app, it was him. He nodded. “Okay, fine.”

			“But there’s another thing.”

			“What?”

			“In exchange for access to the app and my code, I need you to promise that you’ll leave Maggie and Jericho alone. No questioning their match, or their relationship. They’re happy to give this a chance. Leave them alone to see where it goes. I certainly can’t have you out in public raving about how the app doesn’t work, okay?”

			“I wouldn’t do that,” he told her. “I have as much riding on k!smet’s success as you do.”

			She gave a short laugh. “No, you certainly don’t.” He had no idea how much of her time, energy, money, life she’d put into developing k!smet. “Sure, you’ve written a check, and a large one, at that. I appreciate it. But there’s so much of myself in this app, this business. No one has more to lose here than I do.”

			He was quiet for a moment, and then he nodded. “You’re right. When do you want to get to work on this?”

			“Why don’t we start tonight? When the rest of the staff goes home, you come over. I don’t want any of them thinking that there’s something strange going on with the app.”

			He nodded. “That’s fair.”

			“Does around eight work for you?”

			He was quiet for a moment, and the way he stared into the distance told her that he was considering. “My son is staying with his grandparents tonight. That’ll work for me.”

			“Great,” she said, smiling. “I’ll see you then.”

			Without another word, Trey turned and walked out of her office. She couldn’t help but notice the way the denim of his jeans clung to his lower body as he closed the door behind him.

			

			She let out a heavy breath. “What was that?” she said to her empty office. How dare Trey Winters just barge into her office and tell her that her app didn’t work. She woke her computer, which was already open to her email, displaying a High Priority email that had been forwarded from k!smet’s PR firm. “How should we deal with this?” they’d asked.

			Dear Ms. Law,

			I downloaded k!smet hoping to find the love of my life. Unfortunately, that isn’t what happened. When I matched with Steve, our differences were noticeable immediately. Not only did we disagree on most topics, even many of the deal breakers that we’d included in our profiles, but when I excused myself to go to the ladies’ room, he made a quick exit. When I came back my purse was also gone. Did he take it? I can’t say for sure. Maybe it was someone else. I’ve heard a lot of great things about k!smet and your matching process, and I thought that it would be a great way to find a future partner, but instead, I ended up alone, needing to cancel my credit cards.

			I just wanted to let you know that even though the k!smet app has been touted as the next big thing in dating apps and making foolproof matches, in this case, your app matched me with my complete opposite. Maybe it didn’t get it right this time.

			Misha reread the email from an unsatisfied customer. It was only the latest in a list of complaints from users who had been paired with incompatible matches. She would never admit to Trey that maybe he was right; maybe there was a problem with the app. But what would admitting that mean for her best friend, and the happiness she’d found with Jericho? k!smet was set to be the cornerstone of creating a tech hub in Royal, Texas. Trey himself, had already invested so much money into her business, and Jericho had built the Winters Expo Center, in preparation of putting the town on par with Silicon Valley and other tech hubs. If there was something wrong with the app, it could ruin everything, cost everyone involved a lot of money and disappoint the people of Royal.

			Misha trusted her work, and honestly, she had no reason to believe that there was something wrong with the code. They’d tested the algorithm and functions, and it worked for a long time. The code seemed sound, but it was the users, the way the algorithms were constructed and manipulated, that’s what lead to unpredictability. But there was something strange going on when it came to the wonky matches being made, especially when it came to pairing users who gave incompatible answers on the personality profile upon signing up for the app.

			These were things she didn’t want Trey to know, and she had no plans of discussing them with him. But bringing him in could be helpful. Two hands were better than one, and if he discovered a problem that she’d missed, she would accept it. She’d rather have any glitches found before they launched the IPO. She looked to her closed office door, picturing, once again, him in her office, in all of his mouthwatering glory, and knew that it was better to keep him as an ally than a foe.

			She hated the idea of having him checking her work, but she didn’t want to tell her small staff that there may be problems. She didn’t want to scare anyone or start any rumors to stir bad press. Even though she didn’t want Trey looking over her shoulder, or checking her work, he would definitely be a help.

			But not only that—as she thought about him, he might be an arrogant ass, but it could be fun to bring him into it, spend a little time getting to know him. And if she kept him busy with the app, then maybe he wouldn’t yell from the rafters that there was something wrong with it. But even though Trey was an investor, she didn’t want anyone else’s input. k!smet was her baby, and she didn’t want anyone fooling with it.

			She had so many confused thoughts—about the app and Trey—that she knew there was only one person she could talk to about this—her brother, Nico. She picked up her phone and dialed his contact. Like he always did when she called, he picked up after one ring. “What’s up?”

			She smiled upon hearing his voice. She’d spent too many years not being able to contact him whenever she wanted or needed to, and now they called each other several times a day. It helped with the physical distance that was between them. “Nico, you will not believe what just happened here.”

			He exhaled, no doubt picturing any number of scenarios. “Tell me. Whose ass do I have to kick?”

			“You’d have to come home to Royal to do that,” she told him pointedly. She managed to bring up the topic of him returning to town during every conversation.

			“Not much chance of that happening,” he said, just like every time. “Tell me, what just happened?”

			“Trey Winters just stormed in here.”

			“What did he want?” Nico asked.

			“He’s claiming there’s a problem with k!smet.”

			“What kind of problem?”

			Misha told her brother about the other man’s visit. “He says there’s no way his brother Jericho would be paired with Maggie, given the feud between their families.”

