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AUTHOR NOTE



Idon’t typically put content warnings in my books, but if you do have triggers, please skip quickly to my end of book note before reading, and it will tell you about a specific potential trigger.

’Till Death Do Us Part Cocktail Recipe:

3 oz strawberry vodka

1 oz orange vodka

tiny splash of rose water (or omit)

1/2 tsp grenadine

1 oz cranberry juice

Shake in a martini shaker over ice and pour into your favorite glass. Top with a splash of prosecco, Sprite, or sparkling water and enjoy, but drink at your own risk, especially if indulging with someone else. One sip will lead to a torrid affair. Drink more of it, and you’ll fall in love. Finish it, and it’ll be ’till death do you part.
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I’m walking through the gates of heaven, and instead of God, I’m greeted by a half-naked Grim Reaper.

“Welcome to Heaven’s Hell,” he says with an oddly high-pitched, chipper voice that contradicts the nature of his costume. He’s wearing a white skeleton mask across the upper half of his face, a black cape, black leather chaps, and a scythe that looks scarily real. “May I have your name, please?”

Shifting the scythe into the crook of his arm, he pulls out a tablet, his black eyes on mine as he patiently and politely waits for my answer.

“Jack Kincaid.”

He types my name in and steps toward me with a warm smile. “Dr. Kincaid, welcome. And may I just take a moment to thank you?” He extends his hand to me, and I automatically shake it. “We’re all so grateful for what you did for Mr. Tom.”

I give him a nod because I’m not sure what else to say. You’re welcome doesn’t quite fit. I’m a doctor and simply did my job. Jarvis Tom is a big Hollywood producer, and when he showed up in my emergency department, he wasn’t in good shape after suffering an ischemic stroke. I administered tPA or tissue plasminogen activator, to dissolve the clot, and it ultimately saved his life. He was able to recover without long-term deficits.

As a thank you, he gave me a ticket to his Hollywood A-list Halloween party.

“We’re delighted you were able to attend,” he continues. “Are you alone this evening, or may I put a guest’s name on the list?”

“I’m alone.”

“Hopefully not for long.” He winks at me. “But you know this is a costume party, correct? One that revolves around a certain amount of anonymity. Masks are required.”

“I didn’t realize that.” I glance down at my all-black attire. At least I’m not in scrubs, though maybe that would have made for a better costume.

The invitation didn’t say costumes or masks, but then again, most of the people who were invited to this event probably already knew this. When I mentioned it to the nurse working with me today, she screamed—literally—and told me people sell their souls for an invitation.

Hence the name of the party and the costume of the man greeting me.

“Here.” He digs through a giant bag just behind him. “These will help.” He thrusts a packet of fake blood at me, along with a set of fake teeth still in the plastic and a large black mask. “We keep extras back here for such a situation. You’ll need those. Especially the mask. Speaking of…” He trails off as he returns to his tablet while I don the mask and teeth, foregoing the blood. “I see you’ve already signed the NDA, so please feel free to enjoy the evening’s festivities, though I should warn you that photography and video are not permitted.”

“That won’t be a problem,” I tell him, and he steps back to allow me through the pearly white gates of Heaven’s Hell.

“Don’t forget the blood. No vampire is complete without it.”

I throw my hand up in acknowledgment and reluctantly open the packet that squirts red gel everywhere. A few small dabs beneath my lip should suffice, but the teeth dig into my gums, and I already feel entirely out of place in this league far above me.

You’d think growing up in Boston and being best friends with the Fritzes—a famous family of billionaires—I’d be more comfortable with, or at least used to, this level of wealth, but I’m not. I never quite fit into this type of world, and this party is a glaring reminder of that.

Still, there was no way I could turn it down if for no other reason than the curiosity factor of it. And the fact that I could use something fun and different to drag me out of the misery and heartache I’ve been held down by for the last six months since I caught the woman I was planning to propose to screwing my boss. Two years of a relationship. Of living together and sharing everything. Gone. They’re in my old apartment, sleeping together in my old bed. Even the dog she and I got together is now his and not mine. On top of all that, I had to leave the hospital I loved.

So I need this. I need to rewrite my life because every good thing I’ve ever had—every dream—has been ripped away from me, and I’m just about at my breaking point with it all. But in this mask, I can be anyone. Anonymous, and hopefully not alone for long, as he said. I wouldn’t mind that. I’m here, aren’t I? Might as well take advantage.

Immediately past the white gates is a glowing red ring—hell, I presume—and after I step through, the sprawling manicured lawn and Olympic-sized sparkling pool with the twinkling lights of Los Angeles in the distance catch me off guard. The lawn and even the pool are filled with what are likely Hollywood elite, and I shake my head at just how over the top this is. Purple and white fairy lights are strung around every available surface, and servers wearing white angel or Grim Reaper costumes—like the guy who took my name—are holding trays of food and various premixed cocktails in extravagant glasses as a DJ spins music that pumps through a sound system.

“Shit,” I muse, squeezing the back of my neck.

I descend the grand staircase and head toward the pool area, the pale blue water illuminated and glowing like a beacon. I gaze from person to person as I tuck myself back along the periphery of the hardscape where it meets the grass while I try to decipher which celebrity they are. It’s nearly impossible. Everyone is wearing a mask and an elaborate costume.

A server dressed as a sexy angel comes over with a tray of drinks. “White cranberry cosmo?” she offers.

It’s some clear concoction in a girly glass with sparkly glitter floating on the top. Fuck it. I need some liquid courage to get me over the hump. Gratefully, I accept it and drink most of it down in one large gulp. Not bad, I guess. Especially on the second gulp. The empty gets set on a nearby table, and I grab a new drink from another tray. This one is bright red in a large heart-shaped glass, and I don’t question what it is. Especially as I snag some food from the next passing tray.

At this rate, I’ll drink and eat my way through the party and have to Uber home, but I don’t care.

“You must be new here,” a soft voice says behind me, and I turn to find myself staring at the most stunning Cinderella I’ve ever seen. Tall and thin, with slight curves pushed up and accentuated over the top of her blue satin gown. She has the most graceful neck and delicate bone structure. Coupled with her blazing blue eyes visible even through her white filigree mask and full red lips, I can hardly catch my breath. Her blonde hair is rolled into a tight bun on top of her head, but she has one stray wavy piece floating down her face and tickling her cheek. It makes me want to tuck it behind her ear.

“How can you tell that?” I throw back at her, finding myself taking an inadvertent step in her direction. There’s something about her, something almost familiar, though I can’t quite place what it is.

Her red lips quirk up on one side into an amused smirk. “For one, your costume isn’t much of a costume. And for another, you’re casually holding ‘Til Death Do Us Part.”

My gaze drops to the drink in my hand and then back up at her. “‘Til Death Do Us Part? That’s what this is?”

“Yep. They only hand out two of those. They’re coveted, and people search all night for them, anxiously trying to tempt their fate. If you don’t know what it is, you must have been in the right place at the right time to snag it. Go on.” She juts her chin toward my glass. “Take a sip. I’m curious.”

Another step has me cutting our distance in half. “What will it do?”

She leans in as if she’s sharing a secret, and I catch a hint of her perfume. It’s subtle and enticing, and I want to bury my nose in her neck so I can take a deeper inhale.

“Rumor has it that with one sip, you’ll meet someone tonight and have a torrid affair with them. Drink half, and you’ll fall in love with them. If you finish it, you’ll be tied to that person, well, until death do you part.”

“Hmm. And is that love returned, or is it unrequited?”

“No clue, but for it to be returned, my guess is you probably both have to drink it. Isn’t that how love potions work?”

I chuckle. “I haven’t a clue. This is my first experience with one.”

Her red lips which match the color of the drink spread into an alluring smile, and I can’t stop staring at her.

“Same for me. I’m simply going based on what I’ve read in fairy tales as a child.”

I hold up the innocuous-looking drink. “You don’t actually believe that do you? That this is a love potion?”

“That’s the story and why they only serve two. Now this one is yours.”

“Two? Shit. Am I supposed to go in search of the other person who has this? What if it’s a man? Then what do I do?”

She comes closer and rests her gloved hand on my forearm as if to reassure me. “I could see how that would be a problem. How’s this then? You stay here with me, and we can see how it goes for you.”

I smirk, liking that answer. “Should I be nervous?”

Her shimmery blue, bell-shaped gown rustles and sways as she slides in beside me and peers down into the glass. “I’ve never had one. I’ve only heard the stories.”

Now I’m intrigued. “Do I want to know?”

Her gaze flashes up to mine. “This is only my second year coming here, but last year, the two people who had them are now married.”

I laugh. “No way.”

She holds up a white-gloved hand, her smile matching my own. “I swear. Wild, isn’t it?”

“Or terrifying.” I bring the glass closer to her, and both of us stare down into it. “Will it affect me if I’m already dead? I am a vampire.”

“I don’t know.” She breathes softly, our faces inches apart now. My heart is thrashing in my chest, and my cock is throbbing in my slacks. It’s been way too long since I’ve felt something like this. “Maybe just a sip then to test it.”

My fingers trickle up the bare skin of her arm that’s impossibly soft and silky, up to her face, where I tuck that strand of hair behind her ear. “And settle for a torrid affair?”

Her eyes lock on my lips. “Well,” she starts, only to get cut off as some guy dressed like Prince Charming tries to grab her hand.

“There you are, princess,” he slurs and staggers, practically tripping over his own feet. “I’ve been looking for you all night. It’s not yet midnight.”

“Oh, my hell. This guy again.” She puffs out an annoyed breath and points at the guy. “I’ve already told you I’m not into wasted princes. Go bark up another princess’s dress.”

I snicker even as I slip my hand around her waist and hold her close. There is no way I’m letting this guy touch her.

“But you’re Cinderella,” Drunk Charming protests, reaching for her hand again. “We’re meant to be.”

“Except tonight, she belongs to the villain, and I have the love potion.” I give him an evil smile, complete with fake vampire fangs, and take a sip of my drink. It’s sweet and tastes like roses and strawberries, but I hardly feel any different than I did a moment ago. Not to mention, I’m a doctor, and science is my language. I don’t believe in magic or spells.

Not even on Halloween.

Cinderella gasps, her wide eyes on the glass, her jaw slack. “Oh my god! You drank it.”

We’ve caught the attention of the other partygoers, and now there are murmurs all around us. Fuck, this is nuts. “Come on,” I growl urgently. “Let’s get out of here.” I take her gloved hand and briskly walk us away from the pool area. I have no idea where I am or where I’m going, and everywhere I look, there are more people in costumes, all of them noticing the drink in my hand. Shit. What is it with this damn drink?

As if reading my thoughts, she says, “Here, this way. It’ll be quieter.”

We change course and head toward the back of the house, but instead of climbing the steps that will take us to a large deck, we slip under it, weaving around wooden support beams and the bend of the mansion to the opposite side and away from the pool and party. It’s dark over here with just a few scattered chaises and chairs and an old firepit that doesn’t look like it’s been used in a while.

The teeth are cutting into my mouth, and I quickly remove them and slip them into my pocket.

Cinderella emits a breathy laugh. “That was intense. And all because of Drunk Prince Charming. Do you feel any different?”

A sliver of moonlight catches her just right, illuminating her eyes and the tendrils of shimmery threads in her gown. She’s an angel, and I slip my hand from hers and move it to her waist. With my eyes on hers, I walk her backward until I have her pressed against the house.

“You never answered my question about the torrid affair with a beautiful princess.”

Her lips bounce, but she’s breathing heavier, her chest rising and falling rapidly. “I never mentioned it’d be with a beautiful princess.”

“No? I could have sworn that was part of the deal. Maybe that was wishful thinking then.”

My hand trails up her side until I’m holding her neck. I both hear and feel her breath hitch and her pulse thrum beneath my fingers, but she’s not pushing me away, and she’s not saying no. If anything, even in the darkness, I can see the hunger in her eyes.

“What’s your name?” I whisper, moving in closer until our bodies are practically flush.

“Cinderella. What’s yours?”

I grin and drag my nose along her jaw, enjoying how she shudders and swallows heavily. I want to remove this stupid mask, but she just told me her name is Cinderella, which suggests she likes the anonymity we have going. I’m a vampire, and I search the recesses of my mind for the name of the guy my little sister, Eddie, used to mention from those books she loved. She used to joke that their names were similar to each other.

“Um. Edward? Is that his name?”

Cinderella laughs. “Yes, that’s his name, and I was always team Edward.” Her arms snake around my neck. “Lucky for you.”

“Definitely lucky for me. Do you want to try this?” I hold up my drink between us.

Her eyes flutter behind her mask, and she licks her full, red lips. “I don’t know. That feels like tempting fate.”

“Or perhaps walking on the wild side.”

“Perhaps.” She slips her glove off and lets it drop to the ground. Her fingers wrap around the glass, brushing with mine, and the moment they do, something warm pulses through my fingertips and up through the palm of my hand. It has me smiling, unwilling to let the glass go or move my hand away even as she brings it up to her lips.

I watch, mesmerized, as she takes a sip.

“Mmm. That’s good. But I have to admit, I don’t feel any different yet.”

“Me neither.” I take another sip and then another, just to get a reaction from her. I bring it back to her lips, and she ends up finishing off the drink. “I guess we’re both tempting fate and magic now.”

I set the glass down on the edge of the firepit, cup her face in my hand, and kiss her. My lips dance across hers, firm yet teasing. Coaxing. Her hands clasp my shoulders, her fingers digging into my flesh through my shirt. A tiny noise vibrates against me, and it drives me wild. Makes me hungry. And I don’t waste time. I split her lips, and the moment our tongues meet, a rough groan is dragged from me.

Her lips are so soft and plump, and she tastes so sweet. Like the drink we just shared, but it’s more than that. It’s something deeper I can’t put my finger on. It makes my head spin and my heart pound eagerly in my chest. It has me deepening the kiss, our tongues tangling urgently while I ravage her mouth.

“Oh god,” she moans when she feels the hard length of my cock press against her through the layers of her dress. My hand slides down her throat to the top of her heaving chest, where her small breasts are pumping up and down. Her hand grips my arm forcefully, not pushing me away but holding on tight as if she’s still unsure.

“Do you want me to stop?” I murmur against her lips before I tilt my head and kiss her from a new angle.

“I… um…” She pants a breath, and I force myself back so I can see her eyes. “No. I don’t want you to stop.”

“Are you sure?” I check.

Her eyes search mine, and I wish I could see more of her. All I have are her eyes and lips.

“Keep going.” She grabs the back of my head and slams my mouth back to hers in a hard, passionate kiss. “Please, keep going. Don’t stop.”

Fuck.

Her dress is impossible, and I work my hand under the layers, anxious to get to the place we both want me to be. She helps me out, moving and shifting it until I reach the bare skin of her thighs. Her skin is unbelievably soft, like fucking heaven, and I slide my hand up to the triangle covering her pussy.

Her grip on my other arm tightens as I rub my finger up and down her satin-covered slit. She’s wet and warm, and I need to feel her skin-to-skin. I move the fabric to the side and immediately thrust two fingers straight into her. And fuck is she tight. So tight, I wheeze out a breath and my cock jerks.

Her head falls back against the stucco of the house, and with our eyes locked, I pump in and out of her. “Does that feel good?”

She nods, her teeth sinking into her lip. “So good.”

“After this, I want to take you home with me and do it again.”

She doesn’t reply as I continue to fuck her with my fingers, but I don’t care. This won’t be a one-and-done. I can already tell I’m going to need her again at least once more tonight. Turning my wrist, I use my thumb to rub her clit and recapture her mouth with mine. I kiss her as I work my fingers in and out of her while rolling her clit. She’s moaning and writhing and pawing at me as if she doesn’t know how to control how good this feels.

I swallow her sounds and nearly blow my load in my pants when her pussy spasms and clenches around my fingers as she comes. Fuck is that hot. I can’t wait to feel that on my cock. I slip my fingers from inside her and immediately go for my wallet to retrieve a condom.

“A torrid affair indeed,” she hums, her eyes closed and a flushed, pretty smile on her face. I chuckle as I undo my pants and work the condom on.

“You haven’t felt anything yet.”

Before she can get her bearings or even fully come down from her orgasm high, I pick her up until her thighs are around my waist, shift her dress around, and with one hard push, thrust inside of her. And motherfucker, is she tight. So much tighter than I expected. Sweat breaks out on my forehead, and I grit my teeth to stop myself from coming.

A sharp, wounded noise catapults from her lips, and suddenly, she’s pushing me as far from her body as she can.

I freeze, wondering if I somehow misread this. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

“Yes. I…” Her eyes are sparkling with tears. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to know.”

“Know what?” I can barely breathe. Barely think as my mind swirls, even as euphoria consumes me at the feel of being inside her.

“I’m a virgin.”

I blink and blink again as if the words aren’t making sense. “A virgin?”

She nods. “It’s okay. I wanted to. I still want to. I just need a moment.”

“A moment?” I parrot, still lost. A virgin? The fuck? I was not gentle. Not even a little. Jesus Christ. I cup her jaw. “Are you okay? Do you want me to stop?”

She shakes her head vigorously. “No. Please don’t. I want this. It’s why I didn’t want you to know.”

“Take off the mask,” I demand. “If we’re doing this, if I’m taking this piece of you, I need to see your face and know who you really are.” Because even though I shouldn’t, there is a very dark and primal part of me that likes that I’m the one she’s giving this to. That thrills in how she’ll always remember me and this night. But I have to see her. I have to see all of her.

Without waiting for her response, I slip the mask up and freeze all over again as I get a good look at the lines of her pretty face. Holy shit. Holy fucking shit. If I thought my heart was pounding a minute ago…

“Wren?” No. It can’t be. It’s impossible. Please tell me this isn’t happening. Dread pools low in my gut and shoots ice water through my veins.

“What?” she cries, startled. “How do you know my name?”

I rip my mask off, and her face mimics mine when she realizes who I am.

“Jack?!”

Jesus. I just took my best friend’s little sister’s virginity. And I’m still inside her.
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Truth time? I didn’t come here with the intention of losing my virginity. But I also didn’t not come here with that intention. What can I say? I’m tired of lugging this damn V-card around, and college boys do not interest me. Then one night it was nearly taken from me without my consent. Since then, it’s been an even heavier load to bear. So when my best friend, Tinsley, who is a world-famous pop star, asked me to visit her in LA and attend the Heaven’s Hell Halloween party for the second year in a row, the thought crossed my mind.

Then I saw this guy. Tall, built in a way that suggests he works out regularly without being bulky or overly muscular, wearing all black, and looking like a fish out of water. I liked that he wasn’t part of the obvious Hollywood scene, but when he picked up ‘Til Death Do Us Part, I couldn’t resist the temptation.

His flirting was top-notch. His smile devilishly delicious. His touch perfection. His possessiveness with Drunk Charming swoony. And his kisses… holy wow, his kisses were pure magic. Nothing about him disappointed me the way so many guys do.

Not even when he thrust inside of me and obliterated my hymen like he meant it.

Maybe I should have told him I was a virgin, but I didn’t want him to back out, and after all the vibrators I’ve used throughout the years, I didn’t expect it to hurt like that. Then again, he’s a lot bigger, or at least thicker, than those.

I also didn’t expect him to be my much older brother’s best friend. Or the man I’ve secretly dreamed of for years.

“How are you here?” he asks, panic tinting his voice. “How are you… wait. Fuck! How old are you?”

That question would almost be funny, but right now, nothing is. I’ve had a major thing for Jack since I was fourteen, and he was twenty-four. I get it. He’s a lot older, and obsessing over your older brother’s best friend is a very adolescent thing to do. He was at my grandparents’ for Thanksgiving that year, and I was glued to his face the entire night, blushing and stuttering over my words as I tried to hide my braces smile from him while getting him to notice me.

It’s been like that ever since for me, even if he hardly knows I’m alive. Obviously, since he doesn’t even know how old I am. I pined over him every Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and occasionally over the summer. When he got together with his girlfriend two years ago, I cried pathetically and finally forced myself to grow up and get over him. Going away to college helped that.

I stopped looking him up on social media. I stopped asking his sister or my brother about him. I didn’t think about the fact that he’s a doctor here in LA. Hell, I didn’t even tell my brother I was going to be here tonight.

“I’m twenty,” I tell him flatly. He’s still inside of me. It’s the oddest, most wonderful thing. We’re fighting, and he’s inside of me.

“Twenty,” he repeats frantically. “I’m thirty, Wren. I’m ten years older than you. Holy shit. What the fuck? I shouldn’t have done this.”

“Except it’s too late for that,” I parry, because yeah, this is messy and a bit fucked up, but again, I don’t want to stop. In fact, now that I know it’s him, I definitely want to keep going. To me, it’s a bonus that it’s him. Possibly the best thing ever. A dream come true.

“Wren.” He ends it there, almost as if he doesn’t know what to do or say, though he hasn’t pulled out of me, and he’s still hard. He’s in shock. I get that. I was certainly surprised it was him, but now that I’m over the shock, I’m downright euphoric. He needs to get over the hurdle, too. Maybe he just needs a bit of a push in that direction.

I grind down on him, and his eyes darken once more.

“Don’t do that,” he grunts.

“Why not?” I throw back at him. “Because it feels good?”

It’s starting to. Now that the initial burst of pain has passed, I feel stretched and full. It’s delightful, and I want him to keep going. I want him to move. To pump into me. To make me come again. I want Jack to finish what he started and take me. Make me his because I pretty much already am.

“We can’t do this. We shouldn’t do this.”

I wrap my arms tighter around his neck and bring my face closer to his. “But I want to, and I think you do too. Come on, Jack. You already took my virginity. It’s done, and there’s no going back from that. Now fuck me till we both come.”

I drag his face back to mine and kiss him as I start to move as best I can. I’m sort of pinned between him and the wall, and obviously I’m new at this, but I’ve watched enough porn and read plenty of books to know what I’m doing.

“Wren.” He gasps, holding me tight. “This is wrong.”

“I don’t care. Please, Jack. I want this. I want you.”

I start to bounce, and he groans, clutching me as if he wants to stop but doesn’t know how. He thrusts up into me, and I whimper when he bottoms out, going in as deep as he can.

“Oh,” I moan when he does it again. “Yes. That. It feels so good now.”

“Fuck,” he hisses, biting and sucking on my lip. “I shouldn’t be doing this. You’re Owen’s little sister.”

“I won’t tell him,” I promise in a breathy pant. It’s an easy promise to make. I love Owen, but the last thing I discuss with him is boys or my sex life. He doesn’t even know about the asshat who pinned me down and didn’t want to take no for an answer.

Except I know how Jack and Owen are. They’ve been best friends since infancy. They’re more like brothers and are insanely loyal to each other.

“Wren.” My name is a harsh plea, and he presses me deeper into the wall. “I can’t⁠—”

“Please don’t stop. Please keep going. Please,” I beg because if he stops now, if he rejects me like this, I won’t be able to handle it. “I’m your Cinderella. The one you wanted.”

He looks like he’s being torn in two. “You’re too young. You’re not even old enough for the alcohol I just gave you.”

“I’m not a baby,” I snap with defensive indignation.

The hand not holding me up roughly cups my jaw. “No, sweetheart, you’re not. But you’re still fucking young, and you’re not mine to be doing this with.”

“Tonight, I am. Let’s see how good you can give it to me,” I taunt. “Or are you not up for the challenge?”

His eyes blaze.

“Come on, Jack. It’s just us down here. No one else will know. It’s our secret. Show me how good you can make me feel.”

His hand slides back into my hair and pulls on the roots beneath my tight bun. His eyes pierce mine, and his teeth graze my jaw. He’s punishing me, and it makes my clit pulse. I like his roughness. I want it harder. A little pain excites me. Especially when he starts to fuck me like he’s angry. With himself, with me, with the entire situation. He’s furious, and now he’s taking it out on my body in the best of ways.

“Every. Single. Thing.”

I don’t know what that means, but whatever it means to him has him fucking me harder and faster.

I can already feel my orgasm building again, especially as I rub myself up and down on him with every thrust. My trembling thighs cling to his hips, my arms to his shoulders, and I kiss him hungrily, needing that secondary point of contact. His mouth consumes mine, his tongue and lips devouring as if I’m the last thing he’ll ever taste.

“Wren.” It’s a whisper. A plea. It’s laced with pain and pleasure. “God. Why did it have to be you? Why do you have to feel this good?”

My dress is all over the place, and the fabric on my back scrapes and scratches against the stucco. I don’t care. He could do anything to me right now, and I’d likely beg him for more. I believe in magic and fate. The odds that both of us would be at this party, would talk and flirt and come down here to share that drink and end up like this are virtually nonexistent.

Yet here we are.

His eyes are all over my face, and I can’t stop staring at his. It’s dark back here, but my eyes have adjusted enough that I can see the flush on his cheeks and the sheen of sweat on his forehead. The muscles in his shoulders bunch and flex beneath my touch with every thrust he gives me, and his grip on my ass as he holds me up is bruising. It’s tight, and the sounds of our fucking aren’t quiet. Not with how wet I am, or the slap of our thighs, or the grunts, moans, and groans we’re both releasing into the night.

“Tell me it feels good. Tell me I’m not hurting you.”

“It feels so good. Don’t hold back. I want it like this. I’m so close. Please more. I need more. I want to come on you and feel you come in me.”

“Fuck.” His forehead drops to mine. “Just… fuck.”

He picks up his pace, both hands now on my upper thighs as he pounds into me at a pace that has me breathless. I still can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe it’s Jack who’s taking my virginity. I can’t believe I’m doing it out here in the open where anyone could stumble upon us.

His noises grow louder and more urgent, as do his movements. He shifts me around in his hands, and I feel his finger on my clit. With vigorous strokes, he rubs it as he fucks me, and I don’t stand a chance. My orgasm slams through me, and my face falls into the crook of his shoulder while I shudder and shake. I stifle my moans against his shirt, but when he stills and his cock thickens and pulses in me, it brings my orgasm to the next level, and I can hardly contain myself.

Being the one to make him lose his control like this is the greatest high, and I pull back so I can watch him as he does. I’ve wanted him to want me for so long, and tonight he does. And he said before that he wanted to take me home with him after this for more. I collapse against the wall, my breathing ragged, and a sated—happy—giggly girl smile curls up my lips.

He continues to hold me for a moment before he pulls out and sets me down. I wince, already feeling a bit sore. The condom is removed and tied off, and he puts himself away and zips up. Suddenly, it’s quiet. So quiet. Too quiet. And the way he’s refusing to look at me…

My heart starts to thunder all over again. “Jack?” I question, my voice barely above a nervous whisper, and reluctantly his eyes meet mine.

Regret lines his features, and my insides plummet. “I’m sorry, Wren. I’m so sorry. That shouldn’t have happened like that. I shouldn’t have done that. I should have stopped when I realized it was you.”

His words echo in my skull, a loud, pounding reverberation that slices at my insides. I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly feeling vulnerable and exposed even though I’m covered in fifty layers of fabric. I don’t think I’ve ever gone from such a blissful high to a catastrophic low so fast.

“So it would have been better if I were just some meaningless girl?” There’s no hiding the hurt in my voice.

His hands go to the top of his head, and he starts to pace. “What do you want me to say? You’re Owen’s sister. You’re ten years younger than me. You were a virgin and I just fucked you hard against a wall at a Hollywood party. How could you have wanted it to be that way?”

“Because it was on my terms this way,” I shoot out, fury and frustration rattling me along with this bone-deep disappointment. I hate that he regrets it. That he regrets me. “High school boys only wanted me because I’m Wren Fritz, billionaire heiress, and the boys at school in Seattle, well, let’s just say I haven’t had the best experiences with them.”

He moves in on me and lifts my chin, his eyes blazing. “What does that mean?”

I shove his hand from my face. I don’t want him to touch me anymore. “None of your business, that’s what. I wanted it to be on my terms and under my control. That’s what this was.”

“Only it was with me, and that’s not how first times are supposed to go. How am I ever supposed to look at Owen again? Do you have any idea how guilty I feel right now? I never should have touched you.”

“But you did. And you most definitely didn’t stop. You don’t get to regret me after you came inside of me.”

“Jesus, Wren. Don’t you get it? I’m the ultimate piece of shit. I wanted you and I took you, and it was wrong. I’d kill Owen if he ever did that to Eddie.”

Bile mixed with that stupid mocking drink climbs up the back of my throat. I need to get out of here. My heart is cracking, breaking, shattering, and that’s not something I want him to see.

“It wasn’t me. It was Cinderella.”

Self-preservation has me pushing away from the wall and away from him.

“Wren,” he calls after me, but he’s not chasing. He’s standing exactly where I left him.

“Don’t worry about it, Jack. We’ll pretend like it never happened.”

I head away from him and back out into the party. I can’t tell if I’m being petulant or not. I talked him into it. I know that. And I shouldn’t be shocked that he’s regretting it, but when the guy you fancied yourself in love with for a big chunk of your life regrets being inside you, that hurts in the most devastating way. Honestly, I’m not sure what I was expecting from him. Of course his loyalty is to Owen. He wasn’t going to whisk me out of here and hold me all night and make love to me.

That’s a childish fairy-tale notion. I’m not his Cinderella, and as he said before, he’s the villain, not the prince.

It happened. V-card eliminated. Check.

Now, I can move on, put the past behind me, and start a new page of a new chapter.

I weave my way back toward the pool until I pass it, edging near the steps that lead up to the entrance.

“Hey!” a familiar and very welcome voice comes from behind me. Her hand catches my arm, and she spins me around, concern etched on my best friend’s features. “Are you okay? Your hair is a mess, and your mask and gloves are gone.”

That’s when I break down. Stupidly. Childishly. Big, huge, racking sobs that consume me. My vagina hurts, and my heart feels like someone is using it as a trampoline. I didn’t know Jack could still affect me this way, but here it is.

Tinsley wraps her arms around me and hugs me close. “What happened, Wren? You’re scaring me. Did someone hurt you?”

“Can we just go home? Back to your place?”

“Not until you tell me what happened. Do I need to take you to a hospital? The police?”

“No.” I laugh, but it’s shaky. I take a step back and wipe my face, hating that I got this emotional here at the party. Anyone, including Jack, could see us, and I’m not wearing a mask. “I met a hot vampire, and we shared the ‘Til Death Do Us Part drink.”

Tinsley gasps, her hand covering her mouth, but I press on.

“We, he, well, it was Jack.”

Her forehead scrunches, and she tilts her head. “Jack?”

“Kincaid.”

Her jaw drops. Tinsley’s also known him her entire life, and she knows how I feel—felt—about him. “Jack Kincaid?! How did he get in here?”

I shrug. “No clue. But we started to have our torrid affair, and with our masks still on, he discovered rather brutally that I was a virgin.”

“Oh hell, Wren.”

“Anyway, he knows who I am, it happened, and now he regrets it. I might regret it, too, but it’s done and over, and now I just want to get out of here.”

“The son of a bitch took your virginity and then regretted it? He told you that?”

I nod as more insipid tears come, unable to be stopped.

“Oh, honey.” She hugs me tighter. “I’m so sorry. What a bastard. God, why do men have to suck so much?”

I sniffle. “No clue. So can we go now?”

“We’re not going back to my place,” she tells me. “After what you just went through, I’m not having you sleep on a couch or deal with Forest, who went out with his frat boys tonight and will come home drunk after.” Forest is her longtime boyfriend and is also my cousin, so I wouldn’t mind not seeing him right now. “We’re going to grab our stuff and get a hotel room, drink and eat our way through the minibar, and celebrate the fact that we’re fucking fierce, and we make the rules, not them.”

A watery, sad smile curls up my lips. “Sounds perfect.”

She hugs me again. “I love you, and I’m here with you. I know it hurts, and your heart feels like it’s breaking, but it won’t. He was the lucky one to have you, not the other way around. You’ll be stronger because of this, and a year from now, what happened between the two of you tonight will be a distant memory. It will fade into the past and be like it never happened.”

I nod against her, absorbing her words. I can only hope that’s true.
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One year later

Thanksgiving is typically my favorite holiday. Or at least, it had been until this year. The flight from LA to Boston was long. The congestion in the airport was a nightmare. But that’s not what has me sitting in a bar in Faneuil Hall drinking by myself.

Owen is going through a messy divorce with his wife. A wife who’s putting him and their daughter through hell. I’ve been there for him as much as I can be, but it was easier to do from a distance. Easier because I didn’t have to look him in the eye the way I had to tonight. Easier because fucking Wren wasn’t at the opposite end of the dinner table from me, laughing and chatting with her friends and cousins while refusing to look at me, let alone acknowledge me.

I couldn’t stop staring at her.

I wanted to go talk to her, but what was I going to say?

I’d already apologized to her that night, and I sure as hell couldn’t tell her that despite my best efforts, I haven’t forgotten a moment of it. Not how she looked in her gown, the way she smelled and tasted, the noises she made, or her face when she came on my fingers and cock. Or even the fact that I had a smear of blood on my pants and fingers from the condom, and like a sicko, I liked that it was there because it symbolized what she gave me.

I can’t tell her of my regrets.

How I wished I’d chased after her and made sure she was okay. How I wish I’d taken her home with me and done it again, but the right way. How I hate myself for thinking and feeling this way because it’s wrong, and I know it, but I’ve thought of little else.

Swallowing down the bottom third of my whiskey, I catch the bartender’s eye and have him refill it. The amber liquid sloshes around as I slide the glass back and forth between my hands. I blow out a miserable breath, lift my glass, and drain its contents in one harsh gulp before I set it down and push it away.

“Do you want another?” the bartender asks, and I shake my head.

“Just the check, please.”

“Sure. Not a fan of the holidays, huh?”

“Something like that.”

He hands me the check, and I throw some cash on top of it, but as I go to put my wallet away, my gaze snags on my hand. I drag my thumb along the thick, white scar that traverses my right palm. It’s a permanent reminder of just how many things have gone wrong in my life. How the swipe of a cleat on a wet hand could change everything. And years later, after I finally felt like my life was back on track, walking into a locker room at work changed that once again.

Owen was with me through all of it. From the surgery on my hand and the loss of my college football career and scholarship to the loss of my future dream as a surgeon to walking in on Tilly getting fucked by our boss while the engagement ring I bought for her sat in my locker just a few over from them. Then, six months after that, I met a fun and beautiful girl who I shared a ridiculous drink with, and I thought for once things might be turning in my favor.

Until I removed her mask and saw it was my best friend’s little sister.

The idea of betraying Owen or hurting Wren the way I did absolutely wrecked me. It still wrecks me.

Only Wren isn’t a dream I lost or a new life I had to adjust to after crushing heartbreak. Which is why none of this makes sense to me. I’ve been holding on, though maybe that’s the story of my life. I get stuck. Fixated on a notion, an idea, and then it’s naturally ripped away from me.

After what happened with Wren, I’ve turned into a bit of a loner. I don’t date, and I have no desire to. The last thing I want is to put my heart on the line again for anyone or anything. Owen is one of the few people I have, one of the few I trust, and I can’t lose him.

Or hurt her again.

I sigh and glance around the bar at all the people laughing and having a good time. Fuck it. It’s time I get over it and move on. Wren obviously has. I’m making too big of a deal of it. Maybe seeing her tonight, seeing how fine she is was the wake-up call I needed with this.

What Owen doesn’t know isn’t going to hurt him, and I didn’t hurt Wren the way I thought I did.

Standing, a rush of alcohol hits me, making the room sway. That was three whiskeys back-to-back, but I’m not driving, so I welcome it. I start to head for the exit when a familiar laugh—a laugh I heard practically all night that’s now engrained in my head—calls my attention to the back of the bar. I squint and narrow in on the tall, pretty blonde openly and shamelessly flirting with a guy who looks more than eager to receive her attention.

His hand is on her waist. His body is inches from hers.

She’s wearing a nothing of a white dress that hugs her small curves with her long, long legs on full display. Her soft blonde hair curls over her tits and sweeps around to the center of her back. Hair I never got to touch or run through my fingers because it was pinned up. Those smiles were mine. That laughter, too. She flirted with me. Out of all the men at the party that night, I was the one she ran off with. The one she gave herself to.

Something distracts her, and he takes the opportunity to turn his head over his shoulder to one of his buddies, say something, and give him a shit-eating grin followed by a wink.

The fuck? Fuck no.

Something ugly and caustic burns through me, boiling my blood. It’s a brush fire until all I see is red. My fists ball up, and my jaw locks. And when I see him turn back to her and lean in to whisper something in her ear, there is no holding me back. My feet carry me with purpose, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m grabbing her by the arm and lurching her away from him.

“What the hell?” she cries, shirking my hand. “Jack? What on earth?”

“Yo, bro,” the dude barks as he tries to grab my shirt and shove me away. His fake tan, barbed-wire tattoo wrapped around his biceps, and spiked, gelled hair are so twenty years ago and cliché I want to laugh. “Who are you, her dad? She’s with me.”

“No, she’s not.” I turn to Wren, giving him my back and dismissing him. He’s nothing, and if he’s dumb enough to try shit, he’ll regret it. I’m drunk and bigger than he is with zero fucks to give. “What the hell are you doing talking with the reject from Jersey Shore?” I jut my thumb over my shoulder at him.

“Oh shit, bro. He just called you a reject. You gonna let that go? He’s trying to steal your woman,” one of his sycophants instigates.

I glare at him. “She is not his woman.” I turn back to Wren. “Answer me.”

Indignation flares across her pretty face. “What does it look like I was doing talking to him?”

“Dredging the bottom of the genetic pool. Wren, he has maybe two brain cells total. Maybe,” I emphasize.

He taps on my back. “Yo, asshole. What the fuck, man?”

I ignore him since that doesn’t require an actual answer and keep my focus on her.

“Good thing I wasn’t interested in his brain,” she shoots back with a malevolent grin.

Is she kidding me with that? Is she trying to make me pop an aneurysm? Or worse, have me kill the man?

Another tap on my back like he’s a fucking bird pecking at a window.

“Guy, she’s going home with me tonight. And if you have a problem with that, I’ll take you outside and kick your stupid ass and then take her home and fuck her.”

Oh, he’s a dead man now.

I grab him by the front of his Drakkar-Noir-saturated shirt and hoist him up until his face is right in front of mine. His feet scramble for purchase on the floor, and his hands grip my forearms as he tries to drag me off him. His lackeys who were laughing at my expense aren’t laughing anymore.

“Listen, bro. I don’t know who⁠—”

I lift him up higher, using my height and strength to my advantage. “Listen, bro,” I mock sardonically. “Try to rub those two brain cells of yours together and get this through your thick skull. You are not fucking her. Not tonight or tomorrow or ever. If you look at or speak to her again, I will beat you to within an inch of your life. And after I’ve done that, and you’re a sad sack of bleeding wounds and broken bones, and they wheel you into the emergency department, I’m also the doctor who will be there to greet you and truly make you understand the notion of pain. Find someone else to spread herpes to. You’re not taking her home.”

He holds onto his bravado for another second, just long enough for him to realize I’m not joking. Not even a little. I’m drunk and angry and fighting too many fucked-up things in my head to be messed with. Especially when it comes to her.

His hands fly up in surrender. “It’s all cool, bro. The chick and I were just talking.”

The chick? Seriously? She was going to go home with him?

I release him, and he skirts away, smarter than I gave him credit for. When I turn back to Wren, she’s seething. Her cheeks are flushed, and her eyes murderous. She grabs me by the sleeve of my charcoal button-down and drags me to the back hall that leads to the employee area. Releasing me, she gives me a solid shove in the chest until I hit the wall behind me.

“What in the hell?!” she shrieks. “What makes you think you had the right to step in like that?”

“You’re lucky it was me and not Owen or one of your cousins.”

She laughs. It’s bitter and laced with sarcasm. “Right. Okay, then. Good thing I don’t need their permission or yours. I’ll just have to go and find someone else now.”

She starts to walk away from me, and I can’t stand that. Not again. I grab her arm and swing us around until I’m blocking the path back to the bar. “I’ll cockblock you all night, sweetheart. Just try me.”

“You’re unbelievable. You have no right to do this.”

“How many men have you fucked since that night with me?”

My question startles her, and I’m startled for having asked it. Maybe it’s the alcohol burning through me and destroying my better sense, but I don’t know how to stop right now. I’m angry. I’m fucking furious. I’ve been stewing over that night for a year. And to her, it’s as though it didn’t happen. Just as she said. It’s driving me mad.

“None of your business, that’s how many.”

“Essentially, you used my dick to pop your cherry so you could go around and fuck as many guys as you want?”

She smirks evilly. “Something like that. At least that night was good for something.”

Jealousy and resentment shoot up through me like a geyser.

“I’d call you a slut if I thought you’d care.” The words hurdle past my lips, and I instantly regret them. I don’t think she’s a slut. In fact, I hate that word. I believe women can screw around with whomever they want, and there should be no repercussions for it. Hell, it’s not a word I’ve ever used in my life.

Until now. And the impact on her is instant.

“Fuck you, Jack!” she yells, her expression laced with fury. “You didn’t give two shits about me that night. All you cared about was Owen.”

“You don’t know anything.” My temper flares. “Of course I cared about Owen. He’s my best friend, and I fucked his little sister. What was I supposed to do, Wren? Rejoice in betraying him? I was a piece of shit for what I did. But that didn’t mean I didn’t care about you!”

“Yeah. You really showed me that.” She scoffs, sarcasm dripping from her lips. “In fact, you would have been much happier if I’d stayed that mysterious Cinderella, and you never knew the truth, right?”

I can’t deny that, so I stay silent.

Her arms fold, and she nods victoriously as if she just proved her point. “Newsflash, Jack. The feeling is mutual. You regretted me the second you came, but that didn’t stop you from fucking me, did it?”

I step into her, crowding her, hovering above her when I need to keep my distance and my sanity. “Oh, like you didn’t use me?” I snarl. “You begged me for it. You didn’t even tell me you were a virgin, and you sure as hell weren’t going to tell me your name. You were all set to throw that on some poor, unsuspecting bastard who certainly didn’t deserve that piece of you.”

“You didn’t deserve it either,” she hisses icily, glaring up at me with vitriol seeping from her pores.

She’s right. I didn’t deserve it. I wanted it, but I didn’t deserve it. Still, it pinches the nerve that was already open and exposed. The one that was sliced open that day on the field and shredded once again by Tilly.

My face dips until I’m inches from hers. Then I grin like the asshole I am. “Sucks for you that I’ll always be the guy you gave it to.”

Her eyes narrow and her fists ball up. “I’d rather have given it to anyone but you.”

“And I wish Cinderella had been anyone but you,” I counter. “So I guess we’re even.”

It’s true. That night has haunted me for over a year. It’s been harder to get over than almost anything. I’ve weathered storm after storm, heartache after heartache. But Wren Fritz finally managed to break me.

“I hate you.”

I chuckle. “Such a childish response. Are you even legal to be in this bar?”

She straightens her spine, and the act puts us closer. So close I can see every fleck of blue in her eyes and every tiny freckle that dots her nose. So close that I can smell whatever fruity drink she had, along with the hint of her subtle perfume I like so much. Still, she doesn’t shrink back. Not this girl.

“Screw you, Jack. I may be young, and you can call me a child all you want, but I’m not the one throwing a temper tantrum and butting in on business that doesn’t concern me. I am more than adult enough to live my life how I want to, and that includes having sex with any man I choose. And I won’t make apologies to you for it.”

I step to the side and pan my hand back toward the bar. “Screw me, you already did. So go and enjoy your night, Cinderella. Good luck finding that prince to fuck you half as well as I did. I’ll happily stay your villain, and with any luck, I won’t have to see you again for at least another year.”

Or longer, since now I have no plans to return home anytime she’s here.

She slams her shoulder into me as she storms back into that bar, but I can’t turn around and watch her go. Everything sinks. My throat into my chest. My heart into my stomach. My stomach into my feet.

Fuck. Fuck!

The side of my fist pounds the wall.

Why did I say those things to her? Why didn’t I just apologize and tell her… Christ, what could I have told her? She’s ten years younger than me. She lives in Seattle, and I live in LA. Hell, she’s still in fucking college. Best yet, she’s Owen’s little sister, which automatically makes her eternally off-limits.

But more than all those things, I don’t want to be with her. I don’t. Even if she weren’t a total pain in the ass, all wrong for me, and Owen’s sister, those days are done for me. So again, what was I going to say to her? I have nothing to offer her.

My head meets my hands. I can’t handle the feelings stirring inside of me, and I certainly can’t stand to see if she finds some random guy and pulls him into the bathroom just to spite me.

The stubborn, infuriating woman would too.

I walk down the hall, forcing myself to put one foot in front of the other instead of going after her the way I want to. I didn’t go after her that night either. I would have kissed her again and brought her home with me, and I couldn’t do either of those things. Doesn’t she realize that?

I’m starting to think that damn drink wasn’t a love potion but a curse.

It’s better that she hates me. I sort of hate her right now, too.

Hate is easy. Hate is safe. Hate doesn’t have me ripping her clothes off and pinning her against a wall again. It doesn’t have me losing control or risking something I swore I’d never risk again.

So yeah. Maybe I hate Wren Fritz. And right now, I have no apologies for being a dick and making her hate me first. Thank God we don’t live anywhere close to each other. Avoiding her ’til death do us part should be easy.
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Four years later

Bang, bang, bang. What is that noise, and why won’t it stop? Don’t they know I’m trying to sleep? It’s way too early for this crap. Wait. Shit! I shoot up in bed and scream, “Oh my god, I’m so late!” when I catch the glowing white numbers on the clock.

I pick up my phone and find my alarm going off. On silent. Because I was studying last night and didn’t want the interruption. Stupid, stupid, stupid! How could I have forgotten to turn it off silent? Not today. This cannot be happening today of all days.

I catapult myself out of bed only to have my ankle snag on my sheet and send me tumbling to the floor in a heap. Like something out of a zombie apocalypse, I claw my way along my floor, kicking at the sheet to free myself from its clutches. Hoisting myself up, I tear into my closet and throw on a long-sleeved shirt and my scrubs that I had set out last night. I pee, brush my teeth, slide into my sneakers, grab my bag, and fly out the door.

“I locked it,” I tell myself, biting hard into my lip as I race down the stairs of my building. My hands tremble, and I shake them out. “Once is enough. I can’t go back. It’s going to have to be enough.” Argh! I hate this! “Oh my god!” I scream for a second time as I step outside into torrential rain that immediately soaks me through.

The weather did not mention rain last night when I checked. Could this day be starting off any worse?

“Oomph.” I slam into a hard body and fall onto my ass directly on the wet steps. Ugh. Of course.

“Wren, crap, are you okay?” Tyson pulls me back up, holding his massive umbrella over both of us, concern all over his face. “Did I hurt you? I didn’t see you. This umbrella is huge.”

I turn around and glance at my butt. It’s got two dark circles right on each ass cheek. I’d laugh—because tell me that’s not funny—if I didn’t have to go to work like this. “I’m fine. I have to go. I’m late.”

Tyson follows my line of vision and tries not to laugh himself. “Oh, girl, your ass. That’s my bad. For real, I’m so sorry.”

Sigh. “I’ll live. Maybe if I roll down the steps, I can get the rest of me that wet.”

“Don’t do that. Turn on your car’s butt heater. Here.” He hands me the umbrella. “Take it. I’ll get it back from you later.”

“Thank you!” I call back to him as I practically leap down the steps and race for the street.

“We’re getting a new neighbor,” he yells after me. “They’re working on the apartment now before they move in next week. I hope it’s someone good. Not like the last bitch.”

“Same!” I throw a hand up and sprint to my car, which I parked across the street yesterday facing the direction I need to go in anticipation of what today is. Tilting the umbrella back, I glance left only to immediately be hit with a tidal wave of water that shoots up from a passing car and soaks the front of my legs. My ass and now my legs. “Motherfucker!”

Not today!

The umbrella doesn’t want to close. My car isn’t sensing my keys that are shoved all the way down in my bag. There’s extra traffic because of the weather. I’m cold and wet and uncomfortable and pissed. I’m so pissed off. At myself, but also that this is how the first day of my emergency department rotation is starting, which was already something I was dreading despite the fact that I want a residency in emergency medicine.

After finally finding a parking spot, I make it into the emergency department, store my stuff in the locker with my name attached to it via masking tape, and pull my hair up into a wet bun while I walk out into the patient area. It’s all hustle and bustle back here, as it always is, but I don’t see any of the other students or even attendings and residents by the nurse’s station where we’re supposed to meet.

I check my watch. I’m more than thirty minutes late. My gut sinks and twists painfully. I’ve never been late a day in my life, not that it will matter when I have to deal with⁠—

“Miss Fritz. So nice of you to finally join us.”

My eyes close and my jaw locks before I suck in a composing breath. He’s getting a good look at my wet ass cheeks, and the urge to run is real. Instead, I force myself to turn around and face the last person I want to see, let alone be forced to apologize to.

“I’m sorry I’m late, Dr. Kincaid.”

His icy blue eyes drag disdainfully down my wet body and back up to my face. “I suppose you feel that because you’re a Fritz you should receive special treatment, is that it? That you can simply come and go whenever it suits you.”

God, I hate this man. Like in my soul, hate him.

He’s surrounded by his other medical students and residents and even a couple of nurses, who are trying to hide their amusement. My face heats, and my fists clench.

I grit my teeth. “No, sir. I had car trouble,” I lie because it’s easier than giving him a real explanation. Except somehow, he reads it on my face, but before he can lay into me, I quickly utter, “It won’t happen again. I promise.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Your fellow students can thank you because since you missed assignments and rounds, you’ll get to do scut.”

Of course. Honestly, it’s what I expected, so I can’t even argue it.

“First go change your scrubs. You’re dripping water all over the ER floors.”

Without another word—because anything I say at this point won’t be kind or respectful—I spin around and head back into the locker room. I’m grateful for it actually. Not only am I miserably wet, but I need a minute to get myself together.

I moved back home to Boston three and a half years ago for medical school after I graduated college, but for two blissful years after our blowout in that bar, I didn’t see Jack. Then he decided to move back home last year, and I’ve been forced to endure him on several occasions. Now my luck has run out as I not only have to see him every freaking day for the next four weeks, but I’ve been assigned to him as my attending physician.

Owen thinks it’s great. He’s hoping it’ll mean we’ll learn how to, at the very least, tolerate each other. The fact that we don’t particularly like each other is obvious to everyone—even if they don’t know why and never will—and most of the time when we’re forced together in the same space, we ignore each other.

Here that’s not an option. He’s my boss.

I rip off my scrub top and chuck it in the direction of my locker. With a huff, I march over to the rack of extra scrubs and sift through until I find my size while I count backward from four in four sets. My heart rate slows as I pull off my wet pants and slip into dry ones. I wish I had dry shoes and socks too, but right now I’ll take what I can get.

I tie the loop on my pants and pull a new top over my head as I continue to calm myself. “Four is the natural number following three and preceding five. It’s a square number, the smallest semiprime and composite number. Its square is sixteen, and its square root is two. Four is the number of nucleobase types in DNA and RNA⁠—”

“What are you doing?” comes from behind me just as I pull my scrub top down, and I jump, not having heard anyone enter the locker room.

Fuck. I cover my pounding heart with my hand. I don’t like being snuck up on. Couldn’t he have just given me a goddamn minute? “Changing as you ordered me to do and channeling my inner calm so I don’t strangle the attending I’m unfortunately assigned to.”

He ignores my barb. “What was all that about the number four?”

I wish he hadn’t heard that, and I’d rather eat a raw cat’s liver than tell him anything. I spin around and glare. “Is there something you need, Dr. Kincaid, or do you normally make it a habit to come into the locker room when you tell a female staff member to get changed?”

He releases an annoyed breath. “Why were you late?”

“I already told you.”

“You lied. Now tell me the truth.”

“What does it matter?” I snap. “It doesn’t change the fact that I was.”

“Tell me, Wren. Because you looked like you had a rough morning, and I want to know what happened and if you’re okay.”

I give myself a second while I clip my hospital ID badge to the top of my scrub pants. I’m actively skirting his gaze so I don’t have to look at him, though I can feel him watching me. “I’m fine. I was up late studying, and I accidentally left my phone on silent. I didn’t hear my alarm going off. It’s also pouring out, and I was an unfortunate victim of the rain.”

Jack is leaning against the locker room door, blocking any escape I could have. His brown hair, shaved close on the sides and longer on top, is pushed back from his brutally gorgeous face, showcasing his piercing blue eyes, straight nose, and sharp, stubble-lined jaw. His posture is casual with his foot propped up against the door and his hands tucked into the pockets of the lab coat he’s only wearing because he has new students, but his expression is hard and unrelenting.

“That’s not the way to make a good first impression on me.”

I snap my fingers in an aw-shucks way. “Dammit, there go all my life’s goals and aspirations. How will I recover?” He’s not amused, and I roll my eyes derisively. “As if that were possible with you anyway.”

“It’s not,” he agrees flatly. “You’re right about that. The sooner you finish this rotation and get out of my ER, the better. Having you down here…” He trails off and shakes his head as if clearing his thoughts. “I’d hoped we’d still start off on a more professional footing.”

“Right. Sure.” I scoff indignantly, sarcasm dripping from my tongue. “Yeah, you just proved that.”

He glares arrogantly. “I didn’t treat you any differently than I would any other student. If you thought you’d get special favors from me simply because your brother is my best friend⁠—”

“Is that a joke?” I shoot back, cutting him off. “You are the last person I’d ever expect special favors from. You threw my last name in my face right in front of everyone just to be a jerk and humiliate me.”

He’s so stoic, so calm when I’m anything but. It’s driving me insane how dismissive he is of me. The guy took my heart and used it for batting practice as if it were just any other ball for him to play with. Thankfully, those feelings for him have long since sailed, and now I just find him insufferable.

“You’re the one who chose to go to medical school in Boston, Cinderella. Whether you like it or not, your last name is how people will know you.”

I hate that he still calls me that. He only does it when no one else is around, and I’m positive he does it just to get a rise out of me. I could storm and rant and tell him to go fuck himself for being such a condescending bastard, but I can’t. At least not here in the hospital.

Instead, I saunter over to him and give him a saccharine-sweet smile. “Thank you, Dr. Kincaid. I’ll be sure to remember that. If you’ll excuse me, I have scut to attend to.”

He stares down at me for a very long moment, so long my pulse thrums faster in my veins and the air crackles between us. His eyes flitter about my face, taking in every slope and line I’m comprised of, and something I can’t name flickers across his features. Something that makes my insides squirm. Finally, he pushes himself away from the door, but he doesn’t go far as he stands over me, closer than I’d like him to be.

“Show up on time, do your job well, stay out of my way, and we won’t have a problem. Act like a spoiled little brat again, and I’ll make you regret it until you hate me even more than you already do.”

“I’m not sure such a thing is possible, but it’s good to know what I’m working with. If you’ll excuse me.”

He steps to the side, and I pass by him, holding my breath as I go. I can already tell this is going to be the longest four weeks of my life. With any luck, he’ll pass me off to my intern and leave me the hell alone.
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The sterile smell of the emergency department hits me, and I force out a sigh. He followed me into the freaking women’s locker room, and if I stand here a second longer, he’ll exit, and we’ll have to face each other again. No thanks.

My hair and feet are still wet, but the rest of me is dry, and I’ll take that as a win.

I’m on scut, which means the dregs of medicine, especially as a medical student, but it’ll still be good for me since I’ve already decided that emergency medicine is what I want for my specialty. I apply for which residencies I want in the next few weeks and will be matched in early March. But I’ve already decided I want to stay in Boston, and with that, I want a level I trauma center that does both pediatrics and adult medicine, so my choices are limited.

And unfortunately, my top choice is this hospital, which means I’d be stuck with Jack. I’m not thinking about that yet. That’s a March Wren problem. Not an October, fourth-year medical student one.

I’m not sure where to go. I don’t even know who my intern is, but I’ll be damned if I ask Jack.

“Hey, Wren,” someone behind me calls out, and I turn to find my cousin Layla. She works as a part-time doctor here, and her husband, Callan, is the chief. “You look a little lost.”

“I got in late, and I don’t know who my intern is.”

Her head tilts. “Didn’t Jack tell you?”

I shake my head. I don’t want to get into the particulars of this. Not with her. Layla is great and a lot of fun, but she’s also my friend Katy’s adoptive mom and, therefore, quite a bit older than me. Plus, she works with Jack, and I know they’re friendly.

“Huh. Strange. I think I saw on the board you’re with Daffy.”

“Daffy?” I thought everyone here went by the formality of doctor. Hell, I was already Miss Fritz.

“You’ll understand what I mean when you meet her. She’s doing fast-tracks and is probably waiting for you.” Layla turns my shoulders so I’m facing the other way. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

I follow her, scanning the large space as I go. My stomach churns as I remember the last time I was in this ER. I didn’t have time to focus on it this morning because I was so late. A fierce pang of nerves hits me square in the chest. The ER is no joke. It’s life or death here. I should know.

“You get used to it,” Layla comments as if reading my thoughts. “The ER is a lot. I worked down here the summer before my fourth year, and I both loved it and hated it. That’s the ER. You both love it and hate it. But it grows on you like an incurable rash, and pretty soon, you can’t help but crave the high it gives you.”

“I’m starting to learn that,” I muse as we pass the nurse’s station and various patient beds. Layla gives me a quick, abbreviated tour—since I missed mine this morning—and with it, I’m finally starting to feel better after being late and my run-in with Jack.

“Dr. Blooms, this is Wren Fritz, your fourth-year.”

A short, curvy Black woman with shoulder-length, tight black curls and deep, dark-brown eyes smiles at me. “Hi!” she chirps, reaching out and shaking my hand. “I’m Daffodil, but everyone calls me Daffy. Dr. Blooms in front of the patients, though.” She winks at me. “I was wondering about you. It’s great to meet you.”

“Thanks. You too!” Wow. So not what I was expecting for an ER intern. I always thought they were bite your head off, no fucking around, we eat our young people. She seems like the best intern to be assigned to ever, and I can’t imagine Jack did that intentionally. It had to be random.

“I’ll leave you in Daffy’s capable hands,” Layla says to me, her hand on my shoulder. “It’s good to have you here, Wren. I’ll check in on you later.”

“Bye. Thanks.” I give her a grateful smile and turn back to Daffy, who’s already talking again.