			“Screw that,” he scoffed. Nico and Misha had worked closely together to create the code for the app, and she knew that her brother took these allegations as strongly as she did. “Well, the algorithm doesn’t detect family feud BS. There’s nothing wrong with the code,” he maintained.

			“Yeah,” she said, trailing off, her voice low.

			“What was that tone?” he asked.

			“What if he’s right?”

			“You created that code and I double-checked it. Then we triple-checked it before the release,” Nico needlessly reminded her. “Your work is brilliant. If neither of us caught an error, it doesn’t exist.”

			“You’re a lot more confident than I am,” she said. “We’re not omnipotent. We could have missed a problem.”

			“Not likely.”

			“But even so. He offered to help me figure out where the problems are.”

			“Oh, come on. You don’t need him. The only reason he even thought there was a problem was because he’s too pigheaded to see beyond a petty family feud. That isn’t your problem.”

			“But I can’t have Trey telling everyone in Royal that there’s something wrong in the app. I figured that if he’s helping me with the app, it’ll help keep his mouth shut.” She paused, unsure whether or not she should share her next thought. “But that’s not all. I also had some questions about the app.”

			“What are you talking about? What kind of questions.”

			“There have been emails,” she started. “User complaints telling of inappropriate matches since the Surprise me! function went live at ByteCon. Sometimes the algorithm doesn’t get it right.”

			“That doesn’t mean there’s a problem with the app.”

			“It’s in the way that the user application is designed. There are specific questions that people would answer and cause them to be paired in a way that their politics, lifestyles and beliefs align. That hasn’t been happening. Imagine setting up a date with someone with whom you have nothing in common. What if the stranger they’re meeting isn’t safe? Or if someone used the networking option and their work or privacy is compromised? All because they trusted our vetting process when admitting new members.”

			“That’s a good point.”

			She told him about the woman’s stolen purse. The lady couldn’t prove it was her date. Maybe it wasn’t. Who knew? “But what if something even more horrible happened on one of our dates or meetings? I could never live with that.”

			“I couldn’t, either.” He paused. “Does this have anything to do with Maggie and her match with Jericho Winters? What do you think about what happened there?”

			“I love Maggie. She’s my best friend, and I know she’s been happy with Jericho on their first few dates, but there was something with their match that didn’t feel right with me at the time. Especially with how public the reveal was. You should have been in the room. Everyone was stunned. So, my question is—despite the family feud, why were they matched? They’re so different. It felt weird, and even though I trusted the algorithm, it feels wonky. Like it was set up to happen that way.”

			“You have all these concerns and the user complaints. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

			“Because I don’t want it to be true,” she confessed. “I know there’s something going on, but I’d buried it deep, trying to ignore my gut instinct. I just can’t fail, Nico. I put everything I have into k!smet.” It wasn’t just her own personal pride at stake—she saw untold pressure being a woman in tech. She had already had to work so much harder to get a place at the table with the big guys. If k!smet failed, there would be no coming back. And that was why she would take all the help she could get, even if it came from an unlikely source. “Having Trey come in here and tell me he also thinks there’s something weird going on, maybe I should have trusted those instincts.”

			Nico paused before speaking. “That makes sense. It’s good that you’ve got him to help, but when it comes to Trey Winters, just be careful.”

			Misha felt the heat rise in her cheeks. There was no way her brother could have known the way Trey’s appearance had affected her. “Be careful of what?”

			“I know he’s one of your investors, but that isn’t set in stone. He could be grifting you. Using the promise of an investment to get close. If he starts examining and playing with the code, he could cause any kind of damage to the app. Maybe he has his own agenda to make the app exactly what he wants.”

			“He wouldn’t do that,” she said. But what did she know? She only knew Trey in passing. The conversation they’d just had hadn’t exactly been a positive one. He’d shown himself to be domineering and interested in his own personal gain.

			“No?” Nico asked. “He’s already claimed there to be a problem with the app. Even if he’s an investor, if he doesn’t like that his brother matched with a Del Rio, then he’s got an ulterior motive for compromising its integrity. If he can make it look faulty, he won’t have to invest, and he can show that the match is illegitimate.”

			“Do you hear yourself? That’s ridiculously convoluted.”

			“Probably, yeah.”

			“Why would he do that? His brother built the Expo Center to prepare for Royal becoming the next tech hub. He’s put a lot of money into the app itself. Trey needs k!smet to succeed as much as I do.”

			“If you say so,” Nico relented. “Just be careful giving control of all of your hard work to an outsider.”

			“I will.”

			“He is a Winters, after all.”

			“Oh, God, not you, too. Didn’t you call the feud BS?”

			He chuckled. “And if you’re really that concerned about the app—even though you have no reason to be—I’ll help you out with it, too.”

			“You’re so busy with your own company,” she told him. “But I appreciate it. Thanks.” She paused and drew her bottom lip between her teeth. “If you’re concerned about me being careful around this guy... You could always come home,” she said carefully. Nico had been away from Royal since he went to prison. He’d taken the fall for a close friend, after a bar fight had accidentally injured the nephew of a. After getting out, Nico had kept a low profile and hadn’t yet come back to their hometown.

			“I wouldn’t hold my breath, if I were you.”

			“That’s what I thought.” Misha looked at the time on her laptop. She only had a few hours before Trey returned, and so many things on her to-do list. “I’d better go and get back to work,” she told her brother.

			“Yeah, I guess you should. Love you, sis.”

			“Love you, bro.” Misha hung up the call and turned her attention back to the email complaint. No matter what may happen to her code and programming, she had to get to the bottom of what was happening to her users. And if Trey was the man to help her, then so be it.
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