“I got a text from Dr. Kincaid telling me you’re on scut today.” She grimaces, though I notice she blushes when she says Dr. Kincaid. “Whoops. Probably not a great way to start, huh?” She waves that away before I can respond. “Don’t worry about it. We’re doing fast-tracks, which is more of a glorified urgent care. We do things like minor injuries, colds, flus, strep throats, things like that. Anything that isn’t ‘emergent.’” She puts air quotes around the word. “It’s actually one of my faves, so we’ll have a great day together.”

“Sounds wonderful.” I smile, more of my nerves ebbing.

Daffy doesn’t quite put me on scut, though she does have me run specimens and do the testing myself instead of having a certified nursing assistant known as a CNA or even a nurse do it. It’s fine, though. I’ve never done this before, and I figure it’s all a good experience. Margot, the chief nurse and one of my mom’s best friends, walks me through how to do all the things I don’t know while we laugh and joke with each other. Sometimes, being a Fritz and having your entire family work in this city—many of them in this hospital—has its benefits.

Add to that, I haven’t seen Jack more than in passing, which automatically makes it a good day. Despite the rough morning, the rest of the day wasn’t so bad.

But as I step out of the locker room, changed once again, this time out of scrubs and into a cute top and jeans, I spot my people, who are here for me, talking to the asshole. At the end of the hall, Katy and Keegan, who are my cousins, and my best friend Tinsley are laughing with Jack.

Ugh.

To engage or not to engage, that is the question.

Thankfully, the decision is made for me as they wave goodbye to him after noticing me and head in my direction. From over their heads, Jack catches my gaze and holds it. I give him a withering glare that he quickly returns. It’s so odd to me that I once looked at him as if he were the end-all-be-all of men. I had daydreams about our eventual wedding, doodled Wren Kincaid on notebooks, and felt my heart flutter anytime his name was mentioned or he simply entered a room.

He destroyed all that, and now he’s the last man I could ever imagine fantasizing about in any sort of romantic way. Murder and mayhem, maybe, though. It still creeps me out that we shared that drink together, but I think at this point it’s clear there will be no ‘til death do us part unless we kill each other.

I toss him a wink because I can be saucy like that, and he rolls his eyes, turns in the opposite direction, and walks off.

“Really, ladies?” I greet my friends. “You laugh with the enemy?”

“Uh, maybe if you explained to us why he’s the enemy, perhaps that wouldn’t happen,” Katy throws out at me. “Although for me in trauma surgery, I have to deal with Jack constantly, so that’s likely not going to happen regardless.”

“I have told you. Some people just don’t like each other. That’s me and Jack. He thinks I’m a spoiled brat, and I think he’s an arrogant asshole. It’s mutual at least.”

Tinsley, who obviously knows about our situation, holds up her hand. “Whatever. I don’t care about you and Jack. He took good care of Forest when Stone and I brought him here, and that’s all I care about. Can we go out now? I have to pack, and Stone is waiting for us at the restaurant and already texted twice asking where we are. He’s clingy like wet satin because I leave for London in a few days.”

Tinsley is now engaged to Stone, her ex Forest’s older brother. I won’t even get into the drama that caused.

“Yes. Let’s go,” I agree. “I need food and a strong drink.”

The moment we step outside into the chilly fall air, my phone rings, and just as I go to reach for it, some jerk riding an electric bike on the sidewalk tries to snatch it from me. He misses, only managing to knock it from my hand, but it goes flying and crashes to the ground.

“Asshole!” Keegan yells after him, half chasing him down the street while I bend to survey the carnage. I lift my phone from the damp sidewalk and hold up the shattered screen.

“Of course. Because why should today end any better than it started?” I puff out an annoyed breath. “Anyone want to stop at the phone store?”

“I’ll help you,” Tinsley offers. “But first we eat.”

We cross Congress Street to get to one of our favorite bars that just so happens to be across from the hospital. My friends and cousins, Stone, Vander, Mason, and Keegan’s twin Kenna, are already here waiting, and Stone throws his hand up from the far back table to get our attention.

I drop into a seat next to Vander, who gives me a head nod and a half-smile. That’s not uncommon from him, though. He’s a cybersecurity CEO by day and one of the best hackers in the world by night. I swear the dude is suspicious of everyone.

“How was your first day?” Mason asks, handing me a menu.

“Good. Fine.”

Tinsley rolls her eyes at me and relays my spectacular morning to everyone who didn’t hear it on the walk over.

“We’ve all been there,” Kenna offers. “When I was a med student, I passed out during a C-section.”

Keegan, who is an OB along with my parents, snorts. “And you will never live that down.”

“Whatever.” Kenna throws a piece of pretzel bite at her. “Those are gruesome. I didn’t expect everything on the inside to be on the outside. And you’re one to talk, Keegs. As I recall, when you were an intern, you barfed all over your attending’s shoes.”

I snort. “You mean my father’s?”

She shrugs. “I had food poisoning. At least he’s my uncle. That made it better.” She pats my shoulder. “Just don’t puke on Jack. I doubt he’ll be so forgiving.”

“With me? Never.”

“This is why I’m glad I’m not a doctor,” Mason quips, and Vander reaches across the table to give him a fist bump. Mason is an NFL quarterback for the Boston Rebels, but our families are very close, and we’ve all grown up together. Sometimes I question the decision to be a doctor, but when pretty much your entire family is comprised of doctors and nurses, it’s just what you do. Plus, I love medicine. I had a lot of fun today. That’s what I have to focus on.

Two hours later, Tinsley’s arm is wrapped through mine, and Stone is on her other side, less than amused to be doing this as we waltz into the phone store.

“I thought you had to go home to pack?” I question.

“She does,” Stone states bluntly. Yeah, he’s not handling her leaving to shoot this film in London well.

“Packing will happen. Phones are a necessity. Yo, my girl needs a new phone.”

I throw Tinsley a side-eye. “You’re not helping me. Who says yo?”

“Bitch, I’ve had three margaritas. What did you expect?”

Solid question.

“I’ve only had one. Life of a working medical student. But I need a working phone.”

“Hi, I can help you.” A guy comes scurrying over to us, only to stop dead in his tracks when he sees Tinsley.

“Oh, I just bet you can.” Tinsley winks at him, and I nudge her with my elbow.

“Jesus, little rose, really?” Stone groans.

“What? More flirting, more… I don’t know. Maybe it was more tits more tips, but that only works for bartenders and waitresses.”

“You’re Tinsley Monroe!” the guy exclaims, utterly starstruck.

“Yes.” She smiles brightly at him. “Hi. It’s so nice to meet you.”

“And this is Wren Fritz.” Stone steps in front of him, blocking Tinsley from his view. “She needs your best deal on a new phone, and I need your eyes off my fiancée.”

“R-right,” he stutters. “Absolutely. I can do that.”

Tinsley jumps around Stone. “Wait. Does she get a student discount? She’s a student.”

I roll my eyes at her. “No more margaritas for you.”

“I second that,” Stone agrees.

I turn to the guy, ready to get this over with and get home. “My phone fell, and the screen broke. I think I’m due for an upgrade anyway.”

“Okay. Um.” He continues to throw Tinsley looks, blushing every time he does, only to catch himself when Stone gives him a death glare. “I just need your phone number.”

I give it to him, and he pulls up my info on a tablet.

“Is it possible for you to transfer the stuff from my old phone over to my next one?”

“Sure. Let me see.” He taps a few more buttons before he frowns. “Your phone is almost completely full.”

I scrunch my nose. “Full? How so?”

“You’ve used nearly all your storage capacity. I can transfer everything over, but you’re going to run out of space very quickly. I’d suggest going through your phone and removing anything you no longer want or need on there. Like old apps, contacts, and pictures.”

Tinsley and I exchange glances. I haven’t gone through my phone in at least ten years, if not longer. I just kept transferring the stuff over every time I got a new one. But he has a point. I probably have my high school boyfriend on there complete with pictures of our entire relationship, and that dude was an asshat.

I snatch the phone back from him and start to go through it, though it’s tough to see with the screen cracked this badly. A whole chunk of glass is missing from the top where the camera is.

“Wow. I have all the apps I used in college and when I lived in Seattle, about fifteen different games, six or so coffee places, and that’s just on the first page of my home screen…” I trail off, my eyes rounding. “Damn, and over sixteen thousand pictures. Considering I can’t remember the last time I played any of these games, I left Seattle over three years ago, and I don’t talk to most of the people in these pictures, I do need to clean this out. But there’s way too much on here for me to do it right now.” I glance up at him. “Can you just transfer it all over so I can go through it when I have time?”

“Absolutely.”

The guy works his magic while Tinsley, Stone, and I wander around the store, and she sings. Thankfully we’re the only people in here. Otherwise, I have no doubt that it would be all over TikTok. Twenty minutes later, I’m handed a pretty new phone that magically looks just like my old one.

I thank the guy and pay for my phone, and as we’re walking out into the cool, dark, Boston night, Tinsley leans into me and whispers, “The guy was right. You have to go through it and delete old stuff. Not just so you have more storage on there. I didn’t want to say anything while we were in there, but it’s so important. It’s how my old manager-turned-stalker still had access to me. I didn’t even realize it.”

I wince. I often wondered if my ex had access to my phone. A lot of the things he did suggested he was reading texts and things, but I don’t know.

“Vander wiped my stuff, and I bet he’d do the same for you.”

“I don’t want Vander to go through my stuff. I’m not a famous pop star, just a lowly med student.”

“You’re a Fritz princess, Wren, and you need to wipe your phone.” Tinsley gives me a meaningful look. Stone doesn’t know about my ex, but Tinsley certainly does, and she’s not having my bullshit.

“She’s right,” Stone agrees. “Just tonight at dinner, people were taking pictures of us.”

“Because of Mason and Tinsley,” I protest.

“And us,” he states emphatically. “How many people have tried to get close to you or be your friend just because you’re a Fritz billionaire?”

I automatically frown before I can stop it. That was the story of my high school friendships and relationships. College wasn’t much better at first, even when I traveled three thousand miles away to escape the Fritz celebrity status that rules Boston. It’s partially why I waited so long to lose my virginity. I nearly laugh at that when I think of who I gave it to. Jack may be an asshole, but he didn’t fuck me because I’m a Fritz and have a trust fund bigger than the GDP of many small countries, whereas others have tried doing just that.

Yet another reason why I’m single with no plans to change that.

“I’ll clean it up tonight,” I promise them.

And after I say goodbye and get myself home, I start to do just that. I delete about fifty old apps, cancel three subscription services I don’t remember signing up for, clean up thousands of pictures and set up a cloud storage for the ones I kept, and dig through my contacts. I can’t help but laugh at some of the old texts and things on here from college and even back to high school, but they have to go.

I get rid of the ones I don’t need, and while doing that, I find three people with numbers I don’t recognize. They’re not saved contacts, but for whatever reason, I texted with them.

The first one, it seems we exchanged hi’s, but that’s it, and it was seven years ago. I saved it, though, and I can’t remember why. The second had texted me, “Hey, baby.” That was three years ago, and I think I might remember who this one is, so… delete. The third is also a “hi” person, so I text both one and three back hi. I could probably just delete them, but I saved them, and that was likely for a reason.

Neither one nor three responds, and I shower and get myself ready for the next day. It’s just before bedtime that my phone pings with a response from number one.

Unknown number: Hi.





6


[image: ]


I’m just dozing off when my phone pings with a text. As sad as it sounds, I don’t get a lot of late-night texts, and after the day I had with Wren and then packing up the tiny studio I’ve suffered through for the last year to finally move into a larger apartment, I’m wrecked. Still, I roll over and snatch my phone off my nightstand, only to immediately frown.

Wren: Hi.




That’s it. That’s all the text says on my screen. What in the fuck?

My eyebrows scrunch together in total confusion. Why is she texting me? It’s the second time we’ve ever texted, and the last time was… seven years ago, and it was just a series of hi’s then too. If memory serves, Owen wanted me to have her number in my phone for some reason when she went off to college, so he gave it to me. I texted her hi, and she texted me back the same. That was it.

So why is she texting me now?

I set my phone down and roll over, deciding it’s a mistake and I’m not going to respond. There’s no way she’d text me on purpose. But as minutes turn to an hour and I’m still awake, lying in bed and staring up at my ceiling, my curiosity takes over. With a disgruntled noise, I snatch my phone and pull it over my face. Maybe she’s apologizing for being late, or maybe she’s calling out for tomorrow.

Me: Hi.




The three dots immediately start to dance in the message window, only to disappear. Then reappear.

Wren: Who is this?




A laugh bursts from my lungs.

Me: Very funny.




Wren: I’m serious. Who are you?




Me: You don’t know?




Wren: Obviously not if I asked.




Oh hell.

Me: Are you drunk?




Wren: No. So who are you?




Me: You tell me your name, and I’ll tell you mine.




I chuckle and sit up a little, tossing my left arm behind my head as I hold my phone with my other hand and type.

Wren: Not a chance.




Me: You texted me first.




Wren: Dammit, I was hoping you’d cave. And actually, if we’re checking history here, you texted me first.




Me: I rarely, if ever, cave, and the last time I texted you was years ago. It’s not my fault if you didn’t save my name in your phone.




Wren: Why is your number in mine?




Maybe I should just tell her it’s me and end this now. Maybe I’m being a dick by fucking with her a little, but I can’t resist. Having her at work, her being my medical student, it’s already so much. Too much. Now it’s late, and I’m tired, and I have to face her again tomorrow. I don’t want her to say something mean or scathing and then block me. I’m not sure I have that in me right now.

Me: Maybe we’re long-lost friends. Or have mutual acquaintances. Maybe I asked you out once. Or took you home with me.




Wren: Wait, do you know who I am? Because you’re acting as though you do. Are you a guy or a girl? I’m a girl, and I think you already know that.




More laughter, and now I can’t help myself.

Me: I’m a guy. And yes, I know who you are. I saved your name in my phone, unlike you.




Wren: Oh my god! You have to tell me who you are.




Me: Not a chance.




Wren: That’s horrible! I’m going to stop talking to you now.




Me: You can, but then you’ll never solve the mystery.




Wren: Where did I meet you?




Well, that’s a question I can’t answer. I’ve known her since she was born. Fuck, I remember her being born, which is a bit sick and twisted when I think about it. I was ten. Owen was incredibly excited to have a baby sister, and two years later, when I was twelve, my parents had Eddie—though she goes by her middle name, Estlin, now. That’s all my artist mother’s doing. Eddie Estlin was named after Edgar Degas and E.E. Cummings, and, my name, Jack Robert, is after Jackson Pollock and Robert Frost. Owen and I thought we were the coolest older brothers and swore we’d kick the shit out of anyone who fucked or fucked with our sisters.

Irony at its best since we each have fucked the other’s sister, considering Estlin is now engaged to Owen. That was rough. Estlin moved in with Owen and became the nanny for his daughter, Rory, only what I didn’t know was that the two of them were sneaking around and screwing each other right under my nose or behind my back or however that all goes. When I found out, to say I was upset is an understatement. All these years I’ve felt like a dirtbag for what I did with Wren, and there Owen was, sleeping with my little sister.

Except he was in love with her, and I… I’m not in love with Wren. I never had the chance to try and be, and now, well, now hate is her currency with me, and it’s just as well.

My mind wanders back to that night when I found out about Owen and Estlin. How fucking furious I was. Wren was there and discovering the way I did… It completely set me off.

“I thought you were my friend,” I bellow. “But you’re a real piece of shit fucking my sister behind my back.” I shove Owen’s shoulder, smashing him into the wall.

His eyes widen in stunned disbelief before they narrow into slits. “Really, Jack? You’re doing this here? Now?”

I bluster out a noise, my fists balled up at my sides. I want to hit him. I want to pound on him. But I’m holding myself back. Barely. “What? You don’t want your family and friends to know you’ve been screwing your nanny? Do you have any clue what you’ve done? Or has it all just been a good time for you? A mindless divergence and a way to blow off steam?”

I can’t catch my breath. My insides feel like they’re being pulverized. I watched Wren walk away from me that night. I hurt her. I knew I did. I saw it on her face, and I didn’t chase her. Even when everything inside of me was screaming at me to. I didn’t chase her. I let her go, and I’ve regretted it like nothing else since.

Because of him. For him.

And now she fucking hates my guts because of it.

I’m her villain. The guy who took her virginity in all the wrong ways and continued to do wrong because I didn’t know how to do right by her. He turned me into the bad guy, and I am not the fucking bad guy! He is. For lying and hiding what he was doing with Estlin.

“Jack, stop!” Estlin cries, racing over, but Keegan and Wren hold her back as Vander, Stone, and Mason now stand in between me and Owen. Mason is practically right in front of me, all six-four, two hundred twenty pounds of NFL quarterback. He’s not saying anything, but he doesn’t have to. His size and expression say it all. Only fuck him. He’s not part of this.

This is between me and my best friend.

“I won’t stop,” I seethe at her before turning my wild eyes back on Owen. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you think I wouldn’t care when I did?” He knows what I’ve been through. He knows. And yet he did it anyway. No one cares enough about me to put me first when that’s all I’ve ever done for everyone else. Him especially.

“What’s going on?” Wren questions, glancing back and forth between me and Estlin, her brows knit together.

“Can we go somewhere else and talk about this?” Owen asks meaningfully.

“No. We can’t.” I turn to Wren, my eyes bleeding into hers, needing her to feel the same outrage I am. “What’s going on is your brother has been messing around with my little sister,” I snarl before turning my unrelenting gaze back on Owen. “And from the looks of it, I’m not the only one you were keeping this from.”

“Is that true?” Wren asks plainly, and why isn’t she more upset? How is she not going as crazy with this as I am? Her indifference adds accelerant to my already blazing fire. I know it never would have worked. I know she was too young, and our lives were in completely different places. But I… fuck.

I wanted her.

And she wanted me. I know she did. Both as Cinderella and the girl who begged me not to stop. And like everything else in my life, I lost her before I even truly had a shot. My life is a series of never-meant-to-bes. How long have I hated myself for betraying Wren and betraying Owen? Yet here he is, sleeping with my sister and betraying me the way everyone else has.

I scrub a hand up and down my face, dragging myself away from that night and those memories. Owen and Estlin are happy and in love, and I want that for them. It fills me with joy to see them together. To have Owen truly as my brother. Even if the sting of their betrayal still hurts. Another nick in my skin and a scar added alongside all the others.

Me: You met me years ago. Obviously, since our first text exchange is very old.




Wren: I can’t stand this. You’re evil.




That alone should tip her off.

I rub the top of my head. She has no idea. I am evil to her. And I shouldn’t be toying with her now. Generally speaking, I don’t get off on fucking with women’s minds. But I like getting a rise out of her. Sue me. She’s not in front of me, and that makes this easier, but it’s still Wren. And since she’s already suffered enough at my hands, it’s wrong. Still…

Me: I’d apologize, but I won’t.




I shift in bed a little, finding myself smiling and wondering why I’m entertaining this. Probably because it’s been way too long since I’ve had anything or anyone make me smile. Christ, I can hardly remember the last time I had sex. I’ve become an antisocial workaholic.

And in my case, all work and no play makes Jack an asshole.

Wren: Maybe this is why I didn’t text you again.




Me: Hey, you’re the one who texted me first. I’m simply trying to keep up. Some might call this making the first move.




Wren: Are you trying to flirt with me?




That pulls me up short, and I drag my thumb across my bottom lip as I think about how to respond. Was I flirting with her? No. I wasn’t, right? I don’t flirt with Wren. Argue, ignore, patronize, despise, yes. Flirt? Absolutely not.

Me: Maybe.




I close my eyes and blow out an uneven breath. Why did I type that? Why did I send it? When she learns it’s me, she’s going to rip off my balls and hang them on her Christmas tree as ornaments.

Wren: I’m not sure how I feel about that.




Me: Me either.




At least I’m honest.

Wren: I got a new phone tonight, and in the process of cleaning out my old stuff, I came across your number. I almost deleted you before I made my move. I still could.




Me: But you won’t.




She doesn’t respond immediately, and I take it as my moment to end this. I shouldn’t have said any of that. I should have told her who I was and let it die ten minutes ago. I don’t know what I’m doing other than maybe I’m a little lonely and definitely out of sorts with her in the ER. The last woman I went out with was an ICU nurse, and she dumped me after a few dates because she said I was too consumed with work and never liked to go out or do anything other than have sex. Essentially, she had me pegged, and I couldn’t argue it.

The truth is, I didn’t like her enough to change that or want to spend more time with her. It’s been a chronic problem for me. I date women for a couple of weeks at most, and they break it off because I’m not emotionally invested in them beyond sex, nor will I ever be. I’m not good at the bar pick-up thing. I hate putting myself out there while trying to be witty and irresistible, all for a few hours with a woman I’ll never see again.

So I go out with women I know I’ll never love and hardly even like, and after a few times in bed together, it ends.

I wonder if I truly am broken. If all the heartbreaks and disappointments and betrayals have destroyed me for good. The worst part? It’s been five years since I fucked Wren at that party, and she’s the last woman I wanted enough to put effort into.

And look how that turned out.

Me: I need to get to bed. It’s late, and I have work early tomorrow.




Wren: Same for me.




Wren: You really won’t tell me who you are?




Me: Not tonight.




Wren: I may not ever text you again.




Me: Then you’ll never figure it out.




I set my phone back on my nightstand and turn it to Do Not Disturb so I won’t be tempted to check or text again. That was an unexpected bit of fun after a long, miserable day of dealing with my bratty Cinderella.

It’s been a weird year since I moved back to Boston from LA. Originally, I did it because I wanted to be closer to my friends and family. Estlin had just moved home from Paris, and with our age difference, I hadn’t lived near her since she was a little kid. She had been through a lot with her ex, and the big brother in me wanted to be there for her.

But as the year has gone on, I’ve found I love being back in Boston. I love my job and the people I work with. I love being near Owen and Estlin and my parents. My buddy Bennett, who I knew in LA, even lives here now and is married to Katy, who is Owen’s other best friend. I have people, and I could have more of a life. I could move past what Tilly did to me and start to try again with women. I could. But I haven’t.

If my interactions with Wren over the last year since I moved back have taught me anything, it’s that that night should have never happened. She was young. I took her virginity against a wall at a party. And she hates me for it. Not that I can blame her.

I can’t stand her either. Truly. Genuinely cannot stand her.

But I also find myself watching her and looking at her differently than I look at anyone else, and I don’t know why. I can’t even explain it to myself other than I’m attracted to her. Very attracted.

She’s still too young. Too bratty and spoiled and entitled. She’s still Owen’s little sister, and since I have no plans to fall in love with her the way he did with Estlin, I shouldn’t notice her the way I do, and my dick shouldn’t still be interested. Especially not after all this time. It wants a redo if for no other reason than to wash away the haunting memories of that night, but it’ll never happen, and fundamentally, I don’t want it to.

It’s fucking Wren. No thanks. She’s not my type anyway.

I sigh and glance at my phone sitting there like a tempting little thing. Because despite my built-in protests and endless denials, she is my type. And secretly, I know it. Which is why I shouldn’t have texted her back the way I did.

Next time I won’t engage. I’ll tell her it’s me, and that’ll be that.

I meant it when I told her to show up on time, do her job, and stay out of my way. I just hope she listens for once in her life.
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“Okay, who’s next? Daffodil?” I ask as we stand by the nurse’s station doing rounds. I have four interns, six mid-level residents, a nurse practitioner, two nurses, and three medical students, including Wren, on my staff today. It’s seven thirty, change of shift happened thirty minutes ago, and I’ve got a large coffee that’s almost empty in my hand because I slept like shit last night.

Daffodil blushes and looks down at her notes. Not a great way to start impressing me, but I cut her some slack because she’s shy and anxious, not to mention sweet and good with patients and their families, even if she isn’t really cut out for the ER. She would have been an ace in pediatrics, but it’s her life.

“Um, well, the patient in room six is having a miscarriage. OB has been notified and⁠—”

“I need more details, Daffodil,” I cut her off.

She nods and starts to play with her hair. “Right. Uh. Thirty-two-year-old female, G1P0 at sixteen weeks gestation, presented overnight after a fall down the stairs. She is accompanied by her husband, and there are no indications of abuse. Ultrasound unfortunately confirmed fetal demise. OB is set to evaluate soon to discuss D&E.”

Shit. At least she’s here, and we can take care of her. “Better. I want you and Miss Fritz to closely monitor this patient until OB has come down and takes over. How is her mental state?”

“She’s a mess,” Wren boldly answers. “She and her husband are wrecked.”

Though I try to appear unaffected, she’s the reason I was up all night, and I’m in no mood for her now. “Call in a social worker and offer chaplain services if they’re interested⁠—”

“Already done,” Wren retorts.

I raise an eyebrow at her, and Daffodil beams a proud smile. “Miss Fritz got here early and was working with the night team on the case.”

Ah. Interesting. At least she’s trying to make up for her blunder yesterday.

“Glad to hear it, Miss Fritz. Keep me updated on her status. Who’s next?”

The next eager beaver to please reports on their patient, and once all of this is done, I head for the kitchen only to be stopped by Callan Barrows, the chief down here. He’s also a good man, an incredible father to Katy, a doting husband to Layla, and I like him a lot. Callan is one of the reasons I chose this ER.

“Hey, man.” He slaps my shoulder. “How’s it going with the new students?”

I glance down the hall, but we’re essentially alone other than people scurrying this way and that as they do their jobs. I turn back to him. “Good for the most part. They haven’t killed anyone yet, so it seems their residents are on top of it.”

He chuckles. “Always a nice start. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

His sober expression has me straightening my spine and giving him my full attention. “What is it?”

“I’m planning to step down as chief.”

That shocks me. “How come?”

He shrugs. “It’s just time. I’m a grandfather now that Katy has Willow, and with her and Bennett’s hours here at the hospital, I want to help out where I can. Layla and I have decided to watch Willow three days a week so she’s not in daycare for such long hours. It had been stressing Katy out, and I can’t have that.”

Katy is a type-1 diabetic and has had some issues with it, so I understand his concern for her health and well-being.

I smile despite this unhappy news. “I think that’s amazing of you and Layla to do.”

He chuckles, his eyes gleaming. “It’s not exactly a hardship. I’d spend every day with that little terror if I could. But with me stepping down, someone has to step up.”

Now my heart starts to thunder. I’ve only been here a year, so I didn’t think I’d be on the shortlist for that, but I’m hoping Callan’s about to change that for me.

“Do you have any candidates in mind?”

He smiles. “I have a few, Jack, but you’re one of them if you’re interested in applying for the role.”

Wow. Color me shocked. “Thank you. Yes, I’m very interested.”

“I thought you might be. Harrison is another one.”

I frown before I can stop it. Harrison Marshall is an incorrigible asshole—on a completely different scale and level from me. He loves nothing more than flirting and fucking his way through med students and interns despite the band on his hand and children at home. He’s no different than my old boss who fucked Tilly, though they did live together for about a year before she caught him fucking someone else. Or so I was told. I tried not to keep track. He’s also good-looking and effusively charming and likable to everyone. Everyone except me. He has been working here since his residency, whereas I’ve only been here a year, so that gives him an advantage over me.

“Anyone else?”

“Caroline already told me she wasn’t interested. The hospital will search for national candidates as well, but we like to promote from within.”

“Well, I’m honored that you thought of me, and I’m sad you’re stepping down, but I think your reason for doing it is about the best there is. I wish you the best with helping out with Willow because that girl is a terror like her mother.”

He laughs. “Thank you. She sure is.”

He slaps my shoulder again. “Go get back to work. I’ll catch you later, and the board will be in touch.”

I give him a wave and continue to the kitchen, needing an extra moment after that. And coffee. I shouldn’t get my hopes up, but hell, it is impossible not to. I wanted to be a trauma surgeon like my father, who used to work in this very hospital for as long as I can remember, and when my hand was sliced open and a nerve was severed, that dream died. The ER is the closest thing to that and doesn’t require the dexterity that a surgeon does.

To be chief…

No. Not going to do it. It’ll only be another disappointment when I don’t get it.

“You look tired, boss,” Wren notes from the kitchen doorway as she watches me set a K-cup and water in the Keurig. Christ. Can’t I get a break from her?

“Is there something you need, Miss Fritz? I believe I gave you an order to closely monitor your patient.” I don’t turn or give her my attention because I don’t want to notice how her hair is up in a tight bun on top of her head, showing off her long, graceful neck the way it was at the LA party, or how she has something on her eyelids that makes them shimmer ever so subtly, even with the harsh ER lights.

“If OB determines that the patient requires surgical intervention, may I go up to the OR with her?”

“This is your ER rotation, not OB.”

“I’m aware, but I’m hoping you’ll make an exception since the procedure generally is done in under an hour.”

“No.”

“For real? That’s a shame. Fine, I’ll go ask Dr. Marshall. He’s already asked me twice today if I need help with anything. He seems very friendly.”

That little brat. I don’t like that Dr. Marshall is already seeking her out. Not one fucking bit. He’s got some balls going after a Fritz in this hospital.

I grip my mug a little too tightly as I set it in the machine. “You must want this badly.”

She makes a noise in the back of her throat that almost sounds like a giggle. “Why do you say that?”

I turn my head over my shoulder as my cup fills with hot, black magic. “Because you’re being nice to me while trying to get a rise out of me.”

She shrugs. “I didn’t think you’d say yes if I told you that you look like shit, and your hair is standing up on top of your head.”

Instantly, my hand shoots up to feel for the errant pieces, and I end up brushing it back from my face just in case when I come up empty. Wren’s lips twitch, and I realize she was fucking with me. Again. God, she really is such a brat. I both love and hate that she just did that to me, and it worked. My palm twitches with the desire to spank her beautiful ass red for that, and I clench it into a fist to shut it down.

“So I don’t look like shit?”

She scoffs and folds her arms as she leans against the doorway. “You never look like shit. I don’t think that’s possible for you, even when you’re visibly tired, which is annoyingly unfair.”

I suppress the urge to smirk. “How’s that?”

“I’m not going to flatter you.”

“You started it.”

She rolls her eyes at me. “And now you’re fifteen?”

“You’re the one who just rolled her eyes at me. Plus, isn’t there something you want from me?”

She rolls her eyes again, this time for show. “Fine. Whatever. It’s not as though you don’t already know you’re scary hot. Everyone knows it and treats you like the sun, too beautiful and painful to look at. It’s one of the things I hate most about you, actually. If you weren’t so gorgeous, I never would have had such a big crush on you growing up.”

“What? You had a crush on me?” That knocks me sideways.

“The fact that you’re so oblivious is another trait I can’t stand. Yes. But I was very young and insanely naïve and didn’t know you were such an asshole. You can’t hold it against me. The hot older brother’s best friend trope is real.”

“Huh?”

She waves that away. “Anyway, I didn’t sleep well either, and I required a pound of concealer under my eyes to hide my bags and shimmery eyeshadow to brighten them. All you need is maybe a drop of Visine in each eye, and no one will be the wiser. It’s unfair.”

Hmm. Interesting. I twist to the side so I can face her better. “So I’m scary hot, and you had a crush on me?”

She grins as she rocks up onto the balls of her feet. “Yep. But don’t go getting your thong in a twist. That crush died a long time ago, and then you smashed it dead at the LA party.”

She leaves it there, and so do I, but I tuck that away in the will obsess over later file. Wren thinks I’m hot. Not just hot, but scary hot. And she had a crush on me for what sounds like years. I shouldn’t like that as much as I do, even if her saying I smashed it dead drags a frown to my lips and makes my insides twist painfully.

“Why didn’t you sleep last night?”

She shakes her head. “I’m not talking to you about my sleep or lack thereof. And I’m trying very hard to be nice. So what do you say?”

“No.”

Her lips part, and her eyes go wide and incredulous. “You’re unbelievable. Why?”

“I already told you why.”

She shoots over to me and glares defiantly. “I happen to know you’ve allowed other students to do similar things when other specialties have come down. So this is about me, right?”

I shift in front of her even though my coffee is done brewing and I need to get to work. “Why didn’t you sleep last night, Wren?”

“Why don’t you fuck off, Jack?”

I smirk. “You know I’m your boss, right? I could write you up or keep you cleaning bedpans for your entire rotation for mouthing off to me like that. Though I don’t think you care. You like saying that to me too much. That and calling me an asshole.”

“I like a lot of things. I like saying fuck off and calling you an asshole because it feels good, and right now, I think you’re too tired and apathetic to bother with punishing me for it. I like the fall and football and ridiculous shoes that pinch my toes. I like baking without a recipe and looking up vacations I want to take one day. I like my coffee the same color as your heart. Black.” She reaches around me, picks up my cup, and without blowing on it, takes a sip. “I just don’t like you.”

She hands me the mug, and I stare down at the sticky spot where her lips just touched and the residue of gloss she left. Our fingers brush, and it’s the same as it’s always been. I’d just forgotten since it’s been so long since I’ve touched her. It’s the same crackling energy that hums between us.

It’s a vibe. A tingle up your spine or goose bumps on your skin. It’s the promise of clothes-ripping, sweaty, great sex. It’s what I felt the first time I touched her at the party and every time I have since, and right now it’s fucking with me.

Like she does.

I pull my cup away from her, and just so I can get her out of my ER for a bit and away from me, I say, “If OB determines your patient is surgical and they say it’s okay, you can accompany them up to the OR. Considering it’s likely your father, mother, or Keegan coming down, I’m sure they’ll allow it.”

A smile lights up her face, and I feel it ricochet in my chest. “Thank⁠—”

“But you’ll return immediately after she is moved to the PACU and make up the hour you missed. I don’t give a shit if you came in early today. That doesn’t count as far as I’m concerned.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

“And Wren?”

She pauses, halfway out the door, but doesn’t turn around.

“If you tell me to fuck off again or call me an asshole in this hospital, I will, apathetic or not, make your next four weeks here hell. Now leave me the fuck alone and do your job so I don’t have to talk to you.”

Smartly, she leaves without a response, and I stare down at my cup, already trying to talk myself out of what I’m about to do, but knowing I’ll do it anyway. I put my mouth exactly where hers just was and take a sip even if I don’t like my coffee as black as my heart. I get a hint of her strawberry gloss, and for a second, it shoots me back to that night, to the flavor of the drink we shared.

I close my eyes, mentally berating myself.

It’s only been two days of her, and I’m already like this. Christ, that woman needs to go, or I’ll never make it through these four weeks.
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“How’s your rotation going in the emergency department?” my adviser Joe asks, perched on the corner of his desk, giving me the intense look he always does.

“It’s going well,” I tell him. “I love the ER, and the intern I’ve been assigned to is great.”

“I’m glad to hear that. That hasn’t necessarily been the case with some of your peers so it sounds like you got a good one.”

I pause at that. Then I remember Jack hates me and wouldn’t intentionally give me a good intern. It has to be random as I initially thought. Right?

“What about your attending physician?” he continues as if reading my mind.

He’s a beautiful bastard who I wish worked anywhere but there so I wouldn’t have to see him every damn day. “He’s fine.”

“Which one were you assigned to again?” He turns to search his paperwork, but I make it easy for him.

“Jack Kincaid.”

He nods. “Good. Good. He’s an excellent doctor, and we’ve only had good reports about him, unlike a few of the others.”

That gets my attention.

“Is there someone I should steer clear of?”

He chuckles. “I’m not allowed to say anything, Wren.”

“But I’m your favorite.”

“You are.” He sighs. “This is between us, but I’m glad you’re with Dr. Kincaid and not Dr. Marshall. He… has a tendency to take a special interest in some of his female students. That’s all I’m saying, and we’ll leave it there.”

Callan and Layla both subtly mentioned this about him, and that’s another reason Callan put me with Jack. It’s also already been noted by me. There are men in this world who automatically set off your creep meter, and Dr. Marshall is one of them. He hasn’t tried anything, but he thinks about it and doesn’t bother hiding it.

“Got it. Dr. Kincaid is fine as a supervisor.”

There must be something in my tone because Joe grins as if he’s onto me. “Attendings are meant to be tough. It’s how doctors learn best.”

Considering like eighty-five percent of my family are doctors or in the medical field, I already know this. He knows I know this.

“Of course,” I go with.

“Are you still set on trying to match here in Boston?”

“Absolutely.”

“And is MGH still your first pick?”

It was. When I first moved back here for med school, it was what I had my heart and mind set on. That sentiment only grew after what happened to me with Theo. Then Jack moved back home and started working there, and now there are rumors that Callan is stepping down as chief, so I’m not sure anymore.

But for now, I say, “I think so.”

His smile grows. “Excellent. I don’t think you’ll have a problem getting into the program you want. Your grades are top-tier, and as you know your family name carries a lot of weight in this city. Not to mention a stellar recommendation from your adviser.” He winks.

“Thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure, Wren. Being your adviser these years has been a treat. You are one of the more gifted students I’ve had the pleasure of working with, and I’m excited to see where your career will go.”

I stand and give him a hug. The man is like a second grandfather to me. “Thank you, Joe. I appreciate all you’ve done for me here.”

“Anytime. You know that.” He rolls his wrist to check his watch. “We didn’t have our full hour together. Is there anything else you need to discuss?”

“No, I’m good. I have somewhere I have to be that I don’t want to be late for.”

“Sure. Text or email if you change your mind, and as you know, my door is always open. I’ll check up on you near the end of your rotation.”

I throw him a wave as I head for the door. “Bye, Joe. Have a good rest of your week.”

Every Tuesday at four, I have my mixed martial arts class, and I haven’t missed one yet. Sometimes I run on the treadmill after. Sometimes I just go home. But I don’t miss my Tuesday nights here. I hop in my car and hit up my favorite coffee spot. Armed with caffeine, I drive down to the gym and sit in my car while I drink my coffee and scroll through my phone.

Tinsley texts me, and we go back and forth for a bit. She asks me about how today was with Jack, and I tell her an abbreviated version. But after I hit send, I flip over to the text chat I had the other night with my mystery guy. I’ve resisted the urge to text him again. I don’t even know why I’m still curious. It’s likely just a guy I met one night in college, probably at a party or in one of my classes, and it didn’t go anywhere.

Still, I like that he kind of flirted with me. I also like that he remembered me even if I didn’t remember him. It was fun to text him because he’s not in front of me. He’s not here. It was easier to let go a little when I was alone and safe in my apartment. I haven’t been able to have a relationship since Theo, and sex has been a mess. I wasn’t sexually assaulted, but my trust factor is zero and I haven’t been able to resurrect it. I never bring anyone home. I never go to their place either.

Boys in high school only got close to me because I was a Fritz, and my best friends were Tinsley Monroe and Mason Reyes. Mason comes from football royalty and Tinsley music royalty. Money and fame. I had that, and that’s all those boys saw. In college, a drunk frat boy tried to win a bet and take my virginity. He didn’t care that I said no, but thankfully a friend came in and stopped it before he could succeed.

Then Jack broke my heart.

It took me a long time after him to seek anything beyond a meaningless fling. A very long time. Then I met Theo. He was a fellow medical student, and I liked him instantly. He had no idea what being a Fritz meant. He was from a small town in the South and had family money of his own, and he wanted me. No lies. No manipulation. No regret or rejection.

He asked me out, and that was that.

For a year, everything was amazing. We moved in together, and my friends loved him. Even Owen and my dad loved him, which is saying something considering how overprotective they can be.

Then, little by little, things started to change. Unravel. He wasn’t doing well in school, and I was. He didn’t like me going out with my friends if he wasn’t around and often accused me of cheating or flirting with other guys. I even found him checking my call and text logs to try to prove this. A month or two after things started getting bad, his dad died unexpectedly, and he refused to go to the funeral, claiming he couldn’t miss class. He’d grow angry and defensive anytime I asked about it, even to the point where he pushed me into a wall and yelled before he stormed out.

That’s when I had Vander start to do some digging for me.

It turned out his father had left everything to his brother and sister and nothing to him. I discovered he hadn’t spoken to his parents in over three years, and they had disowned him after a violent incident with his little sister that nearly cost her her life. He had no money and was surviving on student loans, credit cards, and some money he had stolen from his family before he left and never looked back.

I packed up my belongings and ended things with him that night. He didn’t do well with that and would call and text me at all hours of the day and night, and even though he stopped going to classes, he’d still show up outside of them to try to talk to me. That went on for a few weeks until I threatened to go to the police and get a restraining order if he didn’t back off.

He did, and I thought the nightmare with him was over.

For two months, I didn’t hear anything from him, and as far as I knew from Vander, he’d left Boston and moved to New York. I was out jogging along the Charles River one evening when someone jumped me at knifepoint. He dragged me over to a set of bushes, knocked me to the ground, forced his weight on me from behind, and locked my wrists above my head to hold me in place. Things got worse from there, but I fought and fought and fought.

But despite my best efforts, he had me until I managed to free my keys and sound my panic button on my keychain. An off-duty cop happened to be nearby jogging and saved me. I spent two days in the hospital and swore my family and the people who knew to secrecy. I didn’t want it on the news. I didn’t want it to spread to my ten thousand uncles, aunts, and cousins. And definitely not to my grandparents, Boston’s reigning king and queen.

I survived, but more than that, I became a survivor.

One with the peace of mind of knowing I no longer have to worry about my attacker and that he can’t hurt me again.

Still, I learned that no matter how good of a person I thought I was, no matter how hard I tried to be the person I wanted everyone to see me as, no matter how many stories I fed everyone, my internal compass was broken. It wasn’t leading me true north. I was askew and off-kilter, often feeling like a ghost in a crowded room. Learning to trust ourselves and simply be after a trauma might be the hardest thing in the world. But it’s also the most important.

That and not blaming ourselves for the actions of others.

Therapy started me off, but when therapy wasn’t helping anymore, or maybe just not enough, I started these classes and never looked back. It’s been life-changing and transformative. It’s given me a sense of control and empowered me not to live in fear. Do I have setbacks? Absolutely. Do I have a touch of OCD? Yep, but that’s also part of my control factor, and I don’t hate it. Have I had healthy sex or a relationship since? Nope, but I’m not there yet. And I think that’s okay. I think everyone heals and does things in their own time and way. I don’t have time for a relationship right now anyway, nor do I want one.

So for now, it works.

I hop out of my car, toss my cup in a nearby trashcan, and head into the gym.

The smell of rubber mats, bleach, and sweat hits me, and I smile the same smile I do every time I walk in here and go to the back where the private studios are.

“Hey, Wren,” Margot, the head nurse from the ER, greets me. She’s the one who turned me on to this class and is a survivor herself. I was brought to the ER at MGH that night, and Margot was there along with Callan and Layla. They saved me. They protected my privacy. It’s why MGH was my first choice of hospitals and trauma centers. Being there on the other side and able to save people the way I was saved is all I’ve wanted.

Now I’m not sure what to do with that, but that’s a thought for another day.

“Hey!” I come over to where she’s standing with a few other women we’re in this class with. For a few minutes, we do a check-in. It’s our way of talking about anything that’s plaguing us or anything we want to work through with people who get it. It’s a support network we all share, but then our sensei arrives.

“Are we ready, ladies?”

After that, it’s all work and no chat for a solid hour. By the time I leave the gym, I’m sore, sweaty, and exhausted but feel like a million bucks. That is until I make the grave mistake of deciding to pick up dinner from a salad and bowl place around the corner for a change instead of making dinner at home tonight. I get in line along with the rush hour crew and stare up at the menu that’s displayed on a large flatscreen high above the counter.

“The tuna poke bowl is very good, as is the autumn harvest bowl, but I’d get that one without beets.”

His breath brushes against the back of my exposed neck, and immediately my eyes close and my breath stalls in my chest. I shudder ever so slightly, but it’s not in fear or revulsion despite the fact that he’s behind me. Maybe it’s because he smells so freaking good or because he’s not actually touching me.

“Why no beets?” I ask, refusing to turn around.

“Do you like beets?”

“I’m indifferent.”

“They taste like dirt.”

My lips twitch. “So? What’s your objection to dirt?”

“Other than I don’t enjoy my food tasting like it, nothing. The quinoa in that bowl is excellent, but the spicy sauce on the tuna is something else.”

“I was thinking of going with the tofu pesto wrap.” I’m not. I just want to hear his reaction, and he doesn’t disappoint.

“It’s nut-free pesto and vegan mozzarella on that. Since I know you’re not vegan or even vegetarian with a nut allergy, I have to assume one of two things.”

“And what are those?” The line shuffles up a person, and we follow. His body is close. I can feel him behind me. Not quite touching, but so close it feels like he is. It makes my heart race. Again, not in fear, which is a bit of a trip, but I’m not afraid of Jack. No, my heart’s beating similarly to how it did this morning in the ER kitchen when I stupidly told him how hot I think he is and drank from his cup. Oh, and I touched him. I mean, our fingers touched, but that counts, right?

Working around Jack is already miserable. I’ve actively been trying not to think about him. Or fantasize about him. That last one is key. Nothing worse than trying to get yourself off, and you’re on a tangent of mental porn, and your asshole boss, who you hate because he once broke your heart pops in.

“One, you’re a poor, misguided fool who actually likes vegan food without being vegan, or two, you’re a glutton for pain and punishment.”

“That’s very judgmental of you.”

“Maybe. I do kind of like tofu on occasion. So which is it?”

“The latter.”

He presses into me with that, and I feel him against my back, his breath by my ear. Now my pulse quickens at a different pace as my panic starts to rise. I count backward by fours, and it helps.

“I hoped you’d say that.”

“Why’s that?” I sink my teeth into my lip to squelch the tension churning like corrosive acid through my gut. I don’t want him to know I’m reacting to him in this position.

“Something about you made me think you’d love being punished under the right circumstances.”

My breath catches, and my eyes shoot open, staring unseeingly at the dude in the floor-length puffy peacoat in front of me. My elbow jabs back, landing straight in the center of Jack’s gut. He oomphs but chuckles because it wasn’t a hard hit. Not like the ones I was landing earlier at the gym. Jack’s not dangerous, just an asshole.

“Next!” the woman behind the counter sings out, and I step up.

“She’ll have the wasabi salmon bowl, hold the onions, extra dressing, and edamame and carrots, please,” Jack orders for me.

I gasp and spin around. “How did you know?”

His blue eyes are right there, expectant and amused yet tinted with a hint of mischief. And that smirk? I can’t even with it. My world would be a lot better if Jack Kincaid didn’t look this good. And if the sweater he’s wearing didn’t show off his delicious arm muscles to perfection.

“We ordered from here a few months ago when we were hanging out at Mason’s, and that’s what you got.”

It makes my breath shutter that he remembers.

“Keeping close tabs on me, are you there, Jack?” I smart.

Refusing to answer, he speaks over my head. “I’ll have the fall harvest bowl with chicken and no beets, please. On the same bill,” he tells the person.

I squint. “You’re not buying me dinner.”

His gaze snaps back down to mine, and he gives me a crooked smirk. “Okay, Wren. I’ll just put my card down, and you won’t, and magically you’ll have your food.”

“You don’t get to boss me around.”

His face dips until he’s inches from me. “But I’m your boss. Isn’t that my job?” His fingers tickle up the column of my exposed neck, his eyes following their trail before they’re gone just as quickly. “Good night, my pretty Cinderella. I’ll see you tomorrow. Enjoy your dinner.” He takes a step around me before he spins back toward me. “Oh, and just so you know, since you told me you think I’m scary hot. You’re fucking gorgeous. Makeup, no makeup, whatever.”

And like that, he’s gone. Food paid for, a meal in my hand, his warmth and breath gone. He just said that. With like ten people around us who are now all staring at me.

“Damn. I wish my boyfriend would say that to me,” A woman behind me says, but I don’t reply. Jack isn’t my boyfriend. He never will be. He likely said that to get a reaction from me.

I have to ignore him. From now on, I have to. Because if I start to give in to this incredible itch… I’ll never want to stop scratching.
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“Hey, man,” I greet Owen, surprised to find him here. “What brings you to my ER?”

Owen gives me a smile and a hug. “I finished early for once in my life. Rory and I came here to pick up Katy for dinner, and I thought I’d pop down and see how Wren is getting on with her rotation. Do you know where she is?” Katy and Owen are best friends and godparents to each other’s children. For how close Owen and I are, he and Katy are essentially twins separated at birth.

“Where’s Estlin tonight?”

His smile turns dopey, and his eyes glitter at the mention of my sister. “Working. She has a big commission she wants to finish.”

My sister, like my mother, is an extremely talented painter. My mother is world-famous, and Estlin is working her way to that title quickly.

“Now that you know where yours is, where’s mine?”

“Last I saw her, she was following one of my residents around.” I check my watch. “She should be finishing up for the day, though.”

He puts his hand on my shoulder and walks me over to the side. “How’s it going for her? Truth?”

“Owen, you’re not her dad or her boyfriend. She’s an adult, and from what I hear from the residents and her intern, she’s doing fine.”

His eyes narrow slightly. “But you don’t know?”

I smirk. “I don’t have time for medical students. That’s what interns are for. It’s the standard medical hierarchy, and I know you know that.”

He sighs. “It wouldn’t kill you to be civil with her. Perhaps give her a little extra attention and time.”

Actually, it might.

“We’re civil.” Enough. If by civil, he means we ignore each other, which we have since yesterday morning when she cornered me in the kitchen and drank from my cup. I’m not counting running into her last night at the bowl place. “And I will not play favorites. Not even for my best friend’s little sister.”

He holds up a hand. “Fine. I’ll stop interfering in an overprotective big brother way. Do you want to join us for dinner?”

I lean against the wall and kick my foot up so it’s pressing into it. “Can’t. I have packing I need to finish up. I move next week.”

His face brightens. “You never told me you found a place.”

My brow furrows. “I didn’t?”

He shakes his head. “No, but we’ve both been busy.”

“Weird. Yes, I found a place on Commonwealth in Back Bay. I closed on it a couple of weeks ago, and I’m having it fixed up a bit before I move in.”

Owen laughs and smacks my shoulder. “You know Wren lives there.”

That pulls me up short. “I didn’t know that.”

His expression momentarily darkens. “Yep. She bought a place a little more than two years ago.”

I never kept track of Wren. I never asked Owen or Estlin about her, and if either mentioned her, I intentionally tuned them out and didn’t listen. I made it so she didn’t exist to me because whenever I did, she had a life force inside of me I struggled to control. Thinking about her more than I should never got me anywhere other than miserable.

My gut sinks, but then I remind myself that Commonwealth is a big street, and the likelihood of us living in the same building is slim to none. Not to mention Wren is a billionaire and is likely living in a top-of-the-line penthouse, whereas I am not either of those things.

“Owen?” Wren’s voice carries down the hall, snapping me out of my thoughts. She comes bursting down the hall and throws her arms right around her brother’s neck. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

He hugs her back and then releases her. “I’m picking up Katy for dinner. Rory wanted to see her and baby Willow. Do you want to join us?”

She checks her watch. “What time are you going?” She’s wearing wide-leg jeans and a cropped one-shoulder sweater that shows off a flash of her stomach when she moves. Her long, blonde hair that had been up all day is now flowing down her back in soft waves, and she has a decent amount of makeup on. At least compared to what she had on before. Not that I’m noticing or anything.

She also smells good. She’s wearing that perfume that I hate I like.

I swallow thickly and force myself to look away.

He chuckles. “Now, obviously. You know Rory.”

She frowns. “Aw, bummer. I can’t. I’m supposed to meet someone in half an hour. Rain check, though?”

Something oily and unwelcome shifts inside me.

“Who are you meeting?”

She rolls her eyes at her brother, not even bothering to cast me so much as a cursory glance. “It’s just a drink with a friend from school. Relax, big brother.”

His lips twitch, loving that he gets a reaction from her, and I tell myself that I don’t care who she goes out with. Poor bastard that he is.

“Sure,” he mutters sarcastically. “I’ll get right on that. Rory is upstairs with Katy, but I wanted to see how your rotation is going so far.”

Now I get a look. And it’s not a kind one, either. “I’m not sure I have permission to speak freely,” she smarts.

“Go ahead,” I tell her, waving my hand in Owen’s direction. “I couldn’t care less. In fact, I’m heading out for the night, so you can paint me as your villain all you want.”

The moment I say the word villain, her breath catches and her face heats. She looks pissed, and I don’t blame her for that. I’ve been her villain more than once, more than I ever wanted to be, but the use of that word puts us both back to that night in LA. Right in front of her brother and my best friend.

I clear my throat. “Night, brother. Later, student.”

He gives me a fist pound, and she pretends as if I didn’t speak.

I start to walk away before I ask Wren for her address. That’s the last thing I want to know.
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Packing tape sticks to my finger, and I shake out my hand, trying to fling it off. Christ, I hate packing, and as I look around, I have to wonder how much stuff do I have? My place isn’t much bigger than a decent-sized hotel room. I lean back against the base of my sofa and take a sip of my beer. I got a message from my contractor earlier that they should be done with everything by the end of the day on Friday. I can’t wait to see it.

I’ve never been so excited to live in a place. Then again, I’ve never owned anything before.

My phone pings, and lazily I bounce forward until my fingers just catch the bottom of it. I slide it across the table toward me so I can pick it up and resume my comfortable position.

Wren: Okay, I’ve been patient. Tell me who you are.




I laugh. I knew she’d come back to this. Wren not only doesn’t like to lose, she’s far too curious for her own good. Then again, isn’t she supposed to be out on a date? I’ve forced myself not to think about that, but the fact that it’s not even nine and she’s texting me makes me much happier than I should be.

Me: Guess.




Wren: Guess? How can I do that? The only thing I have to go on is that you first texted me seven years ago, and you’re male.




Me: Guess.




I can practically feel her frustration from here. I did say I was going to tell her if she ever texted again, and here we are, and I’m playing more games. I should do the right thing, but it’s not as though she could hate me more than she already does. For a guy with not a lot going on in his life, at least now I have something. As sad and pathetic as that is.

Or maybe I just need to get laid. Go to a random bar and meet a random woman and blow off all this steam. The fact that I can hardly remember the last time I had sex is obviously the culprit for why I react to Wren the way I do. She’s unfinished business that will never find closure, and it’s time I get over that.

But I like that she doesn’t know it’s me. I like that she’s not instantly antagonistic, and I can just… talk to her. I’m not her villain. I’m not the guy who hurt her. I’m just a guy to her right now. Still, it’s wrong. It’s a lie. Fuck.

Just as I’m about to put her out of her misery and tell her who I am, she comes back with…

Wren: Okay, I scrolled through my contacts, and the only people I don’t have on here are people I might have had a random night with and never saw again.




The fuck is that?

Is she trying to kill me?

Jesus. I cover my forehead with my hand. Well, now I’m certainly not telling her. How many of those does she have?

Wren: But that’s impossible with you.




Me: Why is it impossible?




Then it dawns on me. Our first text chat was seven years ago. She was eighteen and still a virgin.

Wren: That’s personal.




Me: Fine. How many one-nighters with random people have you had?




Wren: Again, none of your business, weird, random stranger. My point is, since that’s all you can possibly be in my history, I think it’s best if we end this conversation now.




Me: You’re probably right.




Because I can’t take this anymore. I can’t take the want. The weird yearning for the illicit. The reminder of just how lonely and alone I am.

Wren: Awesome. But before I do that, quick question, and I need a real answer here. Are men no longer interested in friendships with women? Like, is it always about the sex? I figured you’d give me an honest answer since we don’t know each other, and I obviously can’t ask my real male friends.




I wonder if this was her date from tonight, and once again it has my jaw clenching and that unwelcome and uncomfortable feeling within me stirring. Things were much easier between us when hate was our only game, I saw her sporadically and didn’t have to speak to her. But put us alone together, and the gloves come off, and my stupid, traitorous dick gets hard.

Or again, maybe I just need sex.

Me: I have good friends who are female, and I don’t think about sex with them.




It’s true. I’ve never looked twice at Sorel or Katy that way. Sorel especially. We both moved back to Boston around the same time, and since she started floating down to the ER on occasion, we’ve become close. In fact, I was bitching to her about Wren being my student just the other day. Despite the fact that she’s cousins with Wren, Sorel has always stayed neutral, which I appreciate.

Wren: So you’re basically saying the guy I went out with tonight is an asshole then?




I take a final sip of my beer and set the empty bottle on the coffee table before I return to my phone.

Me: I’m saying maybe he’s always wanted to be more and likes you.




And if you tell me who he is, he’ll be dead or bleeding heavily in under an hour.

I sigh. I have a problem. What is it about her that turns me into a teenager? All hormones and jealousy and yearning. It’s been five years for Christ’s sake. It was one night. One sexual encounter that didn’t go so well.

Wren: I’m fairly certain he only wants the sex, but I’m sure your brother-in-arms will appreciate the solid you tried to give him.




Me: *Shrugs emoji* Can’t be helped. So it was a bad date then?




Wren: If you consider him trying to grope my leg and ass before we even ordered our drinks, and when I pushed his hand away, he got bitchy like a PMSing cat and stormed out bad, then you can call it that. It wasn’t supposed to be a date. Like I said, we’re friends. Or were.




Me: Wow, okay, that’s bad. I take it back. He’s an asshole.




Wren: Thank you for the validation. It was fun chatting with you and all, but I’m deleting you from my phone now.




Me: I doubt that.




Wren: Are you trying to challenge me on this? I’m very competitive and always like to win.




Me: Same for me. If you gave me your number once, you obviously liked me enough to allow that to happen.




I stand up and walk my empty bottle into the kitchen before I chuck it in my recycling bin. What. The fuck. Am I doing?

Me: You know what? Forget that. You’re probably right. Delete me.




Wren: Tell me your name first.




Me: Arthur.




Wren: Arthur? As in the king of Camelot?




Me: See, I knew once I gave you my name you’d remember me.




Wren: Har, har. Were you this witty before?




Me: Only with you.




It’s sadly true.

Wren: Now I know why I didn’t text you again.




Me: Why’s that?




Wren: I always had a thing for Lancelot.




My lips curl into a grin, and I rub my thumb over my bottom one. This girl.

Me: Ouch. And all these years I was left to wonder at the reason.




Wren: Just tell me. What’s with all the cloak-and-dagger stuff?




My finger hovers over the keyboard on my phone, and my heart starts to pump a little harder in my chest as I type out my name. How do I tell her this? She’ll be furious—rightfully so. We have to work together for the next three-plus weeks, and I have to see her enough through Owen and everyone else that I don’t want to escalate the hatred between us.

Because I’m so tired of her hating me and me hating myself for why she hates me and me saying that I hate her along with it just to keep it even when it was never even to begin with.

Shit. I never should have responded to her damn text. Again.

I delete my name and respond with…

Me: Good night, Wren. Do us both a favor and don’t text again.




I put my phone on Do Not Disturb and toss it back on my coffee table.

Tomorrow is a fresh start. No more texts. Minimal and professional only interactions. And in a few weeks, Wren will be off my service and out of my daily life. It’ll be fine. It has to be.
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The worst thing about the emergency department is that it’s not very big. It’s one floor sectioned off into different patient areas with the waiting room on the other side of two giant metal, you shall not pass until we allow you to, doors. There’s a reason they call it a room, and it’s been feeling smaller and smaller every day.

“You never answered my text,” I say to Sorel, who’s floating down here from the family medicine department. She does that a couple of days a week, and it’s a bright spot for me. Sorel is awesome and has become one of my closest friends. And just as I said to Wren over text, I’ve never once pictured her naked or imagined fucking her. But even better than that, she’s a female, and with that, I get a different set of thoughts and opinions on things than I do with Owen, Bennett, or any of my other male friends.

“Text?” she questions and pulls out her phone only to remember before she searches it. “Right. Yes, I can do that. But you realize Serena has picked out every piece of furniture I’ve ever bought, and that isn’t a lot. I’m not sure how much help I’ll be.”

Serena is Sorel’s identical twin sister. She works for Monroe Fashions and lives in Paris, so that doesn’t surprise me.

“I do realize that, but you’re my only female person who isn’t my family, and my mother has a lot of opinions, especially when it comes to design and color. It’s a couch. It shouldn’t be an exploration of every furniture store in the city. I need a moderator for her, and she likes you.”

“I like her too, but yeah, I can see how she’d be a lot when it comes to interior design. I’m there with you. I’m very good at sitting and feeling if it’s too firm.” She cackles and smacks my shoulder. “That’s totally what she said.”

I smile and laugh lightly. “It is. But in my world, is there ever a thing as too firm?”

Her nose scrunches, and she tucks her blonde hair behind her ears. “With couches? Yes. Anything else I’m unwilling to discuss with you.”

“Same.”

“Dr. Fritz-Reyes, I have the lab results for your patient in curtain three,” one of the nurses says.

Sorel rolls her eyes at me because the nurses still call her Fritz-Reyes even though she’s asked them not to since her marriage to Mason is fake, though obviously the nurses don’t know that part. She turns to the nurse. “Excellent. Please tell me they’re good, and I don’t have to admit this patient up to med-surg for observation. His wife will lose her fluffing mind, and we’ll have to admit her for anxiety management.”

“They’re good,” she assures her, and Sorel wipes at the imaginary sweat on her brow.

“Fabulous.” She turns back to me. “I’ll find you later for couch shopping.”

Sorel goes straight for her nurse and leaves me here with… no patients that need my immediate attention. It’s unheard of. It’s catastrophic. Because that means I now have to do my other job. Teaching.

I’ve successfully avoided Wren since the kitchen on Tuesday. Any interactions have been minimal and completely professional. No antagonistic comments. No sneering in my direction. Definitely no tasting my coffee or her lip gloss.

But two things have troubled me.

One, my dick twitches every freaking time I see her.

And two, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her.

With her here, I’m constantly on alert. Where is she and what’s she doing, and if I turn this corner, am I going to be forced to see her? My dick jumps like an excited puppy, desperate for her to pet it every time that happens. It’s ridiculous. It’s as though I’ve got no control, and control is the name of my goddamn game. At night when I leave here, I wonder if I’m going to randomly run into her or if she’s going to text me again. And when she does, despite saying I won’t engage, I always do.

One more hit. One more text. It’s as addicting as she is.

She’d called me scary hot, and when we’re alone together, I can feel an undercurrent buzzing between us. It was easier when I thought her hatred for me made her physically indifferent. But knowing she’s attracted to me…

Clearing that away, I go in search of my residents to see how they’re doing and make sure they haven’t killed any of my patients.

At least that’s the excuse I’m giving myself as I walk through the emergency department headed toward one intern in particular to whom I assigned a particular medical student. The intern who is soft and sweet and kind and not the least bit harsh. One who will teach and be enthusiastic and not treat her med student like a bottom feeder the way the rest do.

I’m just checking on them.

Because it’s my job to do so as her boss and her brother’s best friend while ensuring that her Thursday starts better than her Monday did. And to prove to myself that this woman does not control my mind or my dick.

I’ve hardly noticed that the pink shirt under her scrubs matches the natural color in her cheeks and lips or how her hair is in a ponytail today instead of a bun—thank God—and I certainly don’t give a shit if it still showcases the delicate features of her neck and face.

Turning the corner, I come to an abrupt halt. Wren is talking to Daffodil with a beaming smile on her face. Beaming smiles have no place in the ER, but she’s wearing one all the same. Maybe I should have given her a different resident. I told Owen I wasn’t playing favorites or doing special favors. Next week I should mix this up. It’s only fair that way.

When a laugh flees her lips and I decide I can’t stand it a second longer, I head down the hall. Hearing me approach, her gaze slides right. And that smile instantly falls.

That beautiful bubble she was just encased in pops before my eyes. I’m her villain, and I should revel in how she hates me so much. It keeps me safe even when my thoughts about her aren’t always so. Yet today, for some inexplicable reason, it draws a frown to my lips. A frown she misreads as her expression turns hard, and she readies herself for battle.

Good. Fighting I can handle. It’s welcome, almost.

Anything else with her is not.

“I came to check on your patients,” I say to Daffodil while ignoring Wren because she’s a medical student, and I don’t like the way my skin prickles at the back of my neck whenever our eyes meet. “I saw you had a rule-out MI and a sutures case. Do you need to present anything?”

Daffodil gives me a slightly befuddled look, and I can’t blame her for it. I’m her attending, and typically, as an intern, she presents to a senior resident, and they’ll present to me. I rarely go directly to interns unless I need them to run basics like labs, discharges, H&Ps, and sutures.

A blush creeps up her neck and stains her cheeks. “Uh, sure. Yes. Um.” She shifts and tucks her hair behind her ear. Her phone chirps an annoying tune on her hip, and she glances down at the message. “Oh, Dr. Marshall is stat paging us over to triage.” She turns to Wren, but I quickly shake my head.

No fucking way am I letting Miss Fritz run to answer his page.

“Miss Fritz can stay here and present to me. I’m positive you can handle whatever Dr. Marshall needs on your own, Daffodil.”

“Of course, Dr. Kincaid.” Daffodil scurries off, and Wren turns to me, looking like she just swallowed a bug.

“You know you’re not being fair to her.”

That takes me by surprise. I may be a bit of an asshole and definitely stern, but I’m always impartial and willing with my staff. Daffodil prefers fast-tracks, and she’s good at them, but I’m not doing her any favors or helping her grow as a doctor if I only place her there.

“How’s that?” I question, checking my phone so I appear bored and indifferent, and it forces my gaze away from her.

“You saunter over here looking like that…” She waves a hand up and down me, and I jump all over that.

“Looking like what?”

She rolls her eyes and continues without missing a beat. “With your blue eyes that match your scrubs, tall frame, and deep voice, and ask her to present her patients to you just like that.” She snaps her fingers.

“That is her job,” I deadpan, feeling like I’m missing something, though I make a mental note to wear more blue scrubs.

“That call was legit to swap with another intern to do fast-tracks. There was nothing stat about it.”

That’s because Dr. Fucking Marshall wants Wren to work with him. Dick. I never thought he’d be stupid enough to try his bullshit with a Fritz, especially since her goddamn parents work upstairs and half of her cousins work down here, but clearly, the man has no limits. I seriously hope he doesn’t make chief. I shudder to think about him in a bigger position of power.

I shake my head, at a total loss. “I’m sorry. I’m not understanding what you’re saying.”

“She’s in love with you. You flustered the poor girl so badly that she fled. You can’t sneak up on her like that.”

This is ridiculous. “You mean I can’t ask her to do her job? This is the ER. She’s an intern. I’m an attending. I ask questions, she answers. That’s how this works.”

“Just have a little tact next time.”

“Tact?” My eyebrows hit my hairline, though the way her lips twitch, I think she’s fucking with me again. Why do I keep falling for it? “What makes you think she’s in love with me?”

Wren snorts sardonically. “Seriously? Are you intentionally being obtuse, or are you that clueless?”

I think about this while I continue to check my phone. My patients are all settled and waiting on labs or films. Fuck it, I’ve got a minute. I slide my phone back onto my hip. “The blushing thing?”

She smiles at me as if she’s impressed I can put two and two together. To make four, so there you go. “Yep. The blushing thing. The stuttering thing. All of it.”

I tilt my head in contemplation. “Huh. I always thought it was a nervous intern thing.”

“Now you know better.”

My lips quirk. “Should I give her a shot?”

I’m not serious. I couldn’t tell you anything about Daffodil other than she has an odd name, blushes whenever I speak to her, and is far too sweet for the ER. But Wren’s reaction is what I’m after, and she doesn’t disappoint. Her face twists in annoyance as she looks away, out toward the semi-quiet ER. Two can play at this game.

“She is very pretty, but I don’t think she’s your type.”

I can’t resist. I lean a little into her as if I’m seeking a secret. “No? How’s that?”

Her vibrant blue eyes slingshot back to mine, narrowed ever so slightly. “She’s too nice for you.”

I feign indignation, an affronted hand going to my chest. “I love nice. I am nice. I can do nice all day long.”

She shrugs indifferently. “If you say so. I mean, I haven’t witnessed that, but who knows?”

“Are you saying I deserve bitchy instead?”

“Perhaps someone who won’t let you walk all over them. But if you say Daffy’s your type, you should ask her out then, Romeo.”

I attempt to hold in my smirk at her subtle ire. “You sure? It doesn’t sound as though you like that idea.”

She scoffs derisively and shifts ever so slightly, her hand going to her hip. “I couldn’t care less.”

I give her a long once-over and make a show of studying her a little harder. “I don’t know. You seem a bit jealous.”

“You wish. You’re so not my type.”

“I’m everyone’s type. Besides, I thought I was your adolescent crush,” I throw back at her.

“Lucky for me, I’m no longer that girl and came to my senses a long time ago.”

“Oh, Cinderella, I beg to differ there.”

The fact that I brought that up causes her face to flush a pretty pink and venom to swirl across her features. “You really are an asshole.”

“Only with you. With Daffy I’ll be nice since that’s what she likes.”

She flicks my shoulder, and I love that I just annoyed her enough to touch me. “Just be careful with her. She’s fragile and doesn’t understand that poison can taste sweet when served just right.”

“Is that what I was with you?”

Her eyes flare. “You never gave me anything just right.”

A cocky grin slithers up my lips, and I’m tempted to lean in on her, to press against her, to push my weight and call her out on her bullshit. I refrain but just barely. “I beg to differ on that. Still, if that’s your story, I’m shocked you haven’t poisoned her against me. Since you know how best to serve it.”

She smirks as she takes down her ponytail and runs her fingers through her long, silky hair. Her fingers massage her scalp before she deftly redoes it. It’s annoyingly distracting. As is the brush of her fragrance that tickles my nose.

“Oh, believe me,” she smarts, “I’ve tried. She’s absurdly loyal.”

I laugh despite myself, tucking my hands into my scrubs’ pockets. “Unlike you.”

“Definitely unlike me,” she parries. “I’m planning a coup. The other med students and I ride at dawn.”

“Only against me or all the hierarchy?”

“I’m undecided. It depends on how big of an asshole you are today. But the others will fall in line with my call.”

I snort a laugh, unable to hide my amusement. “I should punish you for that. Any other student who dared to call me an asshole would be on scut for the rest of their medical school career. In fact, didn’t I say something similar to you the other morning?”

“That was if I told you to fuck off again. Which I’m not at present since we’re in the hospital.”

“I think asshole was on the list too, but nice try. Now I’ll have to come up with a punishment for you.” The thought nearly makes me groan. How much would I love to punish the brat in her?

Her gaze runs up and down my body, and I hate how much I notice it. How easily I react to it. My pulse quickens, and my cock, ever the puppy for her, gives an excited little jerk in my pants. My odd and unexplainable desire to be near her, to engage with her despite my better judgment, is completely unrelated to the fact that she drives me crazy. It’s a paradox. One I don’t think I’ll ever understand.

She steps into me and comes up on her tiptoes toward the side of my face as if she’s about to whisper a secret in my ear. I hold my breath, unwilling to inhale her scent again.

“But we both know you won’t.”

I capture her waist to hold her up to me. “How’s that, Miss Fritz?”

I can feel her lips curl up with how close she is to my cheek, and how did we get like this? If I move just an inch to the right, she’ll feel how hard I am.

“Because I think we can both agree that the less we deal with each other, the better off we are. And I already know you don’t want me as your scut puppy.”

I return the favor and bring my mouth down to her. If anyone walked by right now, this would not look good. And it would draw gossip if caught, and my chances at chief would be over. I don’t know what I’m doing or why I’m risking that. I simply came here to check on her, and now I’m touching her and smelling her and feeling the heat and press of her body.

It angers me, and I let her see it. “I don’t want you as my anything, Cinderella.”

She pats my shoulder. “Keep telling yourself that, villain.” She drops down and turns to walk away. “My patients have already been discharged. Unless you want to teach me how to suture, I’m going to find someone to learn from since you’re useless with that.”

Brat. She’s such a fucking brat.

God, what I would give to spank her. To see my handprint on her porcelain skin and listen as she begs.

That thought twists my stomach and calls me back. “Actually, Miss Fritz, why don’t you gather your other flunky friends and meet me back in sutures? I’ll be more than happy to teach you how it’s done.”

Her steps falter, and I grin to myself. Score one for me. Finally.
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“This is so not the place I thought you were going to pick,” Sorel says, shoving a handful of popcorn straight from the bag into her mouth as we meander around furniture pieces.

“How come?”

“It’s fancy.”

“My mom picked it.” I glance around. “Too fancy for me?”

She shrugs. “No. It’s great. Just a little modern for your taste. Or compared to what I saw in your apartment.”

“The couch I currently have is not only my parents’ old one, but it won’t fit right in my new space.” I drop down onto one and immediately bounce back up. Too stiff. And yeah, a bit modern.

“Right. I’m sure we’ll find you something, but couches can take a while to be delivered. When do you move again?”

“Wednesday,” I tell her with a grimace. I didn’t really think about that. “I kind of suck at adulting.”

“All doctors do. We spend our entire lives in school, and once we’re at the top of the food chain, we then have to learn how to be adults. In our thirties.” She takes in the store around us. “Hmm. Okay,” she garbles around more popcorn. “We’ll find you something great. Something you. Are your mom or sister meeting us here? As much as I love hanging out and am honored you chose me as your shopping buddy, your mom and Estlin have impeccable taste.”

“You have impeccable taste.”

She arches a challenging eyebrow. “I believe we’ve already discussed this.”

“Yes. They’re meeting us here in about ten minutes or so.”

Relief flashes across her face. “Good. That should help since I haven’t seen the space yet.”

“Estlin hasn’t either. Only my mom has.”

She drops down onto a deep sofa I would kill for, but not only is it too expensive, it’s too big. Her feet kick up on the coffee table, and she continues to eat.

“Good stuff.” She pats the space beside her. “Let’s wait for them.”

I come and sit beside her, then steal a piece of her popcorn.

“Excuse me, do you and your wife need any help?” a sales associate asks in a sharp tone.

“No, thank you,” I reply, holding in my laughter. “Not yet. We’re waiting on a few other people.”

“Of course.” She offers us a fake smile before pointedly glaring at Sorel. “But there is no eating here.”

“Right.” Sorel crumples up the top of the bag. “My apologies.”

The woman gives us a snide sniff and walks off. Both Sorel and I crack up, and I nudge her with my elbow. “You got reprimanded.”

“I totally did!” she exclaims, laughing harder. “See what I mean about the adulting thing? And she thinks I’m your wife. Your pregnant wife. I do look pregnant now, right?”

I glance down at her stomach. “Yes. I’d think you were, but as a man, we’re trained never to be stupid enough to ask a woman. Speaking of, how’s your fake husband?”

Sorel huffs and nudges me back with her elbow before she glances around to make sure that the coast is clear and reopens the bag to steal a piece of popcorn. “He’s fine. He’s great, actually. Everything is amazing with us now and all sorted out. Well, except for the fake marriage part. That’s a whole other bag of popcorn I don’t have the energy to get into right now. Where are you moving again?”

“Commonwealth.”

She twists to face me, her eyes wide, and I hold up my hand to stop her.

“Owen already told me that Wren lives there. It’s not the same building.” I’m positive of it, though I didn’t follow up with him about it, and I refuse to ask her.

“You already know this?”

I shrug. “Not for sure, but it’s Wren, and she’s a Fritz princess.”

Sorel gives me an unimpressed look. “I’m a Fritz princess.”

“Exactly. You’re a billionaire heiress who lives in a huge penthouse. You just proved my point.”

“It was Mason’s penthouse before I moved in. I lived in a three-story walkup before that.”

I shake my head. “Doesn’t count. You hated that place and didn’t pick it out. That was all your ex. Your grandparents live on a compound. Owen’s house is a freaking mansion. Stone lives next to Mason in a similarly enormous penthouse. Keegan and Kenna have a giant place. Your people don’t live in average-sized one-bedroom apartments in brownstones.”

“Umm… yeah, we do, Mr. Judgy. Wren does.” Her eyes widen as she emphasizes that to nail her meaning.

My stomach drops, but I quickly dismiss it. “That’s Dr. Judgy, and it’s not the same building. That would be improbable.”

“But not impossible. I don’t remember her building number, but maybe you should check with Owen. I think it was near Exeter. Or was it Berkley? Shit, I can’t remember now. This pregnancy is destroying my brain.”

I shake my head. I own my condo. I just bought it. It’s the first good thing that’s truly mine that no one can take from me, and I’ve worked my ass off for it. I refuse to allow Wren Fritz to enter into that at all. There is no way that spoiled princess lives in my building. No way.

“Speaking of…” Her eyebrows bounce suggestively, and I already know where this is headed. “How are things with my little cousin?”

“Which one?” I quip. “You only have ten thousand.”

She rolls her eyes. “Come on. Spill the tea before Estlin gets here.”

Estlin and Wren are good friends and have become closer since Estlin moved back home a year ago. And since Estlin is engaged to my best friend, I unfortunately have to suffer through Wren more than I’d like when I hang out with them.

“I want to know how things are with you and Wren,” she continues. “I didn’t see much action today, which frankly was disappointing.”

I toss my arm around her shoulder and covertly steal more popcorn. “That’s because there’s nothing to tell.”

She scoffs and takes more popcorn for herself. “You’re such a liar.”

“You’re her cousin.”

“I’m your friend,” she argues, looking hurt as if I’d keep things from her based on that. “I promise. It’ll stay between us.”

I know it will. It’s why I talk to Sorel. I trust Owen with everything in my life except this because I can’t talk to him about this. I can’t talk to anyone about this, and it’s been eating at me for far too long. Maybe that’s what I need to expel Wren from my system once and for all. A good purging.

I throw her a warning look. “Remember, I did the pregnancy dipstick on your urine. That’s true friendship.”

She rests her head on my shoulder. “Best friendship. I mean it. I’m a vault.”

“You can’t react.”

“Okay.”

“I slept with Wren.”

She gasps, and her head shoots up, her eyes wide and her lips puckered, making her look like a goldfish.

I point at her. “You told me you wouldn’t react.”

“Shit. Right. Sorry.” She drops her head back to my shoulder. “But you can’t drop that on me and expect me not to react. How? When? Give me all the details.”

“It was a long time ago. I was still in LA, and she was… fuck, she was only a college kid. I didn’t know it was her. We were at a masked Halloween party at some Hollywood producer’s house. We shared this crazy drink.” I pause here, debating if I should tell her what the drink was called or the lore behind it, and decide that’s not important since it was all bullshit. “One thing led to another, and I… god, Sorel, I took her virginity. I didn’t know,” I quickly continue when I feel her stiffen against me. “We, well, we started, and I saw she was in pain, and that’s when she told me. I pulled off her mask and freaked out when I realized it was her. But…” I trail off because this is the bad part. The worst part. The part that still haunts me.

“But?” she prompts when I don’t finish that.

“But even after I realized it was her”—I blow out a strained breath—“I didn’t stop.”

“Jack.”

“I should have,” I rush out before she can say anything. “I know that. I fucking know that. I’ve felt nothing but guilt and regret since. I hurt her, and I did it all wrong, and she’s Owen’s little sister. Anyway, it didn’t end well. She stormed off, and I didn’t follow after her.” Another regret. “Now she hates me, and I hate her. It’s easier that way.”

“Because you like her,” she states matter-of-factly.

I shake my head adamantly. “I don’t. I can’t stand her.”

She sits up and levels me with a dubious expression, and I hate how part of me squirms at that. “Uh-huh. You know you can’t lie to me, right?”

“What do you want me to say? Where does admitting anything get me?”

“Say whatever you want, but you have tension.”

I throw her a side-eye. “Tension?”

“Yes. Tension. The kind you feel under your skin and thrumming through your veins. The not-so-innocent kind. We all see it. We just didn’t know what it was about.”

My breath stalls. “Does Owen see it?”

She snorts. “Owen is a guy, and he’s clueless. Women see it. Not men. Clearly.” She pans a hand over to me.

“It doesn’t matter,” I defend. “Nothing will happen with us again. Not ever. She hates me, and she’s hardly my favorite person either. That works just fine for us.”

I don’t mention the texting thing. I don’t think Wren will text again and I’m going to treat it like it never happened.

“Wren’s been through a lot, Jack. I know you say you don’t like her, but just don’t be too rough on her.”

I open my mouth to ask what she’s referring to when my mother’s voice sings out through the store.

“We’re here. I’m sorry we’re late. I hope you weren’t waiting too long.”

My mother comes over with Estlin at her side, and I stand to give them both a hug. Sorel does the same because my family has known the Fritz family forever.

“Owen and Rory are around the corner having an ice cream,” Estlin explains. “They want to see your place after this.”

“Great!” I smile. “Let’s find me a sofa first.”

It doesn’t take us long to do that. Not even ten minutes into this, my mother and Estlin declare the perfect sofa is the light gray leather one. It’s in my budget and will fit in my new place, so it’s a win. Sorel even works some Fritz magic and somehow discovers they have one in stock in their warehouse. They’ll deliver it next Thursday, which couldn’t be more perfect.

Owen and Rory are waiting for us outside, and Rory comes racing over to give me and Sorel a big hug.

“Careful, Rory,” Owen states. “You just had⁠—”

Rory lurches, and before she can throw up on Sorel, I grab her by the waist, spin her around, and she splatter paints the side of a building with brown liquid.

“—ice cream,” he finishes with a sigh. “Thank you, Jack. That was quick work.”

“Yes,” Sorel agrees. “Thank you. That almost landed all over me.”

“Life of an ER doctor.” I set her down once I think she’s done. “You okay, kiddo?”

She nods lowly. Rory is a puker. It’s what she does at least once a week. Owen’s had all kinds of GI workups done on her, but there’s nothing wrong—thank God—other than the fact that she has an insanely sensitive stomach.

“Oh, honey.” Estlin pulls Rory’s hair back from her face and grabs a wet wipe from her purse. She uses it to clean up Rory’s mouth and chin. “Do you think you’re done?”

“I think so, but my tummy still hurts,” Rory complains.

“Let’s get you home then.” Owen comes over and picks her up so she can tuck her body into his. “Sorry, Jack. We’ll have to come and see your place another time.”

I wave him off. “No worries. We’ll do it after I move in. I’ll have the art book I bought for Rory waiting.”

Her eyes brighten, but she doesn’t lift her head from her dad’s chest.

“Feel better, kiddo.” I rub the back of her hair. “Later.” I give Estlin a hug and Owen a fist bump.

“I’m going to take off too,” Sorel explains as she empties her water over the puke to try to wash some of it away. “I’ll see you tomorrow at work.”

“I’ll drive you home,” my mom offers, and we all part ways on the vomit-covered sidewalk.

I should just go back to my old place and finish the last of my packing, but it’s all boxed up and depressing. So I decide to grab some takeout and eat it in my new place. A place where Wren does not live or occupy. Sorel’s words have been sitting heavily on me, and as I enter my building, jog up the steps to the second floor, and unlock my door, I don’t want to think about Wren.

The place smells like fresh paint and sawdust and feels open and bright thanks to the extra overhead lighting I had installed. I slide my hand along the smooth, cool stone countertop in my kitchen and take in the nice stainless-steel appliances I’ll have to make myself learn how to use.

It’s mine. All of this is, and it’s a feeling of accomplishment like nothing else.

Probably because everything else in my life that I’ve worked for or wanted has fallen apart on me. College football died when my hand got sliced open and nerves were severed. My scholarship was revoked, and I transferred schools, needing to get away from all of it. But with that injury, my career in surgery was over before it ever began. Tilly took what was left of my heart and pride and bashed them to a pulp with a bat. Then what happened with Wren was my final straw.

Not much has been right for me.

Except for this.

So no, Wren isn’t going to be allowed to fuck this up. Even if my concern for her living, at the very least nearby, is growing.


12


[image: ]


“So you have no idea who it is you’re texting with?” Keegan asks while I lay like a starfish on her apartment floor.

“No clue. He wouldn’t tell me. It was like one minute he was flirting and the next he was short and dismissive. I don’t know. But how weird is that?”

I squint an eye open and meet my cousin’s puzzled stare. On Friday nights I typically like to chill in with a movie and bake or read or drink or do all three. Sometimes I’ll do that with Estlin or Tinsley, but when Keegan texted me and asked if I’d come chill at her place, I didn’t hesitate. Mostly because I didn’t feel like being alone tonight and Estlin is with Owen and Tinsley is in London.

It’s been quite the week, and I think I might have told my asshole boss—more than once during it—that he’s ridiculously hot. He definitely told me he thinks I’m gorgeous. I might have also flirted a bit yesterday. In fairness to me, I was in a particularly good mood. I kicked ass at work. Or so Daffy told me. Today I didn’t see him much since we avoided each other again.

Kenna is at some conference in DC, and the guy Keegan is quietly obsessed with, an actor by the name of Loomis Powell, who’s shooting a film with Tinsley in London, doesn’t see her as more than a buddy. I’m here for moral support and because she doesn’t do alone well. It’s the twin in her, I think.

“So weird.” She’s sitting on her sofa, staring contemplatively at the wall. “And he knows who you are.”

It’s not a question, but I answer her all the same. “He does. He used my name and everything.”

“Wild. That would drive me freaking crazy. I’d have to know who he is or I’d never be able to let that go. Did you fuck him?” Her chin drops, and she looks at me.

“No. I was eighteen when we first texted.”

“So weird. Are you going to text him again?”

My face scrunches up. “No. I mean, I shouldn’t, right?”

“Um, if you’re asking me, I would, but I’m clingy like that. Just look at my mess of a nonexistent love life.”

“He’s your friend.”

“Yeah,” she deadpans sardonically. “Wow. Friends is awesome.”

Fair.

“I don’t know who he is, and clearly I didn’t like him enough the first time to put his name with his number.”

“True. But I still think I’d have to know. Especially since he liked you enough to not only put your name in his phone but also remember exactly who you are.” She sighs. “I miss sex.”

“Same,” I lament. “So same. God, it’s been forever since I’ve had any, let alone anything good.”

“Yes. The last guy?” She shakes her head. “He couldn’t find my clit or G-spot with a map and a flashlight. He’s a doctor and in his thirties. How is that even possible? He knows basic anatomy.”

“Shitty lay. Or lazy.”

“Whatever. I’m so tired of the game. And I’m tired of chasing men who do not want to be chased. I’m done with that. We’re owning this. We should go out as hot fucking bitches and own it.”

I force myself to curl up until I’m sitting. “What? Like now? You ordered pizza.”

“Wren, you’re twenty-five, and I’m thirty-one. Why are we spending our Friday night ordering pizza and talking about a random text guy who won’t tell you who he is and a movie star who isn’t hot for my bod?”

She has a point.

“Just us two, or do we want backup?”

“Katy I know is home with Willow and Bennett, so she’s out. Sorel is pregnant and home with Mason. Tins is in London with he who shall not be named. Kenna is in DC, and Estlin is with Owen. Unless we’re bringing pork to this party, it’s just us. Or we could get some other cousins who we don’t hang out with often to join.”

“Yeah, but then we’d have to talk to them and catch up.”

She points at me. “Good call on that.” She scoots to the end of the couch. “Do you think it’s bad that we don’t hang out with people who we don’t consider family?”

“We’re Fritzes, Keegan. As fucked up and entitled as it sounds, no. Our family has been followed, stalked, photographed, and spread across tabloids, and I think all of us have at least at one point had someone try to date us for our money and connections. Plus, there’s what happened to me.”

We both grimace.

“It’s what makes dating so damn hard,” she whines with a heavy groan. “It’s why we’re here ordering pizza on a Friday night. I mean, I hardly know how to meet guys anymore let alone trust them. They ask my name, and the moment I say it, it’s over. Red hair, Keegan. They know I’m Keegan Fritz.”

“My name is Wren. I have the same problem. Plus, I don’t trust guys enough to go home with them anymore.” Any sex I’ve had in the last two-plus years has been in public, as messed up as that sounds. Bar bathrooms or coat closets. That’s what happens when your safety is stolen from you, and you trust no one.

That and the number four becomes your safety blanket.

“Fuck this and fuck them. Let’s get dressed up and go out. If we meet someone, we meet someone, and we do it on our terms, not theirs. If we don’t, then at least we look hot and had some fabulous drinks we didn’t have to mix ourselves.”

“Let’s do it. But I have to borrow clothes.” Clothes that likely won’t fit me because Keegan has some serious curves that I’ll never have unless I visit a plastic surgeon. I have the physical resemblance of a green bean—long, thin, and straight—whereas she’s, well, I can’t think of a vegetable that looks like an hourglass, but that’s her.

She’s Jessica Rabbit, and I’m… Rapunzel.

Cute, blonde hair quirkiness, and all.

“I have a dress that’ll fit you,” she says as if reading my mind. “It was Katy’s from when she temporarily lived here. Come on. Let’s get fucking hot.”

An hour later, the pizza is in the fridge, and we’re fucking hot just as she demanded as we walk through the doors of a swanky bar-slash-restaurant in the Seaport District. The walls are exposed brick, and the lights are dim gold Edison bulbs hanging from Art Deco light fixtures. It’s a speakeasy with good drinks and food, a big bar, and lots of men still wearing their financial district attire.

Yawn. So not my type, but whatever. A guy in a dark corner or bathroom doesn’t need to be my type, and I sure as hell don’t care about his portfolio.

“Evenin’, ladies,” the pretty bartender shouts to us to be heard over the Celtics game that’s on the TV and the loud sounds of the bar. She drops two napkins on the bar top. “Are we having dinner or just drinks?”

“Both,” we answer together, and she hands us some menus.

“This is so much better,” Keegan states as she peruses the menu.

“It is,” I agree. “I’m already feeling better.”

Today in the ER wasn’t bad. Daffy is a good teacher and lets me do more than just shadow her. Plus, I barely saw Jack, and word has it that he’s out the second half of next week. The less I have to see of him, the better. I can’t stand the man, and yet he’s like a car crash to me. I can’t look away.

I may hate him, but my attraction to him hasn’t waned. I wasn’t lying when I told him he’s scary hot. And in scrubs? I have no idea how his patients and the other nurses and doctors don’t jump him in those because the jerk wears them better than these guys wear their bespoke duds.

But he’s still Jack. He’s still a bastard with a mouth that makes me want to rake his eyes out.

“What are you having?”

I study the menu, scrolling down the drinks first. “I think that cherry bomb Manhattan.” I bounce over to the food. “And one of every appetizer.”

Keegan snorts. “I’m down for the appetizers minus the carpaccio because raw beef is just asking for food poisoning. And I think⁠—”

“Do you ladies know what you’d like?” the bartender asks, and we both place our order, which includes every appetizer minus the carpaccio.

“Cheers!” We clink our glasses together, and just as the first sip of alcohol hits my lips, it comes flying right back out in a spray of brown.

“Ew! What the hell?!” Keegan gasps since I partially got her in my explosion.

I grab her shoulder and spin her around on her chair so she can see the two men five seats down from us at the bar.

“What—oh. Oh shit.”

“Yes. Oh shit.”

“Next time say it, don’t spray it.”

I roll my eyes and drop my face lower so Jack can’t see me as he turns toward Alden to say something. Alden Hughes is now the CEO of Hughes Healthcare. It was his dad’s company and his grandfather’s before that. Alden’s parents and Jack’s parents are BFFs, but I don’t know Alden all that well.

“What is he doing here?” I hiss in Keegan’s ear as she takes a bar napkin and wipes down the part of her dress I got.

“Probably the same thing we’re doing,” she mutters dryly. “Having dinner, drinks, and looking for hookups.”

My lips twist, and a sour taste fills my mouth.

“Was Alden that good-looking when I used to screw around with him?”

“I have no idea,” I gripe impatiently. “The last time I saw him, I think I was still wearing braces.” And obsessing over Jack as my future mister. Ugh. Gross.

“Should we invite them to join us?”

“No!” I shriek and spin her back around. “Are you kidding me with that?”

“What?” She shrugs. “I like Alden. We used to fool around a hundred years ago. And he did not require a map or a flashlight.”

Yeah, neither did Jack. Not helping me right now.

“We should leave.”

“Um, no.” She shakes her head. “We just ordered a ridiculous amount of food, and the Cs are on.”

“What do I do?”

She smirks at me. “Try not to look so panicked. It’s Jack. He hates you just as much as you hate him, so relax.”

Right. Relax. He does hate me as much as I hate him. There’s comfort in that. But why the hell do I keep running into him? The hospital isn’t enough?

“Besides, I doubt they’ll⁠—”

“Keegan? Is that you?”

I give her a really look.

“—notice us,” she finishes with a sheepish grin. “Sorry.” She turns back around with a plastered smile across her face. “Alden? Wow. It’s so good to see you.”

She stands in her sky-high heels, and he comes around to hug her and kiss her cheek. I’d say hi to him, too, except I’m now locked in a visual battle with my boss, who’s glaring at me with the same exuberance as if I just covered him in crazy glue and sprinkled him with rainbow glitter. He mutters something under his breath I can’t make out, but instinctively know it isn’t kind.

“Oh my gosh! You guys should totally join us,” Keegan exclaims, and I’m ready to strangle my cousin. She’s family. I can do that, and her parents and twin will still have to love me. Because what the fuck, Keegan?! Is she kidding me?

Alden comes over and gives me a hug. He’s nice like that. “Yes, we’d love to,” Alden replies, equally enthusiastic. He turns back to Jack. “Right? Should we get a table then?”

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

“No, I don’t think that’s necessary,” I say, but Alden waves that off.

“Nonsense. It’s been forever since I’ve seen you both. I’ll go let the host know.”

Keegan comes scrambling back over to me with a smile that tells me everything before she even has to say it. “Oh my god, he’s so hot. I want that tonight.”

“Keegan—”

“I know, I know. Jack. I’ll owe you big time, okay? Please, please do this for me.” She holds her hands up in supplication. “You’re used to ignoring him anyway.”

Argh. “Fine,” I groan. “Because I love you, and you will owe me for this.”

“Promise. All drinks and food are on me tonight too.” She kisses my cheek and grabs both of our drinks. Alden waves his hand in the air and points to a table, and we head in that direction.

“I think I’m going to take off,” I catch Jack saying to him as we approach the table.

“Aw, come on.” Alden slaps him on the back. “You were just telling me how you never go out. Stay for at least one more drink with us, then you can go hit on every woman at the bar.”

Barf. Knowing that’s what he was here to do, my face heats and my insides flinch as if someone is jabbing my organs with a red-hot poker. Naturally, Keegan takes the seat beside Alden, and now she’s going to owe me a kidney I can sell on the black market because I’m forced in beside Jack, who looks just as unhappy about this as I am.

The name of the game tonight with him is avoidance as it always is. But how can you avoid someone when their large frame is pressed against yours? The booth is too small. Not a problem for Keegan and Alden, but a huge problem for me and Jack. Our thighs are touching. Our arms are touching. And I’m not wearing a whole lot. Hardly anything.

Something Jack notices as he stares down at our thighs and curses. This time I hear him. He’s rigid while doing his best to create separation between us, even going so far as practically half-sitting in the walkway, and by doing so, almost trips a poor server with a tray loaded up with food.

Alden and Keegan are already playing catchup from times gone by, and while I’m happy for her because he’s always liked her and he’s not Loomis-I-only-want-to-be-friends-Powell, this night turned on me. I lift my drink and take a large swig only to finish it off.

“Another?” Jack asks me, and his voice startles me. Probably because I didn’t expect him to speak to me.

I glance up, capturing his icy-blue eyes with mine, and nod.

He signals a passing waitress and waves a hand, indicating that I should order. I get myself a second Manhattan because why not, and she leaves only for our food to be delivered a moment later. Except now I’m not hungry.

Jack picks up a Wagyu spring roll. “You should eat,” he tells me as if reading my mind.

“Why’s that?” I can’t keep the contempt from my voice.

“Because you’re drinking strong drinks.”

“Thanks, Dad. Last I checked, I know how to take care of myself.”

“Do you though?”

Sometimes. Sometimes I’m better at it than others, but I think that’s all of us and not just me.

“You don’t have to be nice to me.”

“This isn’t me being nice. But you don’t have to be short with me,” he retorts. “Here.” He picks up the plate that was sitting in front of me and loads it up with some of everything. “There. Eat, please. I don’t want to have to scrape you off the bar floor.”

I roll my eyes at him, making sure he sees my annoyance, but I dutifully pop a piece of calamari in my mouth anyway.

“Good girl.”

I nearly choke. Did he just…

I peek back up at him, but he’s not paying me any attention. His gaze is cast over my head toward the TVs at the bar so he can see the game. He obviously didn’t mean it that way. Must be nice to be that tall. On my left is a foggy glass partition I can’t see through. My second drink is delivered, and Keegan belts out a loud giggle. I sigh. I wonder how long I have to sit here with her.

I pick it up and start gulping it down. I wouldn’t mind getting a little or even a lot drunk right now.

“Did you drive?” Jack asks, still not looking at me.

“No. We Ubered.”

“Finish up, and I’ll take you home.”

Now I choke again. This time on my Wagyu. “Excuse me?”

His chin drops, and for a moment he doesn’t speak. He just stares straight into my eyes with a look that makes my chest tight and my belly flutter. He shifts, and more of his thigh brushes mine along with… his hand? No, it’s his thumb. Just a swipe of his blunt nail where the hem of my dress meets my thigh.

Is that intentional or incidental given the confines of our booth?

“Let me rephrase,” he speaks in a low voice. “I’ll drop you off at home.”

I shake my head. “I’d rather Uber.”

“And I’d rather you not get into a strange car with a strange driver looking like sex on legs.”

Defiantly, I glare up at him. “Lucky for me, it’s not your call to make.”

His jaw clenches, but what can he say? It’s not. I’m an adult, and while I don’t relish taking an Uber home by myself, that’s preferable to sitting in the car alone with Jack for twenty-five minutes.

“Are you ever not stubborn?” he hisses through gritted teeth.

“With you? No. Never.”

He shakes his head, his face twisted in dismay. He returns to the game, and I return to my drink and food, but after a few minutes, it’s as if he can’t take it anymore, and his mouth comes down by my ear.

“If you were mine, Cinderella, I’d take you over my knee and spank your beautiful ass red for intentionally being a brat and disobeying me.”

I gasp only to bite into my lip to hide it. As it is, my pulse skyrockets, and my core floods with heat and wetness.

“Now be a good girl for once and let me drive you home so I know you’re safe,” he rasps against my ear, his hot breath making me shudder and my eyes momentarily close.

I can’t. Not after that. Not with him asking me to be a good girl and telling me he’ll spank me otherwise. Every cell of my body is wired to hate that. The strong, assertive, I’ve been through hell with men trying to take my control from me woman hates that.

Yet, inexplicably, I want him to spank me while I squirm and whimper and beg.

I want him to have me over his strong thighs and slip his hand up my dress to feel how wet he just made me. I want him to make me feel safe and coveted and owned.

What. The. Fuck?

“Let me out.” I start to shove at him. I have to go. Now.

Dutifully, he slips out of the booth. I hear him say something to Alden and Keegan about how he’s going to drive me home, but I don’t wait on him, and I don’t say goodbye. I race for the bathroom, and once the door is shut behind me, I order my Uber. There’s no way in hell I’m letting Jack Kincaid drive me home. Not after that.

But worse, I have no idea how I’m going to face him again.
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Ihadn’t planned on going out. Not really. The notion of going to get laid was there and it was tempting, but it required effort and energy, both of which I was lacking by the time I left work. That was until Alden called. I haven’t seen him in a while, both of us busy and working on opposite sides of town. It was an easy excuse not to be home alone tonight, one I was grateful for, and I didn’t think twice about telling him I’d meet him for dinner.

I needed to clear my head. I needed to get her out of my head.

But then she was there. Because she’s always there. I couldn’t escape her, and the moment I saw her in that tiny, nothing of a dress with a drink in front of her and every man’s eyes glued to her body, it was as if fate were throwing me a big, fat middle finger. Alden was overjoyed. The guy has always had a thing for Keegan and saw this as an opportunity to rekindle what they once had.

For me, it was hell.

Her body tucked in that small booth next to mine. The feel of her pressed against me. The stubborn, prideful, defiant look in her eyes that never fails to make my blood thrum with heat. And when she told me she wasn’t going to let me drive her home, I lost it a bit. I told her what I’d do to her if she were mine—something she’ll never be—and I listened to her sharp intake of breath. Felt her body shudder ever so slightly.

Hell, I could practically smell her arousal, and it short-circuited my brain.

I wanted to do everything I’d whispered in her ear.

No. That’s not correct.

More. I wanted to do more than that. I wanted to do everything.

But I wouldn’t stop there.

Not until she was writhing and moaning for me. Begging me to make her come. And she would, too. I have no doubt that if pushed, Wren Fritz could be such a good girl. I saw her reaction when I accidentally let that slip the first time, and I soaked it in when I intentionally said it again.

But that’s the problem with Wren. I want her. I just don’t want to want her. More than that, I’m drawn to her. Inexplicably. Inappropriately. Shamefully. Wanting a woman who hates you is more than just masochistic. It’s a recipe for disaster.

What was it that Sorel said we had? Tension. I can feel it. It’s a life force. Something real and palpable. It’s also problematic.

I want it gone. Just like her.

I wasn’t going to do anything with her. I wasn’t even going to touch her. I knew that. I made that promise to her and to myself years ago. But I was going to make sure she got home safely and that it wasn’t with another man. That was for damn sure.

Wren’s been through a lot, Jack. I know you say you don’t like her, but just don’t be too rough on her.

What did that mean? What had she been through? My curiosity, my intrigue, has grown into its own life force. I hate the hold she has on me. How she is the one person who makes my composure slip time and time again at the smallest provocation. I wanted a night off, a night away from her, but that wasn’t going to happen.

And when she ran off, I finally chased.

At first, I thought I missed her and was half-tempted to text her and ask where the hell she went and what her address was. But then she’d know it was me she’d been texting, and I was certain that would open a fresh wave of fighting I wasn’t in the mood for, and regardless, she’d tell me to fuck off and not answer.

Then I saw her slip into a large, black SUV, and I raced down the street to my car, which was only parked a few spots away, and I followed them. I told myself I was making sure she was safe, but I knew I was also checking where she lived. Now I’m watching her slip out of the SUV and jog in her heels and tiny dress that practically shows her ass up the steps of her building.

A brownstone on Commonwealth. My brownstone on Commonwealth.

I park across the street and watch the building like a stalker through the bare trees that line the center divide. The second-floor light flickers on, and I grip my steering wheel so tight that the leather creaks. I’m a half-beat from ripping the fucking thing from my car and chucking it straight at her window. Furious hands drag up my face and through my hair, tugging the longer ends with my fists.

Next fucking door. She lives next door to me. In my new building. In the place that I’ve worked my ass off to save for and purchase. No. Not her. Goddammit, not her of all fucking people. The title of that stupid drink I wish I’d never picked up, let alone shared with her, flickers through my head, mocking me.

I’m stuck with her. Trapped.

‘Til death do us part? Yep, that’s how this feels. Like death.

What am I going to do? I can’t live across the hall from her.

Mentally, I go through the layout of my place and know a few of our walls are connecting. The way our brownstone is, there are two apartments on each floor, the doors facing each other with a small hall between them, but inside many of the walls connect since the building is tall and narrow. I could sell it. I could sell it and find something else, but considering I’m a few short days away from moving in and the lease on my current place is up in one week, that’s not feasible.

Overwhelming exhaustion and defeat settle on my shoulders, and my forehead meets my steering wheel as I breathe in and out slowly through my nose. I hate this. I hate it so much. Because seeing her at work wasn’t enough, I now have to live next door to her?

I’ll go insane. I’ll be listening for her constantly. Wondering what she’s doing just across the hall. It’ll be torture.

Just one thing. That’s all I wanted. One thing that wasn’t a disappointment. One thing that was mine that no one could take from me. But that’s exactly what Wren has done. And if I didn’t hate her before, I sure as hell do now.

With a growl, I decide to get myself something to eat and go home. I didn’t exactly get a chance to eat dinner tonight with Alden, and I’m starving. I find a Thai place nearby, but once I have my order in my hand and get back in my car, I don’t want to go home. At least not to my old home. I’m still fuming. I’m not sure when it’ll go away, and I need to reassure myself that even though Wren is my new goddamn neighbor, my place is still mine, and she hasn’t tainted it.

With the takeout bag in one hand and my keys in my other, I unlock the front door. Wren’s light is still on, and I tread carefully up the steps, not wanting her to hear me. My apartment door is next, and I close it behind me and flip on the lights, taking in the expanse of gleaming hardwood and freshly painted light gray walls.

I set my takeout on the counter and walk around, touching the walls and smooth built-ins. My bathroom is finished, and it looks exactly as I envisioned it would. My mom helped with the design—something I’m not good at and don’t even pretend to be—and the entire place is stunning.

I love it. I do.

The previous owner left a few barstools when they moved out, and I sit on one and slide my food along the new stone toward me. I take out the containers one by one and pop the top on my beer. Once my furniture and new sofa get here, it’ll be real. It’ll be mine. Home.

That’s what I have to focus on. Not the woman in the other apartment.

With that, I dig into my very spicy Thai. But it’s as if the universe gets off on fucking with me, and my phone vibrates on the counter beside me.

Wren: You have to tell me who you are so I can put this matter to rest.




I pause. I hesitate. I want to storm across the hall and… do what? I don’t even know anymore. Fuck her? Yell at her? For what? She’s not doing anything wrong. It’s me who’s having the problem, and I don’t want to think more about why that is.

Regardless, do I want her to know? Why couldn’t she just let this rest?

Because it’s Wren. That’s why.

Me: We had a night a while back that didn’t amount to anything. Just end it with that.




I set my phone down and take a bite of my spring roll.

Wren: But you remember me?




If only I could forget her.

Me: Yes.




Wren: And we only had one night?




Me: Yes.




Wren: But no sex.




It’s not a question, and I don’t answer her.

Instead I stare at my screen. I wonder if she’ll figure it out now. And because of all my bitterness, jealousy, and self-ridicule, I come back with.

Me: How many of those have you had that you’re unsure about it?




Wren: That sounds like judgment.




I sigh. I don’t want her to think that, even if it would be easier.

Me: It’s not. Just a curiosity. So how many?




Wren: How many of those have you had?




Christ, this girl. I drag a hand over the top of my head and eat a few more bites of noodles before I answer her. I shouldn’t have responded. But I’m starting to learn everything with Wren is something I shouldn’t do.

Me: I’ve had a few.




Wren: I’ve had a few, too.




Me: It would be better if you didn’t remember me.




Wren: Were you a jerk? Wait! Is this Cutler?




Me: Who the fuck is Cutler?




Wren: The frat boy asshole who tried to take too much.




My jaw clenches, and I already know I won’t survive this. Was that dickwad the reason she offered up her virginity at a Hollywood party? Or is he the reason that Sorel said she’s had it rough?

Me: No. I’m not him. I liked the night we had together.




That’s been part of my problem since.

Wren: But I didn’t?




No. That’s my immediate answer, but I don’t want to say that. It hits me on a different level to think that night was bad for her. Not just the sex but what came after. It should have been perfect. She deserved perfect, and I wasn’t that for her.

Wren: Admittedly, I’m a little drunk, but I’m trying very hard not to hate every male I’ve ever encountered. I’m starting to think I’m better off with my BOB.




Me: BOB?




Wren: Battery Operated Boyfriend.




I laugh and finish off my beer. But a powerful wave of lust hits me as I picture her lying on her back with her thighs spread and her skin flushed as she fucks herself with a vibrator or a dildo to orgasm, and just like that, I’m fucking hard. Again. I should go home and go to sleep and put tonight behind me, and yet, I don’t know how to stop.

Me: Probably not a bad idea. Maybe you need to buy a new one.




Wren: Perhaps a few new ones.




Me: I’m sorry men have let you down.




I’m sorry I let you down.

Wren: Me too. But I’ll survive. I always do. Eventually, I’ll meet the right guy.




Me: Until then you have BOB.




Wren: And spicy books.




Me: Not porn?




Wren: Spicy books are way better than porn.




Me: I’ll take your word on it.




Wren: If I knew who you were, I’d send you some good ones to start with.




Me: But because you don’t, I can say that I could talk you into a better orgasm than reading your spicy books could.




Why did I write that? Why did I send it? I stare down at my hard dick and blame him. Furious, I shoot off the chair and hastily start to clean up the remains of my late-night dinner. My phone vibrates, and I try to resist. I try not to pick it up and read it. Even as my pulse jumps and my cock throbs at her potential responses.

Wren: Maybe. But not tonight.




I swallow. Hard. Does that mean she’d want me to do that another night?

Fuck! Stop! End this now before it gets even further out of control than it already is.

Wren: I may be a little drunk, but I’m still cautious.




Me: You should be cautious. I’m glad that you are.




Wren: And because I doubt your abilities, you should start with these.




My brow pinches until my screen lights up with pictures of paperbacks.

Wren: Did I know you through Waylen?




Me: I have no idea who Waylen is, but I already know I don’t like him. Which one do I start with?




Wren: You can’t go wrong with either, to be honest. These are two of my favorites. It depends on your tropes and kinks.




Me: Tropes and kinks?




Wren: Yep. The one on the left is an enemies-to-lovers workplace romance, and the other is a second chance, older brother’s best friend romance. The first one has some BDSM vibes, and the second one he uses toys on her.




Me: Wow. I’ve entered into a whole new dimension. Which of these are your kinks?




Wren: Not answering that.




Me: I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.




Wren: You first.




I shouldn’t do this. I really, really, seriously, totally, completely shouldn’t do this. What the fuck am I doing?!

Me: I like using toys on women. I also like light bondage and control with a touch of punishment play.




I bite into my lip. If she ever discovers it’s me texting her, this will have consequences. And not the cute, fluffy kind either. The blow up your life kind. The lose your shot at chief and your best friend and likely have your new neighbor blowtorch your apartment kind.

Wren: I like toys. I already told you that.




Wren: I like control too.




Me: That doesn’t surprise me, but I bet with the right guy you’d like being tied up and punished a little too. You’d want him to take that control from you, knowing the reward would be worth it.




My body heats, and I clear my throat. Clear all that away.

Wren: Are you trying to sext me?




That stops me short.

Me: No. Yes. Fuck. No, that’s a very bad idea. This got out of hand fast. It’s been a long day for me, and I’m saying things I shouldn’t. Thinking things I shouldn’t.




Wren: Same.




Me: Don’t text me again.




Wren: I won’t, but you should probably stop thinking about me so much. Good luck with that. I’m irresistible.




Me: Unfortunately, beautiful girl, I’m starting to learn that the hard way. Good night, Wren.




Wren: Bye, stranger.




Ten minutes later, I’m creeping out of my apartment and down the stairs. When I reach the sidewalk, I turn and find her window. It’s dark now, and I wonder if she’s in bed with one of her dirty books, masturbating with a BOB. What a messed-up night tonight has been. And I have a bad feeling it’s only the start of things with her.
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Sundays in the fall are for football, drinks, food, and fun. They’re not for getting stuck in an elevator with the guy you not only loathe but categorically want to murder in his sleep. Or maybe while he’s awake.

I’d settle for either one.

I won’t settle for this.

“How is this happening right now?”

Jack is just as much at a loss as I am. “What did you press?”

“Um, fucking three. What did you press?”

“Um, fucking three,” he mocks, and I hate him. Like, I might actually want to throat-punch him. I even hate how good he looks right now in a red Rebels sweater with the sleeves pushed up to the elbows and dark jeans. His hair is his usual perfection, brushed back from his face, and in the dim lighting of the elevator, his eyes appear indigo and silver.

I didn’t see him on the elevator until the doors closed because I was busy texting Tinsley, who told me she was streaming the game from London. I’m not surprised he’s here. He’s very close with Sorel, and Sorel is married to Mason, who is playing today. Plus, Owen is going to be here, and the two of them rarely miss an opportunity to hang out when they can.

But I was hoping I wouldn’t have to see him, let alone get stuck with him.

“I just want to see Mason play.”

He leans back against the wall with a bored expression and his eyes on his phone. “I’m not stopping you, sweetheart. This wasn’t by design. I’m sure they’ll get us out of here in a minute.”

“What if we plummet⁠—”

“Elevators don’t do that anymore. Relax and breathe.”

Breathe? I’m in a tiny elevator stuck between floors with Jack. How am I supposed to breathe?

I close my eyes and center my body. The valency of carbon and the atomic number of beryllium is four. There are four matriarchs in Judaism: Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and Rachel. Four Gospels in the Christian Bible: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John⁠—

“What is that?”

My eyes snap open, and I scan the small space, my ears searching. “What? Do you hear something?”

His phone is in his hand, but his eyes are on me now, studying and cautious. “What were you just muttering to yourself?”

Shit. I hadn’t realized I was speaking aloud. “It was nothing.”

“I’ve heard you do that before. With the fours.”

“Fuck you.”

His lips twitch. “I don’t think that’s what you want from me right now, Cinderella.”

I flip him off and press the button for three again. It’s glowing, but we’re not moving. Jack called the number on the elevator wall, and they said they’d work on it, but so far, no one has come. What the fuck? How do elevators even get stuck anymore?

“Are you really freaking out?”

“I’m fine,” I lie. I’m trying to be fine. I don’t want to lose my mind in front of him of all people, but I’m close. I can feel the panic rising. I don’t like being in places I can’t get out of. I don’t like feeling trapped. Caged. Pinned.

I stare at the floor, right in the center of the elevator, and take a deep breath. Leaning against the wall, I bend my knees so I don’t pass out. As it is my mind is hazy, and my vision is crackly. My fingers tap out a pattern against my thigh. One, two, three, four.

A four-sided plane figure is a quadrilateral or quadrangle. Sometimes it’s also called a tetragon. Rectangle. Square. Kite⁠—

“Wow. I thought you were tougher than this.”

My eyes snap up to his, flaring. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.” He slides his phone into his back pocket and folds his arms over his chest as he props his foot up into the wall behind him. “You’re like a tiny kitten with scrappy, ineffective claws. Where’s the lioness who likes to bite my head off every chance she gets?”

“Are you serious with that right now? We’re legit stuck in an elevator.”

He hitches up an unimpressed shoulder. “So? You don’t see me freaking out. If you’re this weak here, you’ll never make it in the ER.”

Riotous indignation scorches a path through me. I storm over to him and get right up in his face. “You don’t know a damn thing about me.”

“I know more about you than I’d like.”

“And I can’t see anything about you that’s likable.”

“Back atcha, wimp.”

“You’re such an asshole!”

He pushes away from the wall and looms over me. “I’d watch what you say about me. I’m your boss, and I believe I gave you a warning about that.”

“This isn’t the hospital. You’re not the boss of me here, and I am not your good girl.” I hadn’t meant to say that. The words good girl slipped out because they’ve been at the forefront of my mind on vicious, brutal repeat along with the thought of him spanking me. I don’t know what it is about either, but I can’t get them out of my head.

“Wanna bet on that?”

Before I can formulate a response, one hand is across my face and diving into my hair, and the other is clutching my waist. He spins me around and practically slams me into the elevator wall. A gasp flees my lungs just as his mouth crashes against mine. For a moment, I’m too stunned to do anything. But then he bites my bottom lip—hard—and it pisses me off.

My hands meet the back of his head, and I rip at his hair as I climb up onto my tiptoes. I bite his lip in return, and he grunts, but then he groans as his tongue slides inside my mouth and tastes me. His hand moves back to my cheek, and he uses it to angle me how he wants. The heat of his mouth rivals the heat of his body against mine, and with one small shift, I gasp again.

Oh my god. He’s hard. Like I have a steel pipe in my pants, and I’m not afraid to use it hard. Even as he continues to distract me with his soft lips and demanding tongue. The worst, best part about this? I remember exactly how he kisses. It’s the same way he kissed me that night. Like his only source of oxygen is in my mouth. Like a man starving.

Like he can’t get enough and needs more.

It’s a potent drug, and it has me holding on tighter, pressing into him a little deeper. I hate him and know I shouldn’t be kissing him, but right now, I don’t know how to stop. That’s what scares me. He hits all my worst buttons, and this one is included.

His tongue and lips continue to move with mine in a fierce battle, demanding I submit and let him lead. He can go fuck himself there, and I kiss him back equally hard. Equally punishing. He’s swallowing the noises I’ll lie to my dying day that I’m making.

His hand glides around from my hip to my ass, where he squeezes one cheek and uses it to pull me against his hard length. I moan loudly, but thankfully the sound is smothered by the elevator dinging and jerking as it starts to ascend again. We jump apart, and I shove him away from me, doing my best to catch my breath while appearing unaffected.

His thumb wipes a bit of moisture from his bottom lip, and he stares at me for a long, heart-pounding moment, his blue eyes dark and hungry. He gives me a once-over and adjusts his hard dick. Christ, why is that so freaking hot? I feel my cheeks heat again and look away. He does the same as he clears his throat and shifts to the numbers as they illuminate one by one.

“You kissed me.”

“No longer panicking, are you? Now who’s my good girl?”

That son of a bitch!

“I didn’t give you permission to do that. You’re the last person I’d ever want to kiss me.”

“I didn’t hear you complaining. Only moaning and begging for more.”

I gasp. “I did not beg for more.” Right?

“Uh-huh. That’s what all that rubbing and grinding was then.”

I open my mouth to verbally eviscerate him when the doors part, and he casually steps back and waves me forward.

“Ladies first.”

“God, I hate you.”

He licks his lips and smirks. “Funny, that didn’t taste like hate.”

I punch him right in the kidney as I walk past him. He makes a delightful oomph, and I don’t even care if that was violent or childish. He had that coming and is lucky I didn’t have a scalpel because then he’d be down his balls and both kidneys.

“I hope you pee blood,” I snarl, and he chuckles as he walks beside me down the hall toward the luxury box.

“From that wimpy hit? Please. Rory hits harder than that.”

He opens the door to the box, and I peer up at him with a Cheshire grin. “And you have my lipstick smeared across your lips. You might want to wipe that off before my brother sees what you just did to ‘calm his little sister down’ in the elevator.” I put air quotes around the words.

He pales and wipes furiously at his mouth. I laugh as I breeze past him. I’m not wearing lipstick, but he doesn’t need to know that.

“Hey!” Sorel gives me a hug and hands me a drink. “Please take this. It looks so good, and I can’t have it. No one outside of us knows I’m pregnant, yet the team owner was just here saying hi and asked the staff to keep me in drinks all afternoon. I need to live vicariously. Hey!” She hugs Jack only to pause, her eyes volleying back and forth between the two of us. “Did you two come together?”

“No,” we say in unison.

“Do people actually do that in real life, or is that simply the stuff of romance books?” I finish, truly wondering if that’s a thing since I’ve never experienced it. I think the elevator rattled me.

Both Jack and Sorel throw me a look before Sorel snorts out, “Only if they’re lucky, though I don’t mind finishing first.” She winks at me. “Is that your way of saying you got hot and heavy in the elevator on the way up?” Sorel looks way too pleased by that thought.

Jack raises a dismissive eyebrow. “We got stuck in the elevator.”

Sorel’s jaw drops, and she places a hand on my forearm. “Oh my god! Are you okay? I so would not be okay if I got stuck in an elevator.”

“We’re fine,” I explain, waving it away. “It wasn’t that long. Five minutes maybe.”

“Wren got a little panicked, but I helped her work it out.”

I kick his foot and throw him a death glare that should make his balls shrivel. Instead, he smiles at me, and even though it’s cocky and not kind, it’s a look I so rarely see on him, and it throws me off even more. It’s annoying how gorgeous he is. Why couldn’t he look like a toad’s ass, warts and all, to match his personality, instead of a sexy god-like creature?

“I’m glad you’re both okay,” she says with an amused lilt and curve of her lips, her eyes on Jack as if she’s hoping he’ll relay something to her that he better not.

“Did you say you got trapped in the elevator?” Katy asks. She’s holding Willow on one hip and a margarita in her other hand. That’s why I like Katy. She’s my people.

“Yes! How is that even still a thing?” I exclaim.

“Bennett!” Katy shouts. “What did you do to the elevator here?”

“What? Nothing. I swear.” He half chuckles from across the room where he’s talking to Owen and Alden, but his hands shoot up defensively. Clearly Alden and Keegan hit it off enough that it lasted through the weekend.

Katy shakes her head and turns back to us. “Bennett is elevator cursed. Never get on one with him or you will get stuck. That happened to us a couple of times now, and it hasn’t been a picnic.”

“I’ll be sure to make a note of that,” Jack quips playfully. “I think the last time I was on an elevator with him, the lights flickered, so you might be onto something there.”

“Jack,” Bennett greets him with a loud shout. “Finally, someone here with some sense. Come here and settle this bet for me. Bring my kid with you while you’re at it so my wife can relax.”

“Come here, Willow.” Jack holds out his hands and Willow excitedly jumps into his arms, and he kisses her on the nose. “That’s my big girl.”

“Unkwa Jwak.”

“Excuse me, ladies.” He dips his mouth toward my ear. “Glad you’re feeling better now, Cinderella.”

“Please die so you can return to your underworld, Satan.”

“Vampires are already dead and can’t die twice.” He winks at me as he walks off, holding Willow in his arms, and yep, he’s a total dead man for saying that. And for making my ovaries explode. What is it about a hot guy holding a toddler? I’ll have to plot this out so I don’t get caught and my brother and his sister don’t know it’s me, but I’m thinking I’ll remove his lungs first.

“Five bucks says Willow is back in my arms within the next five minutes.” Katy sighs, but there’s no heat to it, only smiles. “She is the ultimate mama’s girl.”

Sorel is still giving me looks I’m going to choose to ignore. She’s friends with Jack, and I wonder if he confided in her. I hope not. As it is, only Tinsley knows the truth, and that’s how I’d like to keep it.

“Hey!” Kenna gives me a big hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.” She pulls back, and I notice the three oddly shaped braids in her hair. She snickers when she sees me noticing it. “Just wait. You’re next. Rory already told me she wants to braid your hair. She’s working on Keegan now.”

“This is when having shorter hair is a blessing,” Sorel states.

“Now you know why I cut mine to my shoulders,” Katy quips, half-joking.

Kenna juts her thumb over her shoulder, and I glance over there and start to crack up when I spot an excited Rory.

“Then I’ll be just as fabulous as you are.”

“Most definitely,” Katy agrees, only to have her attention diverted by loud laughter and my brother shouting something. She smiles indulgently as she continues to watch them. “I wish Bennett got to hang out with Jack and Owen more. Since we had Willow, we hardly ever go out, and I feel like Bennett does even less frequently than I do. It makes me happy that he and Owen are close and that Jack moved back.”

“I think Jack gets to see Bennett some at work, but yeah,” Sorel agrees. “It’s not always so easy for us to have days like these. We should have a party or something with all of us. Certainly, before this baby comes.”

I take a sniff of whatever drink Sorel thrust into my hand. Rum and coke? The strong scent of rum hits me in the worst possible of ways, and I shudder involuntarily. I set it down on a table behind me and do my best not to think about that smell or allow any other thoughts other than what we’re discussing to curl their way into my brain.

“That’d be fun.” I throw on a bright smile. “I’d host it, but my place is too small.”

“I’d host it,” Katy offers. “I bet Owen and Estlin would too. She’s not here to mention it since she’s still working on that commission.”

“We would as well,” Sorel says to Katy. “Mason loves that kind of stuff, and Willow and Rory I think would be fine, and we’d get some toys or things for them. Maybe a Christmas party would be fun! We’re slowly starting to baby-proof anyway. Not that Rory needs that.”

Just as Rory’s name is said, she comes flying across the room and practically jumps up into my arms. I nearly topple over as I attempt to catch her. She’s seven and tall, and it doesn’t work out so well. She’s so much like I was at that age. I freaking love it.

“Aunt Wren!” she cries. “Come sit with me. Football is so boring, and I want to braid your hair. Will you do mine after?”

“The game hasn’t even started yet.” Katy laughs, tugging on her hair.

“I know,” she groans dramatically.

“You also have your art stuff,” Kenna reminds her. “We can draw pictures if you want.”

“I want to do hair first.” She bounces in my arms. “Please, Aunt Wren?”

I laugh and set her down before I break my spine in two. “Absolutely, but let’s sit somewhat close so I can watch Uncle Mason play. The game is going to start soon. Let me grab something to eat and drink first.”

“No! Now. I want to do your hair now.”

She takes my hand and drags me down the few steps to where the tiered seats are.

“I’ll grab you food,” Katy calls out to me. “What do you want to drink?”

“Anything that doesn’t have rum in it.”

“You got it!”

I throw a hand up to thank her. I’m starving.

“How’s school going?” I ask Rory as we sit down.

“It’s goooood.” She elongates the word in a singsong voice as she climbs into the row behind me and starts to play with my hair. Rory and I have almost identical hair. Same length and color. In a lot of ways, she’s a mini-me, and I wish I got to see her more than I do. “Art is my favorite, like it is for Estlin, but I like math too.”

“Math was my favorite.”

“But you’re a doctor now.” She splits my hair into three sections and starts to pull on it. I try not to wince, but Rory isn’t always gentle. “Don’t you like science?”

“I’m almost a doctor.” That brings a smile to my lips despite the hair torture. I sit for my boards soon and then get matched up with a residency program after that. I want the ER at MGH, but with the upheaval going on and Jack being there, I might need to rethink my top match. “And yes, I love science too. Math and science sort of go together.”

“I hate science. It’s slimy. Our class took a walk down to the pond behind our school to get tadpoles. The boys loved it, but I don’t like frogs.”

“I get that. I don’t like frogs either. Not all science is slimy.”

“Here.” Katy sets a plate of food down on the small table in front of me. “Go easy, lovebug. Aunt Wren’s hair is too pretty to rip out.”

“Thank you,” I mouth to her, and she throws me a wink.

“So you got trapped in an elevator with my Jack, eh?”

I throw Keegan a side-eye since I can’t move much. “If you’re thinking it was a bonding experience for us, you’re wrong.” Even if heat crawls up my neck as I say that. I hide it by taking a sip of my whiskey and Diet Coke.

“A girl can hope. Especially now that Alden and I are sort of a thing.”

“Sort of a thing?” I question. “As in more than just spending time together?” I bounce my eyebrows suggestively since that’s all I can do with little ears present.

“Yes. He asked that we be exclusive with that.”

“Wow. Nice.” I hold up my glass to her and take another sip. “That was fast.”

“We’ll see. It’s likely going to get awkward since my parents and his parents are good friends.”

“Oh, stop with that already,” Kenna exclaims as she drops into the seat beside Rory. “I think that’s the story of most of our lives here. Sorel’s parents are good friends with Mason’s parents, and Stone and Tinsley’s parents are the same. Katy’s parents work closely with Bennett, and Wren’s family is practically attached to Jack’s.”

“Nice one.” I roll my eyes at her, and she smirks and shoots me a wink.

“She’s not wrong,” Katy concedes. “We’re all like two degrees of separation.”

I snicker, but Rory tugs on my hair and brings me back to what she’s doing.

“Tell me more about school,” I ask of Rory because I don’t really want to talk about Keegan and Alden and definitely not about Jack. Rory eagerly complies and informs me all about her friends and the boys in her class who aren’t always nice and how she loves her teacher but hates where she sits. When she’s done with my hair, I pull out my phone so I can see what she did.

“Awesome, kiddo. That looks great. I love it.” I snap a selfie of both of us. “My turn?”

“Yes!” She starts jumping up and down behind me and climbs over the seat onto my lap. I quickly scarf down a few bites of food, wash it down with my drink, and have her sit with her back to me while I twist in my seat.

“Is Uncle Jack okay?” she questions as I start to braid her hair.

“That would depend on who you ask,” I deadpan, only to catch myself. “Why?”

“Because he looks like he has a tummy ache.”

“What?” I drag my gaze away from her hair over to the other side of the suite where Jack, Owen, Stone, Vander, Alden, and Bennett are talking. The guys all appear to be in some heated discussion except for Jack, whose eyes are on us. On me.

“Well, well.” Keegan clicks her tongue. “You’re right, kiddo. He does look like that. Or perhaps maybe he’s hungry. I think it’s Aunt Wren who is making him that way.”

“Knock it off. I am not. He looks irritated as he always does when he looks at me.”

Though there is no denying the intensity radiating from him. It’s the sort of intensity that makes my skin hum and my nipples perk up. Traitors that they are.

“I don’t think that’s what that look is,” Sorel jumps in. “Or if that’s irritated, I think I want Mason to look at me like that later.”

I glare at her, but she simply ignores it as she turns back to watch the game through the wall of glass.

That kiss was merely a distraction. A way to cut my panic off. It didn’t mean anything, and he as much as said so. Even if he hadn’t, I would have known that. To Jack, I’ll never be anything but a pain in the ass and a regret. But that doesn’t mean the kiss wasn’t toe-curlingly good, and judging by the expression on his face, he knows it and doesn’t like it any more than I do.

Katy leans in and whispers in my ear, “I don’t know what’s going on with you two, but he is looking at you like he wants to devour you. He doesn’t even seem to notice or care that Owen is like two feet from him.”

“If by devour you mean siphon my blood so he can use it for his evil experiments, then maybe. He looks like he wants to throttle me, which is pretty much our baseline.”

“That look is pain and torture,” Keegan states emphatically. “What happened with you two Friday night? You never told me, and I know he ran out after you.”

That pulls me up short. “He ran after me?” I didn’t realize that.

“Yep.” She pops the P sound with an impish grin on her face. “He was nothing short of riled, and he never returned.”

Huh. Weird. “Nothing happened. I left. I ordered an Uber and went home.”

“Hmm.” Kenna taps her bottom lip. “That man has it for you.”

I shake my head as I continue to braid Rory’s hair. “He does not.”

“He does,” Katy asserts. “Or at the very least he wants you.”

“We hate each other,” I defend adamantly as I tie off Rory’s braid and she hops off my lap to run and show Owen. But now that I don’t have the distraction of my niece’s hair, it’s an act of will to force my gaze away from Jack’s.

“Sorel, you’re friends with him,” Keegan states. “What do you think?”

She holds up a hand and shakes her head as if she doesn’t want to be involved. “The last thing he said to me about it is that neither of you likes the other.” But there’s something else on her face, and it feels like she’s hiding or holding something back.

“But with hate comes heat, and that man wants to F your brains out.”

“Katy!” I half-choke, and she laughs.

“What? It’s true. I’m sorry, we all see it.” She pans a hand, and both Keegan and Kenna nod. “Well, maybe all of us except for Owen, who likes to live in his magical world of blindness and fairy tales where you’re still a little girl.”

“You know nothing, Jon Snow,” I shoot my Game of Thrones reference at her.

“I mean it. If I weren’t with Bennett, I’d be all over that. Jack is seriously hot. Like painfully so. And that look? Wooh.” She fans her face and I refuse to look back over at him. “I swear, my panties are getting wet on your behalf.”

“Oh my god! Shut up. You’re the worst.” I nudge her with my shoulder, and she laughs.

“We’re just saying,” Keegan continues, “that sort of tension only has one way to cure it. And that man is hanging by a thin thread.”


15


[image: ]


Let the record reflect that I, Jack Kincaid, am not a good man. I am a villain. More importantly, I’m Wren’s villain. A role I’ve had a love-hate relationship with. I kissed her. Why in the fuck did I do that? ’Cause I already haven’t been having enough trouble with this woman, I felt the need to pile on more? Then I watched her for the entire game because I couldn’t take my eyes off her. After that, I went fucking book shopping based on her recommendations and purchased the books she suggested. Then, like the twisted-up man I’ve been where Wren is concerned, I proceeded to jerk off in the shower to thoughts of her on her knees for me.

While I was in my new apartment next door to hers.

In the three days since I did all this, I still haven’t come up with a real answer for why. Well, that’s sort of a lie. I know why I kissed her. I couldn’t handle watching her panic and do the fours thing again. I get it. Being trapped in an elevator is a bit unnerving, and certainly no one’s favorite thing. But she wasn’t just a little freaked out or nervous.

She was panicking.

Like, it was a legit concern in my head that she would pass out from hyperventilating.

Feeling helpless, I started that argument to distract her. I knew she’d take the bait. Wren Fritz never misses an opportunity to try and hand me my ass. I wanted to piss her off. I wanted her angry. I wanted her to forget we were trapped in a four-by-four metal box suspended in the air by only a couple of cables. But she stormed over to me with a sexy fire in her eyes and smelling like all kinds of heaven and made the ultimate mistake of saying she wasn’t my good girl.

I snapped. Broke. Something I swear I only do with her.

But god, that kiss. How she tasted. The sounds she made. The way she felt.

Shame and guilt made an ugly concoction in my stomach because for the first time, I wasn’t feeling shameful or guilty. No remorse. I wanted that kiss, and I took it. Probably because we both knew what it was. A hate kiss. A momentary distraction. Something that will never happen again.

Even if I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it since.

And with that, I can’t escape her, but worse than that, she’s everywhere. Even when she’s not physically in front of me, I’m thinking about her. Wondering where she is and if she’s okay and what’s with the fours thing? Is it a calming technique, or does she have a touch of OCD she’s battling? Is it new, or has she always done it?

And what did Sorel mean when she said she’s had it rough? Is that where the fours come from? Did someone hurt her? Owen never mentioned anything about it to me. When I saw her step onto that elevator, at first not realizing I was on it, I thought maybe it’s time to put all this animosity to rest. She’s going to be my neighbor. She’s Owen’s little sister. She’s in my life whether I want her there or not.

Plus, she’s had it rough and I know Sorel wasn’t referring to what I did to her. Someone else in addition to me hurt her and the guilt of that is clawing at me. The desire to find that person and eliminate them too. But I had to start with me.

I was going to apologize for everything I’ve done to her, tell her that I’m her new neighbor, and ask for a truce. Maybe even forgiveness. Then the car stopped and she started to panic, and I couldn’t force the words out. She would have killed me with her bare hands if I told her I was moving in next door while she was mid panic attack.

We’re undeniably enemies, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want her more than I’ve ever wanted any other woman. And until I can stop thinking about or wanting her this way, I’m limiting my engagement with her.

Which is what I’ve done for the last three days.

I hardly saw Wren at work on Monday or Tuesday and only interacted with her intern. I didn’t look at her. Not even once. It was the same for her with me.I was fine with that. Talking to her at work wasn’t the best option. I was going to tell her yesterday after our shifts that I’m moving next door to her today, but she had already left by the time I was done. Now here I am, moving into my new place while she’s at work, and she has no clue.

Which is messed up.

Owen texted last night asking for my address so he could stop by and see it, and like the coward I am, I haven’t responded. He’ll find it funny because he has no clue. I, on the other hand, find nothing amusing about this. I want things to be easier between us, not harder, and I have no clue how to make that happen now.

It’s been pouring all day, but despite the miserable weather, everything has gone quickly and efficiently. The movers set the last piece in place, and after I pay them and shut and lock the door, I move from room to room, space to space, as I did last week. Only it’s different now. Boxes line the walls, furniture sits where it’s no longer empty, and my new couch comes tomorrow. I have a lot of work to do, and I’m glad I took the rest of the week off to get it done. But it’s everything I imagined it would be, and I won’t allow her to taint it.

Infatuations are temporary. They’re typically curiosity-driven. They’re foolish and unreasonable. Hell, I don’t even like her. It doesn’t make sense that I would want her this way and to this extent, and with that, it’ll burn itself out sooner rather than later. I’m sure of it. That’s part of why I want the truce. Maybe if we temper all the bitterness and tension between us and she forgives me, I won’t have this lingering thing with her. Especially if under no circumstances do I kiss or touch her again.

I get started on the boxes and suitcases in my bedroom first when my phone pings with a text.

Callan: Interview for chief is next Thursday at two.




A thrill runs through me.

Me: Great. I’m excited for it.




Callan: You’ll be great, and you’re my top choice. But that stays between us.




I practically fall over. I’m his top choice? Wow.

Me: I’m speechless. Thank you. That means everything to me.




It’s happening. And I want it. I fucking want it. I know I told myself I wasn’t going to get my hopes up, but here they are. They’re in space they’re floating so high. Chief. Chief of the emergency department of MGH. That’s no small thing. That’s a brass ring in the medical community. A top five hospital in the country, and I’d be chief of a level 1 trauma center.

That means I need to be on the straight and narrow. It means I can’t afford a misstep especially with a student. I glance in the direction of Wren’s apartment and quickly brush it off. Nothing was going to happen with Wren before this, but now that I know what I’m fighting for, nothing ever will. It can’t.

I get back to my apartment and focus on what I have immediate control over. All this is going to take weeks to finish, but I make my bed and put my clothes into my dresser and closet. A notification comes through on my phone informing me that my package of tools and hanging supplies was delivered. Perfect timing since that’s what I’m about to get to next in here.

Opening the door to my apartment, I spot the box in the center of the hallway between my door and Wren’s instead of downstairs in the front vestibule between the outside door and the inside door. Not only that, it’s so saturated with water, there’s a wet spot beneath it on the floor, and the cardboard is wilting.

Did the delivery guy drown it in a puddle before delivering it?

Just as I go to pick it up, I hear a series of clicks before Wren’s door swings open. Oh shit.

I don’t have time to retreat, and really, I need to own this. Yet…

Our eyes lock, and for one very long, pulsing second, we don’t do anything other than stare at each other. She’s out of her scrubs and wearing a deep purple, overly hairy sweater that cuts off just beneath her tits and tight black leggings with shin-height green fuzzy socks. Her hair is up too, and I can’t stop myself from taking in the lines of her face and neck and her body after it. She looks ridiculous and hot at the same time.

Thick, black lashes flutter in rapid fire before her eyes narrow. “What are you doing here, and how did you get into my building?” Her tone is nothing short of accusatory. Before I can respond, her gaze slides to the open door behind me and then boomerangs back to me, where she takes in my dirty joggers and rumpled hoodie. “No.” It’s a whispered gasp as her hand covers her lips. She shakes her head incredulously. A look of pure, unrestrained hatred mixed with horror transforms her pretty features one by one. “You live there?” She points over my shoulder. “You bought that place?”

“Yes.”

“When?” Another head shake, and I’m glad she doesn’t have a sharp instrument in her hand. Otherwise, I’m positive she’d use it to impale me. “You bought the place next door to me?! You son of a bitch!”

Yeah, I’m thinking forgiveness and a truce are off the table now.

“I didn’t know you lived here when I bought it!” I defend.

She scoffs acerbically. “Right. I’m supposed to believe that? You’re a goddamn stalker!”

“Don’t flatter yourself, sweetheart. Stalking requires interest, of which I have none in you,” I lie. “I don’t give a shit whether you believe me or not. I never thought about you enough to know where you lived. Trust me, living next to you is the last thing I want.”

She points at me. “But you’re not surprised to see me. Not the way I am to see you. How long have you known I lived here? And why didn’t Owen say anything?”

Well, that’s a tricky question. “I’ve known since Friday. Owen still doesn’t know.”

“Friday?!” she parrots with a high-pitched, hysterical shriek. “So at the restaurant⁠—”

“No,” I interject. “I followed you home, and that’s when I realized.”

Her jaw drops. “You followed me home?! You are a stalker.”

I roll my eyes dismissively. “Are you going to repeat everything I say as a question?”

She emits a shrill noise. “Are you kidding me right now?” Another finger points at me, this one murderous. “Don’t you dare be a sarcastic asshole to me right now, Jack Kincaid. Not only did you follow me home from the restaurant, but you knew for five days, including Sunday when you saw me, that you were moving next door to me. And you didn’t freaking think to tell me?!” Her voice climbs higher and higher as she goes. I didn’t think it could reach another octave, but here we have it.

She’s not wrong to be this upset. Everything she just said is true.

“I thought about it, but honestly, there wasn’t a good time to tell you.”

“Not a good time?!” That sets her off, and she marches over and smacks my chest. “You are the most loathsome, deplorable man I’ve ever known.”

I shake my head. “I highly doubt that. And what does that say about you since you kissed me?”

“What?!” She starts to lose it. “You kissed me!” She shakes her head, stopping herself. “Wait. One thing at a time. You’re trying to distract me again, but I won’t let you do it this time. Why did you follow me?”

Well damn if she wasn’t onto me. I hold up my hands in surrender. “To make sure you got home safely. I swear, that’s all. I told you that night, I didn’t like you going home in a strange Uber with a strange man when you looked…” I trail off. Calling her sex on legs again won’t help me. It won’t help my dick either to remember her in that dress.

She squints at me. “Okay, I’ll let that go. But why didn’t you tell me on Sunday?”

“You mean when you were already having a panic attack about being stuck in an elevator with me?” I deadpan, but she’s not amused. Not even a little.

She smacks me again. “I can’t live next door to you!”

“Ditto, but I’m not selling, and I’m not moving.”

Her hands meet the top of her head, and her blue eyes are wild and out of control. “Jack, I will kill you in your sleep. You know that, right?” She gasps. “Oh my hell! Is your bedroom beside mine? What wall is your bedroom on?”

“Um. I don’t know. I don’t know where your bedroom is.” Now I’m starting to freak out too. I hadn’t thought of that. The whole bedroom wall thing. I thought about the apartment walls because of the layout of the building and how the apartments are arranged, but I didn’t think about her bedroom. Maybe I should sell after all. I can’t share a bedroom wall with her. And if she ever brings a man home, well, I’ll probably kill him, but if I’m forced to hear him fucking her, her moan for him the way she did for me on Sunday… no. Absolutely not.

Fuck!

She starts to pace, shaking her head like it’s on a swivel. “No. This cannot be happening. Not with you.” It’s as if she’s echoing my thoughts exactly.

“Sorry there, Cinderella, but this isn’t exactly my fairy tale either.” Far from it.

She turns on me, that finger back out in full force. “Do not tease me, and do not call me that. I am not your Cinderella, and I’m not okay with this.”

I shrug. “Tough shit.”

“God, you’re such a fucking asshole.”

Another shrug because I can’t exactly deny it. Now would be the moment to come clean about the texting, but I think that would push her over the edge, and then she might in fact kill me. But I’m not helping myself here either. I wanted to erase the anger and tension between us and I’m building it up instead. Hell, every time she opens that smart mouth at me, it just makes me want to kiss her more, and I need that to go away.

“I’ll just grab this and go inside and leave you to figure your crazy out.”

“My crazy—wait, that’s not your package. It’s mine.”

“Nuh-uh, sweetheart. It’s mine. I got a notification on my phone that my package was delivered.”

“Same for me. It’s mine.”

I roll my eyes at her and bend down, but the label is hardly legible, and most of it has peeled away. All I can see is the address and the number two where the apartment should be, but the letter isn’t fully legible. Wren is B, and I’m D because the first-floor apartments are A and C, which makes no sense, but whatever. I can’t tell if it’s a B or a D on there.

“Let’s just open it and see if it’s mine,” I suggest, and now she’s really losing it.

“No!” She shoves me away from the box. “It’s mine, Jack. Hands off.”

“What’s the big deal? What’s in there that you don’t want me to see?”

“Nothing.” She shoves me again and goes for the box, and even though she’s oddly and freakishly strong for such a small thing, I’m a big guy with a lot of muscle, and she doesn’t push me far. I duck under her arm and make a grab for the box at the same time she snags the opposite end of it. “Oh my god! Let go.” She yanks it toward her.

“You let go.” I jerk it back toward me, but in the process of our tug of war, the tape holding the box together on the bottom pulls away because the box is so wet, and the contents plummet and clatter on the floor.

We both jump back, but I only have a half second to take everything in before Wren shrieks bloody murder and dives over her… vibrators. And dildos. And lube. And… I bend and pick something up that her body isn’t covering. A pink heart-shaped jeweled butt plug.

Lust burns through me, and my cock pulses and throbs in my joggers, and because these bastards are thin, there is no hiding it. But right now, I don’t care, and Wren is too preoccupied with covering her sex toys to notice. Thank God.

“What are these for?” Jealousy, hot and thick, scorches a path up my throat, making it difficult to breathe. Isn’t that what she said she likes? Her kink. Men using toys on her. It’s in one of the books she recommended too. I know because I started reading it and to my surprise, it was really good, and I couldn’t put it down. I nearly finished it last night. “Are you seeing someone?”

It comes out all wrong. Harsh and, well, jealous sounding.

She glares up at me. “None of your business.”

I breathe out through my nose and clench my fists. It does nothing to calm me. “Wren, so help me god, I will take pictures of your toys and send them to your mother if you don’t answer me.”

She snorts. “My mother would probably high-five me.”

True. Fuck! “Your father, then. And Owen,” I tack on, though I think we both know I’m lying. Oddly, she decides to take pity on me.

“No, you asshat. These are for me.”

“All of these?” Because there are at least a half dozen here. She sits back on her haunches, her face red from her rage and embarrassment.

“Yes,” she snaps as she starts to gather them in her hands. “And don’t you dare judge me.”

“Judge you?” I bark with an incredulous half-laugh. “Sweetheart, the last thing I’m doing is judging. I’m too busy trying to decide if I want to tie you up and use them on you until you come so many times you pass out or sit back and watch you do it yourself.” And because every milliliter of blood that’s supposed to be in my brain right now is in my dick, I said that aloud.

Didn’t I just have a mission statement about not touching her? I did, right? It was there. There was a solid reason for it too. But when I look at her like this and see these toys, nothing seems as important as doing every naughty and nice thing to her my dirty mind can come up with.

“If you think I’m going to allow either to happen, you must be high.”

I give her a cocky, Cheshire grin. “That’s not what your kiss said on Sunday.”

And why am I talking this way with her? I’m not touching her, let alone watching or fucking her with toys. Still, the thought has me inwardly groaning. I really need to get laid. And it cannot be with my best friend’s little sister, who also happens to work for me and be my new neighbor. Shit.

She stands. “Give me that.” With her hands full of multicolored sex toys, she snatches the metal plug from my fist. I’m dying right now. I swear, I’ve never been this hard in my life. That plug would look so pretty in her ass with me fucking her cunt.

“Anything they can do, I can do better,” I say because I’m like a sex-crazed teen right now, and the woman I’ve been low-level obsessed or infatuated or whatever you want to call it with is giving my mind the ultimate tease.

She laughs. “I highly, highly doubt that.” As if reading my thoughts, she comes back with, “Besides, we both know you’d never touch me.”

“Again.” I step in her direction, and I need to stop. “I’ll never touch you again.”

“Yes. Thanks for that oh-so-cheerful reminder about one of the worst nights I’ve ever had, Doctor Mistake. Yes, we all know you won’t touch me again,” she emphasizes.

“One of the worst nights?” As in ever? Not just one-night stands?

My chest caves and my stomach drops, but before I can grill her on that, she threatens me with the most sadistic smile I’ve ever seen. “Welcome to the building, neighbor. For your sake, I hope our bedroom walls aren’t connected. I tend to get a bit loud when I come with my toys.” With a wink, she heads back into her apartment and shuts and locks the door behind her.

Well, fuck me running. For the first time in my life, I’m insanely jealous of silicone and metal. And hoping our walls are connected and paper thin. And also not hoping for that. Crap! So much for keeping my distance and ignoring her. That’ll be damn close to impossible now.
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They say when you’re a certain level of angry, you can actually see a red haze. It makes sense, right? For red to be the color of fury. It’s the color of blood and the color your skin turns when you’re enraged or embarrassed. Like I am. Jack lives next door. He’s the one who moved across the hall. Jack. Jack fucking Kincaid. And he knew I lived here. The bastard followed me home. And saw my new collection of toys.

I’m a single girl in my twenties with massive trust issues. We buy sex toys in bulk.

I expected his laugh. I expected his ridicule. What I did not expect was for him to tell me exactly what he wanted to have happen with my new toys. Hell, I don’t know if that was simply a male sex reaction to toys in general or to me with toys.

No. It has to be the first option. Jack hates me.

Even though he kissed me in the elevator like he was on death row, and I was his last kiss before execution.

I pace around my apartment and toss my toys on the bed, a hot beat from losing my mind over this. I don’t want Jack closer. I want him farther away. As far as he can get from me. What am I going to do? My friends and cousins are going to eat this up with a spoon, and Tyson will lick it clean. Though I won’t tell him much other than I hate Jack and that he’s my older brother’s best friend.

I threatened Jack with a performance, and now I feel like I need to act on it. I want to torture him. I want him angry and hard and pining and ready to tear down the wall because he knows he can never have me, but he wants me anyway. And why do I want him to want me like that?

To make him hurt, I decide. That’s why.

Retribution. He regretted me that night, and I’ll make him regret he ever bought this place. But speaking of that, in return will I have to hear him having sex? Will I have to endure running into a random woman in the stairwell? The thought twists me up in the worst of ways. How will I be able to sleep if he’s on the other side of the hall?

I flop onto my bed and toss my forearms over my eyes. Maybe this won’t be such a big deal. We’ll both have our own lives and our schedules, and once we fall into that, we’ll be two passing ships. I can have my walls soundproofed. I should have done that already.

Ugh.

I pick up my phone and pull up my text stream with my girls.

Me: Jack is the person who moved right next door to me. He’s the one who bought that apartment.




Estlin: Oh. Uh. So I didn’t realize it was your building. I knew he bought a place on Commonwealth, but I didn’t think about it really because Commonwealth is so big. Owen mentioned it to me in passing, but both of us sort of forgot. I’m so sorry I didn’t ask more questions.




Sorel: Same. I mean, I mentioned that you lived on Commonwealth, but he was certain it wasn’t your building.




Me: It’s my building, and I’m not happy.




Katy: Try being civil. Or ignoring him.




Keegan: Yes. That.




Tinsley: HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!! *Laughing so hard I’m crying emoji*




Me: I hate you, Tins.




Tinsley: I’m so sad I’m not there to watch that in action. I’d pop some freaking corn and sit back because that’ll be a good show. Oh, the drama. The angst.




Me: He already saw my sex toys because he thought the package was his! This is not good.




Tinsley: HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!! AH, this is the absolute best. More, give me more. I need all the tea. Did he touch them? Ask for a demonstration? Did you beat him over the head with a dildo?




Ugh. Despite myself and my ire, I can’t help but crack a smile.

Me: I should have beaten him with the dildo. Death by purple cock.




Katy: I’m sorry, what is this about you beating his package with your toys?




Estlin: Ew! Gross. *vomit emoji* No talking about my brother’s package!




Sorel: I second that. Jack is like a brother to me, and I don’t want to think about his package.




Me: Hey, can we focus here? Jack is my new neighbor, and I can’t live next to him. What do I do?




Kenna: Relax, Wren. I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think.




Me: Come over Friday evening, and I’ll prove to you that it is.




Keegan: We’ll be there. But she’s right, Jack is quiet and keeps to himself. Try not to panic.




Me: GIF: Panic mode activated.




Katy: *Eye roll emoji* Go play with your toys, and we’ll be there Friday. With wine.




Estlin: And bourbon.




Sorel: And food since I can’t drink. Oh, will you bake me those cake batter cookie things? Pretty please? I’ll totally side with you if you do.




Me: Yes. Because I think I’ll need all the chocolate right now.




Tinsley: Now I hate you and am so jealous! *Crying emoji*




I toss my phone on my bed and go to make myself dinner that might consist of cookies tonight.

This. Sucks.
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I haven’t seen Jack in the last two days. Not once. And I haven’t heard much from him either. He took the rest of the week off from work so he could move, which has been game-changing for me at the hospital. Callan matched me up with Dr. Marshall, and even though he’s a bit of a flirt and I swear he touched my ass, he’s also allowed me in on two traumas and a few of the more complex cases he’s had. There’s no looking over my shoulder for Jack. No scanning the halls to make sure I miss him.

But on the flip side, whenever I walk into my building, I race up the steps and go straight into my apartment. Other than some banging and small noises from his place, you’d never know he was there. Keegan was right. He’s quiet and keeps to himself, and if it weren’t Jack, I’d love that in a neighbor.

So by Friday evening, I’m feeling better about the whole thing. If this is how it’s going to be, it’s not so bad. That is until I get home and run up the steps to unlock my door just as his opens. We do a stare down similar to the other day, but I get over it and open my door. I need to shower and get changed and bake and cook some food before my girls come over.

“Your brother and a few of the guys are coming over tonight,” he says softly, stopping me.

“My girls are coming over.”

“I know. Owen and Sorel told me.” He sighs. “Can we try, Wren?”

I turn to face him. His hand is on his open doorway, and he looks… like he’s trying to be nice. “Try?” I echo.

“To be civil. To get along or not, but I want to let go of some of this hate.”

I don’t say anything. Mostly because I’m not sure how to respond. But at my silence, he takes a step toward me, his expression hopeful.

“I’m sorry,” he continues. “I am. I’ve been sorry for a long time. I hurt you that night, both physically and emotionally, and it’s been a regret of mine.” His hands go to his hips, and he stares earnestly at me. “Since then, I know I’ve said and done things.” A wry chuckle flees his lips. “Well, I’m not going to get into everything with that because I’m not sure it matters. But I’m sorry if I ever hurt you. It was unintentional.” He smirks impishly and tilts his head. “For the most part anyway. But I mean it, Wren. I’d like to put that behind us, and I’m truly sorry for all of it.”

Wow. I almost don’t know what to do with that.

“Thank you.”

My problem is, I never wanted his apology. That night I wanted him to want me the way I wanted him. I was… well, I loved him in my adolescent way. But he didn’t want me back, and being rejected like that, after that moment and what we had shared, devastated me. The girl who had pined over him for years and the woman who had given him a piece of herself was crushed.

I understood why he reacted the way he did, but that didn’t take away the pain from it.

If anything, that made it worse.

He was never going to choose me. I wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted the Cinderella he met, not the girl beneath the mask. Something he still proves every time he calls me that.

As a result, hating him felt vital. It’s been a barrier. An impenetrable armor.

If I hated him, then there’s no room for anything else. No love or liking or disappointment or hurt. It was simply hate, and that was a chip I knew how to use. I don’t want Jack back in my head. And I feel like if we’re on good terms or friendly with each other, he could start to worm his way back there. It wouldn’t be tough for him. I know this. I’ve known it all along.

It’s why I react to him.

That kiss and his heated stare and the words he spoke to me in the hallway the other day. He was my first, well, everything, I guess. I was consumed with him, and I knew it was bad for me even back then. It’s why when I left for college, I did everything I could to put him out of my head and forget him. It never worked. He was always right there, hiding under the surface.

I don’t want him to regain that sort of power over me.

I don’t want to think about him that way.

And if I hate him, then I won’t.

But how can I continue to hate him? We’re neighbors, and his people are my people. Not to mention, he followed me home Friday night just to make sure I got here safely. And he picked a fight with me—and then kissed me—to pull me out of my head and away from my panic.

I shift my weight. Then I nod. Just once. “Okay.”

“Okay?” he questions, and I glance at him only to immediately regret it. He’s smiling at me, his blue eyes sparkling, and my world would be so much easier if I didn’t find him so goddamn attractive.

“Yes. We can try to be civil.”

“Wow.” He chuckles and drags his hands back through his hair. “I was preparing a speech or a battle plan. That was easier than I thought it was going to be.”

I hold up a hand, stopping him before he gets carried away with this kumbaya stuff. “I have a few stipulations.”

His lips twitch. “Go on. What are they?”

“I don’t want to talk about that night ever again. As far as I’m concerned, it never happened. Same with what happened that following Thanksgiving.”

He frowns and stares straight into my eyes with a despondent look. “Wren⁠—”

I shake my head, cutting him off. “No more kissing or talking about spankings or being your good girl. No mention of sex toys or what you’d like to have happen with them.”

Now he’s frowning.

“I mean it, Jack. I’ll be civil with you, but I don’t like the line we’ve flirted with. I will not be anyone’s regret again.”

His eyes vacillate between mine, an opera’s worth of emotions flickering over his features. He opens his mouth but quickly closes it, and finally, after a long beat, nods in what almost appears like defeat.

He turns to return to his apartment, but before he shuts the door, I hear him say, “I never regretted you. It was everything else I didn’t know how to handle.”

The door shuts behind him, and I blow out a breath. Whatever. He can say what he likes, but it doesn’t matter. I have my hard line, and I won’t budge on it.

I go inside and shower off a day spent in the ER. I slip into a cute cream-colored sweater that shows a peekaboo of stomach above my favorite jeans. By the time I’m done blowing out my hair, applying my makeup, and pulling the last of the cookies out of the oven, the buzzer on my door sounds. I hit the unlock button, and seconds later, I hear voices and laughter carry up the stairwell to me.

Opening my door, I’m immediately greeted by Owen, who gives me a big hug, followed by Mason, Vander, Stone, Alden, Keegan, Kenna, Sorel, Katy, Bennett, and Estlin.

“Wow.” I laugh. “So many of you. And here I thought this was a girls’ night.”

“We’re going to see Jack’s place,” Owen explains.

“Yeah, he needs help setting up his new TV and systems,” Vander finishes.

“And that’s where you come in, cyber dude.”

“Like Batman.” He winks.

“We want to see his place too.” Sorel gives me a sheepish look. “Do you mind?”

“No.” Because I want to see it as well. “We’re civil now.”

Everyone stops dead in their tracks and stares at me as if I just grew a second head.

“For real?” I think Estlin might cry with happiness.

“Yep. Don’t believe me, ask him.”

I pan my hand in his direction since he’s now opened his door, likely having heard the ruckus in the hall.

“Is it true?” Estlin questions. “You and Wren are friends now?”

“Whoa, slow your roll there, baby cakes. I never said friends. I said civil.”

Jack chuckles and gives me a small smile. “Yes. We’ve officially declared a truce.”

“Wow.” Katy laughs. “Angels are weeping, and hell has frozen over.”

“So it would seem,” Jack agrees. “Are you coming in, or are you all just going to stand there gawking at me?”

Katy grabs my arm and hauls me along with them into Jack’s apartment which smells like his cologne but also fresh paint and sawdust. It’s loaded with gleaming hardwood floors, shiny new appliances and countertops, and some drool-worthy built-ins. It’s nice, and the layout is almost a mirror image of mine.

The guys immediately go for the living room, taking over his large sofa and chairs, already talking sound systems and TVs.

“Yawn.” Sorel rolls her eyes. “I want to see what he ended up doing with his bathroom.”

“My mom and I helped him pick out the fixtures, flooring, and stone,” Estlin states as we head directly for his bedroom. “I’m excited to see it too.”

“Creeping in my bedroom, ladies?” Jack asks behind us, his body close to mine, though I didn’t hear him follow us.

“We want to see how your bathroom turned out,” Sorel explains.

“Seriously?” He’s bewildered. “It’s a bathroom.”

“Yes!” she exclaims. “Don’t ruin this for us. You know I have a thing for home renovations.”

“Uh.” He scratches the back of his head in uncertainty. “Fine, but fair warning, the toilet seat might be up.” We all scrunch our noses, and he throws his hands up. “I’m a single guy living alone. It’s what we do. I didn’t expect a handful of judgmental women to come in my bedroom.”

“It is very nice in here. And clean.” Keegan does a circle in his bedroom, but all I notice is the layout of his place and how his bedroom wall most definitely abuts mine. Awesome. And yes, that’s total sarcasm.

“A little light reading, Jack?” Kenna teases, going over to his nightstand and grabbing a book.

“Huh? Oh.” His voice drops. “Oh, shit.” That last part is muttered so low under his breath, I don’t think he intended any of us to hear it.

“What is it?” Estlin questions only to start laughing. “What on earth? Since when did you start reading spicy romance?”

I follow along with everyone else, and when I see the books Kenna is holding up, I freeze. There are two books in her hands. Two very familiar books. Two books I specifically recommended to my text stranger. Icy talons of dread scratch at my gut.

I spin around, and our eyes immediately lock. His wary, mine hateful. Jack is my text stranger. He knew it was me all along, and he never said a word. That son of a bitch!
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Shit. Shit. Shit! Wren didn’t say anything. She stared me down for a long, hate-filled moment and then followed the other ladies as they oohed and aahed over my bathroom fixtures. Who does that? Who even cares about the color of them and how the stone goes nicely with the rugs and towels? Men don’t do that. We don’t go into each other’s bedrooms or bathrooms. Those are sacred places. There’s a half bath off the kitchen for guests. My room is my man space, and men respect that.

Not women.

They have no boundaries.

They weren’t supposed to go in my bedroom, and they sure as hell weren’t supposed to see the books on my nightstand. More than that, Wren was never supposed to find out. We’d agreed no more texting. It was over. A truce was declared. We were civil. The tension and sexual energy I couldn’t seem to shake was going to simmer and eventually burn out.

Now that’s all gone, and it’s like the ticking of a bomb with no way to deactivate it.

The women went across the hall to Wren’s place. They’re drinking wine and eating crudités or whatever women do, and we ordered pizza and subs and have beers and bourbon. Vander is setting up my WiFi and TV with all kinds of things I don’t want to know about. I legit surf the internet and occasionally purchase a few things, but the way he’s going about it, you’d think I worked for the NSA and held our government secrets on my laptop.

Alden is watching him and asking questions as he goes, to which Vander hardly replies. Mason, Bennett, and Owen are talking babies and what to expect when you’re expecting or something like that. Stone is texting with Tinsley because the man can’t breathe for five minutes without her. And I’m stuck here in some state of limbo, anxiously sweating this out.

She had accepted my apology, and even though I hated the terms she set before us, I knew she was right to do so. I’d been letting my guard down. She was under my skin. It was turning into hours spent every day thinking about her and fantasizing about her and wanting her. Desperately. Heedlessly. To the point where I see no other woman but her.

It needed to stop, and I didn’t know how to do that. So her line in the sand was the perfect antidote. A rule I would follow until this thing with her passed. Nothing good would come of my attraction to her, and I was determined to do the right thing with her. For once.

Now that’s all fucked, and she’s across the hall probably plotting which part of me she’s going to sever from my body first—my head, heart, or balls.

I’d have to take it. I have no verbal recourse. I lied by omission. I kept this secret from her because I… fuck, because I wanted her to talk to me without all the hatred and animosity she always has with me. I wanted… hell, I don’t even know. Her, I guess. I wanted her, even if it was just that small piece, and that felt like the only safe way to have her.

“You okay?” Owen asks, and I realize I’ve been standing in my kitchen, staring at the wall that abuts her apartment, for I don’t even know how long on my quest to find a bottle opener.

“I’m good.”

Owen sets the bottle of Blanton’s he brought down on the counter. “Want one?”

“Sure.” Fuck yes, I do. I pull a set of tumblers down from the cabinet, and he pours both of us large glasses.

“Pour me one?” Bennett yells out, and Owen throws a hand up to let him know that he’s got him. Bennett comes over and joins us, leaning his back against the counter and surveying everything as he gratefully accepts the decent pour Owen gave him. “It’s a great place. And I really like your neighborhood. I’m kind of jealous of that.”

I chuckle. “Thanks, man. But as memory serves, your place isn’t too shabby.” Understatement of the year. He lives in a big house with a great backyard in the South End.

He shrugs. “Just different.” He nudges me conspiratorially. “Remember our apartments in LA?”

I wince. “Yes, but I’d rather not.”

“Me neither.” The three of us raise our glasses and toast. “To living in Boston, to friendship, and to your new digs. Congrats.”

“Cheers.” We all take a sip of the smooth bourbon, and despite my inner turmoil over Wren, I can’t help but love how my place is coming together. Even with Vander taking over my living room.

“It’s weird, right?”

“What is?” I ask Owen.

“You living across the hall from Wren. It’s like the two of you can’t escape each other.”

“You’re telling me. Weird doesn’t begin to cover it.”

He smiles, and something hits his eyes I can’t quite read. “I’m glad you do, though.”

That catches me by surprise. “Really? Why?”

He shrugs. “It’s a nice building in a nice neighborhood, but I still wish she were living in a place like Stone’s and Mason’s.”

“You mean a high-rise with security cameras and a doorman?”

“She refused because she’s Wren, but I’m glad you live across the hall from her. You may not like her, but I know you’d never let anything bad happen to her, and you’d never let anyone hurt her if you could stop it.”

Jesus, Owen. Way to hit me with a bullet straight to the gut.

“Never,” I promise him because it’s true. I’d protect her from anyone. Just not myself, I guess, since I constantly seem to be someone who hurts her. I’m looking at Owen and talking about his little sister, a woman who’s ten years younger than us, and who I kissed last weekend and explained how I want to fuck her with her sex toys, while he’s worried about her safety, and it makes me feel awful.

He’s my best friend, and he’s asking me to protect his sister when I’m the one she needs protection from.

What is wrong with me?

Am I that bad of a human?

I never thought I was until now.

“Honestly, it’s why I wanted Estlin to live with you,” I tell him. “At least that way I knew she was safe.”

“It’s also why I wanted Katy to live with me when we were trying for Willow.” Bennett smirks. “Well, that and other reasons.”

Owen frowns. “I do not want to hear about that. As far as I’m concerned, Katy is like Wren, and they’re asexual. But speaking of that, now we have to find Jack a woman.”

Half of my sip of expensive bourbon shoots from my mouth while the other half drowns me as it tries to go down my trachea instead of my esophagus. I choke and sputter and cough like I’m dying, which this sort of feels like because alcohol burns like fuck when it hits the back of your nose and lungs.

“You okay?” Bennett laughs, smacking my back. “Is there something you want to tell us?” He’s teasing me now, baiting me, and I don’t like it.

“No,” I wheeze once I’m semi back under control.

“Did you tell him our plan?” Alden asks, joining us.

“Plan?” I grab a paper towel and use it to wipe my face and the counter.

Owen, Bennett, and Alden are exchanging looks I don’t like either.

“What?” I’m already getting defensive.

Alden shrugs and grabs the bottle opener off the counter so he can crack the top on his expensive import. “I have a friend at the community health center⁠—”

“No,” I cut him off before he can get going with this, but he plows right past that.

“She’s gorgeous and looks like an old Hollywood pinup. She’s a total sweetheart, too.”

“Not my type,” I tell him.

“She’s everyone’s type. Trust me.” He slaps me on the shoulder. “How about dinner some night this week? We’ll quad so it’s not so awkward. She’s a doctor as well, so she’ll get along well with Katy and Keegan, and Estlin likes everyone.”

“No.”

“Tilly the Hun was a long time ago,” Owen jumps in. “It’s time, old man.”

“I don’t need to be set up.” It’s not even about Tilly. I simply hate the idea of being set up.

“I’m sure Bennett agrees,” Alden continues.

I give Bennett a look because he better not, considering I was there for him after his ex, and he throws his hands up. “I’m staying neutral. But I do agree it would be good for you to start dating and not just screwing around. Which you hardly do anyway. The monk look isn’t a good one on you.”

“Just meet her,” Owen jumps back in. “It’s one dinner. One date. Hell, I never thought I’d find anyone after what my ex did to me. Now I have Estlin, and I’m so happy, and Bennett has Katy. Same thing. One awful woman shouldn’t ruin all your future happiness.”

He’s right. I know he’s right. Except it was more than just Tilly. Everything good I’ve ever had or wanted has been taken from me in one form or another. The other shoe always drops. It’s Murphy’s law, and it’s been the story of my life. Case in fucking point, the place I worked my ass off to buy has Wren Fritz living across the hall.

I’m jinxed. Karmatically fucked. In my last life, I must have killed nuns or puppies for sport. I get it. It could be worse, and many have it way harder than I do. But the idea of tempting fate again, of facing another disappointment or heartbreak, isn’t appealing. Not even a little. And being set up always feels forced. It’s never casual or comfortable. Not to mention, I’m not a billionaire like these guys are, and women generally get the wrong impression of that when we all go out. They think I’m like them, and I’m not.

But I don’t feel like explaining that to them. Owen and Bennett are in love, and Alden has his second chance with Keegan, and I’m just this guy floating in between. So instead of another no, I say, “I’ll think about it.”

“My man.” Alden fist bumps me.

“Kincaid, I think we’re all set up.” Vander waves to me from the living room, and I take the diversion for what it is and run with it. Our food arrives, and we put on the Bruins game and settle in with alcohol and hockey. And for a while, I relax. I laugh with the guys and drink and eat and just chill out. It’s exactly what I needed.

But when the door shuts behind the last guy, I run into my room and go straight for my phone. Holding the device in my hand, I pull up my text stream with Wren and start to pace. What am I going to say? Maybe I don’t have to say anything. Maybe she’ll just go back to hating me and that will be that.

I’m sorry. Delete. I was going to tell you. Delete because that’s a goddamn lie. I don’t know how to leave you alone. I don’t know how to stop thinking about you. And part of me is becoming afraid I never will. You threatened me with that curse, but it’s become my reality. I bought the romance books you suggested and texted with you just to talk to you. Even when I knew I shouldn’t.

I don’t send that. I just read the words, startled by the truth in them. It was one night. Not even a complete night. It was less than an hour of flirting and sharing that drink, but the imprint she left on me has been impossible to wipe away. I never felt this with Tilly, a woman I was with for two years, and whom I was set to marry.

I’ve been like this since that night, and it makes no sense. I don’t even like Wren. She’s a spoiled, fiery, loudmouthed, gorgeous pain in my ass. I still don’t believe in magic or potions, but with her, to quote Shakespeare, I am fortune’s fool.

I moved back to Boston, and because her people are my people, she’s always there. We’d go out, and I’d do everything I could not to watch her. Not to listen to her or want to crush every man’s skull if they dared to talk to or flirt with my girl.

That stops me. No. Not my girl. She’s never been that. And yet that’s how she felt. Like my secret. Mine to hate. Mine to fight with. Mine to tease and taunt. Mine.

I’m afraid that drink ruined my life.

I don’t send that either. I just continue to type out my growing confession.

Bang! The sound startles me so badly I drop my phone on the bed and race from my bedroom to where the sound came from, only to stop dead in my tracks. Wren is standing in front of my open door, peering around as she searches for me. She has no weapons in her hands, so I walk toward her.

Static crackles between us, the promise of an impending storm.

Her eyes narrow in on me with a look that should have me dead on the spot. “You. It was you?!”

“If I had told you⁠—”

“You should have told me!” she fires back, her hands all over the place as she over-gesticulates.

“Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Maybe? You don’t know?” She’s incredulous and flustered as she shoves her wild hair back from her face. “How was it you? I was eighteen when you first texted. That was two years before that night, and we never exchanged numbers.”

“Owen wanted you to have my number in case you ever needed anything. I was closer to you in LA than he was in Boston.”

She stares up at me as she searches her memory. “Why don’t I remember that?”

I hitch up a shoulder. I have no answer for her, but that’s what happened.

“You bought the books. Why?”

“Because I was walking past a bookstore and…”I thought of you so I went in and bought them. Because you make me desperate, and I don’t understand it. The number of times I’ve jerked off imagining her fucking herself with her toys to these books is embarrassing. I read them thinking about her reading them. I don’t know how or when it happened, but she’s taken over everything.

“And what?”

I shrug. “And bought them.”

She blows past that, her anger its own life force as it pulses through her veins. “Dammit, Jack. I told you things.”

“That you shared with a stranger and not me.”

“Because I didn’t think I’d ever see this person! There’s safety with that, even if there isn’t. I didn’t know who you were! Why would I voluntarily tell you anything?”

“Because you feel this too,” I tell her bluntly, growing tired of the lying and the game playing.

She bites into her lip and looks away. “We have fucked-up, unhealthy chemistry. That’s all it is.”

That’s not all it is, and she knows that. She’s just unwilling to admit it. Hell, I was unwilling to admit it until about two minutes ago, but seeing her here, looking at her...

I take a step, then another, and she watches me approach. Reaching over her head, I shut the door, trying not to wince at the outline of the doorknob on my freshly painted walls.

“I’m so furious with you I can hardly stand here and not strangle you. First, I have to deal with you in the ER, now you live next freaking door to me, and now this! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“To avoid this fight.”

That sets her off a bit, and she shoves my chest. “You son of a bitch. You had no right! You should have told me. The things I told you⁠—”

“I told you things, too. Even though I did know who you were.”

She shakes her head, venom in her eyes. “You were messing with me. I was a game to you.”

I cup her jaw. “You have been a lot of things to me over the years, Wren Fritz, but a game has never been one of them.” My lips sear down on hers in a fierce kiss I’m positive I’ll never come back from.

One kiss. A match to a fuse. And we detonate in a mess of tongues and teeth and lips and hands and hate. I walk her back until I have her pressed against the door, and a low growl tickles my throat as she flicks my tongue with hers.

Fuck yes.

I yank on the neck of her sweater, and she tears at my shirt. Seams rip, hands fumble, lips battle. “Stop kissing me.”

Neither of us stops.

She bites my lip. “This can’t happen.”

I tilt her head the other way and press her deeper against the door so I can palm her tits over her sweater. But this fucking sweater is in the way, and I wrench it over her head. She’s only wearing a paper-thin cropped white tank top underneath, her pretty tits and hard nipples barely hidden from me.

“No bra?”

She squints at me. “I don’t exactly need one, do I, asshole?”

“Oh, sweetheart.” I rip down the top of her tank top and stare at the goddamn stunning sight before me. The one I wasn’t afforded five years ago. I’ve pictured what she looks like naked a million times, and none of those did this reality any justice. She is perfect. That is until she swats me away.

“You haven’t earned me.”

Ain’t that the truth?

“I don’t care.” I blow cool air on her sweet tits, shove her hand out of the way, and suck one full breast straight into my mouth. She moans and rocks against me like she’s searching for my dick, and holy Christ is she perfect. Her skin… I’m done for.

With a firm grip, she yanks the back of my head away and back up to her face, where she starts kissing me again.

“No. We’re not doing this. I hate you.”

I play with her tongue and nibble on her bottom lip. So fucking plump and delicious I can hardly stand it. She snatches my hand from her ass and places it straight over her breast, using me to rub her. Her skin is so soft, so silky, and her small tits are the ultimate tease, capped with the prettiest pink nipples I’ve ever seen. I need them. I have to come all over them. Maybe torture them a bit until she whines and moans and begs for me to stop. Definitely lick them some more.

“You can have two orgasms, and I’ll have none,” I offer as I pant against her between deep, diving kisses. “They can be with your toys if you want while I watch and go crazy that I can’t touch you. That counts as punishment for me.”

“Hardly. You’ll still get to see how I like it.”

Also true. And fuuuuck, how hot is that? I’m like a kid in a toy store. I want, I want, I want. Give me, give me, give me.

Rearing up onto her toes, her nails sink into my shoulders as she rubs her pussy against my aching cock, and I help her along, grinding up into her until I hit her sweet spot, and she moans. I start to dry fuck her against the door while I continue to kiss her and play with her tits and nipples.

“How am I not supposed to hate you more than I already do for this? You lied to me. You hid who you were.”

“You want to hate me? Fine. Hate me. Just fucking fuck me already.”
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I’m trying to fight this. Fight him. I’ve been stewing all night, thinking of all the things I was going to yell at him. I had a plan, and it involved breaking his phone over his stupid, beautiful face. He knew all along who I was, and I was clueless. I was careless. I continued to text him.

In my head, he was some random guy I’d met in Seattle. A man I knew I’d never see again. He flirted, and I liked that. I can’t remember the last time I felt a girlish flutter at anything, and I felt it with those texts. Stupid dopamine reaction. That’s all that was, and now look.

I told him things about myself I never should have told him.

Now those things belong to Jack. The last man I’d ever want to have them.

And he planned to use them against me. Why else would he be reading the books other than to torture me? To tease and to taunt. Part of me expected him to laugh when I came storming in here, but he didn’t. He was quiet and ardent, and the things he said⁠—

Before I can answer him, his mouth cuts off my brain with another demanding kiss. I’m airborne, lifted into his arms as he spins us around and drops me on the counter of his kitchen, his mouth never breaking contact. Not once. Not even to take a breath that I so desperately need. With my hair in his hands, he tugs my head back, exposing my jaw and neck to his greedy mouth. He grunts as he presses in between my thighs that are now bracketing his, and he moves me right to the edge of the counter so he can rub me just right.

“This fucking neck.” He ends it there, but his hot, wet mouth rains kisses down the center of my throat and along my carotids, feeling my pulse with his lips. It makes him smile against my skin, probably because he can feel it thrumming faster than I think it ever has, and your pulse never lies. You can hide almost anything, but your heart is always a dead giveaway, and now he knows.

I hate how he affects me. The rise he always manages to get. The way I respond to him even when I’d give anything not to.

My hands meet the back of his head, and I hold him against me as I lean back to give him better access. He continues south, pulling and sucking on my breasts and nipples again. And god, he does that so well. His touch is like sparks of electricity over my skin. I’m flying yet anchored, only the man I’m anchored to is the one I vowed I’d never do this with again.

With that thought, I push him back. I need to think, and I can’t think with him kissing me like this. With him touching me. His chest rises and falls with each ragged breath he takes, and a muscle twitches in his jaw. Not angry. No, that’s been all me tonight. That muscle is his restraint.

Even with my breasts still fully exposed to him, his dark eyes never leave mine as he waits for me to make a decision. One he’s letting me have, and the fact that he’s relying purely on my consent is powerful and heady.

Still, it’s not an easy decision. Not by a mile.

This is Jack, and he presents a litany of complications, but more than that, I haven’t had sex with a man beyond a random bar fling since before the incident. There are things Jack doesn’t know. Pieces of my narrative. But I don’t want to tell him. He’s already taken enough from me. He doesn’t get this piece, too.

Typically, I control how this goes. It’s in a coat closet or a bathroom, and I let them fuck me against something. Never from behind. Never. And no one takes their time with me because there’s no time to be had.

It’s quick and dirty and not all that satisfying. It’s like scratching the worst itch you’ve ever had with the pads of your fingers instead of your nails. But something tells me if I let this happen, Jack will scratch every itch I have.

It makes my heart pound and my breathing as shallow as his.

“What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know.” I honestly don’t freaking know. It’s nearly impossible to think rationally when I have this many thoughts ping-ponging through my head on top of the heavy, throbbing ache between my legs. I need to go. I need to get out of here and think. But I don’t move. And I can’t make myself go.

As if reading my thoughts, a slow, curling grin slides up his face along with a predatory gleam in his already black eyes. Without another word, he shoots straight for me and rips my tank top over my head as if to squelch any further argument I have. I’m half-naked now, but he doesn’t stop there. He goes for my jeans next until I’m sitting in nothing but my flimsy thong.

He looks me in the eyes as he slides his hand down my chest, over my breasts and belly, and lower, where he shoves my thighs apart and flattens his hand over my mound and pussy. “Lie back on the counter, Wren.”

The low, gravelly way he says my name almost has me coming on the spot.

“And if I say no?”

“Then you can leave. The choice is always yours.” He comes in closer. “You don’t see it, do you? The power you have?” He takes my hand and rubs it over his hard cock. “You’re the one doing this to me. I won’t ask you again. If you stay, you’re mine tonight. Lie back.”

It’s a demand, his tone brooking no room for argument, and a shiver runs up my spine. Isn’t this what he said he likes? Control. Punishment play.

“Fuck off.”

He pushes me by my chest until my back meets the cold stone. I arch in rebellion, and my nipples turn into rocks. I don’t have time to adjust as he flicks my right nipple and then my left with his fingers, making me yelp.

He chuckles darkly. “Oh, Miss Fritz. I believe I’ve warned you about saying that to me.” Pulling roughly on my hips, he shreds my panties, and before I can catch my next breath, he spreads my thighs wider and puts his mouth on my pussy.

“Holy fuck!” I cry, my hands flying down to his hair on instinct, needing to pull him closer. No one has done this to me in years, and I forgot how good it feels. His stubbled jaw grazes my clit as his tongue thrusts deep inside me.

“Much better.” A low, feral growl emanates from the back of his throat. “Fuck, you taste good.”

“Oh, god yes,” flees my lips, and I pinch my eyes shut. I hate him. How can I want him to touch me like this when I hate him as much as I do? When I’m so fucking angry I want to burn down his world. But I can’t stop the way my body is betraying me and begging for more.

Two fingers thrust into me, and I arch back against the beautiful intrusion.

“Still so fucking tight, Wren.”

He’s not being gentle as he licks and sucks at my clit while his fingers pump in and out of me. Damn him if he’s not insanely good at this too. He’s taking what he wants from me, something that typically sets off a panic reaction in me, but with him it doesn’t. It goes back to his stopping when I pushed him away and his waiting for my consent. Did I give him that? Who am I kidding? We both know I did.

Still…

“Stop fighting me, sweetheart.” He pulls his fingers from me and licks each one clean before he uses the tip of one to rub my clit. His mouth captures my nipple again, but it doesn’t stay there beyond one hard suck and flick of his tongue. His mouth has a destination in mind, and he continues until he’s kissing me again. Forcing his tongue inside my mouth the way his fingers are now thrusting back inside my pussy.

I taste myself on him and moan as he uses his other hand to rub across my nipples. He growls, his fingers picking up their pace, and my orgasm starts to curl warm and tight within me.

“Look at me,” he says, and I shake my head. I can’t. He bites my lip. Hard. “I said look at me, Wren.”

My eyes snap open, and for a moment, he doesn’t say anything. He just stares, his face directly above mine, his blue eyes all I can see as he continues to fuck me with his fingers and pull on my nipples.

“Tell me you want this.”

I can’t. How can I tell him that? The way that makes me vulnerable to him is more than I can bear.

His hand cups my jaw, and his thumb drags roughly along my bottom lip, all the while his other hand continues to fuck me. In and out. Deep plunging thrusts that make me dizzy and scatter my thoughts.

“Say it, Wren. Say it, and I’ll make it so fucking good.”

I grip his wrist and shake my head.

He holds my face. “There will be no miscommunication. Tell me you want me as much as I want you. Here, now, at this moment, I want to lick your pretty cunt until you come all over my lips, and then I want to slide inside of you and annihilate anything we did before it. Just say yes, baby. One word.”

I bite my lip. He just called me baby. Sweetheart I’ve been able to handle, but baby like that, with actual tenderness, might have just been my undoing.

Please don’t let me regret this. “Yes.”

His eyes catch fire, gleaming victoriously. Bastard got what he wanted from me—to make me lose control and hand it over to him. With the flip of a switch, he’s kissing me on an entirely different level. It’s deep, diving plunges alternating with teasing whispers as we come together and break apart with tilting heads and greedy hands everywhere.

I break the kiss, gasping for air. “I still hate you, and I’m still mad.”

He grins against me and captures my bottom lip with his teeth. “You won’t be mad at me in a second.”

Releasing me with a wet pop, he sets my feet up on the edge of the counter and pushes my knees as wide as they can go, opening me completely to him. My eyes shutter shut because I can’t take it. It’s too intimate with him like this. With the way he’s staring at me. My head clouds, and I get lost in the haze of him. Lost in his scent, his taste, his sounds, the feel of his body as he touches me.

I groan deeply as he fucks me hard with his fingers while using his tongue to rub and work vigorous circles on my clit. My pussy spasms and clenches around him, my breathing ragged, and I wrap my legs around his head and shoulders. The feeling of his mouth and fingers moving over me and inside me has my back arching and my head falling back again.

“Yes. More. Please, more.”

“The first one will be like this. The second on my cock.”

“Now. Put it in me now.” I don’t even care how desperate I sound. I am desperate. Tomorrow I’m sure I’ll care a lot, but right now, all I can think about is how fucking badly I need this.

Even with his fingers, it’s not enough. I need to feel him filling me up. Part of me knows this is the worst idea in the history of the world, but the part of me that’s wound so tight, that’s so fucking desperate to come and to get fucked, won’t be held back.

“I’ve wanted this for too long not to watch you finish now. You’re so close. Show me how beautiful you are when you come for me.”

I shake my head as his words hit me, but it’s futile. A soft sensation courses through me and warms my blood. Warmer than I was seconds ago. It’s like bubbles from champagne that float through me, but they don’t linger long. There’s no option for that as he sucks my clit between his lips and eats me like tomorrow isn’t coming. And speaking of coming…

“Oh god!”

It’s an explosion. A detonation. It’s waves and tsunamis and earthquakes and tornadoes. I haven’t come at the hands of someone else in so long, and my body knows it. It’s taking it and running with it. So does his mouth as he licks me out and finger bangs me until I no longer have breath or thoughts. I’m just there.

I become one with the stone. A puddle of limbs, my eyes so heavy they won’t open. A cocky chuckle comes from above me, and even though I hate him enough to try to wipe it off his face—and I will—I enjoy this afterglow a moment longer.

His body moves away from me, and absently, I hear fabric swishing against skin. His hand drags along my body, and slowly, so damn slowly, I finally peel my eyes open and tilt my head up. That cocky smirk that matched his laugh is still on his lips as he slips out of his pants and boxer briefs. His shirt is already gone, and though I’ve seen Jack without a shirt on, I’ve never allowed myself more than a second or two to look.

Tall and muscular with broad shoulders and a smattering of chest hair across his pecs that lightly trickles down his taut abs, Jack’s body is a work of art. I didn’t see his cock that night—I only felt it—but I can’t resist now. Sitting up, I take him in my hand, catching him by surprise.

He groans a loud “fuuuck,” and his nostrils flare, which only eggs me on to start playing with him. To really feel him. And possibly torture him a bit because I know I can.

His dick is long and thick, smooth and hard—velvet over steel—and once again, I’m afraid of what having him inside of me will be like. What it will do to me. Precum glistens on the tip, and I lick my lips, shocked by how much I want this. How much I want him.

“My condoms are in my room.”

I shake my head. “I’m not getting in your bed.” No fucking way.

He nibbles on my lip as he toys with my nipples, and I continue to squeeze and slowly jerk his cock in my hand.

“If I leave you out here, you’ll flee.”

He’s probably right. And with that, I beg my mind to reclaim its rational thought. I flood it with a million things. All the ways he’s undeniably my enemy and has hurt me in the past. It’s no use. I’m a cloud of lust and stupid.

“Are you on the pill?”

With a thick swallow, I nod. “And I’ve been tested.” But now I’m shaking because this will be yet another thing I give him. Another first. And just like the other one he took, it’s not a small thing.

He pants out a heavy breath like that answer was nearly his undoing. “Same. Fuck.” As if reading my thoughts he asks, “Have you ever…”

My face pinches up, almost in agony, and I shake my head.

A sigh that sounds like relief brushes across my face. “Look at me.”

I shake my head.

“Open your eyes, beautiful Wren, and look at me.”

I can’t make myself do it, and he bites my lip in frustration as he slides me to the edge of the counter and covers my hand that’s still working his dick with his. Both of us stare down, and my heart starts to thunder. He rubs the tip at my entrance, and my hand falls away from his dick. I lean back, supporting myself with my hands on the counter.

I’m trembling, unable to stop.

“Look at me, baby. I want your eyes.” He makes quick, flickering glances at my face, his twisted in pleasure and awe as he starts to enter me. “Wren.” It’s a whispered caress over my lips as he works more of himself inside me, inch by inch. “Baby. So tight. So. Fucking. Tight.” He gives a shallow pump, both of us watching as he pushes in just a little more. His forehead drops to mine, and he cups my jaw, finally forcing my gaze. “Does it feel good? Am I hurting you?”

I shake my head. “No.”

“No, it doesn’t feel good, or no I’m not hurting you?”

“No to both.”

He chuckles and sucks on my lip. “Still a bitch, even after you come.”

I don’t smile, but it’s difficult. “Still a dick, but maybe you should talk less and use it more.”

“Is that what you want?”

On my next inhale, he impales me with a hard, fast thrust that knocks the wind from my lungs as he bottoms out in me. His face falls to my shoulder, and he bites into my flesh. It triggers my nails to meet his back and dig in. He wheezes out a heavy breath, his body shaking against mine. It’s so much, and he’s feeling it too.

Gripping my hips, he moves me over his hard length, sliding me back and forth as he counters the action. His eyes close, and his moans become muffled as he keeps his face against my tacky skin before he drags lower to my tits. One breast is captured in his mouth, and he sucks hard to the point where I know I’m going to be bruised.

“Hell,” I cry out, wrapping my legs around him and digging my heels into his ass. An ass that’s all freaking muscle and flexes as he starts to fuck me like he means it. Like a man on a mission. “You feel awful.”

Pulling away from my chest, his hand runs up my neck and slides into my hair, where he coerces my head back and my eyes up to his. I glare, forcing in my hatred, even as he fucks me. And fucks me. And fucking fucks me so hard and so goddamn good I can hardly keep my eyes open or my body upright. The angle is shallow, and I slide back, putting my weight on my forearms so he can pound me deeper.

“Then maybe you should fuck me back instead of acting like a dead fish,” he demands but doesn’t give me the choice as he picks me up off the counter, smacks my ass until I yelp, and takes us to the floor. I’m on top of him, sinking down on his cock and feeling him everywhere. He’s so big, and like this, I really feel it. I start to bounce, testing how deep I can take him.

“You’re boring. It’s like fucking my finger.”

He laughs mockingly. “If you were getting it half as good as I’m giving it to you now, you wouldn’t need your fingers or your ten thousand toys.”

That’s accurate, but I’ll never let him know it. “My toys fuck me better than you do.”

He slaps my breast and my ass before he squeezes each cheek and splits me open so he can fuck up deeper. “You’re such a brat. I should punish you for your mouth.”

“Fuck off,” I snap, knowing it’ll get a reaction from him. I push his shoulders down to the floor. Let him feel the bite of the wood. It doesn’t stop me from rising up and plunging down on him. “That good enough for you?”

“Hardly. My hand does a better job fucking me than you do,” he throws back at me.

“Oh, baby,” I mock. “I think we both know that’s not true.”

He lifts me off him and roughly knocks me down to the floor. Pushing my legs apart, he thrusts straight back inside me, almost to the point of pain. To the point where I’m ripping at his hair and crying out, begging him to keep going, to keep fucking me, to make me feel it.

His hands capture my forearms, and before I can stop him or react, they’re above my head and locked in place. My eyes snap open, startled. His blue eyes are right over me, watching me, and I start to thrash.

He doesn’t get it. He thinks I’m simply fighting him as I have been. Sweat coats his brow, and I try to focus on him. On those beads of sweat, his blue eyes blackened with lust, and the flush of his cheeks. I don’t want him to see how this is making me feel. His chest meets mine, and he thrusts up into me over and over, pounding my pussy and hitting that spot on my front wall.

So. Close.

My hips circle as his become savage, and we create a fast, steady, earth-shattering pace.

“Let go of me.”

“You don’t get to make that call.”

“You’re such an asshole.”

He grips my ass, and I try not to grind harder into him, but it’s no use. “An asshole who’s about to make you come.”

He lets go of my wrists and lets loose. The mess and sweat and sweet pleasure of our bodies are more than I’ve ever experienced. He rolls and drives up while simultaneously slamming my lips to his. I come with a thunderous storm, crying out and writhing, moaning so loud there’s no holding it back.

With a roar, his head flings back, and I watch as his face pinches up and he releases into me. I can feel it. The heat and the warmth. The trickle of his cum as it already starts to leak around his cock.

He sags, and his grip immediately slackens, both of us sweaty and breathless. I pull my arms into my chest as I catch my breath. What the hell did I just allow to happen? Stupid, greedy lust. Now look what I’ve done. In a moment of panic, I push him off me, gather my clothes, and run for the door.

“Wren!” he cries, but I slam the door and race into my apartment, shutting and locking the door behind me. That can never happen again.
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Click, click, click, click. Four clicks of her lock. Four. I stare at her door and debate if I should knock, but I think the four clicks and the fact that she just ran across the hall naked is telling me she doesn’t want me to do that. Speaking of naked, I’m literally standing in the hall with my dick in my hand, and though it’s late, anyone could find me like this.

Goddammit, Wren.

Talk about a role reversal. I’m not freaking out the way I did the first time, and she is. The irony isn’t lost on me, but I don’t think this is her way of proving a point. Hesitation and doubts aren’t two things I’m known for. If anything, I’ve been called arrogant and a bit too cocky more than once. But she has me holding myself back instead of banging on her door and fucking her blind so she knows she isn’t going to be running again.

This is the second time I’m cheated out of more with her, and I don’t like it. But maybe she’s right to run. I hadn’t exactly planned on kissing her again, let alone taking it as far as I did.

Entering my apartment, I shut and lock the door, feeling shitty and unsettled. I’m half tempted to text her, but I don’t think that would go well. Neither would knocking on the wall that separates our apartments. I scrub my hands up and down my face before they fall heavily to my sides. Something sparkly on the floor catches my attention, and I pick it up.

Her bracelet.

I run the cold metal through my fingers only to snag on the clasp. It broke. Examining it a bit closer, I think I might be able to fix it. Quickly, I throw my clothes back on, grab the tool kit I just bought, and take it to the bar at the counter. My hand runs over the stone where I had her splayed out and my mouth on her pussy.

What am I doing with her? What’s my endgame with this?

Was it just a one-off? A way to scratch a five-year-old itch? Am I after something else with the pain in the ass? Or truth, did that fucking drink actually have some sort of black Voodoo magic in it? ’Til death do us part. Better fucking not be. She drives me crazy. We can hardly stand to be in the same space for longer than two minutes without fighting. Even tonight the sex wasn’t exactly what I’d call cute and cuddly. It was hate sex.

I glance toward the door, and my heart pumps out an extra beat. It would be like me to start to fall for a woman who’s ten years younger than me, my best friend’s little sister, and also hates my guts. Plus, she’s a student, and I’m after the chief position in the emergency department.

I can’t let this happen.

I’ve suffered enough disappointment and heartbreak to last me ten lifetimes.

But having sex with Wren didn’t knock her out of my system. It didn’t scratch that old, persistent itch. It didn’t close some odd curiosity or unfinished business. It’s only made me want her more, and I’m not sure what I should do about it, if anything. Maybe not anything.

I don’t know what I want from her. Just sex? Dating? Nothing?

The notion of dating Wren Fritz is laughable, especially when I haven’t wanted to date anyone in a very long time. And it’s fucking Wren. The girl gets under my skin and rubs it the wrong way. But it’s impossible to deny that Friday Alden and I ran into her at the bar, that I didn’t love putting my hand on the small of her back as she slid into the booth and watching every fucker who was looking at her think she was mine.

What I want and the reality of what we have are two different things. I’m better off putting tonight out of my head, chalking it up to whatever bullshit I can sell myself on, and leaving it at that. That’s the smart play.

Except the thought of never having her again… shit, I’m in trouble.

Without allowing myself to focus on that, because it’s an obvious shitstorm in the making, I set to work on her bracelet. The gold clasp is small and fragile, but I work the pliers carefully and manage to twist it back without snapping it. Feeling satisfied with that, I leave it on the counter and put my tools away. I get ready for bed and climb under the sheets, immediately turning toward her wall.

There are so many reasons why Wren Fritz makes no sense at all.

Still, I’m not sure those reasons are going to be enough to stop me anymore.
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My fist raps on her door a shade harder than I intend. It’s early, and part of me is hoping she’s still asleep and doesn’t answer. I’m in my running clothes, and after a shitty night of sleep, I need a good, hard run so I don’t give my neighbor a good, hard fuck.

Just as I’m about to give up, a deep male voice I do not recognize asks, “Who is it?”

The fuck? Did she go out and bring someone else home?

Rage and jealousy light a fire in my stomach. “It’s Jack, her neighbor,” I bark, not even bothering to disguise my fury.

The door unlocks, and I’m greeted by… the tallest man I’ve ever seen. I’m a tall guy at six-five, but he’s got another few inches on me in addition to the sparkly red platform Converse heels sporting at seven in the morning. Holy crap. I know him.

“Jack!” he exclaims, reaching out his hand for mine. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. I’m Tyson⁠—”

“Mayme. Yes, I know who you are.”

He played basketball for Boston and helped us to win two championships. He retired five or so years ago. He was also one of the first openly gay players.

“Yes. I live upstairs, right over your place.” He points at the ceiling.

I shake his hand and try not to wince at his strong grip. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”

He smirks and leans against the doorway, filling the entire thing up even as he casually folds his arms. “Wren is in the shower. I woke her up so she could make me maple pecan pancakes the way my nana used to. I swear, Wren’s are the closest I’ve had since Nana died.”

“Wren cooks?” I don’t know why this shocks me. Maybe because I’ve always thought of Wren as a rich, spoiled brat, and rich, spoiled brats have things like personal chefs or expensive catered meal plans.

Tyson laughs. “Wren is an amazing cook, but her baked goods are something else.” He gives me a once-over, sizing me up. “If you don’t know Wren all that well, why are you knocking on her door this early on a Saturday?”

“I’m actually her older brother’s best friend, so I do know her. Just not as well as I thought I did.” The truth of that hits me as hard as the text I never sent her last night.

“Mm-hmm, and that explains the barking jealousy I heard through the door when you thought she had a man here at this early hour?”

I smile. I like Tyson. He’s no bullshit. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I simply came to return a bracelet she left in my apartment last night before I leave for my run.”

I get another once-over, and I’m not sure he likes me back just yet.

“She left her bracelet in your apartment last night?”

I realize how that sounds, and it’s not good. “The clasp broke and must have fallen off. I found it and fixed it for her.”

“You fixed her bracelet that fell off her wrist and are returning it?”

“Why are you repeating everything I’m saying as a pointed question?”

“Oh, honey, I think you know why.”

With no real answer I intend to give, I reach into my pocket and retrieve Wren’s bracelet. “Here. Would you make sure she gets it?”

“Absolutely not.” He waves my hand away. “I’ll have Wren make my pancakes tomorrow. Wren?” he calls back into the apartment. “I’ve decided brunch tomorrow works better.”

“What?” Wren cries out from her bedroom. “Why? I’m almost ready.”

“Because our hot new neighbor is here to return the bracelet you left at his place last night. But you take your time getting ready, girl. It’s good to make a man wait.”

“Just take the bracelet and shut the door in his face,” Wren gripes, and I can’t help but chuckle.

Tyson turns back to me. “She doesn’t like you?”

I shake my head. “No, sir, she doesn’t.”

“Hmm.” He taps the toe of his sparkly shoe. “And you moved in next door to her?”

“It wasn’t intentional.”

“But you don’t hate her.”

It’s a statement and not a question, and I answer with yet more of the honesty I’ve come to dislike. “No, I don’t. Not anymore at least.”

“It seems you’ve got your work cut out for you. But something tells me you’re a man who doesn’t mind a little extra work when the situation calls for it.” He eyes the bracelet in my hand and walks past me into the hallway and up the stairs. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Jack. I’m positive I’ll see you around.”

“Bye, Tyson. Thanks for the help.”

He laughs at my sarcastic tone. “It’s what I’m here for. Now get your gorgeous ass inside that girl’s apartment and shut the damn door.”

With a shake of my head, I do as I’m told. I glance around Wren’s apartment, and a wry smile hits my lips. I think I expected it to resemble a palace or something, but as always, my Cinderella surprises me. Her furniture is nice with girly embellishments in deep purples, pinks, and pale blues, but it’s simple with a lot of clean lines and comfortable pieces. It looks like a Crate and Barrel showroom with a hint of student in the form of textbooks and notebooks, which I like.

A half second later, Wren rounds the corner wearing freaking tight-as-sin yoga pants, a cropped sweatshirt that reveals a solid two inches of smooth stomach, and her wet hair is tied up in a high ponytail showing off the creamy skin of her neck. I swear, the woman is the world’s biggest tease. Even as she scowls at me.

“You could have put it in an envelope and slipped it under the door.”

“Fresh out of envelopes, I’m afraid.” I take a step toward her, and she watches me warily. “Here.”

She grabs the bracelet from my hand and runs it through her fingers the same way I did last night. “Thank you.”

“That was tough, wasn’t it?”

She tries to hide her smirk. “Impossible. You can go now.”

I ignore that. “Aren’t you going to put it back on?”

“The clasp is broken. It’s been breaking for a while, so I’m not surprised it fell off.”

“I fixed it. It should close without an issue.”

Her lips part in shock, and her eyebrows take a nosedive. She holds it up, examining the clasp. “You fixed it? Why?”

I’m not even going to dignify that with a response. The woman really does think I’m an asshole. And because of that, I should walk out of here and never look back. That’s what the self-preservation, how many times can you have your gut kicked in, side of me is telling me to do. Yet something about this woman makes me a masochist. A man who simply can’t help himself and keeps coming back for more.

Plus, I think we’ve both been misjudging each other. I’m not a total asshole, and she’s not as spoiled and bratty as I thought.

“Can we talk about last night?”

She arranges the bracelet on her wrist and then levels me with a perturbed glare. “What’s there to say? Last night was a mistake—one that can’t ever happen again.”

“Why was it a mistake?”

She puffs an annoyed breath. “I was angry about you texting me and hiding that it was you. Something I’m still angry about. We got carried away.”

“We do that. I do that. So again, why was it a mistake?”

“Why are you arguing with me on this? I figured you’d agree.”

Another step, and now she’s backing up toward the wall. That works for me, so I continue my advance. “I never agree with you, why would I start now?” I stand in front of her, but I don’t touch her.

Her arms cross over her chest. “You mean other than the fact that you’re old, a crappy lay, and ugly?”

I chuckle. “Maybe try sticking to the facts if you want to sell this to me.”

“You’re my neighbor, my brother’s best friend, and my boss. Do you need more of a reason why this can’t happen than that?”

“Temporary boss,” I correct. “Continue.”

“If I match at MGH, it won’t be temporary, and I want a level I trauma center for both adults and pediatrics.”

My gut twists, and my body goes still. “You’re trying to match in the ER? At MGH?”

“Yes to both of those. It’s my first choice. Tufts and BMC are on that list too.”

I didn’t know she wanted emergency medicine as her specialty, and I didn’t think she’d want to match at MGH since her parents, half her family, and I work there. Especially that last one. I can’t escape her. If she matches there, which she will because she’s Wren Fritz, I’ll not only have to see her and endure her at work but also live next to her. She’ll be everywhere, all the time.

“I’m applying for chief.” I can’t help the note of dismay that hits my voice.

“I know.” She tilts her head, eyeing me as if I’m finally starting to put it all together. “That’s why you know this can’t happen.” She shakes her head. “What are you even asking for from me?”

I don’t know. What am I asking for? More of her. I guess I just wanted more of her, but now…

“You’re right. It can’t happen.” A sharp note of disappointment slithers through me, but if I didn’t know it before, I sure as hell do now. I won’t risk my career. I can’t. I’m not a billionaire. I don’t have backup plans. Hell, the ER is already my backup plan, and scandalous affairs with students have a way of following you around—and getting you fired.

I stare down at her as my hand moves to her hip, causing her attention to follow. She watches as I drag my thumb over that top patch of visible skin up to her waist. I didn’t come here for this, but knowing I can’t ever have her again, that last really was the last time…

“One last time, and then we’re done. It won’t happen again after this.”

“I really hate you,” she hisses, and her eyes close as my hand continues to wander up under her shirt, stopping just beneath her breasts. “I don’t like you touching me.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I think you do. Because your breathing is shallow, and your skin is covered in goose bumps. Your nipples are also piercing through your sweatshirt, and I bet if I used my other hand and slid it into your yoga pants, I’d find your pussy soaking wet for me.” I lean in toward her ear, and my hand continues up and covers her breast. She bites into the corner of her lip, working to stifle a moan. “Were you tossing and turning, thinking about it all night? Replaying it in your head and shoving your pillow between your thighs to ebb the tension and ache you felt there? I know you didn’t use one of your pretty toys. You’re too stubborn to give in to that.”

My hand moves to her other breast, and I palm and knead it over her lacy bra. A shaky breath pants past her lungs. She refuses to open her eyes, but she’s not stopping me, despite the half-assed argument she’s attempting to make.

“Stop talking. Just shut up.”

I place a soft, wet kiss directly beneath her ear, and she whimpers, biting deeper into that lip. “I don’t regret last night.” I bring my hand back to her waist. “I like what we did, and I want to do it again. Harder this time. Rougher. If this is truly the last time we do this, then I don’t want to hold back, and I think we need a safe word.”

Her eyes flash open. “Safe word?”

“I know you know what that is. It’s in your books, and since those were the ones you suggested, it tells me you’re curious about playing a bit rougher.”

She shakes her head as if to deny it but can’t form the lie with her words.

“Give me a word, Wren. You say you hate me, and you keep telling me to stop, but your body and actions are saying something different. And I want to do things to you. Dirty, depraved, kinky as all fuck things.”

“Asshole.”

I smirk. “You call me that too often, sweetheart. It has no meaning, and it certainly won’t stop me.” I pinch her nipple. Hard.

She gasps out, “Chocolate.”

I grin against her skin before my tongue sneaks a taste. “Chocolate,” I repeat. “If you say chocolate, I stop.”

“This is the last time we’re doing this. I mean it. It’s a bad idea.”

I lick the shell of her ear. “I agree. I want to make you come now. On my fingers first. With your eyes on me.”

“No.”

I bite her lip and drag it with my teeth. “Yes. Because you’re so beautiful when you’re turned on, but otherworldly gorgeous when you come, and I want you to watch me watch you.” I return to her tits and start to tug and play with her nipples before I pull away completely and stand to my full height. “You have your safe word. Now let’s see if I can make you use it.”
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Wren’s big, guileless blue eyes hold mine, and I can’t help but soak her in, even as I wait for the inevitable pushback she so loves to give me. I’m hoping she does and I’m also hoping she doesn’t. I like her fight, but I love her surrender.

Nerves flicker over her face, and I distract her from the thoughts in her head with a kiss. I’m not here to make her use her safe word. I have no intention of pushing her that far. But the woman likes to tell me no and to stop, and those are words that generally make me do both of those things. Except this is Wren, and Wren is a walking contradiction with me.

Much like me, she doesn’t want to want me as much as she does.

We’re helpless victims caught in each other’s webs.

So I have to make sure she means it, and now I’ll know for sure.

With that, my hand slides to her neck, and I hold her as I kiss her, my thumb gliding up and down along her thrumming pulse. Our tongues swirl and dance, and I quickly become drugged, pressing her deeper against the wall and alternating between deep, tongue-twisting kisses and sweet, playful wet nips.

“I want you naked,” I tell her as I peel her sweatshirt over her head, not bothering to waste time since it’s already limited. My mouth returns to her neck, and I kiss and lick my way across it to the other side. “I want you naked and wet and begging for me.”

She shakes her head, her neck twisting in my hand and against my lips. “I’ll never beg for you.”

I smile as I trail down and suck on her tits over the lace of her bra. “Let’s see, shall we?” I pick her up and walk her back toward her bedroom as I bite down on her nipple. She squirms in my arms, but I hold her tight, unwilling to let her go. Just the thought of it pinches in my chest, but I push that aside and set her down on her bed.

Her room is pretty, much like the rest of her place, and it smells like her to the point where I can’t help but take a deep inhale and feel it rattle around in my chest. Immediately, I push her back and climb on top of her, letting my weight settle on her, only it’s not quite right for either of us. Her hands hit the hem of my running shirt just as mine grip the back collar. I yank it over my head, and her hands slide up my abs, making my muscles contract.

A smirk hits her lips. “Ticklish?”

I’m not. Not even a little. It’s her touch that’s doing this to me, but because she’s Wren and I’m me, I push her back down and capture her wrists in my hand. She fights that, as she did last night, and I nibble on her lip and grind against her.

I don’t keep her pinned long. I have too many things I need my hands for, and I work my way down her body, kissing and licking and sucking as I go. “Where do you keep your toys?”

“Up your ass.”

I throw her a warning look that makes her giggle and quickly has me smiling. “The only one getting something up their ass today, sweetheart, is you.”

“Aw, too bad. I bet you’d like getting pegged.”

I shrug. I’ve honestly never thought about it. “Where?”

I reach behind her back and unclasp her bra, kissing the valley between her breasts as I remove it.

“The nightstand closest to my bathroom.”

I glance up and over and realize it’s our bathrooms that are connected by a wall, not our bedrooms directly, which is a relief. Then I think of something.

“Do you ever bring them in your shower?”

“Huh?” Her head pops up, and she follows my sightline, quickly understanding what I’m getting at. “Yes. Sometimes.”

My dick surges with blood at the thought of hearing her in there like that. I can’t have her again after today, but I might be able to still have a small piece of her here and there. I return to the soft skin of her belly, trickling slower and lower until I reach her yoga pants. They slide off with ease, and I use my teeth to scrape her nothing of a thong off until I have my beautiful girl perfectly naked before me.

And fuck. Fuck!

How is this going to be the last time I can have this?

I’ve opened Pandora’s box, and I never want to close it again, but like with all stunning dangers, I have no choice but to retreat and keep my distance. Leaving her like this, I head for her nightstand, and when I open it, I shoot her a look. She blushes lightly and skirts my eyes, but she told me where they were, and she didn’t stop me from coming for them.

“You naughty little slut, Wren Fritz.”

She shrugs. “Isn’t that what you once said to me? That I was a slut.”

I freeze, and my lips dip into a frown. “Wren, that’s not⁠—”

She waves me away. “Whatever. I didn’t mean to start something.”

I take out a few items and set them on the bed before I return to her. I should let it drop. I should because we do much better in a place of antagonism, but I can’t let that go. I fucking can’t. I crawl over her and hover my face above hers, holding her cheek so she can’t escape me.

“I was a bastard,” I tell her. “I was a jealous, drunk, mean bastard, and I’m so sorry I said that ugly word to you. I love that you have these toys and that you have no qualms about giving yourself pleasure. I think it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, and it makes you the sexiest woman I’ve ever known.”

“Don’t be nice to me, Jack,” she says in a quiet voice. “I can handle almost anything else but that.”

Wow. I don’t even know where to go with that.

Maybe she’s right. Being nice and asking for forgiveness and admitting to things I shouldn’t won’t get either of us anywhere.

I pick up the butt plug I admired in the hall the other day, and without asking—because I’m done being nice—I shove it in her mouth for her to get wet because I plan to suck on her pussy and then fuck her while this is in her ass. But first things first.

My fingers tickle along the insides of her thighs, playing with her skin, up and down, as I watch her suck on the plug. She makes a humming noise, her skin warm and sensitive as her hips drive up, searching for my hand, seeking my fingers exactly where she wants them.

Just as I run my finger up over her pussy without plunging in or giving her pressure on her clit, I cover the pink jeweled end of the plug with my mouth and kiss her around it. Her eyes widen in surprise, and I sink my teeth into the metal and pull it free from her mouth. It loosens with a wet pop, and I use her moment of stunned silence to pick her up and put her over my knee.

She squeals and immediately starts to thrash. “What the fuck?”

My hand comes down with a hard crack on her ass, and she yelps, her body seizing.

“Are you fucking kidding me? You are not spanking me, Jack.”

I rub the area I just spanked with the cold plug and bring my mouth down by her ear. “I’m going to spank you, Wren, because you ran out on me last night before I was done with you. But if you take my punishment like a good girl, I’ll reward you for it.”

She pants out a breath, her body trembling, and I can feel her trying to weigh her pride and need to fight with her overwhelming desire. It’s the brat versus the good girl, but both can’t truly exist together. Still, I saw it last weekend when I let those words accidentally slip. It affects her. She likes praise, and I doubt she even knows it, but part of her needs it.

I like punishing the brat, but I love rewarding the good girl, and I want to see that side of her so fucking badly.

“Open for me again.”

“Fuck you.”

“Oh, Cinderella, I will but remember what I said about being a good girl first.”

Shockingly, she opens, and I stick the plug back in her mouth since it dried. She gets it wet, and while she’s doing that, I dip a finger into her pussy. Her back arches, pushing her belly heavier against my thighs, but god, is this girl fucking soaked. My cock pulses, and she feels it against her stomach because she moans and presses down against it.

I gather some of her natural lubricant and slide it to the tight ring of muscles in the back and start to play with her there. She squirms some more, fighting ever so slightly, but I can see she’s also getting wetter for me. Christ, this woman was made for me, and I only wish I had days, weeks, months, or years to spend doing all the things I could do with her.

I pull the plug from her mouth and drag the wet toy along her asshole.

“Oh,” she hisses and sighs as I start to twist it into her. I add a little spit of my own and watch the sinfully exquisite erotic sight. “Jack.”

“Tell me.” I push it all the way in until all that’s showing is the pink heart.

“I…”

“Tell me.”

“I hate you so much.”

“I know, baby, but I need to know.”

She grits her teeth. “It’s good. I like it.”

Thank fuck.

Crack.

Wren wails out a moan, and blood surges in my veins as a heady high of adrenaline coats my vision in a delicious haze. I haven’t done this in so long. Too long. Years and years of missing this, and the one woman I can unleash myself with, I can’t keep.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

My fingers trail along the pink handprints on her ass, and I bend down and kiss along her spine up to her neck to the side of her face. She’s breathing hard, and as I slip two fingers inside of her, her eyes pinch closed, and she bites on her lip to hide her moan. So stubborn.

“You are so beautiful like this,” I whisper in her ear as I start to pump into her pussy. I brush some of the loose strands that escaped her ponytail back from her face so I can see her better. “So perfect, sweetheart. You did such a good job for me.”

She blows out a breath, and her body sags, rocking into my fingers, becoming pliant and needy. Warm and welcoming.

I pump faster, and when I put a third finger in her, playing with the tightness of her pussy and the toy in her ass, she gasps, no longer able to fight it. “You can rub yourself on me, baby. I’ll give you anything you want right now. You took your punishment so well, and I promised I’d reward you for it.”

“I want to come.”

I pick her up and flip her onto her back in the center of the bed and cover her cunt with my mouth. Two fingers slide back inside of her, and I use my other hand to fuck her with the toy in the same motion.

“Jesus hell!” she screams, her hands flying to my hair, where she rips and tugs. “Jack.”

I suck her clit into my mouth and fuck her with my fingers and the toy, and she comes so goddamn hard she practically squirts on my fingers. Wetness coats them, and I groan, licking her clit and her opening so I can taste it. Her legs thrash, and her thighs close around me, squeezing me, trying to push me back and hold me in at the same time.

I do my best to peer up at her, to catch a glimpse of her expression, and when I do, I vow to make all of her future lovers fail to compare to me. No one will ever make her come the way I will today. No one will ever give her what she needs the way I will. But in my head, I already know it’ll be that way for me too.

It’ll always be Wren. And that’s what scares me the most.


21


[image: ]


Much like last night, the man doesn’t give me a second to come down. My eyes are closed, and my mind is quiet, and then I feel his hand on my leg, moving it, his hard length at my opening, shoving inside me. Christ. Ten fucking inches at least and goddamn thick. Does he not remember I have a plug in my ass?

I cry out a ragged breath, but that breath turns into a moan like I’ve never made before when I feel something vibrate against my clit. It doesn’t stay there longer than a beat, but my eyes shoot open, and I stare down to find one of my little pink wands in his hand. He holds still, his blue eyes hooded and hungry as he studies the lines of my face, but there’s something else there too.

It’s as if he’s afraid I’ll run again, only this time, he’s in my place, so that’s not an option. He doesn’t get it. Or maybe he does, but he doesn’t care. I had to run. I would have been good with him never showing up and us never talking about it again. And yet here we are.

He’s insidious. Venom. The first hit that instantly has you addicted.

Thank God it’s the last time. My heart couldn’t take it if he wanted a fling or an enemies-with-benefits situation. My head is already a mess, and I’m not sure I would have had the strength to say no. All the lines I create, I cross. All the rules I make, I break. Nothing terrifies me like Jack does. How will I come back from this? Will I? Is that even a possibility when I now know what I’ll be missing and he’s just a breath away at all times?

His hand caresses my face, and I smack it away, making him chuckle.

He squints. “Still like that, huh?”

It’s the only way I’ll survive him. “How about less talking and more fucking?”

His forearm meets the mattress beside my head, putting his face directly above mine. “Let’s see how well you can handle getting fucked when you have that plug in your ass and my cock in your cunt.”

It’s a legit concern if we’re going by that first thrust and the tight fit of him just being inside of me.

“Let’s see if you can fuck me better than you did last night.” I eye the wand. “Clearly you need the backup.”

A smug smirk curls his lips, and my heart thunders at the threat I feel coming. He doesn’t say anything, but I’m getting the impression his actions are about to speak a hell of a lot louder than any of his words ever could.

He spreads my legs wide and presses them against his chest for support, angling himself so I’m bent at a wicked angle, and he can not only sink deeper inside me but my pussy and ass are stretched wide. For a moment I question that, not loving being so open and vulnerable to him, until he slides almost all the way out and slams back in.

All the air leaves my lungs. Not only does he pound me straight to the hilt, but he fucks the plug deeper into my ass. And holy fuck. Just holy fuck. He doesn’t know this, but my ass is as much of a virgin as my pussy was that night at the LA party. The butt toys have been experimental, and maybe now would have been a good time to tell him this is the first use they’ve ever gotten.

That said, it’s an experience I wasn’t expecting. And I mean that in the best possible way. It’s a lot. A lot of pressure, and I feel so insanely full, but it’s causing a deep ache to build inside of me. One that plays with the burn and stretch I’m getting from the plug and from him.

I don’t know what I’m doing.

Jack is in my apartment. He’s in my bed. I’m fully naked, and I let him spank me, which categorically should be a total no-no, and I allowed him to put a toy in my ass, and where’s my fight? I mean, other than a few sharp words, it’s like that side of me has left the building and is refusing to return. I’m not on alert. I’m not afraid. I’m not cautious or mindful.

I’m trusting him. I do trust him.

I trusted him last night too, but this is next level for me.

“See, beautiful Wren,” he whispers by my ear as he pulls back out and pumps back in, starting to move—really move—in and out of me. “See how well you take me. Look at you. So gorgeous.” He drags his hand across my sweaty face, pushing back the wet strands of my hair. “You’re doing such a good job, sweetheart. So perfect. You feel so good. Better than anything.”

My eyes close, and it’s there again. That extra layer of warmth that winds through me and covers me like a blanket. A soothing balm. He did this before, and I don’t even remember what he said or how he did it, but it quiets my mind in a way I don’t understand and can’t manage to fight.

“That’s it,” he purrs against me, increasing his pace. I work my hips up, matching him thrust for thrust, but it’s getting harder as my orgasm starts to build inside of me again. My hands cling to his muscular shoulders, and I hold on. His hands are planted on the bed on either side of me, and he uses them along with his powerful thighs to drive into me deeper and smoother than I’ve ever gotten it.

It’s not hard, and it’s not rough. He’s not out of control, and this isn’t mindless fucking the way last night was. This is him building us up. Working us into a sweaty, breathless, delicious place I didn’t know existed. His cock repeatedly hits my front wall, and the way he’s thrusting and rolling his hips has his pubic bone grazing my clit. Then there’s the plug in my ass that fucks me there, and when he reaches down and starts twisting it, my hands shoot over my head and press into my headboard because holy motherfucking hell, what is that?

And please, please never stop. Oh my god, that’s so good, please never stop.

“My sweet, beautiful Wren, I have no plans to stop. Not yet. I’m going to fuck you all day and all night. All week you’ll hardly be able to move or sit without feeling my cock inside of you, and when you’re sore and aching and touching yourself, I want you to remember who did this to you.”

I shake my head. “I won’t think of you again after today.”

He chuckles, the sound ragged. He doesn’t even have to call me a liar. He knows I am just as I do. Grasping my legs, he moves both to his shoulders and bends until we’re practically chest to chest. His mouth attacks mine, kissing me ravenously, our tongues battling and twirling as we fight each other and try to catch our breaths that feels impossible to catch.

Just as my orgasm starts to climb its way up through me, he pulls away and then out of me. My eyes snap open, and my body curls up as what can only be described as a murderous rage takes over.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

He gives me a wolfish smirk and slides down my body, kissing me softly as he goes. Is he kidding me right now? What in the absolute fuck?

“Jack.”

His full lips pucker, and he blows cool air on my overheated, very wet pussy. I shudder, needing him back inside of me, needing to come like I’ve never needed to before. He licks a circle around my clit, and my head falls back as a heavy moan slips out. Yes. So good. Not nearly enough.

“Please, Jack.”

“Please, Jack, what?” he murmurs against me, blowing more cool air on me and driving me out of my damn mind.

“I was so close.”

“I know, baby. But I want to suck on your pussy.”

That sounds super hot, but it’s not at all what I want right now.

“No.” I grip the top of his hair and wrench. “I need you to fuck me.”

Another ring around my clit, and now he slowly, so fucking slowly I’m going to combust, slips a finger into my pussy. One finger. That’s it.

I start to move, trying to fuck into it anyway because I need to come.

He kisses and licks me, but he’s not giving me any pressure.

“Oh my god. Please, fuck me. Please, please, please.”

He kisses my inner thigh, and I can feel his smile. The one that stays on his lips as he comes back over my face. “So pretty when you beg for me, Wren, and I knew you would.”

My eyes flash. “You son of a bitch!”

Before I can hit him or strangle him or kill him possibly, he slams back into me and flips on the wand I forgot all about and presses it directly on my clit. He fucks me wild, pounding into me with my knees spread and his hips in between them. He won’t let me close my knees. He won’t let me move since now his other hand is on my chest, holding me down. That alone should freak me the fuck out, but I can’t process that.

Not as sweet, sweet, heavenly vibrations pour into my clit as he pistons into me.

It takes me less than a second before an orgasm I’m not sure I can handle rips through me. It’s a hundred-foot wave. A volcanic explosion. A goddamn seismic event, and I have to shut my legs or move because it’s so much I can’t take it.

I’m screaming and crying and writhing and begging and praying and saying his name over and over and over. Absently I feel him pulling on my nipples. I feel the plug in my ass. I feel his cock thickening, growing harder as he gets ready to come. I feel the wand that’s making my toes curl and my eyes roll.

With a roar, Jack stills, and the wand slips, and my eyes open to watch him come inside of me. The taut muscles in his neck and the contractions of his ripped abs and the fucking strung-out, devilishly gorgeous look on his face as he stares down at me as he does. His eyes never leave my face, and I feel him spurting in me, hot and wet, and fuck me if I don’t clench again just from that. It makes him groan louder, and I do it again and again, milking his cock of everything it has.

He might have just ruined me—and I have no illusions he did—but I’ll ruin him in return. I’ll be sore, but he will be too. I’ll feel him all week, but I’ll haunt him for years.

Jack collapses against me but immediately wraps his arms around me and rolls us until I’m on top of him. With careful fingers, he works the elastic from my hair, making sure not to snag so much as a hair. Once it’s out, he tosses it away and plays with the long, still damp strands, running his hand down my hair and back in sweet caresses.

We just did some wickedly dirty stuff with each other, but the way he’s holding me and touching me now, you’d never know it. It’s sweet. Too sweet for us. I mean, especially considering I still have a plug in my ass.

As if reading my thoughts, he says, “Are you uncomfortable with the plug?”

“I hardly notice it.” How weird is that? True, but weird. I start to get up anyway. Us like this is too intimate.

He’s not having that, though. The hand on my back presses in, letting me know he’s not letting me go. “Have you eaten yet?”

I bite my lip. I like the way he smells—like sweat and sex and me and him. I like the way he feels—warm and strong and protective and safe. But he’s not safe. He’s Jack. “No, and that’s why you should go. I need to take care of this plug and maybe shower again and get something to eat.”

I can hear the smile in his voice, even as he plants his lips on the top of my head and takes a deep breath in—smelling me. “Wren, chill out.”

“What?” I half sit up so I can glare down at him, affronted.

His blue eyes are so light right now, the lightest I’ve ever seen them. And that smile he’s giving me, complete with dimples, is utterly devastating. “Remember that truce we called? It’s in full effect today. Tomorrow all this is over. I agree. It has to be that way for all the reasons we’ve already spoken about, plus probably a lot of others. But I want you for today. I want more of what we just did as much as we can, even if I’ll require a liter of IV fluids and fifty pounds of protein. That means you need to chill out with me. I’m not here to mess you up or fight with you. I’m not here to take over and be your boyfriend. I want to fuck your brains out, and that’s it.” He cups my face and gazes into my eyes in a way that makes my belly flutter. “Can you do that?”

I stare down at him, trying to kill those damn butterflies dead. “I don’t know.”

“Can you try?”

If I let my guard down with him today, even if it’s just for one day, I’m opening myself up to a world of hurt. But I haven’t had this in so long. So freaking long, and if I’m honest, I’m not sure I’ve ever had it like this. My body, my mind, and my heart crave it, and I’m not talking about the sex. I’m talking about closeness with a man I trust. A man I know won’t hurt me—at least not physically. Well, at least not more than I want him to.

Christ, this is a mess.

“Give me five minutes to think.”

He smiles and leans up to kiss my lips. So simple. But it’s tripping me out.

I scoot off the bed and make quick time into the bathroom, flipping the latch four times before I turn on the shower. I need to remove the plug—kind of gross now—and I need to rinse off after I do that. I turn on the faucet to hot, remove the plug with a bit of a wince, and wash it with extra soap. Once it’s clean, I set it on a towel and climb into the shower.

It’s funny, I never used to be a freak-out girl. Most of the time, I’m still not. Only with men, and that’s sort of an obvious one. It’s not that necessarily. It’s the fact that it’s Jack. A man who I loved and then hated and now… now I don’t know what to think about him.

Maybe that’s the key for today.

Don’t think about him. Don’t think about today in terms of Jack and our history. He’s a guy. A guy who’s undeniably the best sex I’ve ever had. A guy who wants more of that sex with me and nothing else. It’s just sex. Just today.

If I can shut my mind off from anything else, I’ll be fine. I can do that. No problem.
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Chappell Roan’s “HOT TO GO!” is playing through my speakers. It’s actually my running mix, but it has a lot of badass chicks on it, and I wanted to try to throw Jack off. I should have known better. While I was mentally talking myself back from an emotional cliff and into a hot fling for the day, Jack ran back to his place, changed out of his running clothes, grabbed food, and came back over before I even stepped out of the water.

I don’t know how men do things like that, but by the time I left my bedroom, he was already making us coffee in my kitchen and scrambling up eggs. Now he’s singing along and shaking his hips as he pours the eggs into a heated pan. Jack is doing that. He’s making me breakfast and singing along to my music. I feel like I must be in a coma, and this is some alternate dream state fugue, and soon I’ll wake up and not remember anything, including my name or my family, but I’ll actually be married with children or something.

I’m not even making sense.

But neither is Jack doing this.

His head swivels over his shoulder, and he throws me that perfect smile. “I hear you cook.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Who told you that?”

“Tyson Freaking Mayme. Because he lives upstairs and your brother didn’t mention that last night, which is crazy to me as a C’s fan. Anyway, Tyson said you make these incredible pancakes. I’m not a pancake guy, but what else do you have in your arsenal that would go well with these eggs?”

“Your liver?”

He chuckles and turns back to the eggs, stirring them with a spatula. All that’s missing is an apron. As it is, I have to watch the muscles in his back move against the soft cotton of his shirt. Didn’t I just pep talk myself into saying I’d treat today for what it is and ignore everything else? He’s talking food, not future babies here.

I make a disgruntled noise because I have to and head for the freezer.

“How do you feel about homemade sourdough and jam?”

He groans. “Don’t make me hard yet. I need to save all my cum for your pussy and mouth.”

I snort. “If you think I’m not only sucking you off but swallowing your cum, you’ve been spiking your coffee.”

“Just wishful thinking. Sourdough and jam would be amazing.” He gives me a boyish smirk and a wink, and it’s like, who is this guy? “When did you start baking and cooking like this? I don’t remember Owen ever mentioning it. Yet another thing.”

He doesn’t so much as wince at the drop of my brother’s name, which tells me exactly where his mind is. Today and not beyond it. It’s helpful actually, and I do what he told me to earlier. I chill out. Well, partially. I can’t exactly tell him the real reason I got into cooking and baking.

“A few years ago, shortly after I moved back to Boston. I cooked in Seattle for myself, and growing up, my mom had a huge sweet tooth, so we’d bake together a lot. But during medical school, baking relaxed me. It’s a process that requires precision and skill and practice. Even then, it’s easy to fuck it up.”

“Sort of like medicine.”

“Yes, but burning cookies isn’t the same as killing someone.”

“True,” he concedes. “I’ll grant you that.”

I unwrap the frozen bread and pull apart a few slices to stick in the toaster before I take another sip of my coffee. It’s seriously good. Much better than the crap we get at work or what I tend to make for myself here. Usually I grab my coffee out, but this is a nice treat.

“What made you pick emergency medicine?”

Yet another thing I won’t answer. “The adrenaline,” I lie.

He must hear it in my voice because he looks back over at me, trying to read my expression, but I hide my face in the fridge as I pull out the honey butter and raspberry jam I made last week and set them on the kitchen counter.

“What about you?”

The toast pops up in the toaster, and I press it back down since it needs another round in there.

“I was going to be a trauma surgeon like my dad.” He throws me a quick glance. “For the adrenaline.” Returning to the eggs, he continues. “A cleat sliced open my hand my sophomore year of college and severed a nerve. It was a freak thing. It was wet and I wasn’t wearing a glove, and it was just bad luck. I had surgery, but there went my football scholarship along with my career in surgery.”

I vaguely remember this. Not the details, but the hand and him having surgery. I was, wow, I was only ten. Our age difference feels really big when you think about it like that.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “That must have been difficult.”

“It was awful. I was devastated. It sent me into a huge depression. I loved football, and I had wanted to be a surgeon my entire life.”

Wow. People are rarely that blunt. Usually they just say yeah, it sucked and move on. Not Jack. We’re doing the honesty thing. At least he is. And if this were a real date and if he were a real guy for me with a chance at a real future, I’d tell him. I’d tell him because any guy I actually date would need to know. But Jack isn’t that guy, and I won’t start opening myself up to him emotionally.

Not now. Not ever.

Luckily I’m saved by the bell. Literally since our toast pops up and is finally done. So are the eggs, and we make our plates and sit at the counter side by side to eat.

“Shit, Wren,” he garbles around a mouthful. “This is seriously fucking good. Tyson wasn’t kidding. You have real talent in the kitchen.”

“Good to know that if this medicine gig doesn’t work out for me, I have a fallback.”

He gives me an unimpressed look. “You’re a Fritz.”

“So?”

“So you don’t need a fallback.”

That shit just pisses me off. “I’m not simply living off my trust fund, Jack. I know you think I’m a spoiled princess, but I work hard.”

He sighs, looking contritely at me as he holds his mug in his hands and then sets it down. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You work very hard, I’ve seen it, and your place doesn’t scream billionaire princess. You’re going to be an amazing doctor, Wren. I don’t doubt that.” He sighs again. “You like hating me, but I wish you didn’t. I wish…” He laughs, almost as if what he’s thinking is ridiculous.

“What? Say it.”

“I wish we could be friends or at least friendly.”

I’m not sure if I can be friends with him, but to a certain degree, what choice do I have?

“Maybe. Maybe once the dust has settled between us and this weekend is a long, forgotten memory we can be. By the start of my intern year next summer, we should be fine.”

He frowns. “That’s a while off, sweetheart. I just wish you weren’t going to be in my ER.”

I shrug, finishing off my toast. “Tough shit.”

He chokes on his bite of eggs. “Such a fucking brat.”

“What are you going to do, Jack? Spank the good girl back into me?”

A dark and devious look crosses his way too handsome face. He sets his fork down and slowly stands, his eyes never leaving mine. My heart rate spikes, and the flickering rush of adrenaline now coursing through me tells me to run. But I don’t. I hold firm and hold his gaze and don’t back down for a second. He likes that. I can see it in him.

Jack wants me to submit, but he doesn’t want me weak, and it turns me on like nothing else. My empty core floods with heat, and the thought of his hands on my body again makes me want to rub my thighs together and moan.

“If that’s what you need, sweetheart, that’s what I’ll have to do.”

“Fuck off.” I start to run when his arm bands around my waist and he spins me back to him until I crash directly into his chest.

His chin dips down as mine tips up. “I believe I warned you about saying that to me, Miss Fritz.”

His arm slides the dishes across the counter with a jarring clanking loudness until they practically smash into the wall. In a flash, he spins me around once more and has me flattened, chest to stone against the counter. I can’t think. My mind scrambles, and my thoughts go haywire. But he doesn’t touch my arms or wrists, and he doesn’t hold me down or restrict my movements.

Instead, he lowers my joggers to the ground along with my thong, and I realize it’s because he knows I want this as much as he does. He doesn’t have to hold me down, and with that, I don’t have to panic. My breathing slows, and my mind clears, especially when his hands start to caress the backs of my thighs and the globes of my ass.

“You have such a perfect ass, Miss Fritz.” More rubbing, and his breath against my skin, makes me gasp and shake. “It’ll be such a shame to have to mark it.” His teeth sink into my right cheek, and I shriek out a cry even as I rock forward, meeting nothing but air in front of me. “What’s your safe word?”

Oh my god. I thought he was kidding with that, but his tone is suggesting no such thing. “Chocolate.” I close my eyes and bite my lip so I don’t whimper. As it is, I’m positive my pussy is starting to leak my wetness, and I’m also positive if he spread my legs—fuck, like he is now—he’d see it. Shit.

“Look at you, beautiful girl.” One finger slides up along the soft tissue of my inner thigh, swirling through the mess I’m already making for him. His tongue follows his finger and his groans against my skin as he approves. “This is going to be impossible to give up.” Both hands squeeze my ass, hard, and spread my cheeks. “You know that, right?”

I do know that, which is why I choose not to respond. Jack was always impossible for me to give up, though I’ve tried—and mostly succeeded—on several occasions.

“I believe I get two sets,” he says in a low, calm voice, and I feel him stand. His chest meets my back, and instinctively I buck, but he doesn’t press down. He simply places his mouth by my ear and speaks, and I do my best to hold on and not show how much I hate him against me like this. “You were a brat and told me to fuck off. That’s two transgressions. I think two sets of four.”

My teeth sink deeper into my lip, and I can feel tears threatening. He knows about the fours, this I already knew, but does he know the reason for them?

“How many is that, Miss Fritz?”

“Eight.”

“Perfect.” A kiss to the skin just beneath my ear.

He’s gone from my back, and I suck in a ragged breath, holding in my emotions even as my body trembles.

“I’ll need you to count for me, sweetheart.”

And that’s when the first strike hits. Smack. My ass stings, and my body buzzes.

“One.”

I don’t even fight. I want this. And that should scare me because I feel more and more of myself giving in to him. Succumbing. Submitting. If he asked me to get on my knees for him now, I would. Especially with the way he strokes me in between, rubbing my hair and my back and my ass. The words of praise that drip from his mouth are not condescending but prideful and respectful and worshipful.

He gets to four, and I hum, already lost and crawling into some alternate place. That warm, safe place where only he knows how to take me.

Smack. “Five.” Smack. “Six.” Smack. “Seven.” Smack. “Eight.”

His mouth is back on my heated skin, and he’s kissing me and licking me and touching me so gently. He splits my cheeks and starts to lick me from my asshole down to my clit, where he sucks it into his mouth. I cry out, reaching for the other end of the counter but finding no purchase.

“Did you come, sweetheart? It tastes like you did.”

Did I? How messed up would that be? Can you come from someone spanking you?

“More,” I tell him, because if I did, it wasn’t enough, and that’s exactly what I want.

His tongue pushes up inside me, and his finger swirls my clit.

“I think you need my cock.”

I do. I really do.

“Stop talking and fuck me.”

He chuckles against me, and I can’t stop my resulting moan. I’m so keyed up, I’m about to explode again. “Come here, baby. I’ll give you exactly what you want.”

He picks me up and walks us over to my sofa where he sits down and slides off his track pants. His large, hungry, beautiful cock springs out, and I lick my lips, my mouth pooling with saliva. I told him I wouldn’t suck him off, and I won’t on principle, but fuck, do I want to get on my knees, take him down my throat, and absolutely destroy him.

Instead I take him in my hand and start to stroke him the way I did last night. He grunts, his head falling back against the cream cushion, and his black eyes ringed in an icy blue stare up at me with a dirty, evil gleam. Adjusting myself, I position the head of his cock at my soaked entrance and use him to play with myself a bit. I rub him against my clit, pushing it in and circling it exactly how I like. An unholy grunt exhales from his lips, and it makes my empty core clench in anticipation.

My breath quickens and my body shakes. He watches me with hooded eyes as he straightens and removes my top so he can suck on my breasts, trying to fit each one completely in his mouth while his other hand toys and plays with the opposite nipple.

“Does that feel good?” he manages though his voice is shredded.

I can only nod in return.

“You’re soaking my cock.” He glances down, looking in wonder at where our bodies are joined but not yet one. “Do you see it? I haven’t even been in you yet, and I’m already soaked in you.”

I look down too, but my view isn’t as good as his is. I don’t care, though, because the head of his cock is getting me closer and closer. I start to roll my hips, and he grasps them to hold me steady and help me out. Faster and faster, I move, using him, ringing him around my opening but not sliding him inside.

“Fuck, Wren, you’re killing me.”

I can feel it too. The little jerks his hips make as he tries to hold himself back from thrusting inside me. His jaw is clenched tight, and his grip on my hips is bruising. He’s letting me have this, either because he likes it too much to stop me or because he wants me to feel like it’s not only about him. I don’t know and I don’t care because I’m so. Fucking. Close.

“Oh, god, Jack. Yes.”

“Fuck, Wren, you’re so fucking beautiful. I can’t handle how gorgeous you look using my cock to get yourself off. You feel so good, and I want you so badly, baby, I can hardly stand it. I want to feel it though. Come on me like this. Soak me, and then I’m going to fuck you so good.”

I moan, and when he pinches my nipple, I detonate, pressing his cock as deep as it can go on my clit and rocking back and forth as I come all over him. It feels incredible. So fucking amazing. But it’s not enough, and I slide him inside of me as I’m still coming and use my fingers to rub my clit to finish myself off.

“Fucking Christ,” he bellows as my pussy spasms and squeezes him, and I bounce, feeling him hard and perfect and right where I want him. My clit throbs and pulses against my fingers, but with him inside of me like this and him now starting to fuck me, my orgasm doesn’t stop. It just continues and grows and morphs into a song that doesn’t have an end.

He bounces me on him, using me to fuck him, and my tits jiggle against his lips. My fingers don’t stop on my clit. I don’t think I could if I wanted to, and with him inside of me like this and his mouth on my tits, I hit a new level of climax and absolutely lose my freaking mind. Stars dance behind my eyes along with multicolored fireworks. They explode along with me, and Jack follows, pounding up into me and coming with a roar against my chest.

I sag against him, boneless and spent, outside of my body completely.

He holds me again, whispering soft words I can hardly make out. But I swear, I hear him mutter, almost as if he doesn’t want me to hear it. “I’ll never be done with you now.” And I worry it’s the same for me.
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Monday, I wake before dawn, which this time of year in Boston is fucking early. It’s cold. It’s dark. It makes the annoyingly short one-and-a-half-mile run to the hospital exactly what I need it to be, even if it’s not longer. I left Wren’s house sometime before midnight on Saturday. I wasn’t sleeping over, and neither of us had to even mention that. She was my Cinderella again, but this time, at midnight, I turned into the pumpkin.

I haven’t seen her since, but I haven’t stopped thinking about her either.

On Sunday, I didn’t go to Stone’s to watch Mason’s away game, and I didn’t do much other than unpack and order in. I didn’t listen for her. I didn’t look through my peephole at her door. I put myself in a bubble, but a bubble can only do so much to block out the rest of the world when it’s fucking translucent.

Saturday was a mistake. Because now I don’t know how to go back.

Other than maybe being a dick to her, but I don’t want to be a dick to her anymore. I want a repeat of Saturday every Saturday. I want to take her on dates and learn all the things I never knew because I was too afraid to look.

I’ve never wanted anyone with this level of life-altering intensity before. It’s as if my body and mind are no longer under my control. I want her to the point of madness. To the point where I no longer care that she’s Owen’s sister or my neighbor or my student because I want her anyway. I’m hardly trying to resist. It makes me hate myself.

Which is why I’m running at a hard sprint, hoping I’m exhausted and spent by the time I reach the hospital so that my mind is only able to focus on work and nothing else.

Because I have to resist.

There’s no other way this can go.

I want this chief job—I’ve earned it. Work is consistent. Work doesn’t cheat, and it doesn’t lie, and it doesn’t break your fucking heart. Well, the patients might, but work itself doesn’t. Work hasn’t failed me, and it hasn’t betrayed me. It saw me through. Even when she was my second-best gal, she stayed dutifully by my side.

Cold sweat drips down my face and neck as I pant for my life when I reach the ambulance bay. My hands link behind my head, and I do my best to drag oxygen into my lungs while I pace back and forth.

“Jesus, Kincaid,” a voice comes from behind me. “Are you okay, man?”

I turn to find my uncle, Brecken, standing by the ambulance bay doors.

“Yeah. Hey.” I laugh, a little taken aback. “What the hell are you doing out here at this hour?”

Brecken is my mom’s older brother. He’s also married to Rina, who is Wren’s aunt, but whatever.

“I’m picking up Rina. She’s on nights, and I hate it when she leaves here in the dark.”

A smile breaks clear across my face. Rina Fritz Davenport is an ICU nurse, one of the few Fritzes who didn’t become a doctor because she wanted to make a direct impact on her patients. Rina is fucking cool. And her husband is obviously obsessed with her.

I check my watch. “Change of shift isn’t for another hour.”

“Nah, her floor switched it up, and now they’re doing it at six.”

I stare at him. “For real?”

“Something that has to do with school schedules.” He shrugs. “I don’t know. So who’s the girl?”

“What?” That takes me aback for a second time, and I find myself crossing the asphalt over to him. “Why would you ask that?”

He gives me a don’t play a player look. “You ran here over an hour before your shift, and it looks like you sprinted the entire way.”

“So?”

He laughs. “Come on, man. Just tell me. I’m a vault, and I won’t tell your mother even though she’s been trying to match you up like a bride for a decade now.”

I think about this for a moment. Breck fell in love with Rina, who was—is—my mom’s best friend. Like Owen is for me. I remember hearing once how my mom and he fought over it because she wasn’t happy he was dating her best friend. Fuck it.

“It’s Wren.”

He blinks at me. “What about her?” Realization dawns on him, and he slowly nods. “Ah. You’re in love with her. Shit.”

“What? No.” I take a step back, feeling like he just hit me in the chest with a two-by-four.

Especially when he smirks knowingly at me. “What would you call it then? What else has a man leaving his house before dawn, running the way you ran here, and looking like that?”

I shake my head. “That’s not⁠—”

“A million years ago I stood outside these very doors”—he pans his hand toward the bay doors—“with that same forlorn, had my gut punched in, can hardly take a deep breath expression. Hell, that woman got me to read Twilight. Imagine that.”

I gulp, thinking about the books Wren got me to read.

“Those Fritz women, man. They just get inside of you, and that’s that. You’re a goner. For real, there is no coming back from them.”

“Thanks,” I mutter dryly.

He pats my sweaty shoulder, winces, and wipes his palm on his jeans. “Sorry, man, but it’s true. Best thing you can do is roll with it. Accept it. Chase it.”

I put my hands on my hips and stare down at the ground. “I can’t do that. I’m after chief, and she’s looking to match as an intern here. Plus, she’s Owen’s sister and ten years younger than me.”

He whistles through his teeth. “Feels like a lot is stacked against you.”

“Yeah,” I agree, my lips twisting at that.

“Sucks that you’re already in love with her then.”

I glare, and it’s not a kind glare either. Uncle or not.

He holds his hands up in surrender. “Just calling it like I see it.”

The doors swoosh open, and Rina waltzes out into the predawn morning. She sees Brecken, and her face lights up, and I’m reminded how much she looks like Wren. Or how much Wren looks like Rina when Rina was Wren’s age. And I look like Breck—I look a lot like my dad, but I also look like him too.

Rina leans in and kisses him, and I feel awkward standing here witnessing it. Breck clears his throat and points to me, and Rina laughs. “Oh. Sorry, Jack. I didn’t see you.”

I wave that off. “It’s fine.”

“He’s in love with Wren.”

“The fuck?!” I bark incredulously at him. “What happened to you keeping your mouth shut and not spilling my secrets?”

He laughs and points at me. “Ah, but I just got you to admit you’re in love with her, didn’t I?”

“No… I mean, I’m not…” I trail off, struck by that. Did I just admit that? Is that what’s going on? I sigh and feel it rattle in my bones. Fuck me sideways, he did, didn’t he?

The truth is, I am starting to fall for her.

I can lie to myself, and I can lie to them, but he’s right. I am.

“Shit,” I hiss, scrubbing my hands up and down my face. “I can’t be in love with her. She’s all wrong for me.”

A smile lights up Rina’s face, and she and Breck, hand in hand, stride over to me. “I don’t know what’s going on with you and Wren, but consider this. Sometimes all wrong leads to the right happily ever after.” She throws Brecken a side-eye, and he winks at her. They walk past me and head out into the morning. “Later, Jack.”

“Bye,” I mumble under my breath, still more than a little off from this revelation.

This is going to be a problem.
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After a shower, a quick change into scrubs, and a drag of my fingers through my hair, I deem myself ready for the day. Rina and Brecken can say whatever they like because it’s easy for them to do so. They don’t have to deal with the reality of it, and with that, I’ve decided to pretend this morning is yet another thing that didn’t happen.

Childish? Maybe. But do I care? Not so much.

By a quarter to seven, everyone is here. The night nurses are giving their reports, anxious to get out of here and leave their patients to the day shift. Med students and interns are going through charts and doing early exams—much to the patients’ chagrin—to be able to present during rounds. Me? I’m sipping my second cup of crap coffee and anxious like a thief waiting to get busted.

Wren is already here. I know that. Her name murmurs through the halls, and as I decide to get the fuck over it and head toward the nurse’s station, I catch a glimpse of her chatting with Dr. Marshall. He leans in, places his hand on her lower back, and whispers something by her ear that makes her laugh, and my fists ball up accordingly.

“Hey, Marshall, your wife is on the phone for you,” I bark as I pass them.

He jumps back, all wide-eyed and terrified as he rips his phone from his hip to check it. “She is? I don’t see a missed call.”

Dick.

“Oh, maybe that was someone else’s wife.”

He goes from nervous to annoyed in a nanosecond. “That was uncalled for. You’re a real asshole.”

“Never said I wasn’t. Just ask my student. Speaking of, keep your fucking hands to yourself and stop flirting with her.”

He glares. “Watch yourself there, Kincaid. You don’t know who you’re messing with.”

“I’m not the one with the band on my hand and a reputation for trying to bend it.” I make a point of glaring at the fat yellow gold wedged on his left hand and continue on. Wren doesn’t say anything, and I don’t even so much as glance at her, but I’m sure she’s angry with me over that. All the better. He should know I’m on to him, and he needs to stay the fuck away from her.

I do too, so those are words we should both live by.

Wren seems to feel the same way because I don’t see her at all the rest of the day. She and Daffy are on fast-tracks because I’m feeling magnanimous like that, and it gives me the freedom to work on harder patients. The rest of day one of Wren detox goes smoothly, and I run home, shower again, and watch Monday Night Football with the sound up so I can’t hear anything that’s happening outside of my apartment.

Tuesday goes the same as Monday without the mental bitch slap of Rina and Brecken. I run, I work, I run home. Wash, rinse, repeat. By Wednesday, I feel like I can do this until there’s no getting away from her because it’s suddenly all hands on deck, and she’s my student to manage. A college Devil’s Night party—that started during the day—got out of control, and at least a dozen kids are bleeding, burned, or so drunk we’ve had them loaded up with IVs and emesis basins.

But when you mix alcohol, fear, and stupidity, you get very combative patients. Like this kid on the gurney who has third-degree burns on his forearms and a nasty head laceration across his forehead. He’s bucking and trying to knock us off, which makes me wonder if he’s on more than just some alcohol. If he is, none of his dipshit friends are telling us, so we’ll have to wait for the tox screen to come back. Right now, the dip isn’t showing much other than some marijuana, which isn’t making him react like this.

But without knowing what he’s on and the extent of his injuries, we can’t sedate him yet, and we can’t restrain him because of his burns, so it’s like trying to calm down a bull when all he sees is red. He’s ripped out his IVs, and I can’t start a central line because he won’t hold fucking still.

“Andrew,” I yell in his face. “Calm down. I’m Doctor Kincaid, and I’m trying to help you. Not hurt you. You’re in the hospital.”

He thrashes. “Let me go. Get the fuck off me! I’ll kill all of you if you touch me.”

“What did you take? Calm down.” I glance over at the nurse on my left, who’s trying to hold his legs down, while I go after his shoulders. “Any suggestions?” He and his pack of Mensa candidates tried to set off homemade fireworks. Hence the burns. They’re lucky they didn’t die or blow up the city. I could sedate him, but if I give him the wrong thing, he could also die. “He’s tachycardic with a prolonged QTc interval on EKG. My guess is something with amphetamines.”

“Right. Which could be a dozen things or a congenital defect.” She shakes her head, at as much of a loss as I am. She turns and searches the room, finding a student in the corner. “Plus, his dipstick didn’t show anything. You, check on the labs. We need to know what’s in the tox screen. Go to the lab and sit on them until it’s done.”

The student runs off, and we turn back to the patient, holding him down and hoping he settles so we can start to treat him.

Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention, and I see Wren coming up behind me toward the patient. I shake my head at her. “Get back, Wren. He’s not safe.”

She doesn’t respond. She just gives me a look that says to trust her, and I don’t like it.

I open my mouth to tell her to fucking listen to me when she says, “Hey, Drew?” The kid’s head twists, and his eyes blink in rapid fire at her. “Molly is just down the hall.”

That sets him off, and he starts to scream and up his thrashing to the next level, fighting like he’s trying to get to Wren. Or Molly. I’m holding him down, but it’s tough because he’s a big, strong kid with no appreciation for his own pain, and I’m afraid he’s going to break through my grip and grab her. Anxious sweat prickles my forehead and the back of my neck.

I need to get her out of here, but I can’t release him.

“Wren! Go!” I yell at her, unable to hide the fury and fear in my voice. “Get back.”

She ignores me and continues to talk to the patient. “She wanted me to check on you. She’s worried. She said you need to calm down and that you can’t see her until you do.” She holds up her hands and waves them gently in the air toward him in a soothing motion. “Drew, calm down and listen. Molly sent me to talk to you.”

“Molly,” he repeats, starting to quiet a little. He’s still bucking and jerking away from us, but whoever Molly is, she’s someone who’s getting his attention and focus.

“Yeah.” She smiles. “She’s okay. Her burns are minor, and we put some cream on them.”

The kid breaks down, tears pouring from his eyes like a river. “I hurt her,” he wails. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t think it would explode like that.”

Wren moves in closer and puts her gloved hand on the side of his face away from his bleeding cut, and I shoot her a look that says back the fuck off, but again she ignores me, and I can’t reprimand her in here when she’s talking to the patient.

“Hey,” she coos softly. “She knows. She told me that.”

“Is she mad?” the kid sobs.

“No. She’s worried about you. She said she loves you, and she needs you to let the doctors treat you.”

He sniffles and stares at her for a very long moment as if trying to register her words, and he glances back at all of us, his pupils totally blown out, so it could be any number of things or just a fuck ton of alcohol. “You won’t hurt me?”

“We’re trying to help you,” I tell him. “You have a bad cut on your forehead and some nasty burns on your arms.”

He gulps, and more tears trickle down the sides of his face. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”

“We know,” Wren says. “Let them help you. For Molly.”

“I’m going to be in so much trouble. My parents will kill me.”

“Shh,” Wren soothes. “None of that. You need to get better. Molly told me you guys took some ecstasy. Is that right?”

“Yeah,” he says, starting to shake now. “I got some from my friend.”

“And it looks like it was cut with a hell of a lot of coke or amphetamines,” the nurse murmurs beside me.

I nod, but with that thought in mind, and with him finally calming down, we get going on his line and give him some lorazepam to settle him down and also reduce his risk of seizure and lower the amphetamine-induced hypertension he has.

Finally, he closes his eyes, and his body goes slack. All of us take a deep breath.

“Miss Fritz, I need to speak to you in the next room. Now.”

She gives me a wary look but nods, not stupid enough to argue with me in here.

“Let’s get his wounds cleaned up and examined, but don’t dress them until the burn unit comes down,” I tell the team of doctors and nurses. “I want a CT of his head, and once that’s clear, we can suture him up.”

I storm out of the room and march down the hall. I don’t have to look to know Wren is following me, and when I reach an empty patient room, I march in there and slide the glass door and the curtain closed behind us.

I turn on her. “What in the absolute fuck were you thinking?”

“I was trying to calm him down!” she fires back, indignation flaring in her eyes.

“Do you have any idea how dangerous what you just did was?”

“It worked, didn’t it?”

“Not at first it didn’t, and what would you have done if he had broken through my grip and come after you?”

Her gaze drops to the floor, and I take a step toward her, my jaw locked and my hands… fuck, I’m shaking. It’s not from the patient or the adrenaline. She could have gotten hurt in there. Before I can stop myself, I cup her jaw in my hand and lift it so I can see her eyes.

“What if he had hurt you?”

“He didn’t. I’m fine.”

I shake my head, unable to form words. I got spooked. Really fucking spooked, and it hits me that I feel like I have something to lose here. Something that isn’t even mine and never will be. But something I can’t lose or see hurt all the same.

“Wren…”

Her hand covers mine on her face, and I don’t stop myself from dragging my thumb along the edge of her lips.

“I was so scared. I thought…what if I couldn’t hold him back?”

“I’m fine, Jack. I am.”

I stare into her eyes, feeling like I’m losing my mind. Losing it completely.

I clear my throat and drop my hand when what I really want to do is bring her into my arms so I know she’s safe and kiss the hell out of her so she knows she can’t disobey me again.

“Next time tell me what you’re going to do. Approaching an out-of-control patient like that is dangerous to you, him, and the rest of the staff. We communicate with each other in traumas because it’s life or death in that room, and it’s not just the patient’s safety I’m concerned about.”

She glares wordlessly.

“Do you understand me?”

She swallows audibly and slowly nods. She knows I’m right. “Yes, Dr. Kincaid. I’m sorry I didn’t communicate with you. You’re right. I put myself, the patient, and other staff at risk.”

I blow out a breath, and now I do break and pull her into me. Just for a second. Just a beat so I can hug her and smell her hair before I immediately release her and take a step back. I’m seriously fucked with this girl.

“Okay. You can go back now.”

“Can I stay and watch the burn unit?”

I nod. “Yes. But stay out of their way.”

“I will.”

I walk past her and open the curtain and glass door.

“Jack?”

I pause and wait.

“I really am sorry.”

“You did good in there, Wren, and you learned how to do it better for next time.”

With that, I walk out. Tomorrow is my interview for chief, and that’s what I need to focus on. Not the woman who somehow has managed to flip my entire world upside down.
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“Ifeel like I haven’t talked to you in ages. How was today?” my mom asks through my AirPods, her voice a little distracted since I know she’s making dinner.

How was my day? Awful. Weird. Emotional.

“It was great,” I tell her because my mother is a worrier, and it’s not good for her epilepsy. She hadn’t had a seizure in years, and the night I went into the hospital after I was attacked, she had one. Needless to say, she does not know about my fours, and she thinks I’m gumdrops and rainbows every day of the week and twice on Sunday. But since today is Wednesday, I throw a little extra pep into my voice to really sell it.

I’m in the gourmet shop around the corner from my apartment, picking up a few supplies I’ve run out of because after watching all those college kids with their burns and drugs and alcohol poisoning and after avoiding Jack all week, having him yell at me only to hug me like he was going to die if he didn’t, I need a distraction. Because I wanted to hug him back. Fiercely. I wanted to tilt my chin and let him kiss me the way I could tell he wanted to. Plus, one of the asshole drunk dudes pinched my ass and then my boob, which is totally uncool.

And I haven’t had any time for baking this week, so I’m going all in.

It’s a good way to test recipes for Thanksgiving which is next month. Or at least that’s my excuse. Baking, like the number four, is consistent and precise. It’s also soothing because it’s both of those things, and I get to eat all the goodies after I make them.

“So the ER is good? I haven’t had a chance to come down and see you. Not that I would,” she quickly amends because no one wants their mother, who works in the same hospital, to come down and visit them at work. It’s not a good look for the adult in me and definitely not something I want to have to explain to the other med students, who already think I’m the favorite because of Callan and Layla being there. “Layla told me all good things about you.”

She clearly didn’t speak to Jack.

“Overall, it’s going great. I love the ER.”

“It’s not weird for you to be working there?”

“You keep asking me that.”

“I keep waiting for you to be honest.”

That gives me a moment of pause. “I am honest. I don’t think about it when I walk into the trauma rooms. I’m fine, Mom. This is all part of healing.” Which it is. I truly believe that, and every time I walk into that ER, I feel stronger for it. I can’t control what someone did to me, but I can control how I choose to fight back, and living my best life and helping others who endure something similar to what I went through is my fuck you to him.

I pick up a large sack of sugar and drop it in my cart. Definitely gonna need that bad boy.

“Fine. I won’t push it. You have a long way to go.” A pause. “Where are you, and why do I hear Christmas music?”

“Right?!” I exclaim. “Halloween is tomorrow! I’m in Bakers and Butchers.”

“Oh, what are you making, and when will you bring me some?”

I smile. I get my sweet tooth from my mother. My stubbornness and short temper from my father. Genetics. What can you do?

“I’m thinking kitchen sink cookies, and maybe I’ll test out a new recipe for pumpkin rolls.”

She groans. “I’m so glad I had you. Have I mentioned that today?”

I snicker. “No. Only yesterday and the day before that, but those were via text, so they don’t count.”

“Damn. I knew I was forgetting something. Oh, your father is home. Say hi.”

“Hi, Dad,” I singsong, grabbing some pumpkin puree and dark brown sugar and placing them in my cart.

“Hi, kiddo. How was work?”

“Good.”

“Kick ass. You still settled on emergency medicine, or can we convince you to join us up in OB?”

“Never.”

He laughs. “Shame.”

“Stop pestering her with that,” my mother jumps in just as I hear a loud, screeching siren. “Oh shit, the lasagna’s burning. We have to go.”

She disconnects the call, and I giggle as their voices cut out and music starts blaring back into my ears. I start to dance my way through the store, shaking my hips and swinging my arm up into the air like I just don’t care because I don’t. All the haters can keep on hating, but Tay is singing loud and proud in my ears and helping me to forget, well, this entire week pretty much.

Two hours later, I’m already feeling like myself again—sass and sunshine as my dad calls me. Well, with a hint of darkness, but that’s not entirely my fault. I have music blasting through my Alexa, a glass of wine in my hand, Tyson dancing and shaking his ass in my living room, and cookies baking in the oven while I whisk the filling for my pumpkin rolls.

“I’m heading upstairs,” he tells me, swinging around the corner and into the kitchen. “Wednesday is grooming night.”

I wince as I lower the volume of the music. “For the thousandth time, laser hair removal is a real thing.”

“Honey, for the thousandth time, you don’t have balls. Lasers and balls do not mix.”

“Oh, and lasers and vaginas do?” I throw back at him with a raised eyebrow.

“I can’t speak to that. I just know what I know, and pussies have never been my jam.”

I hold up a hand to stop him before this goes to the next level. “Fine. You… go groom. I’ll bring some baked goods to you tomorrow morning before my shift.”

“My girl.”

He kisses the top of my head since he’s like six-foot-seven and the entire world is shorter than him. I hear my front door open and close only to immediately reopen.

“Wren, turn that machine off and get your bony ass over here.”

I flip off the standing mixer, wipe my smeared hands on a dish towel, and come over to the door.

“What?”

He claps his hand over my mouth and uses his other to point across the hall. “Shh. Look. The light is on under his door, and there’s noise coming from inside.”

I shrug. “So? He lives there.”

“Yes, but you never told me what happened after I left Saturday morning.”

No, I didn’t. Tyson came on Sunday for pancakes and grilled me better than a detective investigating a murder would. I didn’t crack, though.

“Nothing happened.”

“But that man wants you, and did you see the bulge in his track shorts? That is no joke dick.”

I choke. On nothing and throw him a glare.

“Go knock on the door.”

I laugh. “Um, no. You go knock on the door. You can welcome him to the building.”

“Honey, I am a giant gay man. I am not who should be welcoming him.”

I roll my eyes. “You welcomed me.”

“With wine and cupcakes.”

I smile wryly. “Now you know why we’re friends. And he’s already met you and thinks you’re just as fabulous as you are, so cut the shit.” My hand pans toward the door across the hall. “He could be the love of your life.”

He gives me an unimpressed look. “The love of my life is built like Zeus and fucks like Hades.”

I start cracking up. Two glasses of wine will do that. “I think that’s the love of my life too.”

I get a smug grin. “Yes, it is, and I think we both know that perfectly describes the Adonis across the hall.”

I throw him a side-eye. “Stop fucking with shit that doesn’t need fucking with.”

He pauses. “You’re right. But he’s all alone in there. Bring the good doctor some cookies and see how it goes.”

“I’m not knocking on his door, and I sure as hell am not bringing him cookies.”

I get pursed lips. “This is the problem with your generation. All antisocial and shit.”

I snort. “Look who’s talking.”

“So you guys have drama? Since I know he’s your brother’s BFF, that should make you friendly by association. Why aren’t you?"

I shove him out the door. “Go groom. I have baking to finish, and I will not burn my cookies.”

A knowing look I choose to ignore covers his face, and I lock up, making sure the latch clicks four times before I return to my kitchen. My last batch of cookies comes out of the oven, and I set them on the rack to cool. The reason I bought this apartment was the kitchen. For a one-bedroom apartment in a brownstone in this part of town, the kitchen is huge, and after I redid it, it’s magic. My total happy place.

After what happened, both Owen and my parents tried to get me to buy a place in a large building with a doorman. My therapist at the time was on board with that too. I thought about it. I did. But large places creep me out more than small ones—too open, too many noises at night—and I didn’t want fear to control me more than I already allowed it to.

I followed my heart instead. I’ve always loved the old brownstones that line the streets of Back Bay, and that’s what I wanted. I’m no longer in therapy—I honestly didn’t want to talk about it anymore, and I think at this point, I’m as healed as I’m going to get. Yes, I count when things feel a little too much, and yes, some of that has turned into a slight amount of OCD, but it’s not unmanageable, and numbers are soothing to me.

Hell, my therapist was the one who suggested I start with number facts as a coping technique. The rest will just take time. Besides, the bastard is dead, and I love my apartment, and I love having Tyson upstairs. Even if Jack now lives across the hall.

Just as I get back to my cream cheese filling, my phone pings with a text.

Jack: I know I shouldn’t be texting you, but I wanted to make sure you’re okay. I just heard one of the idiots sexually assaulted you.




I read it again and debate if I want to text him back. I’ve spent far too much of my time thinking about him since Saturday. I was afraid this would happen, and while I’m avoiding him and going about my days, I can’t help but spend my nights thinking about him. Wanting him to creep across the hall and back into my bed.

Me: I’m fine. Lucky for me, the guy was pretty cute. We’re going out this weekend.




Jack: Do not test me right now. He’s lucky I didn’t know about it before he was discharged.




I smirk. I shouldn’t love how overprotective he is of me, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t.

Me: I really am fine.




Jack: You can still file a report.




Me: I could, but I bitched him out pretty good and told him if he ever touched a woman again without her consent, I’d find him and break his fingers one by one. He got it. I hope.




Jack: Does it have you rethinking the ER?




Me: You can’t get rid of me that easily. But nice try.




Jack: I think I’ve already learned that the hard way, Cinderella.




I set my phone down as I finish off my wine and turn off the mixer before I overwhip the cream cheese filling. I prop my hip against my counter and swipe my finger into the frosting before I pop it in my mouth. It’s perfect. Smooth, sweet, and creamy.

Jack: How do I stop wanting you all the time? We said it would end Saturday, but I fucking want you again right now, and I can’t make it go away.




I choke on my frosting and end up coughing out a chunk onto my counter. Gross. I clean it up with a wet cloth, but I can’t stop reading what he wrote. Wow, is that blunt. And holy wow, is it turning me on. I can’t tell him it’s been the same for me. If I do, he’ll be here, and I can’t have him here. I can’t sleep with him again. My heart is already shaky.

Me: Getting clingy for me already?




Jack: I sincerely hope not.




Me: Me too. I don’t like clingy. And I still don’t like you.




Jack: That’s a lie. We both know it’s a lie.




I finish smearing on the frosting and use cellophane wrap to roll the whole thing up into a tight cylinder. It looks good and smells even better, but it needs to set in the fridge for at least an hour before I can slice it.

I place it in there and grab a cookie off the cooling rack.

Me: Don’t do this. I can’t want you, and you can’t want me.




Jack: Talking about this with you makes me think and want things I shouldn’t. I know this.




I take a bite of my cookie, and wow, is that good. I groan and shove the rest in my mouth before I put the extras away. I need to stop this. My relationships with men already aren’t the healthiest, and there is nothing good that can come from this. I clean up my kitchen and head into my room. I’m exhausted after this weekend and the start of this week and want nothing more than to climb into bed, use one of my BOBs, and fall into a blissful and heavy sleep.

Stupid Jack ruining more things for me.

Stupid men who text you and tell you they’re thinking about you. What am I doing? I cannot get my heart broken by him again.

Me: You shouldn’t text me anymore.




He replies instantly as if he were waiting for my response.

Jack: I agree. But unfortunately, beautiful Wren, I bought romance books and texted you just to get you to respond and talk to me. Even when I knew I shouldn’t. When it comes to you, I don’t seem to know how to do the right thing.




I pause and stare down at my screen. Why do assholes always have to say the perfect thing? It’s like they know just how to get us right in the soft center of our most vulnerable parts, and after they’ve melted us just right, they stomp in our fucking puddle and splatter our shit everywhere. I’m tired of it. I’m angry at Jack for being perfect. For being the guy I would want and also for being the guy I can never have.

Where are all the decent men? Do they even exist anymore, or is everything a game to them? I brush my teeth and get ready for bed, but I’m unsatisfied. In several ways at the moment, but I’m miffed, and I already know it’ll bother me enough to keep me up if I let it go at that.

I’m tired of men always seeming to have the upper hand.

He can’t stop thinking about me, huh? Good. Let’s add a little fire to it. Without overthinking it, I get undressed until I’m naked and slip into bed. The sheets are silky and cool and feel so good against my already-heated skin.

Biting my lip, I lift the sheets and snap a quick pic. You can’t see much of anything. It’s dark in my room and dark under the blanket. It’s a suggestion. A tease. A black-on-black silhouette of my body, but with that, if I enlarge it and squint, I can just make out the hard peak of my nipple.

As a Fritz, sending a nude selfie is a total no-no. People put our pictures on social media, and they obsess over our family. Especially here in Boston, though occasionally the madness turns national or even global the way it did with Stone and Tinsley, as well as Sorel and Mason.

But still, my face isn’t in this, and like I said, you can’t see much. And it’s Jack. He may be an asshole, but I know he’d never do anything to hurt me in that way.

Before I can second-guess myself, I send him the picture.


25


[image: ]


The picture goes through, and I smile.

Me: Sweet dreams.




Jack: Christ, you’re torturing me. Jesus hell, you are so fucking beautiful. It’s not fair to make me hard like this.




Me: No one ever said I played fair.




I click on the picture and unsend the photo now that I know he’s seen it. I won’t let him keep it. The picture pops like a bubble bursting on my screen, and it’s gone. Like it never existed. That’s how he’ll be to me.

It was my fuck you to the universe. To all men.

Jack: You have no idea how difficult it is not to break down the wall between our apartments. The picture would have been just for me. You didn’t have to delete it.




Me: Yes, I did. Pictures have to be earned. Now let me go to sleep.




Jack: Except we both know you’re not simply going to sleep. Which one of your pretty toys were you planning to use while you thought about me?




Me: I’m not going to be thinking about you.




Jack: Wren, do me a favor and don’t lie to me when it’s just us like this. You’re going to be thinking about me. Just as I’m going to be thinking about your pretty tits and smart mouth and perfect cunt when I jerk off.




Ho-lee-shit!

Jack: I hate that I can’t punish you for what you did earlier.




Me: You can’t. No spankings tonight.




Even if the thought makes me squirm and clench.

Me: Which toy should I use?




Jack: Fingers only. Toys, like pictures, have to be earned, and that’s how I’ll punish you.




I’m sweating. Like, legit already sweating. And my nipples are so hard. How can I be this turned on when he’s not here and has barely said anything? I shouldn’t do this with him, but I already know I am, and so does he. We can pretend it’s not real. It’s texting. He’s not here, and I’m not there, and he’s not actually touching or watching me.

Either way, I don’t care enough to stop.

Me: Fingers only then. Now what?




Jack: Now take off your panties for me.




Me: Already done.




Jack: Good girl. Are you already wet for me too?




Oh, I’m wet for him. I don’t even have to check.

Me: Yes, I’m wet for you.




Jack: Good because this is making me so fucking hard. I’d give anything to be there right now. To tie you up. To have you dripping and begging for my mouth and cock.




I’m so close to telling him to. So. Close. But then what? What happens after that? He leaves because there is too much against us, and I can’t keep playing this game. This is already crossing lines I’ll likely regret tomorrow.

Me: Same. Definitely the same to all of that. But you’re staying on your side of the wall, and I’m staying on mine.




Jack: Agreed. So now that we’ve established that, start playing with your pretty tits for me. I want your nipples hard as I imagine sucking on them. I’m going to be getting myself off too. Not just you.




I prop myself up on my pillow and pull my blanket back so my body is exposed. I stare down at myself in the dark for a moment, picturing Jack’s eyes and the way he looks at me when I’m naked for him like this. My free hand comes up, and I cup the underside of my breast that far from fills up my hand. It feels so good, and I’m already moaning with anticipation.

Me: You’re making me throb. My nipples are so hard, Jack. I’m rubbing them now, and it feels so good.




Wait. Did I just porn-voice him with that? Is that weird? Fuck it. Who cares.

Jack: Pull on them, baby. Pinch them. Make it hurt a little. Remember, you were a bad girl today at work, and I’m punishing you for it.




Fuck. Fuck! My back arches, and I do just as he tells me to. I pinch and roll my nipples until it hurts so good I can’t stand it any longer.

Me: I like being your bad girl. I like making you angry and all fired up.




Jack: You’re impossibly good at it.




Jack: I’m kissing your mouth and I have you pinned beneath me. I trail kisses and bites down your body until I capture one of your perfect tits in my mouth. You see, that’s why I like your small tits. Because I can fit all of it in my mouth, and it makes you moan so hard. But I’m starting to get greedy. I don’t just want to know what your tits taste like. I don’t only want to eat them.




Me: No? What else?




Jack: I want to taste your cunt. Your ass. Do you know how perfect you were with that toy in you? I’ve made myself come so many times since Saturday picturing that plug in your ass wishing it was my cock.




Me: My ass is a virgin. That was the first thing I’ve ever put in there.




Jack: Are you fucking serious? Tell me you don’t mean that.




Me: I do.




Jack: Jesus, Wren, I nearly just came from that. You’re telling me I had that too?




Me: No. We’re not doing that, remember.




Jack: Right. But I was the first one. Like I was the last time for you, even if it wasn’t my cock. Did you like it?




Me: Yes. I loved it.




Jack: Christ, I’m going to blow my load in two seconds here.




And I’m dead. Like seriously dead. Whether that’s hyperbole or not, it’s working. My hand slides down my body, and my fingers linger directly above my clit. It’s pulsing, and my empty core is aching to be filled. Yet it feels like I can’t touch myself without him telling me to.

Me: I want to touch myself. Please, can I touch myself?




Jack: Oh, gorgeous Wren. Where? Be specific. I’ll let you have it since you asked so perfectly.




Me: My pussy. I want to touch it. Fuck it. Rub it.




I need to whether he tells me I can or not. It’s easier to be like this without him here. Easier to let my guard down and not fight him. I want him like this. I want him to own me and instruct me and tell me exactly how he wants me to do it because he’ll make it even better for me than I could for myself that way. And it’ll get him so hard. So hot for me.

Jack: Do it then. Start playing with your cunt and imagine it’s me because if I were there, that’s exactly what I’d be doing. I’d be rubbing and licking and tasting you everywhere I could. I’d start by using one finger to toy with your dripping pussy because you’re always dripping for me. I’d rub it all over your clit and get it nice and wet. Then I’d put my mouth on it so I could taste it and suck you clean.




My finger drops to my clit, and I start rubbing it in earnest. I am soaked, just as he said, because no one has ever eaten me the way Jack does—hell, a man has never loved doing it as much as Jack does—and just picturing it right now is so hot. I’ve never mastered the art of finger fucking myself and getting my clit the way I like it. This is where BOB typically comes in, but not tonight. I choose my clit, but my pussy isn’t happy about being ignored.

Me: I feel empty. I need something in me, Jack, and my fingers are on my clit.




Jack: Fuck, Wren. Let me come over and fill you up. I’ll give you exactly what you need. I’m aching to be inside of you. I’m not sure I’d be able to wait. I’d need it. Need you.




Me: No. We said we wouldn’t, but can I please have a toy?




Jack: Are you begging me nicely?




Fuck, I hate him.

Still, I can’t deny how good this feels, and I read over what he wrote. How he’d want to eat me out and suck on my tits. I moan and roll up into my hand, seeking more contact, more friction. But it’s still not enough. I need more.

Me: I’m rubbing my clit, and I want to come.




Jack: But you need something inside of you.




Me: Yes.




Jack: Ask me nicely, Wren, and I’ll let you have it.




I grit my teeth, but my need to come is too intense.

Me: Please can I put a toy in me? Please. I am officially begging, and I hate you for it.




Jack: The glass one. The long curved one I saw in your drawer. Fuck yourself with that while you rub your clit.




Oh, thank God.

Like my ass is on fire, I scramble to my nightstand and quickly dig through it. He picked the glass one, and I almost smile at that. With how wet I am, it doesn’t need lube, but it’s also not as thick or as long as he is or some of my other toys are, and I know it’s still part of his punishment for me.

I push it inside, and it slides right in and curves up, hitting my front wall just as it’s designed to. I fuck myself with it as I text him back, abandoning my clit, and this is when one of my rabbits would be better.

Me: I’m using it and it’s good, but not as good as you feel. I’m close, though. Are you getting off?




I put my phone down and work my clit while I fuck myself with my toy. I’m sweating and panting and arching my back. I’m so close as I picture him hovering above me, sweat on his brow, and his cheeks red as his dark eyes watch me. He pushes in and out, loving how he knows I need more and getting ready to give me just that.

“Oh fuck, Jack, yes.”

Jack: I’m close too. It’s you making me that way. I’m jerking myself so hard right now just picturing this. Tell me you’re fucking yourself the same way. Tell me you’re picturing me the way I’m picturing you.




Me: I am. I’m rubbing myself so fast in tight circles and fucking myself with my toy. I want you inside me. You knew it wouldn’t be as good.




Jack: I did. I want you to suffer without me the way I’m suffering without you. I want to be the one to fill you up. To come in you. Now fuck your toy while imagining it’s my cock you’re fucking.




Oh god! I rub harder. Faster. Fuck myself deeper. Moans fly from my lips one after the other. I put my phone down, but I can’t stop thinking of his dirty words. Picturing him and how he looked when he came inside of me. I want more of them. More of him.

Jack: Say my name when you come for me. Scream it so I can hear it.




Me: I’m doing it. I’m coming now.




Fuck. I can’t… I pinch my eyes shut. “Jack!” I scream at the top of my lungs, not even caring if the couple who live upstairs hears me do it.

But I hear him too. “Wren!” It vibrates through the walls of my bathroom and into my bedroom, and I keep coming and coming, rubbing my clit and focusing in on that tight bundle of nerves as heat rushes through my limbs and brain. I’m moaning, writhing, clenching my body down on the glass toy, and curling my toes while my orgasm sweeps through me. It doesn’t slow or ebb. It just continues as I continue to rub and fuck myself.

My eyes close, and immediately, I have his head between my thighs, my fingers through his thick, dark hair. His blue eyes peek up at me beneath his dark lashes. A glimpse of his straight nose and wicked smirk hits me as he sucks my clit between his lips. I gasp all over again at how dirty and raw and depraved his expression is.

“Fuck!” I cry out and sag down into a heap of sated lust. My fingers are still on my clit, which is pulsing beneath them. I’m breathless and smiling while laughing lightly, and yes, a bit sweatier than I was when this all started.

Jack: I came so hard when I heard you. Tell me you did too.




Me: I did.




Jack: I want to kiss you. I want to see your beautiful face and kiss your lips, and I don’t want this to get weird.




Me: It won’t, but no kisses. Not again.




Even as my eyes burn with strange, useless, stupid tears. I chuck my toy on my nightstand. I’ll clean it tomorrow. Instead, I roll over on my side and pinch my eyes shut for a moment so I don’t start crying over a sexting chat with the man who has lived inside my head for far too long.

Jack: Go to bed and don’t overthink this. It was fun. I had fun, and I hope you did too. But you’re more than that to me, and I think you already know it.




Me: Don’t say that to me. Please don’t fucking say that to me.




I bite my lip so I don’t sob.

Jack: I won’t again. I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to think… never mind.




Me: Good night, Jack.




Jack: Good night, beautiful Wren.




Insipid tears leak from my eyes, and I plug in my phone and force myself to fall asleep. I won’t dream about him tonight, but I’m already crying over him again. And nothing good for me will come from that.
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The power few of us realize we have is looking around despite previous failures or heartbreaks and saying, wow, there are so many things in this world I can do. It’s a dare to the universe. A try and stop me. It’s courage and determination. It’s grit and resiliency.

Instead, most of us use those previous failures and heartbreaks as food to feed our demons and insecurities. You know those fuckers. The ones who tell you you’re not good enough or smart enough or you’ll never make your dream a reality. Let’s face it, chasing that is scary as fuck, and if you don’t try, then you can’t fail, and you won’t have to feel that crushing defeat all over again. I mean, that shit is daunting and terrifying, and it’s much easier to allow the world to cripple us, right?

I have my reasons for being nervous and allowing stupid thoughts to trickle into my head as I sit alone in a conference room at the head of an intimidatingly large oval table. I’m waiting for the board and Callan to arrive, trying not to fidget or even get my hopes up. More than that, I’m trying to talk myself into this position, which feels odd for me. Ambition isn’t something I’ve ever lacked.

But if I’m not chief, if I’m simply an attending, what does that do to my life? Or more importantly, what does that do for my potential with my too-pretty and too-perfect-to-be-ignored neighbor and student? I’d still be her boss in a way, and there is a hierarchy, but it’s not the same as chief to intern. It’s just not. That’s pretty much a forbidden no-go any way you slice it.

As the board walks in, I have to remind myself that it doesn’t matter if I’m her boss or not. Wren doesn’t want me that way. She told me so. She’s not looking for a relationship with me, and I’d be a fucking fool not to take this shot. I can’t not take this shot. It’s not who I am.

Slowly everyone greets me, and I put the girl to the back of my mind and get my game face on. I smile and shake all their hands. I joke and shoot the shit before we get down to it. I’m impassioned. I’m honest. I hold nothing back. I give this interview my all and when I walk out of there, I know that I left my blood, sweat, and tears on the field—or in the boardroom—as always. It’s what I do. It’s who I am.

But as I make my way down to the ER, I’m feeling an uncomfortable and unfamiliar twist in my gut. I can’t even fully describe what it is. I just know it’s not good. And when I catch a flash of a blonde ponytail crossing the hall, I know it’s the notion that I just potentially gave her up for good. I take a moment to let that sink in, and when I do, nothing feels right.

My scrubs are uncomfortable and scratchy. My skin cold and tight.

Last night with her… I want last night to be every night with her. I want last weekend to be every weekend with her. But that’s not an option, right? I mean, it’s not, is it?

I stare at the hall she’s no longer in and wonder what would Wren Fritz do if I told her I was in love with her?

“Jack, we have a VIP coming in, and you’re the one attending here today who can take her. It’ll just be you and me, and we need to keep this quiet.”

I spin to find Margot with her phone in her hand, and I tilt my head. “Why? What’s going on?”

Margot glances around and nods for me to follow her a bit so no one overhears us. “It’s Octavia Fritz.”

“What?” That instantly gets my heart going. “What’s going on? Is she okay?”

Octavia Abbot-Fritz is the matriarch of the Fritz family. The reigning queen of Boston, and that is no exaggeration. She’s also ninety-one years old.

“I don’t know the details. I just know she fell.”

“Shit,” I hiss. Half of her family, children and grandchildren, work in this hospital. Hell, didn’t I just see Wren walk down the hall? Thankfully, Sorel and Layla aren’t here today. “Does she need a trauma room?”

Margo shakes her head, her brown curls swinging with it. “No, but I don’t know the extent of the fall or her full injuries.”

“Let’s prep one of the isolation rooms then. They’re big and separated from the rest of the ER.”

“Good call. Plus, they’re near the back ambulance bay, and that’s where they’re bringing her in.”

“She’s coming by ambulance? It’ll be everywhere in five minutes.”

Margot smirks. “Their chief of security made the paramedics all sign NDAs and took their phones until after she’s out of their rig.”

I laugh. “Smart man. Let’s get this going before she arrives. You know Wren is here.”

“I do, and Rina is upstairs along with Katy, Keegan, Carter, Grace, and Oliver.” Oliver is Keegan’s dad and the youngest Fritz son. He’s actually one of the people Owen was named after since he’s best friends with Owen’s mother, Grace. Speaking of Owen…

“Shit. They’re all going to kick my ass when they realize I’m hiding their mother and grandmother here.”

“You and me both. But we have no choice, and I won’t let Dr. Marshall take her, so let’s do it.”

Margot and I prep the room and decide to keep it between just us. No aides or techs to help us out. At least not until we know what’s going on and know her wishes. Ten minutes later, the ambulance pulls in, and we tell everyone we’ve got it and to back off. They do, and we wheel Octavia, who greets me with a smile and a “Hello, Jack, dear,” into the room.

She has a cut on her cheek, one on her forehead, and an obvious wrist fracture. She’s also alone, which I don’t like.

“Mrs. Fritz, where’s your security, and where is Dr. Fritz?”

Dr. Fritz, meaning her husband.

She waves that away with her good hand. “It’s Octavia, dear. You know that. Certainly, we can skip the formalities. I haven’t told Dr. Fritz I’m here yet, and I wouldn’t let security join me. It draws too many eyes.”

Christ. This is going to be a shit show.

Margot throws me a side-eye, clearly having the same thought as me.

“Octavia, can I help you get changed into a gown so we can examine you better?”

“Of course. Thank you, darling girl.” She pats Margot on the cheek as she shifts ever so slightly on the gurney so she can sit up more. She has blood on her pink cashmere sweater, and her cheek is already swollen. “I’m so grateful both of you are here.”

“Can you tell us what happened?” I ask.

“It was silly, really. I just missed the last step coming down the stairs and fell on my wrist. That’s all. No one needs to be bothered with this.”

I throw her a look because I’ve known this woman my entire life, and she’s no fool. Not by a mile. “Wren is down here.”

“As your medical student, she must be impossibly busy tending to her patients.”

“And everyone else upstairs?” Margot questions.

“I’m sure it’s no different for them.”

I raise an eyebrow at her, but I can’t argue with her. It’s Octavia. “Fine,” I grumble. “Margot, can you please help her get changed? Octavia, I’m going to get the portable X-ray machine, but I’m going to want a CT of your head.”

“Whatever for? I didn’t lose consciousness. I simply scraped up my face. I’m at Mass General Hospital being taken care of by Margot Albright and Jack Kincaid. Besides, it was just a silly little slip. Hardly a fall at all.”

“You have a broken wrist,” Margot deadpans, “and likely need stitches on your face.”

“Better than breaking a hip,” she throws back at us.

Touché.

“Fine. I’ll be back.” Already lamenting how this woman is running the show but also loving her for it, I make my way down the hall while Margot helps her get changed. The woman is wearing designer clothes that likely cost more than I earn in a year, and they’re covered in blood and are now trash.

I grab the X-ray machine and send Wynter Reyes—Mason’s mother—a text. She’s an orthopedic surgeon for the Rebels, but she’s also technically still part of the ortho practice here at the hospital, and I can tell by the way Octavia’s wrist is sitting, she’s likely going to need surgery.

Just as I’m wheeling the portable X-ray machine down the hall and get it right in front of Octavia’s room, Wren stops me. She looks around, thinking we’re alone, and shit, this is not the time for a chat.

“Hey, I was wondering if we could talk about last night?”

Shock hits me in the chest, and I forget almost everything else but the stunning blonde before me. “What about it?”

She smiles in just such a way, and it hits me like a bullet to the chest. “I know you went for your interview today, and I heard it went well.”

That has me shifting in and hovering over her. “How did you hear that?” Then I laugh at my dumb question. “Layla.” Because Callan talked to her.

Wren thumps my chest. “Bingo. So, if you’re chief, I know you’ll be on the team to help with match placement.”

A slow smirk curls up my lips. “You wouldn’t be trying to seduce me in order to get me to place you here, would you?”

“What?” She looks appalled. “Of course not.”

“That’s a shame. I was hoping you were about to play Let’s Make a Deal with me.”

She smacks my chest when she sees I’m kidding. “Very funny.” Her hand doesn’t leave my chest, and her touch is like fire in the best of ways, warm and enticing. She glances up at me through her lashes. “We’re not doing it again, and by that, I mean no more texts at all. I hope you get chief. And I’m not being a bitch or sarcastic. I mean it. I hope you get it because you deserve it, but I don’t want to mess that up for you, and that’s exactly what anything between us would do. I also want to match here. And in truth, you know I had a crush on you growing up and I’ll admit, it was a pretty big one. I’m afraid I’ll start to like you again if this thing between us continues.”

“And that would be bad,” I surmise, even if that’s the worst and best thing to hear.

“That would be bad. For both of us.”

“Right.” I swallow and try not to shift or let her see my disappointment. “I already know this, Wren. We talked about that before.”

“Yes, but then last night happened.”

“It did.”

And I don’t—and won’t—regret it.

“I don’t want you to text me again, and I won’t text you. I don’t want to think about you that way, and I don’t want to know you’re thinking about me like that either. I’m not saying we hate each other again, but I think being civil and distant is the best way to do this with us.”

She’s right. It’s the same dance we keep doing. We have these moments, these intense, crazy, all-consuming moments, and then we have to remind each other that we can’t have them and force ourselves to take a step back. But this isn’t just a step back. This is her closing the door once and for all.

I gulp, feeling like I’m being pulverized. Last night was… everything. Just as last weekend was.

Without caring, I lean in and kiss her. Because she’s telling me it’s the last time, and I can’t go the rest of my life without kissing her again. My hand slides up her face and into her hair, and I hold her against me, parting her lips and slipping my tongue into her mouth. I kiss her and kiss her and never want to stop. I want to kiss her always, and who cares about being chief when Wren’s kisses feel like this?

Like my heart is being pieced back together and made whole again when it was my understanding that anything that breaks could never be whole again. It always has cracks, places the glue cannot fully mend. She’s proving that wrong, and from the moment I accepted that I love her, nothing else seems to matter to me but her.

Except she’s starting her career, and I’m trying to climb the ladder of mine.

It’s so easy for her to say goodbye to me, and for me, it’s the fight of my life.

A point she proves when her hands on my chest push me back and her cheeks tint rose as she looks around.

I don’t have to, though. “No one saw us.”

“Why’d you do that?”

“Because I needed to taste you one last time so I wouldn’t forget, and I’ll always get it right anytime I allow myself to remember how your kisses feel.”

Emotion flashes across her face. “What are you trying to do to me, Jack? It was better between us when it was hate.”

Not love. She doesn’t say it, but the words are there, hovering between us.

“I’m not sure it was ever hate for me, Cinderella. Not really anyway. I’m hoping we can be friends.”

“Friends,” she repeats, testing the word.

“Yes. Friends. You know what those are. I think we can do it.”

She smirks. “Maybe.”

I’m going to take that as a yes. “Whether I make chief or not, you’ll match here. And I won’t knock on your door or text you for more than what we can have again. I can all but promise you both.” I square my shoulders and take a step back, forcing her hands to fall. “You’ve got patients to see, Miss Fritz.”

Her blue eyes hold mine and then she’s gone, and I can breathe again only I can’t because she took my breath with her.

“Oh good, you’ve got the X-ray,” Margot says, rounding the other corner. “I got everything we’re going to need to clean up her facial lacs and suture them once we make sure there’s no facial fracture. I offered for plastics to come, but she told me she’s ninety-one, and plastics isn’t giving her a facelift, so what’s the point?”

I chuckle, needing that bit of comic relief more than anything in the world.

“God, I love that woman.”

“Me too. So let’s help her because her wrist is going to need surgery.”

“I already texted Wynter.”

Margot smiles. “Good call.”

We slide open the door to Octavia’s room and get her X-rayed and sutured. She’s a good patient and asks us about our lives in that grandmotherly way as we try not to hurt her more than she’s already hurt. She refuses pain meds, but she has to be in pain, though you’d never know it.

Wynter tells me she’s on her way, and I send her a copy of the wrist X-ray.

I read my message from her and drag a stool over to the side of her gurney. “Wynter just told me she’s clearing the OR for your wrist. May I please call Dr. Fritz or anyone else to be with you?”

“I already called Dr. Fritz. He’s traveling in France as a keynote speaker at a conference, but he’s going to fly home tonight.”

I take her good hand. “Someone local then? Please, Octavia.”

“Your sister makes my grandson and great-granddaughter very happy.”

I smile. “She does. They make her very happy. It’s why Owen’s allowed to live.”

She laughs lightly, her blonde bob swaying around her shoulders and still perfect despite the day she’s had. “You were very upset that night.”

I frown, thinking back to that night last year at Children’s when Willow was having an emergency surgery, and I found out Estlin and Owen were screwing around with each other behind my back. “I was. I apologize you had to see that side of me.”

“People of honor have difficulty tolerating less than that in others, especially in those they love. But there’s nothing we value more than love, and it makes ordinarily honorable people do less than honorable things.”

Fuck if she didn’t just take the wind from my sails.

“Yes.” Because that’s all I’ve got.

“Now they’re happy, and you’re happy for them. Not a very difficult thing to be when you love people.”

“Yes,” I repeat a bit warily this time, wondering what she’s getting at.

“I’m sure Owen would feel the same way.”

I squint, my eyebrows furrowing. “Pardon?”

“Would you be a dear and let Wren off early from her shift? I wouldn’t mind some company, and she’s very good at alerting the troops without overdramatizing things.”

I stand. “Of course. Is there anything else you need? Anything I can do?”

“No. I’m fine. Thank you, Jack. You’ve taken the best possible care of me.”

I give her a gentle hug. “Same to you, Octavia. You’ve taken the best possible care of all of us.”

I leave Octavia’s room and have Margot tell Wren so I don’t have to talk to her again. Then I text Owen and Stone to let them know. I have no doubt the entire Fritz family will descend on this hospital tonight. A point proven when they text me to say they’re all on their way. I stick around and join them in the surgical waiting room. And though I don’t talk to her, I don’t blatantly ignore Wren either. I simply give her the space she requested.

She said goodbye. It’s time I finally listen.
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Cold air whips along my face and neck making the sweat dripping in both places prickle. It’s not even four yet and the sun is already almost fully set. As pretty as fall and the holiday season are, I wouldn’t mind skipping over winter and hitting spring again. Going to work and leaving work when it’s dark sucks. It makes me feel like a vampire. A real one.

Today is one of my rare eight-hour instead of twelve-hour shifts and I’m taking advantage, running from work to the gym so I can lift some weights and not have to head directly home. It’s been a week since Wren and I became friends of a sort, and though it seems to be working well enough, with her leaving early from work today as she normally does on Tuesdays, I didn’t want to risk us being next door with nothing but hours to fill.

I haven’t avoided her, and she hasn’t avoided me, but that doesn’t mean I seek her out or go out of my way to talk to her or spend extra time with her. I’m taking this one day at a time and slowly adjusting myself to the notion that whatever we had truly is over and won’t happen again.

It’ll be easier when her rotation is done so that means I only have to get through one more week or so.

Turning the corner, I spot the gym and slow my pace to walk. I’m barely breathing heavily at this point, and I can blame the sprinting into work and home for that. Well, that and obviously the girl who has me running sprints twice a day.

Entering the building, I swipe my fob on the pad and wave hi to the kid who works behind the counter. The smell of rubber and sweat and the sound of clanking metal from the machines hits me and I sigh. I miss this. I haven’t had as much gym time as I’d like and I’m looking forward to pushing my muscles for an hour or so.

My feet carry me toward the weight machines, my eyes naturally scanning through the gym when I spot Wren running at a good clip on a treadmill. Of course she’s here now. That’s how my life works when it comes to this woman. She spots me and with a smirk on her lips, she shakes her head at me as if thinking the same thing I am.

I throw her a wave but leave it at that.

She returns my gesture but doesn’t slow, and I decide to start with legs first followed by abs and then arms. When I was playing football, I pretty much lived in the gym. Well, the gym and the library, but working doctor’s hours doesn’t always afford me this so I push the girl from my head, drop my AirPods in my ears, turn on the audiobook I’m listening to, and get going.

I should feel ridiculous listening to this here but screw it. No one knows I’m listening to a spicy romance book but me. I didn’t dare text Wren to ask her what I should read or listen to next. Instead I just went with the next in the series from the author of the book I liked better and now I’m nearly at the end of it.

The only downside is when the sex scenes are especially hot and steamy, and I get hard. Like right now. Except instead of allowing my blood flow to go to my dick, I work out the excess lust by pressing three twenty-five rather than my usual three hundred pounds. I push through my sets and get going on abs, working my way up my body because I like to end with arms.

I keep going, listening as the couple moves past their hot sex and into a fight. He wants her to stay, and she has to chase her dream job in the city. The couple goes back and forth, and I find myself doing two extra sets of twists and leg lifts because I’m so glued to the story. I mean, Christ. What is he supposed to do? He can’t just leave to follow her. He has a daughter and a business, but he can’t let her go either, right? I mean, she’s the love of his life and⁠—

“What has you so enthralled?”

A voice by my ear and a hand on my arm startles me so badly that I tumble to the mat from the hanging leg raise straight onto my ass causing the AirPods to go shooting from my ears and skid across the rubber. Shit.

I crawl to pick them up, but Wren is already there, squatting before me and popping one into her ear. A smile cracks clear across her lips and a giggle tickles them when she realizes it’s a romance book. Double shit. Not only did I just bust my ass right in front of my girl, but now she knows how deep into the book I am because I didn’t even hear or see her come up to my machine.

“I like this one,” she tells me, slipping the AirPod from her ear and handing it to me. “It’s not my favorite in the series, but it’s still good. You must have liked the scene where he spanks her.”

I glare as I pop the pods back into the case and stop the book so it doesn’t start blaring out through the speaker on my phone. “How was your run?” I ask instead of answering her non-question. She’s glistening with sweat and though I noticed before that she was only wearing yoga pants and a sports bra, I didn’t allow myself to linger on them. Or how her hair is up in a high ponytail, showing off her neck. But with her right in front of me, half bending forward in her crouch and giving me a hint of her cleavage with the smell of her skin permeating my senses, it’s the ultimate tease.

“Good,” she states breezily, still smiling teasingly at my expense. “I mean, probably not as good as your workout since I wasn’t listening to anything but a boring medical podcast on staph infections, but still good.”

This woman never misses a chance to mess with me. “You’re such a brat.”

“Only with you. Are you done?”

I shake my head and stand. “Arms and then I’m done.”

“Cool. Same. We can spot each other.”

I throw her a dubious look with a smile I can’t hide. “I bench two fifty, sweetheart.”

She shrugs. “Fine. You can spot me.”

“You use the bar?”

She laughs. “Hell no. I just wanted to see your face. I use dumbbells. That bar weighs like forty-five pounds and I’m a twelve-pound kind of girl.” She winks and I sigh, shaking my head in amusement. “Let’s see how many reps we can do. Loser buys the other a smoothie.”

“You’re on,” I say, knowing I’ll win, but having every intention of losing. I like doing this with her. I like talking like this. I like… being her friend, I guess is what this is.

She goes for her twelve-pound weights, and I hit the machine instead of the bench, loading it up since I don’t have a spotter and I don’t feel like dying today or trying to show off in front of the girl and ending up looking like more of a douche.

She takes the bench beside me, and we both start at the same time, watching each other out of the corner of our eyes. Me thrusting up and grunting as I go, her doing biceps and triceps curls and looking fucking adorable.

By our fourth set of twenty, I can tell she’s starting to struggle. She’s dripping sweat and gritting her teeth and her muscles are quivering. With one last thrust, I set the bar back in its holder on the machine and collapse, my hands on top of my head as I pant exaggeratedly.

“I’m done. No more.”

“Thank God,” she exclaims, walking over to return the dumbbells to the rack. “I’m not going to be able to lift my arms tomorrow.”

“Wimp,” I throw at her.

“Hey, you tapped out first.”

“I was benching like two of you.”

“Too bad that we’re just friends or I’d let you bench me for real.”

My jaw drops and my dick jerks, liking that idea far too much.

She breaks into a fit of giggles at my response. “Glad I can still affect you.”

“You’re a tease.” I toss her towel at her and grab mine to wipe my face and neck. She does the same with hers and I try not to watch. Especially when she runs it down her neck and across her upper chest.

“Maybe. But I know you stopped for me so that means I’m buying.”

“No way, Cinderella.” I grab her by the arm, trying not to think about how warm and soft her skin is or the last time I felt it this sweaty. I remember what it tastes like when it’s like this, and I’d give anything for another taste now. “Drinks are on me.”

“I could go for a real drink,” she states as she stares up at the menu of the smoothie stand inside the gym.

I glance down at her. I shouldn’t. I mean, I really shouldn’t. This is the most we’ve talked and hung out in a non-adversarial way, and I want to keep it going. If this is all I get of her, I’ll take it, even if it’s not nearly enough or anywhere close to what I want.

“Do you want to grab an early dinner with me?” It slips out, but I don’t take it back. I’d kill to take her out for dinner. To go on a date with her even if it’s not a real date.

She glances up at me, surprised by my offer. “I’m kind of gross.”

You’re kind of beautiful. “Another time,” I say indifferently and turn back to the menu.

“How come you’re here today? I never see you at this time and I’m always here. Besides, I thought you ran into and home from work.”

“I do, but I like to do weights too. Callan asked to switch shifts. He’s trying to be with Willow more and the board is taking forever to make its decision so he’s still a bit stuck with his schedule.”

“Huh,” is all she says before it’s our turn. I wave for her to go first and then I order, knocking her out of the way when she tries to pay.

“This is like when you bought me dinner,” she grouses, taking her berry smoothie over to the picnic benches they have in here and taking a seat.

“Damn, I’m such a jerk. What a dick I am for buying you dinner and a smoothie.”

She rolls her eyes at my sarcasm as I take the seat across from her. “I’m not used to men buying me drinks or dinner.”

I glower at that. “What the fuck kind of assholes have you been dating?”

“I don’t date,” she answers and before I can jump all over that, she comes back with, “Do you always buy your dates food and drinks?”

“I don’t date much either and I haven’t in a very long time, but whenever I do take a woman out, I always pay. I don’t care if that makes me old-fashioned or whatever. I know you can buy your own smoothie and salmon bowls. Hell, you could probably buy this gym and that restaurant if you wanted to. But I like being the guy who treats even though you don’t need me to.”

She takes a large sip of her drink and mumbles, “I like it” under her breath.

I hide the way that makes me feel by taking a sip of mine. “You want some?” I hold my cup and straw out to her.

Without answering, she climbs up onto her feet and leans across the table. Her lips close around my straw as she sucks in until she fills her mouth with blueberry smoothie.

“Mmm. Good.” She swallows. “I like mine better though. Here.” She holds out her cup for me and I do the same to hers as she did to mine while trying not to think about the fact that we’re sharing straws and spit and that’s an intimate gesture. Not something only friends typically do.

“I like yours better too.”

We drink our smoothies, going back and forth about work and what being an intern in the ER will be like for her. When we’re finished, I get up and throw out our cups.

“Walk me home?” she asks, and I want to take her hand and hold it as we leave. I want an excuse to touch her again, and this is torture. Being this close and not having her is killing me. And for what? Because she said goodbye? Because she told me it couldn’t happen? Fuck.

“Where’s your car?” I question.

“I drove it home and walked since parking here sucks. I just don’t love the walk home in the dark.”

I don’t like it for her either and I wonder if she’ll give me her schedule of when she comes here. If I can rearrange mine to match it so she doesn’t have to walk in the dark, even if it’s only a few blocks.

“I know you have your trauma surgery rotation next. What’s after that?” I ask as we step out into the cold Boston evening, the streets packed with the after-work crowd.

“Trauma surgery is followed by family medicine again. I also signed up for an ER elective as an away rotation in the spring at BMC.”

Exaggeratedly I wipe the dried sweat from my brow, and she laughs.

“Can’t get rid of me that easily.”

“Figured not. How’s Octavia?” I touch her lower back and shift her around a couple and their huge dog so she doesn’t get tangled up in them. “I called her the other day and she said she was doing well, but I’m not sure how honest she’d be with me since she doesn’t like to worry anyone.”

“I have no clue,” she admits honestly. “No one does. My parents were at the compound yesterday and said she seemed in good spirits and healing well. I can only hope that’s true. It’s only been a week or so since she fell.”

“I don’t have grandparents anymore. I mean, I never had a grandfather on my dad’s side, he died before I was born, but I lost the rest when I was just a kid. I think it’s great that you still have yours.”

“My mom’s parents are gone, and I didn’t exactly know them well before that. They lived in Australia for my entire life. But I can’t imagine a world without my dad’s parents.”

I smirk down at her. “Nor I. They’re like my surrogate grandparents.”

“Can I tell you a secret?” she asks, her voice just above a whisper as we get closer to our building.

My hand presses more firmly into her lower back because I haven’t bothered to remove it. I can’t seem to find it in me to try.

“You can tell me anything.”

“I had more than a crush on you growing up. I was kind of low-level obsessed. It’s why I didn’t know it was you when you texted.”

A strangled sort of laugh hits my lips. “I don’t understand.”

“I was eighteen and desperate to get over you. You were dating that girl who we won’t mention, and I was just going to college, desperate to shake the Wren I had been in high school. I didn’t save your name with your number because I was afraid I’d use it or stare at your name like a googly-eyed girl.”

“I had no clue you liked me like that. Not even a little. I didn’t see you that way, but you were also so much younger than me.” I lean in closer to her and whisper in her ear. “Can I tell you a secret, one you can never tell your brother or anyone else?” I unlock the front door of our building and we head up the stairs.

“Shoot.”

“I could have stopped that night. I just didn’t want to. You were incredible and I wanted… I just wanted you.”

She throws me a side-eye. “You realize we likely shouldn’t be saying these things since we’re friends and stuff now, right?”

I shrug. “Still good to air it out.” Especially when I’ll never be able to think of her as only a friend. I hate that term now even though I’m the one who suggested it. I want her. I just haven’t quite figured out a way to have her and keep her, especially since I don’t think that’s what she wants with me.

She smiles as she reaches her door and I reach mine. I smile back and for a moment, we just stare at each other, neither of us going inside, both of us trapped in this spell I never want to break.

“What are you doing Thursday at six?” she asks. “If you’re free, we could do this again.”

“I’ll be at the gym.” No matter what I have to do to get there. “Maybe that night you’ll let me buy you dinner.”

“Maybe. I guess I’ll see you then. Oh, and tomorrow morning too. Obviously.” She rolls her eyes in a self-deprecating way.

I mock her eye roll. “Obviously.” I pause. “Good night, Wren.”

“Night, Jack.” The door shuts behind her, and I blow out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Already looking forward to Thursday at six. And tomorrow morning. Obviously.
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“You did a good job in there,” Daffy says to me as we exit the patient room and head toward a rolling cart that has a laptop on it so we can put in the necessary orders. “You were right about the strep, and you saw it instantly. Not a lot of students get that. I think you impressed Arnold too.”

Arnold is the third-year resident we presented the case to for him to sign off on our work. To me, strep is one of the more recognizable throat infections, but I’ll take her compliment anyway.

“Thank you,” I reply with a smile. Daffy is sweet and always big on positive praise. She’s great with patients and never short or dismissive when there’s a teaching point. In my four weeks here in the ER, I’ve learned so much from her. She’s also hopelessly and tragically in love with Jack, but as one of his former victims myself, I can hardly blame her for that. “I appreciate that so much. I’ve learned so much from you this rotation.”

It’s been a wild two weeks. My grandmother fell and broke her wrist, though thankfully she’s doing much better after surgery. Jack and I have been hanging out a few nights a week. I see him at the gym at least two days a week now after work. I’ve stopped competing with him because he’s in ridiculous shape and while I’m in good shape, he schools me every time while pretending to lose. Occasionally we go to dinner after or bring it to one of our places and hang out and watch something together.

Then we leave and that’s that. No touching. No kissing. Just a ton of lingering, heated looks neither of us can seem to stop. I keep having to remind myself why being with him is a bad idea and with each time we hang out, that gets harder and harder because I only want more and more.

Oh, and I officially sent in my request to match here. So yeah, that’s why Jack and I can’t be together.

“If the patient is allergic to penicillin, what else would you have prescribed?” Daffy asks.

“Cephalosporins or macrolide antibiotics.”

“And if their reaction to penicillin is hives or anaphylaxis? What then?”

“I’d likely avoid cephalosporins due to concern for cross-sensitivity and go straight to macrolides like azithromycin.”

“Good! Nice job.” She pats my shoulder like I’m a dog. “You’ve obviously been doing your studying. You’re going to be an all-star here.” She beams at that, but there’s something else behind it, and I’ve seen it a lot lately. Especially when we’re not doing pediatrics or fast-tracks.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure. Of course.”

“Why are you in the ER? And I don’t mean that in a bad way, so I hope you don’t take it that way. I love the ER, and I hope to match here. But you’re just so good with kids and fast-tracks and seem not to like much else.”

She gives me a sad smile, and her eyes cloud over. “My dad is an ER doctor, and he wanted a son. When I came out a girl, I was a disappointment from the start. I wanted pediatrics, but he told me that was a weak specialty. I chose the ER to make him proud and hopefully earn some respect.”

Hell. “Do you regret it?”

She shrugs. “Sometimes. The doctors and nurses here are great, and everyone pretty much lets me do fast-tracks and pediatrics, so that’s been good. But yeah, sometimes I wish I had chosen for me and not for him. Why do you want the ER?”

“Because a little more than two years ago, I was wheeled in here on a gurney, and Callan, Layla, and Margot saved my life. I just want to return the favor.”

She blinks at me, stunned. “I had no idea.”

“No one does except for my immediate family, but it’s not something we talk about regularly. Still, for me it feels like a calling.”

She gets my meaning quickly. “You really think I’d be a great pediatrician?”

“Daffy, I think you’d be an incredible pediatrician. My best friend Tinsley’s mom is one, and let me tell you, she’s fucking badass. Nothing weak about her.”

She laughs. “I still can’t believe you’re best friends with Tinsley Monroe.”

“She’s the best, but she’d never make it in pediatrics.”

A soft smile hits her lips, but before she can respond, Jack rounds the corner and calls our attention.

“Daffodil, we’ve got two traumas coming in. Blunt force trauma for both,” Jack barks at us as he determinedly marches down the hall, all business. “Gown and glove up. We need extra hands.”

“Of course, Dr. Kincaid.” Daffy waves at him with a smile, her face flushing redder than I’ve ever seen it. She doesn’t even care that he calls her Daffodil when the rest of the world calls her Daffy. “Whatever you need from me, I’m here for.”

Poor girl. He doesn’t even hear her. He’s already getting himself ready and doesn’t spare her a second glance. She watches him for a moment longer before she clears her throat and turns to me.

“Come on. Let’s go get ready. Blunt force trauma can mean a lot of things, but often they require a lot of fast-moving parts. Last day in the ER, you should end it with a trauma.”

“Damn right,” I exclaim and follow her down the hall. We grab yellow paper gowns that we tie in the back and don our blue gloves, waiting for the traumas to roll in. A thrum of excitement and nerves rockets through my veins as I enter the trauma room. The nurses are getting things set up, and I find a spot in the back.

One of the nurses spots me. “Just remember to breathe through your nose and bend your knees. Blunt force traumas can be rough.”

“Thank you,” I say to her, following her instructions.

“Hey!” Callan greets me as he walks in. “Last day.”

“Last day.”

“But hopefully not for long.” He tosses me a wink just as Jack walks in, surveying the room to make sure it’s all set.

He spots me and frowns. “Where’s Daffy?”

“Nex door I think.”

“Okay. Stay back then.”

Before I can so much as move, the doors burst open, and a gurney is wheeled in with an unconscious woman on it.

“Give me the bullet,” Callan demands as a nurse covers his face with a plastic shield and moves in to assess the patient.

The paramedic immediately starts. “Twenty-two-year-old female was jogging by the river when she was attacked from behind.”

My breath catches in my lungs, and my body automatically seizes up. The paramedic continues to talk, telling us about the status of the patient while all the doctors and nurses spring into action, working to save her life. Callan throws me a look, one I feel, but he doesn’t say anything. What can he say?

He’s too busy trying to save her life.

She’s intubated, and a central line is placed to give her fluids and medicine.

“Where’s ultrasound?” Jack barks. “Why isn’t it in here?”

“Two minutes out,” a nurse tells him.

I feel like I’m going to pass out. Blood thrums through my ears, and my vision sways. No. Not now. I focus on my breathing. Four, three, two, one, four, three, two, one.

“She got him good,” one of the nurses muses. “I hope she’s okay. She’s a fighter.”

My stomach roils.

“They’re wheeling him in next door now,” another states, but all chatter cuts off as the patient’s heart rate suddenly shifts from sinus tachycardia to flirting with ventricular fibrillation. I watch in horror, my gloved hands locked behind my back.

“Dammit,” Callan curses. “She’s bleeding somewhere. We need ultrasound two minutes ago, not in another two minutes.”

“Lung sounds are absent on the right,” Jack states. “She needs a chest tube. Get me set up. I want X-ray in here now for placement.”

“It’s more than that. Her abdomen is tense and rigid,” Callan declares. “Is trauma on the way down?”

“Yes, Doctor,” a nurse says. “They’ve been paged.”

It’s as if I’m watching from outside my body. Words echo around me, and I hear them, but they’re just words. Because I can’t take my eyes off her face. Her swollen and bludgeoned face. Four is the highest degree general polynomial equation for which there is a solution in radicals. There are four elementary arithmetic operations: addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division.

“Miss Fritz!” Callan practically yells, snapping me out of my panic as if he’d been trying to get my attention more than once. “You should go check on your other patients.”

I meet his eyes. I know what he’s trying to do. I bite into my lip and shake my head. I can’t leave. I have to see this. I have to know.

“Go next door and see how it’s going with the other trauma,” Jack orders, and I practically bark out a laugh. Right. The attacker.

“No, we can send someone else to do that,” Callan offers.

I shake my head again and on wobbly legs push through the swinging door to trauma two where they’re working on him, though not nearly as hard or fast as they are the victim.

“This is the attacker?” I question, and heads swivel in my direction.

“Yes,” Layla declares, her gaze nervous on mine. I didn’t even know she was on right now, but I’m so grateful she is.

“How’s the girl?” Margot asks.

“Jack’s inserting a chest tube. Right now, it doesn’t look great, but she’s a fighter.”

“She is,” Layla agrees. “Come here. Get closer. You can see better.”

“Layla.”

“Come see, Wren.”

“She kicked his ass,” Margot tells me.

I start to shake my head only to force myself to stop. “They wanted an update.”

“Tell them he’ll live to see his day in court. He has some bruises on his chest and two broken fingers. She broke his nose and jaw and cracked two ribs with it. He’s sedated and in line for a CT, but his C-spine and cranial X-rays are clear.”

“It’s not fair,” I whisper.

“No,” Margot agrees. “It’s not.”

I look at his unconscious form, and memories explode through my head like a series of grenades, one after the other in gruesome detail.

“Wren?”

My gaze snaps up. “Yes?”

“You okay?”

I swallow and nod at Layla, wishing I were wearing a mask to hide most of my face the way everyone else in here is.

“You can let them know.”

“Right.”

“If you wait for me, we can go to the gym after my shift,” Margot offers though I’m not sure I can do that tonight. My vision begins to crackle at the edges. It feels like I’m floating as I return to the other trauma room where they’re… defibrillating her.

“He’s unconscious, has some cracked ribs, some facial fractures, and two broken fingers,” I declare. “That’s it.”

Only no one hears me. They’re too busy shocking this poor woman’s body, and I can’t handle that. I can’t when all I see is that night. Trauma sucks. It just does. It comes in waves and starts and stops, and just when you think you’re fine and you’ve got your shit together, an asshole comes along and says hold my beer.

I had that jackass at a frat party who thought it was cute and fun to slip me a lot of Benadryl along with my drink, though thankfully he was stopped, and a couple of years later, I was out for a run, like this girl was, and was attacked from behind by my ex. I’m a Fritz and had been taught advanced self-defense and also had an alarm on my keys.

Both of those things saved my life, but I still had to fight, and I still have to live with the aftermath. Which right now is brutal. To the point where I can feel bile climbing up the back of my throat, and no amount of praying or Jesus is going to push it back down where it belongs. It’s either puke here or puke in private, and I choose private.

Without another word, I flee the trauma room and race down the hall straight into the locker room, where I go for the toilet and throw up everything I had to eat today. Once that’s done, I sag against the wall of the stall and breathe. My eyes close and I focus on what I have control over. What I know.

I’m standing here. I’m alive, and he’s not.

I haven’t had a full-blown panic attack like that in a long time. Well over a year. And it happened during a trauma where I’m being judged and graded. Awesome. With any luck, no one saw or noticed. I’m only a student. And most of the doctors and nurses in there know about me, so hopefully they’ll cut me some slack on my last day.

Baked goods are definitely in my future.

Exiting the stall, I turn on the faucet and pool cool water in my hands that I splash over my face and swish with some of the mouthwash they have here. I’m already feeling better, and now I just want to go home. I dry my face and head back to where the lockers are, muttering my variations of four.

“There are four great elements: earth, wind, water, and fire. The four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” I stumble to a stop. “Speaking of.”

I guess some people do pay attention to medical students. Though I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s always watching me. Even when he treats me as nothing more than a med student here, I feel him looking at me whenever we’re in the same space.

“There are four Symbols of Ching.”

I blink at him and blink again. “Come again?”

That’s what she said. I inwardly snicker, glad I’m able to make a lame joke, and by the way Jack’s lips barely twitch, I’m going to assume he was having the same inward thought.

“I took Chinese culture and history as an elective in college.”

“Uh, cool for you?”

I’m not sure how else to respond.

“Not everyone is cut out for those kinds of traumas. It can be tough to see that for the first time.”

A caustic laugh flees my lungs. “Thanks for that pep talk, teach. Truly, it was inspirational and motivating.”

He ignores my shitty attitude and blatant sarcasm. “Do you want to talk about it with me?”

“Nope.”

“What happened in there?”

I hate how calm his voice is. How he’s trying to soothe me when I’m this out of control.

I go over to my locker and pull out my clothes. I don’t care. Right now, I just need a break. A break from the ER. A break from the attacker. A break from my attending physician, who never seems to be able to give me one even when he’s just my friend because we both know that’s how it has to be for us.

With my back to him, I rip off my scrub top followed by my long-sleeved shirt. This is the second time he’s followed me into the women’s locker room, and if he has zero fucks to give with that, then so do I.

I hear him suck in a breath, but I don’t turn over my shoulder to gauge his reaction. Instead, I throw on my clean shirt and flatly utter, “I take it Owen never told you.”

“Told me what?”

“That I was attacked at knifepoint by my ex-boyfriend while I was jogging.”

He’s quiet for a very long, very tense beat. “Wh—” His voice catches, and he clears his throat. “When?”

“About a year and a half after I moved back here.”

“I didn’t.” He clears his throat again. “I didn’t know. Jesus, Wren. What happened?”

I can hear the anguish and anger in his voice, but I can’t turn to see it.

“He loved me. Or made it seem that way. He made me feel special, like I was the only girl in the world, and after you rejected me and broke my heart and all the boys who only seemed to want me because I was a Fritz, I clung fast and hard. So I didn’t notice the signs. And I forgave things I never should have. I discovered a very troubling past with his family, and when I confronted him about it, he got physical. I left, and he didn’t take that well. Finally, he backed off, and a few months later, I was out running, and there he was. He jumped me from behind and grabbed my wrists, holding them above my head as he pinned me down.”

He gasps, and I know it’s because he remembers my reaction to him doing that.

“Did he…” He can’t even finish that.

“No. He tried. He tried like hell. I told him no and to stop, and it set him off. I fought him with everything I had, and I managed to hit the alarm I have on my keychain. Someone heard, and the next thing I knew, I was in an ambulance. Callan, Layla, and Margot saved me.”

“Callan, Layla, and Margot,” he repeats, his voice eerily soft. “Where is he now?”

“Dead. I wasn’t his only plan for the knife that day.”

He’s silent for a long, tense moment, but he hasn’t left, and because I don’t care and I’m angry and I want to punish him a bit for the situation we find ourselves in, I undo the string of my scrub pants and let them drop to the floor.

He chokes. “What are you doing?”

“Changing. This is the women’s locker room.”

I’m wearing a thong, so he’s getting a hot glance at my ass right now. I’m hoping he’ll get the fucking hint and leave me the hell alone. I didn’t want to tell him. I never wanted to tell him. People look at you and treat you differently after they know. They just do. And I liked how Jack never treated me with kid gloves. He gave it back to me just as good as I gave it to him, and though nothing will ever happen between us again, I don’t want that look of pity from him.

I couldn’t take that.

“Just leave, Jack.” Why won’t he go? Does he enjoy my humiliation that much?

“No.”

“I don’t want you here.” I button and zip up my jeans. “I’m fine. It caught me off guard. That’s all. I apologize for running out of there. It was unprof⁠—”

“Shut up.”

“What?”

“Don’t you fucking dare apologize.” He huffs out a breath, his voice low and tortured. “But next time communicate with me, so I won’t have to follow you in here and hear you puke your guts out and discover the meaning behind the number four.”

I laugh mirthlessly. “Again, I didn’t invite you in here. This isn’t for your voyeuristic pleasure. But I’ll be sure to remember to give you the heads-up next time I’m mid-panic attack and about to hurl my guts out.”

“Tell me about the fours.”

I spin around, giving him a withering stare. “Fuck off, Jack. I owe you no explanations, and you’ve already gotten more truths from me than I like to share.”

He crosses the room and stands directly before me, his hand going straight to my hip, and his expression fiercer than I’ve ever seen it. And just like every time he’s touched me, I feel my skin hum as if it’s waking up after a long slumber. His eyes skim mine, and he takes another step, his body so close I can hardly stand it.

“Are you ever not a pain in the ass?”

“With you? No. Lucky for us it’s my last day here so you won’t have to deal with me being a pain in your ass for several months since interns don’t start until July.”

His hand cups my jaw. “Lucky for me.” His mouth comes down on mine, stealing my breath in a kiss that’s the sweetest, softest, most tender kiss I’ve ever experienced.

“Don’t.” I practically sob the word and push him off. I can’t take him being like this with me. My heart won’t survive it. Not after that. And speaking of. “Did she survive?” I already know the answer. If he’s in here that fast after I ran, I hatefully know the answer.

“No.”

I swallow thickly, refusing to let my eyes burn with the tears they want to start producing.

“Let me go.”

He shakes his head. “Oh, Cinderella, I think we both know that’s impossible.” He presses against me and kisses me again. “I’ve tried to let you go so many times, but I can’t. I’m done with this bullshit. I’m done pretending I don’t want you every second of every minute of every hour of every day. I can’t let you go. Now let me take you home. Let me take care of you.”
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Jack grabs his stuff, but he doesn’t change. I think he’s afraid I’m going to bolt on him, and I thought about it. I did. But that look in his eyes when he told me he can’t let me go will haunt me till I’m a hundred and fifty, and with it, I stay rooted in place.

“Hey!” comes a voice over my shoulder, and I turn to find Layla. She rushes over to me, concern all over her pretty face. “I was looking for you.” Her arms wrap around me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay. It just caught me off guard.”

“How could it not? I’m so sorry. Can I do anything? Call someone? Take you home?”

“Actually, that’s what I’m doing,” Jack says from behind me with such authority, there can be no argument. Jesus, Jack, so much for not broadcasting shit.

“You are?” Layla looks shocked, and her gaze flickers back and forth between us. Likely because our hatred has been no secret. Not like our history or that we spent a weekend fucking a couple of weeks back or have been friends more or less since.

“Yes, she’s my neighbor now. Or didn’t you know?”

Layla snorts out a laugh, clearly thinking what everyone else thinks about this. “No, I didn’t know, and the fact that you not only haven’t killed each other yet, but you’re taking her home, makes me not only believe unicorns could be real, but that there can be peace for all in this world.”

Jack rolls his eyes, but he’s smiling. “You guys all set? I didn’t exactly get a chance to sign out my patients.”

She waves him off. “I’ll take care of it. You get her home for us.” Layla gives me another hug, and Jack drops his hand to my lower back, and that’s how we walk out of the ER. With his hand on my lower back.

“What are you doing?”

“What do you mean?” he asks as he opens the passenger door of my car for me. He’s been running to work despite how freaking cold it’s been, but evidently, he won’t let me drive, and I’m still a little too worked up to argue with that. He climbs in and starts the car but doesn’t pull out as if he’s waiting for me to follow that up.

“Okay, what are we doing?”

“I’m taking you home, and I’m going to make you come until you see stars, and after that, I’ll make you dinner so we can talk.”

My eyebrows take a nosedive. “And what if I don’t want any of that?”

“You do, so let’s not waste six hours with the back and forth, pretending you don’t want something you do bullshit. You can fight me all you want, but this is happening, Wren, and I know you know that.”

He pulls out of the garage and onto the busy street, cars passing, people walking. I fall quiet for once because I don’t exactly know what he means. Is it just going to be this once like it was that weekend, or is he talking about more? And what is more to Jack? Just sex or… more.

I don’t know what Jack has up his sleeve, but the idea of getting lost in some really great sex, even with him, is too good to pass up. Plus, he knows now, and he’s still saying that he wants me. He didn’t use some cringy term like make love to me—not that that’s what we’d ever do with each other—but I think I could use some of his particular brand of rough right now.

We drive in silence, and he parks my car in a spot a few doors down from our building. Before I can get the door open, he’s there, taking my hand and holding it, refusing to let it go.

“You’re a walking contradiction and a total mind fuck.”

He laughs but doesn’t comment as he walks us to my door. I unlock it, and the moment we step inside and he flips the latch, I’m in his arms, his mouth is on mine, and he’s walking us back toward my bedroom. Except he doesn’t stop there. He goes straight for my bathroom, where he finally sets me down.

“We both need a shower,” he explains when I give him a funny look. Opening the glass door, he starts the water and begins to undress. My heart pounds like a drum as he removes his scrub top and pants. He’s impossibly hard, and I lick my lips. I haven’t tasted him, and I want to. First, I go for my toothbrush and mouthwash.

I catch his grin in the reflection of the mirror when he moves in behind me. Much the way he did before, he undoes the elastic from my hair, letting my long tresses tumble only for his hands to catch them. He massages my scalp, and my eyes close, and my body falls back into his.

“Do you trust me, Wren?” he asks, his warm breath tickling my ear. “Do you trust that I care about you so fucking much and that I’d never ever hurt you?”

My eyes snap open, and I stare straight into his. His expression is stoic, giving nothing away. It makes my heart thump painfully.

“Jack.”

“You need to trust me, Wren. Because I want to do something with you. Something I think will scare and likely upset you. We’ll do it together. And if we do it right, I believe it will help.”

With that, he undresses me quickly until I’m naked, and he lifts me and brings me straight into the shower. The water is hot and feels good, but before I can enjoy it, even for a second, his lips are back on mine, but he’s not kissing me. Instead he holds me close and forces my graze straight into his.

“I’m going to push your limits, baby. But it’s just us and it’s me and you know, you fucking know, I’d never hurt you in a million years. Not intentionally and never physically. You know this, right?”

I gulp but manage a shaky nod.

His mouth is by my ear again. “You have a safe word, Wren. What is it?”

“Chocolate.” My heart starts to pound so loud blood thrums through my ears.

“Perfect. Use it if you need it but I’m right here with you, not against you.”

With that, he takes my wrists in his hand and raises them above my head as he pushes me back against the marble wall. His weight doesn’t come down on me, but it doesn’t matter.

“Jack!” My voice comes out strained. Startled. Scared.

“I’m here, Wren. I’m just holding your wrists. You feel it? It’s just my hand, and you know I won’t hurt you. Look in my eyes, sweetheart. You can do this with me. We can fight this together. Remember you have a safe word.”

What? My safe word? The fuck?

On my next breath, he pushes against me, pressing his chest flat against mine.

“What are you doing? No. Stop it!” I shout, my voice reverberating off the wall. Panic hits me like a car crash, and I can hardly brace myself against the impact as he flattens me into the wall with my hands locked above my head. “Oh my god! What the fuck are you doing? Stop!”

“Listen to my voice, sweetheart. Think through what I’m doing. I’m not hurting you. I’m not trying to take from you. I’m simply giving you my weight and holding your wrists. That’s all. You have nothing to be afraid of with me. You know this. Calm yourself down and find me under the panic. Don’t let it take over.”

His hard cock presses into my thigh, but… he’s not rutting or rubbing or trying to fuck me. He’s holding me here, and I can’t… I can’t… “Oh, god. Please, no. You have to stop.”

“Breathe and look at me, Wren.”

I do. It takes me I don’t even know how long, but the command in his voice jerks me into action and I blink and find his blue eyes. There is no heat. No violence. No malice. There’s determination and devotion and admiration and nothing else.

He smiles. “There you are. Your breathing is slowing. I’m so fucking proud of you, Wren. You’re incredible.” He squeezes my wrist tighter “You feel that? It’s my hand on you. No one else’s. It’s just us like this. I’ve got you. Don’t let it win.”

I bite into my lip and force myself to breathe. To feel. Slowly, muscle by muscle, I relax.

“Yes. I feel that.”

His forehead falls to mine, and he blows out a heavy, ragged breath. “Good girl. You’re such a good girl, Wren. So strong and brave. Unlike anyone I’ve ever met. I’m going to flip you around now.”

“No.”

“Try it and if you can’t handle it, you have a word that will stop me. You’ll be just as safe as you are now. I promise. On my life, I promise you’re safe with me. I’d rather die than hurt you.”

Before I formulate another word, he spins me around until my face is against the wall and I’m pinned, harder than I was before.

“Fuck! Stop!” I buck against him, fear and adrenaline clouding my vision. A sob strangles past my lips, and I can’t breathe. The steam is too thick, his body too heavy. I try to remember my self-defense. I try to remember what I’ve been trained to do, but it’s useless. I can’t move my legs because he has them locked against the wall. I can’t move my arms or hands because he’s big and strong.

“Wren.” His mouth is right by my ear, his voice strong but soothing. “It’s still just me and I won’t hurt you. Remember why I’m here. Remember what I said. Think about what I’m trying to do.”

Except I can’t. His words get jumbled with my racing thoughts. I fight and twist and thrash.

“Chocolate!” The word flies from my mouth before I even realize it was in my head or that I set it free. But the moment I do, that very second, it’s all over. My hands are free, his weight is gone, and I can move.

I spin around, my arms wrapped around my chest, and I stare at him, ready to fucking kill him with my bare hands when the sight of him stops my murderous rage dead. Jack is on the opposite side of the shower, his arms behind his back, and a calm expression on his face. There’s no hint of aggression. No anger. He’s hard, but it’s as if he doesn’t register it.

I blink at him as I feel the first of my tears burn my eyes and slip down my cheeks. “What just happened?”

“You used your safe word, and I stopped just as I told you I would.”

“But…” I shake my head, unable to make sense of that. “You just tried…”

“You’ve been through an unspeakable trauma, and you fought. You’re still fighting, and I see that. I think you’re incredible for it, and I’m in awe of you. But no and stop didn’t work for you before, did they?”

I shake my head slowly, my knees feeling weak as my adrenaline burns off.

“You needed to know that you have all the power with me. All the control. We might play and say and do things that cross each other’s comfort zones, but nothing I do will ever hurt you or be done from a place of violence or aggression. You say your word, and I stop. That’s how it goes.” He sighs and runs his hands up and over his face, brushing back his wet hair. “I’ve done a million things wrong with you, but I need you to have full faith and trust in me. I needed to pull out your demons but change the ending for you.”

I start to shake, trembling worse than I was only moments ago. “I made you stop.”

“You did, and you always can. I want you to be able to enjoy me from behind. I want to be able to hold your wrists because I think if you allowed yourself to, you’d enjoy me tying you up and driving you crazy. But if you don’t, if we never get to that point, that’s okay too. I won’t be upset or mad and the way I care about you will never change. I don’t want any fear living in your heart or mind. I want to abolish it once and for all, and the way to do that is to face it head-on. I want you to have your life back and I don’t want you to panic when we’re together. I don’t want anything other than pleasure and desire and trust between us. You needed to see and experience that, not just for us, but for yourself. You are so strong, Wren. There isn’t anything you can’t conquer. We changed your narrative and gave you back your control. It’s something we’ll keep working on together if you’ll let me because we both know it’s not a one-and-done fix.”

I sniffle and wipe my nose with the back of my hand before I wrap my arms back around my body. “You need to leave.”

That takes him by surprise. His wet lashes flutter, and his lips part. He takes a small step forward as if he’s going to try to plead his case, and I hold my hands out to stop him.

“Wren—”

I shake my head and bite down my sob. “Please, Jack. You need to leave because if you don’t, I’m going to fall in love with you. I’ve been fighting it, but I’m not sure how much more I can take. And it won’t be the kind of love I felt before. It won’t be the adolescent kind. It will be the full-grown woman kind of love, and I… I won’t come back from that. Not again. It was nearly impossible the first time. So please, before that happens, you have to go.”

He crosses the shower and has me in his arms with my back against the wall. He forces my legs around his waist, and he holds me up so we’re face-to-face. “It’s already too late for me. Wren, I love you. I do. I’ve loved you for…” He trails off with a half-chuckle. “Fuck, I think I’ve loved you since that night at the party. I loved you even when I shouldn’t have. Even when I swore I hated you. It’s a love I haven’t come back from, and I know I never will. It’s a love that no longer gives a fuck about anything but you.”

With that, he slides inside of me and holds himself still.

“It’s you, Wren. All this time, it’s been you. Lord knows I’ve failed you time and time again, but you’re safe with me.” His lips trickle along mine as he pulls out and presses back in, making us both gasp. “You own me. I want this. I want you. And I told you before, I’m tired of fighting it. I can’t fight it anymore.”

“You love me?”

“More than anything.” He smirks. “Why else would I agree to be friends?”

My arms encircle his neck, and my hands rake up into his hair. I pull him to me and kiss him, finally surrendering, allowing myself to fall completely. Part of me feels like I should be furious for what he did even as he talked me through it. But he didn’t do it for himself.

He did it for me.

I don’t know how I’ll react next time he takes my wrists like that or puts his weight on me from behind. I could have the same reaction as I just did, but with any hope, it’ll be easier. Now that I know I can stop him. Now that I know how he truly feels and that I am safe with him, hopefully this panic becomes part of my past and no longer a part of my present. In its place will be strength, conviction, and love.

A love I still don’t know how it will work, but I have to trust him. Just as he said.

And I do. How wild is that?

Our tongues dance and twist, our lips moving as our motions become more frantic. He pumps into me, one hand squeezing my ass to hold me up, the other around my neck and up my jaw. It’s possessive. It’s demanding. He controls the way our kiss goes, how I tilt my head, and how deep he fucks me because he’s not giving me any room to move. Our bodies are flush, my tits crushed to his chest.

He doesn’t stop kissing me. Not for a moment. Not even as it becomes harder and harder for us to catch our breath. My orgasm starts to build, a slow-burning flame that grows and grows into an unstoppable fire.

I feel him inside of me, my body clenching around him, and his eyes close. He grips my ass tighter and moves his hand from my neck and jaw down to my hip. He steadies himself and thrusts harder, pulling my body deeper against his. A lightheaded, euphoric swell rises within me. Something white-hot and delicious that curls low in my belly and promises something explosive.

He kisses over my pulse and hums in satisfaction. “Mine,” he whispers against my skin. “This neck, Cinderella. I’ve been obsessed with this neck for five years.” His hand plants over my chest, over my heart, and his eyes seek mine. “You. I’ve been obsessed with you for five years. Only a total masochist would fall for a woman who hates him so entirely.”

I smirk only to gasp into a moan when he does some kind of move with his hips that hits me just right from the inside and the outside.

“All this time, I kept trying to figure out how to make you as tangled with need as I felt anytime I was near you.”

“What did I tell you about clingy guys?” I cry out as I grind myself deeper and harder onto his dick. The way this man fucks just absolutely slays me. As if sensing that, he shifts my weight into both hands, cupping the globes of my ass.

“You want to see clingy, baby? I’ll make you fucking desperate.”

And he does. He pounds into me, our wet skin slapping like one of his toe-curling punishments. This one I’d gladly take over and over. I’d let him do fucking anything, and he knows it. He just proved it. But this is different, and I know that too.

I do my best to bounce. It’s not easy. Let’s be real about it. But I try, and I rock into him and use the wall to help me along.

“Rub your clit, baby. I want your lips on mine and your moans down my throat when you come.”

I don’t hesitate. My hand slips between our joined bodies, and I rub my clit in tight, fast circles. He growls, feeling my hand move so close to his dick.

“Fuck, I have to see this.”

Pulling back slightly, his gaze travels down and snags on my hand moving like a tornado. His teeth sink into his bottom lip, and he starts to match the pace of my fingers with his thrusts. The look of determination and concentration on his pinched brow might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, and all too soon, waves of euphoric bliss come over me, and I’m coming, bearing down on his cock while grinding and rubbing my way to an orgasm that has me gasping for air I can hardly catch.

His face meets the crook of my neck, and he sucks on me there as he comes in me, his body jerking and gripping me tighter, holding me closer. I feel his hand on my side before it slowly winds its way to my front and then lower where it meets up with my thin, white scar. My breath catches as his fingers move over it as if he knows exactly what that jagged thing is. He must. Without me telling him, he must know.

“I’ve got you.”

I nod. It’s all I’ve got left.

“Do you hate me for what I just did? Did I go too far? Did I not walk you through it enough?”

“No. It’s what I needed and never would have been able to ask for. Thank you for talking to me while you did it. That helped me I think.”

“Love you, my beautiful Wren. My perfect Cinderella. The prize I never thought I’d win.” His eyes find mine. “Not in a million years did I think you’d be mine.”

I tilt my head and throw him a saucy look. “Who said I am?”

A smile spreads across his lips, and he swats my ass. “Fucking brat.” He lands a hard kiss on my lips. “Who said I was giving you a choice?”
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“Are you suggesting we’re…” She can’t even say the word.

“Together? Yes.”

She shakes her head with a laugh. “Jack, we can’t be together.”

I fold my arms over my naked chest. I’m only wearing a towel, and she’s in a lacy thong and matching bra. This does not feel stacked in my favor. “Why not, Wren? Seriously, tell me why not.”

Wren was attacked. Attacked and nearly killed. Every time those words pop into my head, red-hot fury like I’ve never known blasts through me like a bomb explosion. I wish he wasn’t dead. I wish he was in jail so I could pay some big, burly lifer to attack him the way he attacked Wren so he’d know that kind of fear and then cut him up into small pieces and send me his heart so I could set it on fire. That’s how fucking crazy and enraged the thought makes me.

No one hurts my girl, and the motherfucker is lucky he’s dead.

I think about her panic attack earlier today, and all I want to do is wrap my arms around her and never let go. But in typical Wren fashion, she’s trying to make that difficult for me.

She throws me a look like I’m crazy. “Um, how about all the reasons we already talked about when we decided we wouldn’t do this?”

I sigh. “It’s complicated. I know it’s complicated. But I want this with you.”

She walks over to me and drags her hands up my chest until they’re twined behind my neck. “I want this with you too. I think. Maybe.” She smirks. “It feels wild to say that because I’ve programmed myself not to want this, but yeah, I do. That said, I don’t think we should throw caution to the wind and burn down our lives just yet.”

I squint at her. “What are you suggesting then?”

She shrugs. “I’m suggesting we do this but don’t broadcast it. At least not yet. Let’s try it and see if we fit. They’re announcing the chief position in two weeks or so, and I won’t interview for an internship until after the new year. That gives us a few months to date and be together and come up with a plan that works for both of us.”

As much as I hate to admit it, she’s not wrong with that. If I come out to the board and say, oh hey, I’m now romantically involved with my former student who’s trying to match here, I won’t get chief. And they might not believe me that our relationship started on the last day of her rotation because why would they?

Plus, other than the last couple of weeks we don’t have the best track record for getting along. She’s so young and legitimately hated me until very recently, so she likely does need time without broadcasting our relationship to the world. As much as I don’t want to hide her, for now, maybe that’s the best course.

“You want to be my dirty little secret?”

She tilts her head. “Sounds kind of hot to me.”

“It does, but what about your brother? And my sister, for that matter.”

She blows out a heavy breath. “I don’t know. My family isn’t just Owen. It’s⁠—”

“All ten thousand of your cousins and friends.”

She leans up and lands a kiss on the corner of my lips. “Exactly.”

Uneasiness settles over me. “You want to keep us a secret.”

It’s not a question, but she nods all the same. “Just for a bit, Jack. Just so we can have this without having to explain or defend or risk everything to everyone a million times over. I’m not suggesting we do this forever. I’m just saying we didn’t like each other for a very long time. What if we don’t work out?”

I don’t think that’s a possibility for me, but I understand her thoughts on it, and truth be told, what she’s saying isn’t unappealing. It’ll give us time to get used to being together in a healthy, positive way. Something we haven’t done much of. We’ll date and hang out, and it’ll be just us, which sounds pretty nice. I’m not seeking revenge on Owen for not telling me about him and Estlin, and I do want him to know sooner than later, but maybe Wren’s right on this.

Especially with the work stuff.

There’s a strong possibility I won’t make chief anyway, and if I’m simply an attending with no decision-making power in her becoming an intern, I have plenty of time to divulge our relationship to the higher-ups before she starts working there next summer.

“Okay,” I agree. “We’ll give it some time, but I’d like to readdress this sooner than later.”

“Works for me.” She jumps up into my arms, and my towel falls to the floor in a wet heap. I laugh as I catch her and walk her to the bed not too far behind her. Her hands run up through my wet hair. “I want you, Jack, but I’m scared too.”

I set her on the bed and crawl in between her legs so we’re nose-to-nose. “Ditto. We haven’t done a good job with each other in the past. Promise you’ll talk to me. We’ll communicate.”

“I promise.” She smiles against my lips. “You really love me?”

“I really love you. Probably a bit too much.”

“No such thing. It’s always the best when the guy loves you more than you love him.”

A chuckle slips past my lips, and I pinch her side until she yelps. My lips descend to hers, and I swallow it down, already hard and wanting her. I kiss her mouth but don’t linger as I take advantage of her pretty neck.

“It’s not just this, you know.”

“Not just what?” she asks breathily.

“Not just the sex, even if sex with you is better than any sex I’ve ever had.” I kiss her thrumming carotid and press my lips in on it until she gasps. Oh, the fun I’ll have with her.

“It’s definitely just the sex for me.”

I grin against her skin. “Is that so?”

I flip her over onto her stomach and pull her up so her ass is high in the air. I come down hard with a crack that ghosts over the walls. Glancing up, I catch our reflection in the mirror she has over her dresser, and how did I not notice that before? My fingers curl under the sides of her thong on her hips, and I slide it down until it snags at her knees. I don’t remove it, though. I want her to feel bound even if she’s not.

“Is it still only the sex?” I ask as I rub my hand along her ass while watching us in the mirror.

“Yes. Absolutely.”

I come down with a hard smack, and she bows forward, her teeth sinking into her lip, and her eyes rolling back. She hasn’t caught on yet that I’m watching her, and that makes this even better. My feisty little Cinderella wanted this. Her stomach quivers, and she makes a soft sound as I move over her warm skin.

“Do you like that?” I ask huskily in her ear before I glide down and bite the spot I just spanked. She cries out, and I smack her ass again to make her stop. “Answer me.”

“Yes.”

I suck on my bite mark. “Thought so.”

Licking a trail from her clit to her ass, my other hand runs up and down her spine. Her skin is so soft and warm from the shower, and her pussy is already so fucking wet. Always so fucking wet. Like even after she’s had me, she still can’t get enough. It’s the same way I feel about her, and it drives me mad.

I unhook her bra and start to play with her pussy, alternating my fingers and tongue, trying to throw her off, keep her on her toes. Her cute ass wiggles at me, and I know it’s because she wants to get spanked again, so that’s out now. Dipping my fingers inside, I suck in a sharp breath.

“Is this all my cum still inside of you?”

I start to fuck it back into her, not wanting any of it to drip out.

“Speaking of your cum inside of me.”

Shocking the hell out of me, she spins around and doesn’t waste any time. Taking me in hand, she runs her tongue along the underside of my cock up to the head, where she rings my crown and slides her tongue into my slit.

Fuck. My head falls back and my eyes close. The number of times I’ve fantasized about this. My fingers thread into her hair, and I get lost in the glide and suction of her hot mouth. Only I can’t hold back. I have to see her. And she doesn’t disappoint. Long, dark lashes rest against pink cheeks on smooth skin with her pretty mouth wrapped snuggly around my cock.

“Look at me, Cinderella.”

Her eyes flash open with venom. She still hates that name, which is why I used it.

“Do you know how pretty you are like this?”

She preens at the praise, her hand cupping my balls, and I try not to smile. I do. Because fuck, is she good at this. Too good. So good I’ll come in her mouth, but that will have to wait for another day.

“You’re always so pretty when your mouth is full and you’re quiet.”

Before she can bite my dick off—literally—I pull out of her mouth and shove my tongue back down her throat. I grip her hip and guide myself to her entrance. She swats me away.

“You don’t get to fuck me.”

“Then you don’t get fucked, sweetheart.”

“Are you forgetting my arsenal of BOBs?”

“They don’t fuck you like I do.” I crook a finger at her, and she angles up. Just as she gets close, I push inside of her with a hard, pounding thrust.

“Fuck. Jack!”

“There you are.” I grin and suck her bottom lip between my teeth. “Right there. You feel that? So fucking good.” I point over her shoulder. “Take a look and spin around on my dick so I can fuck you from behind while we both watch. I won’t put any weight on your back. I promise.”

She does, and immediately, I slide back inside her. A shaky breath flees her lungs, and I meet her eyes.

“You’ll see me the entire time, Wren. No fear, baby, only pleasure. I won’t hurt you. Not ever.”

I reach out, wrap my hand in her hair and pull it back so I can see her face fully. Her breath catches, her eyes wide with hunger as she sees her reflection.

“Keep your eyes on me. Right here.” Two fingers meet my eyes before my hand returns to her hip. She licks her lips and nods, but with me this deep in her, it’s hard for her to focus. Wren is so physical. All visceral.

I want to draw this out. I want this to last all night. But I also want to eat a meal with her and laugh and talk and just hang out. It’s what we’ve been doing after the gym these last couple of weeks, but that was as friends. This is us being together for real. I want us to learn how to be an us. Which is yet another reason why her suggestion to hold off before we go public makes sense.

I circle my hips and speed up my movements, my eyes never swaying from hers. Those blue eyes. That stunning face. My girl. She’s all mine now.

One hand in her hair, another on her shoulder, and I grip them both, using them for leverage. I’m already slick with sweat, and she’s growing tackier by the minute. I slide forward, my knees bending deeper into the mattress, and I fuck her, taking her weight back with me as I pound into her. She cries out yet begs for it harder.

She moans, her eyes hazy and drunk as she watches herself get fucked. She’s wrecked with it. Entranced. It’s the sexiest sight I’ve ever seen. More so knowing this isn’t for the last time. It’s simply the beginning of where we’re going.

My legs start to burn with the effort of my thrusts as pleasure skyrockets through me, buzzing up my spine. The need to come is pervasive, but I resist even as I flutter closer to the edge. My teeth bury in my bottom lip, and I pound mercilessly.

“That’s it,” I say through panting breaths. “So good, baby. You feel incredible. Your body was made for me, and you take me so well. Such a good girl, Wren. You’re such.” Thrust. “A.” Thrust. “Good.” Thrust. “Girl.” Thrust.

I can feel her getting close. Her pussy getting tighter around my cock.

“Oh god, please.”

I stroke her head. “Keep going. I love the way your body looks when I fuck it. Just like that. That’s it. That’s my girl. So fucking pretty. Don’t close your eyes. Don’t you dare. You’re about to come and so am I, and I want to see you.”

“Jack, faster.”

I reach forward to touch her clit, using the slickness of her pussy to rub it fast and hard because there is no way I can last. Not with her like this. Not with how good she feels and how beautiful she looks and how tight she gets when I tell her how perfectly she takes my cock. It’s a dream. All of it.

“Holy hell!” she screams, her back arching and her eyes closing despite my command. I smack her ass, but all that does is make her clench tighter, come harder, moan louder, and that’s it for me. My balls draw up, and my grip tightens, and holy fuuuuck.

My toes curl into the mattress, and I come and come and come so fucking hard I’m positive I’ve never come this hard before. Then again, every time with her is like that. New and better than the time before, which doesn’t even make sense, but that’s how it feels. I die and fall forward, panting for my life and definitely pulling a muscle or two, but who cares? Shit.

“I need six hundred milligrams of ibuprofen, ice, rest, fluids, and food.”

She giggles beside me, and my eyes flutter open to find her face right there. I smile and drag my finger along the lines of her cheek.

“I had this whole plan to cook for you.”

“I have leftovers I can reheat for us.”

“That sounds amazing. And I bet your leftovers are far better than anything I could make for us.”

“Probably.”

She smiles. I smile.

My fingers trail along her cheek. “Stay in love with me, okay? Don’t get scared and rethink this.”

“What happens when you remember you don’t like me?”

I kiss the tip of her nose. “Wanna know a secret?” I continue before she can answer my rhetorical question. “I always liked you. Even when I told myself I didn’t. You’re a pain in the ass, but I think that’s one of the things I like most about you. And not just because I get to punish you for it.”

She releases a shaky breath. “Don’t break my heart again.”

My expression turns as serious as hers, and I cup her jaw and rub our noses together. “Never. I’m sorry I broke it to begin with.” I kiss her softly but determinedly so she knows I mean it. So she knows it’s for real. “Your heart is my end piece. My checkmate. The place I’d like to start calling home if you’d let me.”

“Wanna spend the weekend with me?”

I chuckle. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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Strong arms pull me in until my back is against his chest and his face is in my hair. I stiffen momentarily but force myself to relax as I turn over in his arms. Jack slept over last night. It’s the first time we’ve done that, and I didn’t hate it. Not even a little.

“Morning,” he rasps, his voice and face thick with sleep and his hair all over the place. His arms come back around and tuck me against his bare chest. He’s hard, but he’s not doing much about it as he holds me. “Did you sleep okay?”

“Mmhmm,” I hum into him. “You?”

“Better than I have in a while actually.” He chuckles as if that notion surprises him. “I was thinking about this last night after you fell asleep. You know we’ve been on five dates.”

“What?” My head pops back, and I meet his blue eyes. “What crazy are you talking?”

“I bought you the smoothie, that was one. That Thursday, I met you at the gym and bought you dinner after, so that’s two. Monday, we got home at the same time, and I made you dinner at my place, and we watched Jeopardy together. Tuesday, we had a repeat of the smoothie, and Thursday, we brought in food to your place and watched Jeopardy and then reruns of a medical show so we could laugh at how bad the medicine in it was. That’s five dates, not including last night.”

I scowl at him. “Those don’t count as dates. We were hanging out as friends.”

He gives me a dubious look. “Do you honestly believe we’ve ever been friends?”

I smack his shoulder. “That was the word you used.”

“But I didn’t mean it.”

“Then why did you use it?” I snap and twist his nipple, making him yelp and grab my hand to pull me away.

“Because Wren Fritz, I’m in love with you, and men who are in love with women they feel they can’t have are often forced to play the friend card so the woman they’re in love with will spend time with them.”

“Huh.” I prop myself up on my elbow and stare down at him as he falls to his back. “So when you told me over text that men and women can be friends without thinking about sex, you were lying?”

He rolls his eyes. “No, I wasn’t lying. It is possible, though I suppose it’s rare. But think of Katy and Owen or me and Sorel for that matter. No sex and I promise I’ve never thought about it with her. But you and I had had sex so no way that wasn’t going to be all over my brain every second we hung out together.”

“This is why I hang out with Tyson. Gay men are easier.”

He laughs lightly. “I believe that. But we’re getting off-topic. We’ve had five dates.” He takes my hand and intertwines our fingers before he rests them on his chest over his heart. “Five dates, we’ve said we love each other, and we’re sleeping together. I think that makes us officially serious.”

“You think five dates make us serious?” I deadpan. “You don’t get out much.”

He ignores that, but there is no hiding his toothpaste commercial smile. “You’re my girlfriend, Wren. You’re going to have to live with that.”

“What perks come with that title? Obviously we know you get me out of this. But what do I get?”

“Other than me, you mean?”

“Yes. Other than my grumpy, controlling, overprotective neighbor.”

“Hmm. That’s a good question.” His other hand comes up and drags through my hair until he’s captured the back of my head. He pulls me toward his mouth. “How about kisses?”

His lips softly brush mine.

“It’s a start, but I need more than that to call this a relationship and you my boyfriend. Or my manfriend since you’re so old.”

He chuckles and nips at my shoulder. “Tyson is your manfriend. I’m your boyfriend. Or lover. What about the talking we did last night? Does that count?”

We ended up talking until about two in the morning and it was some of the best conversations I’ve had with any guy ever.

“Good. What else do you have?”

“Well, we both like to work out and watch the same shows. We like the same kinds of food. We also read the same sort of books.”

That gets me and I crack like an egg. “You had me at romance books.”

He nibbles on my jaw. “You can’t tell any of my guys though. I’ll never live it down, and as you said, I have a reputation to protect as a grumpy, controlling, overprotective⁠—”

“Cantankerous,” I interject.

“Cantankerous,” he acknowledges, “man.”

“Can I tell Tinsley?”

“Only if I can tell Sorel since I can’t tell Owen yet.”

“Deal.”

He pulls me down to him and we get lost in each other. And my heart? My heart is turning into a total sap for this man.
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“Where are we going?” I ask, wondering why we’re headed in the opposite direction of my gym. He told me he wanted to get a workout in before we went shopping.

“I was having a thought. Hear me out.”

He takes my hand and knots his fingers through mine. There’s a look on his face I don’t like so much. An expression that has me feeling my heart everywhere.

“You only work out in the gym.”

My brow scrunches in on itself. “So? Lots of people work out that way.”

“Ah, except you used to run outside.”

“Jack…” I trail off.

“You used your safe word on me, and later you let me take you from behind without putting any pressure on you. You’re amazing. I thought we could go for a run outdoors down by the river together. What do you think?”

Forget feeling my heart everywhere. It’s fucking trying to jump out of my body and escape.

“What if I don’t want to do that? What if I don’t like running outside anymore?”

“That’s fear talking. I’ll be with you the entire time. You have pepper spray and your alarm on your keys. I’m a big guy, and predators tend not to attack couples or men, especially bigger men, and just to add a little something extra, I have my Leatherman.” He pulls out a metal rectangle from his pocket and shows it to me. There’s a knife in that, among other things. “But if you’re telling me you’re not ready, then you’re not ready and we’ll try it another time and go to the gym instead.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because you told me last night you were in therapy for two years, and you’ve been doing fight club at the gym overlapping some of that. Last night we fought a lot of your panic and I thought we’d keep the streak going with an outdoor run in broad daylight. But considering the idea of it has your nails digging into my hand maybe I’m pushing you too hard.”

I glance down at our joined hands and release the pressure I didn’t realize I was applying.

“I just… I haven’t been back there since.”

“I think facing it might be healing. What do you think? I told you yesterday, I’ve got you and you’re safe with me.”

“I don’t need you to fix me.”

He chuckles dryly. “That would assume I think you’re broken, which I don’t. I told you about my hand, about my surgical career, and my scholarship going down the toilet. I told you a bit about how I was set to propose to Tilly when I caught her with my boss. Oh, and she kept our dog, our apartment, and obviously our hospital. Six months later, I met a beautiful Cinderella, and I thought my luck was finally turning around. Then she turned out to be my best friend’s baby sister. Not a lot has gone right for me. I look at you and I want you like nothing else. I’m in love with you, but I’m scared because nothing good in my life has ever stuck around for long. It’s always gotten messed up one way or another.”

He stops and takes my face in both of his hands right here in the middle of the busy sidewalk.

“We’ve all got shit, Wren. All of us. Some of us more than others, and your shit is no joke. It’s serious and should be addressed and not swept under the rug or counted away. You’re going to help me believe that the other shoe won’t drop this time and that I can finally count on something amazing to stick around, and I’m going to help you slay those demons once and for all. But we can do that slowly if that feels better for you. I’m not going anywhere and it’s okay if you’re not ready yet.” His forehead meets mine. “Sometimes, all it takes is one small thing, one tiny push, the right person to come along at the right time, and we can overcome anything.”

My throat threatens to close up on me and tears I won’t let fall burn the backs of my eyes. That’s a tall order he’s placing on both of us. A challenge for us to meet. One I don’t have to do all at once or even right now if I’m not ready. But taking things slowly hasn’t gotten me anywhere. I haven’t been ready, but I also haven’t pushed myself. It’s been two and a half years and I’m still here, still afraid, stuck in the same routine. I’m sick of it.

And since I’m competitive as fuck, I say, “Fine. Bring it on. But if I say ‘chocolate’ mid run…” I trail off, raising an eyebrow at him.

“We stop and go home or out for lunch or wherever you want to go. And you can simply tell me you’re done. You don’t need a safe word out here, sweetheart.” He smiles the perfect mixture of worship and a soul-divining need to completely own someone, and I have it bad for this man. “We’ll go as far as you want and then we’ll stop. Even if it’s two seconds, that’s fine.” He smirks. “I don’t think you realized, but you didn’t lock the front lock four times.”

That pulls me up short. I didn’t? No, wow, I didn’t.

“Fine, demon slayer, let’s fucking run.” I roll my eyes because I can be a petulant bitch when I want to be and start to jog alongside him.

Within minutes, we hit a path by the water and it’s the same path I was on, though this time it’s far more populated and open and bright given the time of day. I didn’t follow the woman code. I ran in the evening when it was already dark because I thought I was above it, and he took advantage of that.

“Jack?”

“I’m right here with you.”

His gaze flings left to mine as we run in stride.

“But what if⁠—”

“Nothing, and I fucking mean nothing, will happen to you when you’re with me. Not ever, Wren. I’ll protect you with my life.”

I can do this. I want to do this. I want my life back. My full life. Jesus, my palms are sweating and my heart is like a drunk mariachi band.

“Do you want to stop?” he continues when my steps slow a bit.

Yes. I really, seriously do. And it would be okay if I did. I know this. I’m here and I got this far and if I stop… then I’ll simply try again another day. But he’s right. Nothing will happen to me out here like this. No one will touch me with him at my side. But more importantly, it wasn’t random.

It was opportunistic. It was motivated. It was diseased.

“Wren?”

Fuck. Fuck! “Let’s keep going.”

“You sure?”

Am I? “No, but let’s do it anyway until I can’t.”

“You tell me when you’re done, and we’re done.”

“I’m not done.” Not yet. And now, I want to beat Jack’s ass. For real this time. Not just so I’ll let him buy me a smoothie or dinner. I want to outrace him. Outrun him. Outrun the past because fuck all of it. Fuck those fingers that I feel, the ones that curl at the edges of my skin, of my clothes, as they try to catch me and pull me back. His breath. His voice. His words. The sharp slice of his blade.

I puff out a breath because Jack’s right. I don’t want this to rule me anymore, and I used to love running along the river. He stole that from me, and I let him take over my life. I turned away from men and only had sex a certain way and felt anxious all the damn time. I don’t want to be that girl anymore.

I pick up my pace and test it for another minute. Then I run and run until I don’t feel that buckling tension choking me. He’s still there, but he doesn’t have to be. He can fade like everything else. I’m safe. I’m here. Nothing can or will hurt me.

“You’re cute when you think you’ve got me,” I taunt, going faster.

A grin lights up his features. “Winner buys breakfast.”

Ugh. Of course he picks now to flip that around.
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“You’re sure about this?” I ask Jack as we stroll into the bookstore in the Prudential Mall, three hours after he bought us breakfast. Yes, I hate to admit it, but I lost. First time he didn’t let me win either.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” he asks even as he throws me a questioning look.

“I’m just saying, once you start down this road, there’s no going back.”

“They’re books, Wren. I read those two you suggested and I’ve listened to a few others. No biggie.”

I raise a dubious eyebrow. “How late did you stay up listening to the one you finished the other day?”

If possible, I think Jack is blushing. He clears his throat and looks around the store that’s already decorated for the holidays with Christmas music being piped through the speakers. Thanksgiving is in less than three weeks, and this is easily my favorite time of year.

“Fine. I’ll take your warning under advisement.” He turns back to me with a devilish smirk that does wild things to my insides. “Or we can just stay up late reading them together.”

He leans in and drops a kiss on the corner of my lips while simultaneously giving my hand that he’s holding a squeeze. We’re out in the open in the freaking mall together. Anyone could see us like this, but he’s holding my hand, and I like it too much to pull away or stop it. Jack and I ate dinner in front of the TV last night while we bickered over what movie to watch. He ate from my plate because he said my food tasted better than his, even though it was the same thing. After, we went to bed for more hot, dirty sex, talked for hours, and then he slept over.

But he didn’t just sleep in my bed.

The bastard held me all night. After he said, “Good night, beautiful Wren. I love you.” Then, of course, there was rolling around in bed this morning followed by the run from hell.

We’re doing this. Like full-on, in a relationship doing this. At least that’s what he says, and the whiplash is something else. I’ve trained myself to hate this man for years. Not love him. But what I told him was the truth. This is the grown woman, you pulled a trick play and snuck your puck past my goalie and into my net and scored on me kind of love.

It’s the where is this going, want to scream about it from the rooftops and talk about it all day long to the point where I annoy the fuck out of my girlfriends, I’m way too into him kind of love. And I don’t want that kind of love again. Not with him. I mean, I do. I do want it. Only like he said to me last night, I’m scared of it.

But I’m trying not to be.

I’m trying to have faith that this time, I won’t get railroaded and crushed. Same as him.

So I’m holding his hand as we’re book shopping and then going out for lunch because that’s what couples do on Saturdays. At least I think that’s what they do. I’m not sure I’ve ever had a healthy relationship before, and that alone gives me pause and makes me consider what this is a little harder.

“And here we are. What should our next read be? I like audio for while I’m working out or running, but I like a paperback for night.”

I laugh lightly, shaking my head at his incorrigible smile that never fails to make my belly swoop and flutter. “What tropes do you want?”

His face pinches up. “We’re back there, huh?”

“It’s an important topic for any romance book lover.”

“Wren, I’ll be honest with you. I have no clue what tropes are what. I read the story and the sex is hot. That’s it.”

I contain my smirk. “But what about microtropes, though?”

His eyes bulge. “You’re fucking with me, right?”

I giggle and bite into my lip. “Not even a little.”

He drags a hand across his face and back through his hair as he dauntingly stares at the romance section. “They’re just books.”

“Oh no,” I correct him with a hand on his chest, my other panned toward the stacks of books. “These are not just books. These are feels. These are swoons. These are screams. These are strength. These are oh my fucking god, did he just do that? These are holy shit, I want that done to me. These are I’ll never be the same after reading that, and this now lives rent-free in my head for eternity.”

“Shit. I’m so out of my league here. You pick.”

“I picked the last two. Your turn.”

He stares balefully at the hundreds of books before us and nervously turns back to me. “I have no clue where to start. I just continued the series because I didn’t know who else I’d like or what would be good.” Then he laughs. “Maybe I should ask Owen. I remember Katy put a few books like this on his bookshelves for him to read.”

I scrunch my nose. “Um, no. And can we just not? That’s my brother.”

He glances around, and when he’s sure the coast is clear, he drags me into his chest and his mouth into my neck. “Thanks for the reminder.” He kisses me, a warm trail of them up and down my sensitive skin that leaves goose bumps in their wake. “Do you like suspense or action?”

I shrug against him. “I’ve never tried it, but I’m sorta indifferent if not meh.”

“Oh, baby. Don’t knock it till you try it.” He nibbles on my pulse—it’s one of his favorite spots. “Let’s go with a suspense one because typically that’s what I’ve read in the past. Without the hot and heavy sex, but I’m positive we can find one that incorporates both. The other we’ll go with…”

“Something funny. I could use a romcom to balance out the suspense and action.”

He kisses just beneath my ear, his arms wrapped around my stomach as he holds me close. “Perfect.” He squeezes my boobs. “Like these.”

I swat his hands away, but he’s gone before I can even get a good hit in, already at the shelves and digging through in search of the perfect book.

We end up with two. One titled Catching Sin, where she’s under a mob boss’s thumb, and he plants her in a casino to work for the people who run it, except she ends up falling for her boss there, who’s a lot older than her and a bit of a golden retriever alpha hero, which I like. There’s also no scary ex in it, so that’s a win for me. The romcom we pick up is a Christmas book about an Irish rock star or something. I don’t know, but it sounded adorable and steamy.

Armed with our books, we walk back out into the mall and toward the food court.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

He shrugs and looks around at all the people. “We gotta eat.”

“Right, but I thought that would consist of a quiet, dark restaurant where we sat in the back like a couple of criminals. Not out here in the middle of the food court during Saturday traffic.”

He twists me around and takes my other hand, holding both between us. “Talk to me.”

I stare up at him, a bit bewildered. “Why aren’t you worried about this?”

“Which part?”

“Getting caught.”

“Who says I’m not?”

I shrug. “You’re not acting that way.” I widen my eyes and exaggeratedly look around at the hundreds of people swarming about us.

He sighs. “You’re right. I don’t know. I’m happy. I’m happy being with you. I’m happy doing this. I’m just… happy. I haven’t been happy in a very long time, and I haven’t had anyone I’ve wanted to hang out with like this in just as long. I know, I’m being cavalier and stupid, and we did agree on keeping this quiet for very good reasons. Should we get food and go?”

I feel like a killjoy. The man went book shopping with me. Smutty romance book shopping. He held my hand and listened to my concerns about my next rotation in trauma surgery and helped guide me through them. A specialty he wanted to be his but lost out on. Your heart is my end piece. My checkmate. The place I’d like to start calling home if you’d let me.

It’s still surreal to me to find myself here with him like this, but it’s something I shouldn’t take for granted. Not for a moment. Not after what we went through yesterday and again this morning. Not after all he did for me and the words he spoke with it.

“Maybe not the food court. I don’t want to ruin this because I’m happy too, and I’m having fun. I just don’t want anyone we know to see us and ruin everything.”

His lips twitch. “That would suck. You know, since I’m your dirty mistress.”

I laugh. “I prefer dirty slut.”

His eyes sparkle. “Only for you. Okay, let’s go. We’ll grab food in a quiet, dark Irish pub somewhere. This is Boston. I’m positive we can find one. Tomorrow afternoon I’m supposed to go out to the compound and see your grandmother.”

“You are?”

“Yes. Just to check on her. I haven’t had a chance since she was discharged and I’d like to see she’s okay with my own eyes instead of hearing her feed me lines.” He hesitates. “Would it be weird if you came?”

I gnaw on my lip. “Maybe we’ll bring some others with us?”

He taps my nose. “Good idea.”

We head toward the exit, but he stops at a gourmet coffee kiosk. The man has a thing for coffee—it’s his one expensive vice—which is why I have no clue how he manages the stuff at work. He orders one for both of us, and I get the best idea of what I’m going to get him for Christmas.

The thought makes me giggle, and he throws me a side-eye as we head outside into the cold November day and cross the street at Boylston. “What?”

“Nothing. I was thinking about what I want to get you for Christmas and how weird it is that I’m even thinking that.”

“Same. I already picked out your diamond. Now all I need is your ring size.”

Coffee scalds my tongue and sprays from my mouth like a black wave, narrowly missing some people passing us, though it doesn’t stop them from giving me the dirtiest looks imaginable.

Jack tries very hard to hide his amusement even as I give him a scathing look that would make a lesser man’s balls shrivel.

“Not there yet?”

“You’re such a bastard!” I smack his arm only to think better of it and grab his sleeve to wipe my chin. It makes him laugh and rub his arm all over my face until I have to shove him off. “Quit it. Since when are you like this? You’re never funny?”

“I’ve always been funny.”

I shake my head. “No. You’ve never been funny.”

“I have my moments. And I’m probably more sarcastic than funny.”

True. He might have always been sarcastic. But this is a different man.

“I told you I’m happy. Get used to it. It’s a new look on me.”

“I’m not sure I like it.”

He tosses his arm around my shoulder and brings me into his side so he can whisper in my ear, his hot breath automatically making me shudder. “Yes, you do. You like it a lot.”

Fine. I might like it. I might like it a lot.
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Sundays at my grandparents’ compound look like what most people would consider a family reunion. Most of my uncles and aunts are here, along with several of my cousins and closest friends. Football is on in the media room—Mason is playing in Cleveland—and a Disney movie is on in one of the lounges for Rory and Willow for when they’re not splashing around in the indoor pool. There’s a roaring fire blazing in the library along with some card tables and bourbon—that’s where my grandfather is parked. And the solarium is set up with a full spread of food and a full bar.

“When you said bring a few others with us, this isn’t what I thought you meant,” Jack murmurs, making me laugh.

“I didn’t do this. The Fritz women did this. Well, them and Katy, but she’s essentially a Fritz woman even if not by blood.”

I think much of this has to do with the fact that my grandmother not only fell but had surgery, and even though she likes to play the role of the elderly spry woman, it gave us all a scare. Octavia Abbot-Fritz is immortal—we like to imagine her that way—and when she challenges us on that, we don’t like it.

“At least now we don’t have to worry about anyone looking at us too closely.”

I hold up my espresso martini to him. “I’ll drink to that.”

“Me too.” He taps my glass and takes a sip of his beer. “But you know, I don’t feel right—” He gets cut off when my brother comes over and claps him on the shoulder.

“What are your plans for Friday?” he asks Jack.

“Uh, I don’t know. It’s only Sunday.”

“Good. So you don’t have any. That means you can meet the woman Alden wants to set you up with.”

It takes everything in me not to choke on my sip of martini and swallow it down. As it is, the alcohol burns, and I scowl stupidly. Jack is looking right at me as he answers. He’s not even trying to hide it.

“I already told you guys I’m not interested in meeting her.”

“As I recall, you said you’d think about it. Or something like that,” Alden jumps in.

“That was a few weeks ago. I’ve thought about it, and I’m not interested.”

Keegan slurps down the rest of her drink and sits on the edge of the sofa beside me. “Want another, or do you think it’s too much booze for a Sunday afternoon?”

“I definitely want another,” I tell her. You know, since my brother is trying to set up my boyfriend with another woman because he doesn’t know he’s my boyfriend. “Bring on all the booze.”

“Oh, don’t tell me you’re still nervous about tomorrow,” Katy says on my other side, and now we’re surrounded. Bennett and Alden continue trying to get Jack to date this mystery girl I’m trying hard not to hate on principle.

“Jack, I’m telling you, she’s all fucking hot curves,” Alden exclaims. “You’ll love her.”

Vomit.

“You’re an ass. Who still talks that way about women?”

This is why I love Katy.

“She has a point. I would have thought you’d talk about her other attributes like her brain or sense of humor.”

“I did. None of you were listening to that part. All you heard was me talk about her curves. But you’re stacked like that,” Alden defends to Keegan. “And you have brains and a sense of humor. You’re the full package like this woman is, which is why I think Jack will like her.”

I can feel Jack’s gaze penetrating down on me, but I can’t meet it. Not with everyone here. Not with what they’re talking about. Since when do people try to set Jack up? That’s a new one.

“Maybe we should get Wren a guy, and we can all go out.”

“Ha. Very funny, Keegs. I’m going to shake up some more drinks. Anyone want to join me?”

Jack looks like he’s about to volunteer as tribute, but Owen isn’t having that. He turns to Jack, and the two of them start talking the way best friends do, in serious and low voices, and I head for the bar so I won’t try to hear what they’re saying or get jealous.

My grandmother is wrapped in discussion with my mother, Katy’s mother, and Keegan’s mother, and while it’s tempting to go join them, they’ll start asking me a million questions I’m in no mood to answer. I’m not mad at Jack. I’m the one who asked to keep it quiet, and I’m not changing my mind on that either. The buzzards that are swarming all over him are reason enough for that.

Right now, what Jack and I have is fun. It’s spicy. It’s new and a secret and I want to keep it between us. I want it to have the chance to grow, and I want us to discover what this is, who we are to each other, and where we can go without opinions and pressure that would inevitably come from everyone else.

But I don’t have to like them trying to set him up with a hot, curvy woman either.

I shake up my drink and refill my glass, and just as I take my first sip, my phone buzzes in my pocket. I slip it out and see a text from Jack.

Jack: Bathroom by the back staircase.




Everyone seems preoccupied with whatever they’re doing, and I meander my way through the house toward the back stairs that lead up to the guest quarters. A thrill hits my pulse as I reach the door, tap lightly on it, and open it without waiting for an answer.

Jack pulls me in and shuts and locks it behind me. My drink ends up on the sink, and he has me pressed into the edge of it.

“I told them no.”

“You didn’t have to pull me in here to explain. I wasn’t worried about it.”

“You weren’t?” His eyebrows bounce in surprise.

“Not really. I mean, I didn’t love hearing about it, but I didn’t think you were going to agree to a date with another woman when I was right there.”

“I wouldn’t agree to date her or anyone else whether you were right there or not.” His hands shoot up my shirt and tug down my bra, where he immediately starts palming my tits. “These are what I like. These are perfect to me. I don’t know what the fuck Alden is talking about, other than that’s clearly what he’s into. It wouldn’t matter to me if you were tall⁠—”

“I am tall.”

“Shut up, woman. I’m making a point.”

I smile and nod for him to continue.

“It wouldn’t matter to me if you were tall or short. Curvy or slight. Big-boobed or small-chested. I don’t care, Wren. Seriously, I don’t. I love you for you. Fucking brat that you are. I know it’s only been a couple of days and you like our secret, but I don’t. I don’t like keeping things from Owen. I want to be a man and tell my best friend, your brother, that I’m in love with his sister and that I don’t give a fuck if he doesn’t like it.”

“It would be rather hypocritical of him if he didn’t.”

“I agree, which is why I’m not worried about it. But I want to tell them that they don’t have to set me up because I already have the girl I want, Wren.” He breathes out a heavy breath. “I hated—fucking hated—how Owen and Estlin kept their secret from me. It felt like yet another betrayal. It’s partially why I went so crazy that night. I need to tell him.”

Guilt claws at my chest, but I still think about how it’s been for everyone in my family when they go prime time with their relationships to my family. They have no peace. No quiet. It’s as if the world suddenly is holding a microscope on your relationship, and they immediately expect marriage and babies.

“I’m not ready. I want this as my own. I want this as ours. For just a bit longer. I know you want to tell Owen and I get it, but you saw them. They’re relentless, and they’d be like that with us.”

His gaze is hard for a very long, intense moment. “It’s wrong, Wren.”

“Just a few more weeks. That’s all I need.”

“I think that’s all I’ll be able to do. Because, sweetheart, sooner or later, we’ll get caught, and that’s not how I want us to get found out.”
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“Why don’t you have an office?” Wren moans as I trail kisses along the back of her exposed neck while I palm her tits beneath her shirt and scrub top.

“I’m an emergency room physician. We don’t have offices. Unless I get chief, that won’t change. Fuck, you’re soft.”

Her hands plant on the rack of sterile saline and gauze in front of her, and she angles her head to the side to give me better access. “You mean when you get chief.”

“Right. When.”

Except we haven’t heard anything yet. It’s been over a month since I interviewed, and no word yet. I also know they’ve flown in two hotshots, one from Dallas and one from Seattle, to interview for the position. The board is taking its sweet time on this, and now we’re rounding toward the holidays, so who knows. Callan isn’t happy about it. He wants to step down and be with Willow.

“Speaking of you getting chief, we shouldn’t do this here.”

My lips whisper kisses along her jaw as my hand dips into her scrubs straight between her smooth legs where I start to tease at her wetness. She’s right. We shouldn’t. But she feels so good.

“I haven’t had my fingers in your cunt in three days, Wren. That’s completely unacceptable.”

“I’ve hated you working nights.”

I nip at her ear. “Me too.”

I’ve hardly seen her this week unless I come in early, or she does the same. Even then, it’s a quick passing—a stolen kiss in a hall or elevator—because we don’t get a lot of moments like this here. I’ve worked four twelve-hour night shifts back-to-back, and I’m finally done. I’m exhausted. It’s a lot. And Wren has been working long, arduous shifts in trauma surgery.

My plan is to sleep for a few hours and make Wren dinner, followed by spending the entire night inside of her.

“You should go.”

“Mmm,” she hums as I run my fingers along her clit and around her opening. “I should.”

“Maybe you should stay and come first.”

“We could get caught.”

We won’t. At least I don’t think we will. That could be my dick talking, though. I don’t know for sure. It’s five in the morning, and all my patients are waiting on either a bed upstairs or labs, which are both notoriously slow at this hour, and Wren doesn’t start her prerounds until six-ish. I told one of the nurses I was going to find a place to sleep for twenty minutes and to page me if she needed me.

But there’s no fun in telling her all that.

“We could.” I plunge two fingers straight inside her, missing her tight, wet heat and how it feels on my cock. “What would you do, Wren, if someone walked in right now and found you moaning while getting your nipples pinched and your cunt fucked by your boss?”

“Oh, fuck,” she moans, and I pinch her clit in warning.

“Shh, Cinderella. Quiet.” It might be bastardly early, and no one is looking for me or knows Wren is here yet, but that doesn’t mean we couldn’t actually get caught. Even in this bulk supply closet, we can still hear the faint sounds of the hospital down the hall.

My fingers start to pump into her, and I use my other hand to undo the tie on her scrub pants.

“I thought this was just your fingers.”

“I have to have you, baby.” I rub my dick against her pert little ass. “You feel that? You feel how hard you make me? No way I can finish my shift until I’ve fucked you. I want you leaking my cum during all your surgeries today. I want you to feel me every time you squirm or move.”

The heavy rhythm of her breathing matches the pace of my fingers as I move in and out of her while her scrubs drop to the floor and mine follow. I’ve never fucked anyone at work before, and it’s as thrilling as it is terrifying.

Without any hesitation, I slip my fingers from her pussy and move them to her hip. This is going to have to be hard and fast. Lining myself up, I slide straight into her and groan louder than I intend. My face plants where her neck meets her back, right on that bony prominence, and I use that bit of pain to focus me.

“Jack, I should tell you something.”

“What’s that?” I pant, gritting my teeth and closing my eyes because I’m so close to coming, and I haven’t even moved yet.

“I stopped taking my birth control last week.”

Well, that’s an orgasm killer. “I’m sorry, what?”

She giggles, and I rear back and turn her head so our eyes meet.

“You were kidding?” Then it hits me. “That scene from the last book we read.”

“Bingo.”

“You fucking brat, that scared the hell out of me.”

“You seemed like you were having issues with your concentration.”

“I was.” I smack a kiss on her lips and one on her ass. “I’ll punish you for that later. I want babies with you, Wren Fritz. Lots of them. Just not today. Not until you’re ready for them.”

“Glad to hear it. Now fuck me so we can both get to work.”

Right. With my hands on her hips, I start to pound into her, setting a heavy pace that rattles the shelving. Her legs spread wider and her hips jut back, giving me a better angle, and holy sweet Jesus, how did I go so many days, so many years, without this?

My cock slides in and out of her, a relentless thrusting game of grip and pull that is blowing my mind. I kiss and suck on her neck, tasting her skin, the sweet and salt of it, and then get greedy and turn her face so I can capture her lips. I’ve been with Wren for two weeks now.

Two weeks of sleeping together nearly every night. Of days spent working or hanging out or being around each other while pretending to be nothing more than amicable. We cook and read books aloud to each other and fuck like crazy and play and tease and talk all the time. I’m so in love with her. More so every day.

I want to hold her hand on the street and have her sit on my lap at her brother’s house while we eat or watch football. I want the life with her. I’m thirty-five. I’m ready. But I guess that’s what happens when you date a woman ten years younger than you. You have to learn patience and the fun of sneaking around.

Like this.

“Rub your clit, Wren. Make yourself come all over me.”

Her fingers slip between her parted legs, and my hands grip the front of her thighs so I can really fuck her. It doesn’t take either of us long. A few more seconds and we’re both barreling over the edge into the sweet abyss. My teeth sink into her shoulder, and I groan and grunt my release, my toes curling in my sneakers.

“Fuck,” I hiss, panting against her.

“What?” she asks, startled. “Did someone hear us?”

“No. I don’t have anything to clean you up with.”

“It’s fine. I’ll run to the bathroom.”

I right my body and spin her around, pull up her scrubs, and tie the bow for her. I do the same with mine before I gather her in my arms so I can kiss her. “I’ll see you after your shift.”

“Yes. Get some sleep. You look tired.”

“I thought I never looked tired.”

“No, I said you never look like shit. But you do look tired.”

I kiss her deeply before I release her and take a step back. “I’ll exit first and make sure it’s clear.”

“That was fun.” She pulls the elastic from her messy ponytail and sticks it between her teeth as she fixes it.

“It was.” I kiss her cheek, drag my hands back through my hair so it’s somewhat tame, and open the closet door. No one is around and the hall is empty. “We’re good. Have a good shift.”

“Have a good sleep.”

Just as the closet door shuts behind her, my nurse turns the corner. “Oh, Dr. Kincaid.” She blinks, taking in both of us with suspicion. “I was coming to find you.”

“You found me. Just one second.” I smile at her and turn back to Wren, whose cheeks are flushed, and she’s blatantly skirting the nurse’s eyes. “I think that’s a great idea for Owen’s birthday,” I say to Wren. “Just let me know what you need for it, and I’m happy to help.”

Wren beams a smile at me. “Great. Thanks. I’ll let you get back to it. See you later, Jack.” She gives me an innocent wave and jogs off. But fuck, was that close. Two seconds earlier and we would have been caught for sure. Uneasiness settles on me. What we just did was insanely stupid. I’m after chief, and Wren is looking to match.

It’s easy to forget that when we’re together. It’s easy to get wrapped up in the moment.

But the last thing I can do is put either of our careers at risk like that again.
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“What are you planning to make?”

I throw Wren a look. “I thought we said chicken parm. Is that not good?”

“Chicken parm is great.”

She rests her head on my shoulder, and I wrap my arm around her waist as we stroll through the gourmet shop she likes that’s near our building.

“You’re going to make garlic bread, right?”

I chuckle. “Did you honestly think I’d make you Italian without garlic bread?”

“I don’t know how you do things.”

I pinch her ass. “Yes, you do. At this point, you do. My girl likes garlic bread or really any kind of bread. If I ever made you food without it, I’d be in trouble.”

She spins and wraps her arms around my neck. “This is why I’m keeping you.”

I smile and bend down to kiss her. “Glad to hear it.”

“Well, well, well, Kincaid. Now I know why you wanted to keep me away from your med student. You were busy fucking her yourself.”

Wren and I jump back like two teenagers who just got caught. Because we did. By fucking Harrison Marshall of all people. Shit. Shit!

He’s smiling like the cat who just ate the canary, and why shouldn’t he be? He’s got me, and he knows it. His dark, beady eyes are practically gleaming in delight.

“I have to say, I didn’t think you were the type. You always seemed too by the book. So straitlaced.”

“You mean so unlike yourself,” Wren snaps, and while I love her being protective in her way, it’s not going to help either of us right now.

“I’ve never done anything wrong.”

“You pinched my ass. Twice.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. There was no such indiscretion. Unlike your teacher here. Fritz or not, this isn’t a good look for you either, though I don’t plan to drag you through the mud the way I will him.” He turns back to me. “I should thank you. You just handed me the chief position on a bright, shiny platter.”

“Even if I don’t get chief, that doesn’t mean you will.”

He laughs. “I think we both know that’s not true. It’ll be mine now for sure.” He gives me a long, loaded look. “You know, I never liked you. More than just because you’re a cocky asshole. You came in and all but took over with your Fritz connections and close ties with Callan. I can’t tell you how much I disliked you because of that. It only makes this sweeter for me because I’ll have your job and see you out on your ass when I’m chief. I told you I’m not someone to mess with.” He winks at me. “See you tomorrow at work, Dr. Kincaid. If you’re not fired before that.”

Smugly, he walks off, and I can’t say anything in return. Not fuck you or you’re a piece of shit or anything. He has the upper hand, and this is going to look bad. I should have come clean about it weeks ago. I should have said something to Callan or to the board. I didn’t, and that’s on me. I figured I had time. I figured if I got the chief position, I’d disclose that then. And part of me, if I’m being totally honest, was worried that if I owned up to it, they’d automatically take me out of the running and I’d lose it.

But now I’ve lost it anyway.

And it looks like I was fucking Wren all this time, even when she was my medical student, which I wasn’t—not more than that one weekend anyway—but that’s simply my word versus his.

“Jack?”

I turn and look at her.

“How bad is this for you?”

“I don’t know,” I admit honestly.

“Could you lose your job?”

“I doubt it. Even if he becomes chief, he can’t fire me without cause.” Though he can make my life a living hell until I quit. Or conjure up some bullshit cause. Not to mention this will be noted anytime my name is mentioned. It’ll be remembered, and I’ll be passed over for things like promotions or raises. I could move hospitals. I could go somewhere else, but the rumors will follow me. It seems like he’ll make sure of that.

“But chief⁠—”

“I won’t get chief now.”

Her expression crumples, and she plants her face into my chest and wraps her arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Jack. So sorry. You wanted to tell everyone about us weeks ago. I pushed it off and pushed it off. It’s my fault.”

“It’s mine, Wren.”

“No. I asked you to keep us quiet.”

“I didn’t argue it that hard.” Not hard enough. I wanted to make her happy. I wanted to make it not so stressful for her. I wanted us to have time as just us. And for all the reasons—well, most of the reasons—I raged at Owen, I’m now raging at myself. Because if I had been honest and open about my feelings and relationship with her, this wouldn’t have happened. But I liked our bubble. Our insulated world.

Just as she didn’t want to rock it, I didn’t either.

Her chin hits my sternum, and she looks up at me with her big, blue eyes. “Do you hate me?”

I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “No.”

“But you’re mad at me.”

“No, sweetheart.” I run my hand down the back of her hair. “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at myself. I’m mad at the situation. I’m mad that I got my hopes up despite my best efforts, and yet again, something I wanted is being taken from me. Only this time, I have no one to blame but myself.”

Cheerful holiday music pumps through the grocery store, mocking me, and I feel like everything is falling apart. Again. I hate this feeling. This wild, out-of-control feeling. I have to do something about it, but I’m not sure what to do. It’s not just me on the line anymore. This will hurt Wren too.
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My knuckles rap on the door, and when it swings open, I nearly fall back off the front stoop.

“Jack? What are you doing here?”

“Uh, hi Katy.”

Shit. Katy is not who I was expecting, though I guess it shouldn’t totally shock me that she’d be at her dad’s or stepdad’s or uncle’s or whatever she calls Callan since he’s her adoptive father. The pitter-patter of tiny feet comes racing up behind her, and Willow jumps straight into my arms.

“Unkwah Jwak.”

“Hey, kiddo.” I kiss her forehead. “Look at you all dressed up like a princess.”

“That’s her ballet costume,” Katy supplies, taking Willow back from me and setting her down so she can run back inside. “I can’t even with how adorable she is in it. Are you here to see Cal?”

“Uh, yeah. Is he around? If now’s a bad time, I can come back or call him later.”

She waves me away. “Nah. It’s fine. Come in. Layla and Bennett are fighting over the correct way to make mashed potatoes, with skin or without.”

“Without,” I answer easily.

“I totally agree, but Bennett, the crazy man that he is, likes them with. How did I marry him?”

I laugh and follow her inside, slip off my shoes and hang up my coat on a hook by the door. I hadn’t considered doing this with an audience, nor did I want to, but it seems that’s how this is going.

“Hey, Jack.” Bennett, Callan, and Layla greet me. It’s like a Fritz meets the ER convention, and maybe I should have waited to do this tomorrow.

“Hey. Um.”

“Do you want a beer?” Bennett asks, holding up his own.

“No, thanks. I’m good.”

“Did you need to talk?” Callan questions, wiping his hand on a dish towel and rounding the island toward the great room.

I look at all of them, one by one. I should do this with Callan alone, but I’m tired of hiding everything. I’m tired of keeping things from the people I work with and my friends. Wren might kill me for this, but she’ll get over it. It’s time.

“I’m with Wren.”

“What?” everyone cries at once, staring at me as if I just spoke to them in ancient Greek.

I move straight into the kitchen and right up to the counter. “Wren and I are together. We have been for a couple of weeks now.”

Silence. I’m greeted with a heavy, deafening silence.

“Why didn’t you say anything before?” Katy’s hurt, and I hate that look on her face.

“It was new for us after a lot of fighting and tension and, well, a lot of hate, at least on her part and maybe some on mine too. We wanted to see where it would go between us before we involved the world.”

“Except something happened that brought you here tonight,” Layla surmises, and I stare down at my hands on the cold stone.

“Yes. And admittedly, it shouldn’t have come to this, and I’m sorry about that.”

“What happened?” Callan asks, coming in to stand beside me. “Is Wren okay?”

“She’s fine. We were in a grocery store shopping for dinner when we ran into Harrison Marshall.”

“Ah,” Callan says with a knowing lilt to his voice. “So he discovered your secret. Let me guess, he was ecstatic.”

I peer up at him. “To put it mildly.” I sigh. “Look, I didn’t come here to try to save myself or explain away what I did and somehow salvage my shot at chief. I came here for Wren. She wants to match in the ER, and I don’t want her reputation tarnished because I wasn’t smart or man enough to come and speak to you or the board about it when things began with us.”

Callan’s lips twist into a wry grin, and he looks at Layla. Bennett is throwing Katy a similar look.

“What? What am I missing?”

“You love her,” Katy says plainly.

“Yes,” I tell her just as simply. “I do. Very much.”

“How weird is that? You and Wren.”

I crack a smile, and Katy bursts out laughing.

“We all saw it, you know.”

“What?” That catches me by surprise.

She shrugs. “We did.”

“I didn’t,” Bennett states. “I seriously had no clue and feel totally blindsided by this. Does Owen know?”

“Not yet, but we’ll tell him the next chance we get.”

Willow twirls around the kitchen and tugs on Katy so she’ll pick her up.

“You know I was Callan’s student,” Layla offers. “He was also my med school professor, and we were pretending to be engaged, so if you really want to get into inappropriate relationships, I think we win.”

“I don’t think I knew that about the fake engagement.” The words make my lips twitch. How is that even a thing? A fake relationship? But here she is telling me that, and Sorel and Mason got married in a similar way, and Tinsley was fake engaged to Stone for a bit.

Layla shrugs. “It was so Callan could keep Katy.”

I blink, a bit stunned by that.

“Katy was trying for her fellowship while we were trying for Willow, and I was chief. That certainly wasn’t on the up and up.”

“But you told them you had to be taken out of the running for decision-making,” I counter.

“Not immediately, I didn’t.”

I blow out a breath. “Listen, I appreciate you all trying to make me feel better, but it doesn’t change what I did.”

“No,” Callan agrees with a heavy breath. “It doesn’t. Jack, you were getting chief.”

I stare at Callan, the wind knocked from my lungs. “I was?”

“That was the decision the board made. We were going to let you know Monday and then announce it Wednesday.”

Fuck. That’s quite possibly the worst news to hear.

I nod slowly, utterly sick. To know I had it and lost it is just a punch to the gut.

“Wow. I don’t know what to say…” I trail off, at a loss for words.

Another heavy silence fills the space.

“Thank you for telling me.” I swallow and lick my dry lips. “I’m honored I was your candidate. I can’t begin to tell you what that means to me. I understand that’s all changed now, but what about Wren? I don’t want this to impact her ability to match. If I have to move hospitals⁠—”

“Move hospitals?” Bennett practically spits out. “What are you talking about? You’re not moving hospitals.”

“Bennett, that all sounds good and fine, but I won’t fuck up Wren’s future or her career.”

Layla rolls her eyes, comes to the other side of me, and puts her hand on my shoulder. “Wren will be fine. She’ll match for sure. Hell, I’m not even sure if she’ll have to interview.”

“She won’t?”

She laughs. “She’s a Fritz, Jack, and is graduating top of her class. I didn’t interview either. I told them I wanted the ER, and I got it. By that point, my relationship with Callan was public knowledge.”

I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure I’m understanding.”

“What we’re saying is, we’ve been where you are and all plan to help.” Katy smiles at me and looks at Callan for confirmation on that.

“Yes,” he agrees. “That’s what we’re saying. I’m glad you told me tonight because they’re actually meeting first thing tomorrow morning. We’re going to go to that meeting and speak to them before Harrison can do his worst.”

“You realize the timing of it is all bad. It looks like I’m trying to cover my tracks.”

“Yes.” Layla shrugs. “Not much we can do about that other than have you throw yourself on your sword and hope for the best.”

“What I did was unethical.”

“And there’s a chance the board will side against you. There isn’t much I can do about that.” Callan gives me a sad expression.

“I doubt anyone would consider your treatment of Wren as a student favoritism,” Layla asserts.

A wrecked laugh flees my lungs. “No. There was no favoritism there. And we didn’t technically start seeing each other until her last day as a student.”

“Then that’s what we’ll tell the board. And we’ll see how it goes.”

I leave Callan’s not feeling a whole lot better than when I arrived, other than the fact that my secret isn’t such a secret anymore. By the time I return home, I go straight to Wren’s and find her vacuuming her sofa in only her bra and underwear because she splattered brownie batter all over herself. This is what happens when Wren Fritz is nervous and out of sorts. She does weird shit.

It would be comical, but nothing feels that way right now. Despite everyone saying they have my back, I can’t imagine the board hearing about my screwing around with a student—a student set to be an intern—and still giving me chief. Callan wasn’t chief when Layla matched in the ER, and Bennett went and spoke to the board and removed himself from decision-making on fellows.

I sleep like shit, and Wren isn’t much better. Both of us toss and turn, too worked up even for sex, which is saying a lot for us.

By morning, I’m resigned. I’ll be okay if I don’t get chief. I will be. I’ve managed disappointment before, and as long as I have her, I can weather any storm. Wren will match in the ER because, as Layla said, she’s a Fritz and is top of her class at Harvard. Each alone carries a ton of weight, but combined, she’s unstoppable.

If they give chief to Harrison, well, that’ll suck. And he might be a dick and hold this over my head or use it to his advantage. There may come a time when I do have to move hospitals, but I’ll manage that too. Life is bumpy. It’s ups and downs, but it’s the people who take the ride with us despite those bumps that make the difference.

Wren gets up before I do but isn’t much better than she was last night. She’s a mess. More so than I am. I’ve never seen her this jittery or on edge.

“It’s just chief,” I tell her as she throws on her coat and heads for the door.

“It’s more than that. It’s your career. It’s your reputation. It’s mine too.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” I mutter dryly.

She comes back over to me and wraps her arms around my neck. “But no matter what, we’ll figure it out.”

“Thanks.” I chuckle. “That was a little better.”

She reaches up on her toes and kisses me. “I love you, and it’ll be okay.”

I kiss her back, but then she’s gone, flying out the door, and it feels… off. She feels off. More than just anxious or upset or worried. She feels off with me, and I can’t do this again. I can’t lose everything all at once, but more than that, under no circumstances can I lose her.

My shoes feel like they’re lined with lead as I walk into the hospital and onto the elevator. Callan told me to meet him at eight, and I’m here a solid ten minutes early because there’s only so much time a person can kill before they go insane. The board meeting started at seven, and I already asked the administrative assistant if I could have a few minutes of the board’s time at the end of it.

At three minutes before eight, Callan joins me, and right at eight, the assistant tells us we can enter.

“You ready?” he asks.

“As I’ll ever be.”

He claps me on the shoulder. “It’ll be fine.”

I hope so. But I’m not so sure.

Only the moment we walk in, armed with our battle plan, I freeze. Not at all prepared for what’s waiting for me.
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“Wren? What are you doing here?”

Wren is sitting calmly at the table, her expression stoic and unreadable, even with her eyes on me. Usually, I can read her. She’s an open book, but not right now. Something odd and uncomfortable twists inside of me. I don’t know what to make of her being in here. She didn’t mention anything to me this morning. Not a word about this.

And she wasn’t herself with me.

She doesn’t answer me, and the sick knot of dread that had been living in my stomach since last night in the store cinches tighter.

“Jack, Callan,” Dr. Harvey Heinmiller, the chairman of the board, greets us. “Good timing. Why don’t you both come in and have a seat?”

I don’t remove my gaze from her as I walk to the other side of the table and sit in the chair that was offered to me. My heart thunders, but with a dozen board members watching me carefully, I can’t do anything about the myriad of questions shooting through my brain like a barrage of bullets.

“Jack, let me start by saying that this is not how we expected our morning to begin,” Harvey says, taking his seat at the head of the table.

I pull my focus from Wren and turn it over to him. I’m going to assume he already knows everything. Why else would Wren be here, and why else would he have said that to me? “Yes, sir. Trust me when I tell you, it’s not how I wanted my morning to begin either.”

“No,” he agrees in a low voice. “I imagine it’s not. First things first, I suppose. It is our understanding that you are in a relationship with Miss Fritz. Is that correct?”

I swallow and glance over at her, again wondering what the fuck is going on before I turn back to him. “Yes, sir. That’s correct.”

“Miss Fritz has graciously and rather candidly answered all our questions, but just for checks and balances sake, we’d like to ask you some of them as well. Do you have any objections to that?”

I shake my head. “No, sir. Ask me anything.”

“When did you and Miss Fritz begin your relationship?”

“November eighth.”

“Can you elaborate on how your relationship began?”

I lick my lips and look back at her. I shouldn’t. I should look at the man asking questions and holding my future in his hands, but I can’t take my eyes off my girl. The one who still isn’t offering me anything to go on. Not even a Wren smirk.

“Miss Fritz and I have known each other, well, I’ve known her since she was born. Her brother is my lifelong best friend, though for the last five or so years, she and I haven’t gotten along so well.”

“Miss Fritz called you oil and water.”

I chuckle at the description. “That’s putting it mildly. Frankly, sir, she hated me. We’d had a miscommunication or a fight or whatever you want to call it, and after that, she couldn’t stand to be anywhere near me. Recently I moved into the apartment next to hers without realizing she lived there, and finally, after some discussion, we declared a truce and then a friendship of sorts.”

I sigh and sit forward in my chair, placing my hands on the polished wood table.

“I was already in love with her but refused to admit it, even to myself. Anyway, we kept our distance as much as possible, and here at work, I barely saw or spoke to her other than through her intern. That particular Friday, we had a very difficult and distressing trauma come in. It was upsetting for all of us, but it hit Miss Fritz particularly hard, and that was my breaking point.”

“Your breaking point?” a female board member, whose name I don’t remember, asks.

“Yes, ma’am. Wren, um, Miss Fritz was upset, and I hated seeing her that way. I took her home after our shifts and we talked. I opened up about my feelings for her and our romantic relationship began.”

“But you had already applied for chief at this point?” the woman continues.

“Yes. Miss Fritz had moved on to trauma surgery and I… I should have disclosed it. I knew Wren wanted to match in the ER, and I should have said something about it. I could tell you my reasons for not doing so, but they don’t excuse my actions.”

“You mean how Miss Fritz asked you not to say anything about your relationship?” Harvey throws out, and my face slingshots back to her.

“That was one reason,” I admit, surprised she told them that. “I figured on the off chance I got the position, I’d disclose my relationship with her then and remove myself from the match process if necessary. Still, it was wrong, and I’m sorry for not being honest about my relationship sooner.”

Harvey taps the edge of the table with his gold pen and studies me intently. “It is our understanding that Dr. Harrison Marshall saw you and Miss Fritz out together last night and threatened to come and out you to us. Is that correct?”

Now I’m starting to sweat. “Yes. It is.”

“What was your intention for coming in here this morning?”

I meet the gaze of every board member. “To give an honest account of my relationship with Miss Fritz. I knew Dr. Marshall wasn’t going to do that. I also wanted to ensure that regardless of what happened with me, Miss Fritz wasn’t penalized in any way and that her chances of matching in the emergency department here weren’t put at risk because I hadn’t come forward sooner.”

“Hmm,” Harvey hums and exchanges glances with a few of the other members around him before he returns to me. “Callan highly recommended you for the position,” he says, and I can’t help the small smile that finally tugs at the corner of my lips. “He was glowing in that recommendation and equally demonstrative about Dr. Marshall.”

My eyes bolt wide.

“Do you remember your words to me about him, Callan?”

Callan shifts beside me and drops his elbows to the table so he can lean forward and see Harvey better. “I said I never liked the guy. That there was something about him that always rubbed me the wrong way. I said he played favorites, and those were always the female staff members.” He clears his throat.

“Yes. I believe you said you wouldn’t trust him alone in a room with your wife.”

Callan shrugs. “Since we’re being candid, I still wouldn’t.”

“Dr. Kincaid, do you have anything to add to that?”

“Um. Well.” I blink, staring a bit bewilderedly at him. There’s something else going on here. Something I don’t know or understand, and I feel like I’m being set up. “I’m sorry, sir, I’m not sure what you’re asking me.”

“Have you ever witnessed Dr. Marshall engage in inappropriate behavior with any female staff members or patients?”

Well, fuck me sideways.

“I haven’t seen anything other than some flirting and maybe some touching that made me uncomfortable. If it made the staff member or patient uncomfortable, I can’t speak to that.”

“But you were uncomfortable enough to keep him away from Miss Fritz and not allow the two of them to work together while she was a student in the emergency department?” the woman asks.

“Originally, when I learned Miss Fritz was going to be a student there, I tried to put her with Dr. Marshall instead of with me because, as I said, we didn’t get along, and I didn’t think he’d have the balls, excuse my language, to cross any lines with a Fritz given how many relatives she has working here. But after seeing the way he looked at her and spoke to her, I quickly decided against that and kept her on my team and away from his.”

“So, simply put, you wouldn’t trust him alone in a room with your girlfriend,” the woman bluntly states.

“No, ma’am. I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t trust him alone with my sister either.”

“Thank you, Dr. Kincaid. We appreciate your time and your honesty. We will discuss the matters at hand and have a decision about the next steps on Monday.”

Shit. That doesn’t sound good.

I mean, it doesn’t sound good for Marshall either, but it still doesn’t sound good for me.

Understanding that I’m being dismissed, I stand. “Thank you for your time.”

“Miss Fritz, you’re free to go as well. Callan, would you mind sticking around for a few minutes?”

“Of course not.” He gives me a look that’s meant to be reassuring, and I walk out of the room, glancing back for Wren, who isn’t far behind me. The heavy door shuts, and I take her by the wrist, and without wasting a second, I drag her away from the executive area of the hospital and onto the elevator.

“Jack—” she starts, but I cut her off with a sharp shake of my head.

Not here. Not yet.

We reach the first floor, and I walk us out of the building and down toward the river. The wind whips violently, twisting her ponytail around as it catches and tugs. Wren wraps her arms around her body to fight the cold, and I shirk out of my coat and toss it over her shoulders.

“What just happened in there? Why were you there, and why didn’t you say anything to me about doing that?”
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It was my fault. Jack could say what he wanted, but it was the truth, and deep down, we both knew it. It was my idea to keep us a secret. My idea to hold our relationship back from not only our families and friends but from work. Thinking about it now, my reasons for that feel trite and childish. Selfish.

And that selfishness is costing Jack everything.

Of all the people to find us out, it had to be Dr. Marshall. A world-class scumbag who hides his true sleaze beneath a jovial smile and easy charm. I know his kind. Growing up Fritz, we have a sixth sense for creeps like him. He’s the sort who openly gropes women while convincing you it was an accident or it didn’t happen if we give him a look or call him out on it, and if we don’t, he continues it, thinking it’s his right or wanted or simply not caring if it isn’t as long as he’s not stopped.

But men like Dr. Marshall get off on having power and using it to harm instead of help. It infuriates me to no end. And I can’t let him do that to Jack. Jack deserves better. He works his ass off, does everything for everyone, and never asks for anything in return. I won’t let this be another disappointment he has to survive.

When Jack left for Callan’s, I felt helpless.

It was that old feeling. That restless sea of churning waves in my gut, I have to fix this, but I can’t feeling. Reciting all my facts about the number four wasn’t going to see me through. Neither was baking or even cleaning, though I tried both. There’s nothing worse than feeling helpless, especially when all you want to do is right the wrong you created for your loved one.

That’s what led me to the board this morning and now out here with Jack.

*Sometime around midnight*

Jack moves beneath me, just starting to finally doze off despite how troubled his mind is. I can’t fall asleep. He told me about his conversation with Callan and everyone else. He was getting chief. It was going to be his, but despite the upbeat spin he tried to sell me, I could tell he was devastated.

He doesn’t think he’ll be fired, but it’s not enough.

What we did wasn’t wrong. Not much happened until after I was done with my rotation, and we’re consenting adults. The problem is, that doesn’t always matter in situations like this. There are ethical guidelines for a reason, and the hospital doesn’t fuck around with that. Student-teacher relationships aren’t allowed, and if they exist, they must be disclosed.

I don’t want them to take chief from him.

I want it to be his.

And I don’t want chief to go to Dr. Marshall.

My guilt that he’ll lose it because of me is eating me alive.

How is he not furious with me?

He could be, and I wouldn’t blame him for it.

Instead, his breathing grows deeper, though not quite even or calm, and his hand is still touching me as it does every night we sleep together. I think about all the things he’s done for me. All the ways he’s helped me through something no one else has been able to help me through.

He helped me remember I’m a phoenix, but now he’s burning in my flames.

And fucking Dr. Marshall is a pig. He’s swine. A grabby-handed, womanizing, philandering⁠—

I bolt upright and shoot out of bed, grabbing my phone as I go into the living room.

It takes three rings before his gravelly voice hits my ear. “Wren?”

“Hey, Vander. Yeah. God, am I glad you never sleep.”

He chuckles. “Is everything okay?”

“I need a favor.”

“Sure. What’s up?”

I go through an account of everything that’s happening, ignoring his laughter and his “I knew it” when I tell him I’m with Jack. With what Vander does both for a living and in the shadows of that living, it doesn’t surprise me he saw things my brother and the other guys didn’t between us.

“I need you to get everything you can for me on Dr. Harrison Marshall.”

“What makes you think there’s anything to be found?”

“I don’t know if there is, but my gut is telling me there might be. He’s got a penchant for wandering hands and eyes. Even my adviser said something about him and how he was relieved I wasn’t working with him. But if you mention his wife, he jumps like someone branded his ass with a red-hot poker. It is like he’s afraid of her or afraid of her catching him doing something he shouldn’t, even though, at that moment, he and I were just talking. His reaction was extreme. I don’t know. I might be grasping at straws, but something doesn’t feel right about him. He’s too charming, if you know what I mean.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” he says, and I hear clicking in the background. “How fast do you need this?”

“Before eight this morning,” I snort sheepishly.

“Shit, Wren. That’s not a lot of time, even for me. I’ll do what I can.”

“Thanks, Van. I really appreciate it, and I owe you a big one.”

“Jack’s a good guy. I’m happy to help if I can.”

I disconnect the call and go back to bed, curling in beside Jack, who is tossing and turning, half asleep. I close my eyes and will myself to fall asleep along with him. Only sleep doesn’t happen, and I get up early and shower, anxious to get out the door. I don’t tell Jack about my call to Vander. It’ll likely lead to nothing, and I don’t want to get his hopes up or stress him out more.

I decide as I walk into the hospital that I’m going to attend the board meeting with him. It will make what he’s saying sound stronger if I’m there by his side through it, and fuck it, I’m a Fritz. I know every member on that board because they all attend Abbot-Fritz charity events, and my family donates millions to the hospital. If Vander can’t come up with anything, that’s how I’ll help Jack.

As I walk into the hospital, my phone rings, and I nearly trip over my feet and drop the device in my attempt to get to it.

“Van? What’s up?”

“Oh, Wren, you weren’t wrong about him.”

*Back at the water*

“What just happened in there? Why were you there, and why didn’t you say anything to me about doing that?” Jack asks, his wild eyes all over me.

“After you fell asleep, I called Vander and asked for a favor.”

“Vander?”

“I didn’t know if anything could be found on Dr. Marshall, so I didn’t say anything to you about it this morning. My plan was to meet you at the board meeting and sit by your side so they knew it wasn’t just a fling or you taking advantage of a student. But then Vander called me, and I went straight up there.”

“What did he find?”

“Marshall has a history of sexual assault in college. He and his buddies took advantage of a stripper at a party, and she went to the police. He was arrested but made a deal that involved his parents paying her off and no jail time, unlike his other buddies, who served three months each. In med school, there were formal complaints made of sexual misconduct and harassment with fellow students, but no charges were filed, and he wasn’t kicked out. His school did, however, receive a nice endowment from the Marshall family.”

“So his family covered his tracks. At least twice.”

“Yes. He married a wealthy woman with a good social standing, but what Vander learned was that during his intern year of residency, there were two complaints against him. One from a patient and one from a nurse, both alleging sexual assault. His wife paid it off and essentially used her family connections to bury these two people. After that, he switched programs up to Boston, and Mrs. Marshall keeps him on a tight leash as best she can. Vander thinks she has something else on him that she holds over his head to keep him in line, but he didn’t have enough time to find it.”

He tilts his head and studies me, his eyes dancing about my face. “And you presented this information to the board.”

“I went in this morning and told them what happened with you, but I also told them that prior to this and while I was a student, Dr. Marshall had touched my ass on two occasions—which is true—and that it made me uncomfortable. Often as a student, we don’t feel comfortable speaking up about our superiors, but I’d heard rumors about him, and after what happened to me with my ex, it troubled me. I told them I started digging into him back then and showed them what I found, but they don’t have to know the timeline of it.”

“Let me guess, they had no knowledge of any of this?”

I shake my head. “None. Marshall and his wife did a good job of burying his past. His arrest didn’t show up on the background check the hospital did, and the other situation was bought and paid for. Both of their families have big money, and big money knows how to cover its tracks.”

“And because you’re Wren Fritz, no one questioned how you were able to dig this up,” he surmises, and I shrug.

“Would you? Even if you didn’t know about Vander?”

“No. I wouldn’t.” He blows out a breath, a plume of white vapor shooting out into the cold November morning as he stares out at the choppy water.

“I told them I wasn’t there to speak to their decision on chief, but that I wanted them to know all the facts. And I told them my account of our relationship so they heard it from the student’s mouth.”

He turns back to me. “Wren, you took a huge risk in there.”

I step forward and tuck myself against him because I’m cold despite his coat on my shoulders, and he has to be even colder without it. “You were worth the risk, and I’m sorry I didn’t see that from the start. I should have. I shouldn’t have been so afraid to tell everyone that you’re mine. After what happened to me, my family likes to interject themselves into everything I do and how I do it, and I didn’t want that to touch what we had going. But I’m not a little girl anymore, and I need to start acting like it.”

He smiles down at me. “You’re a lot younger than me.”

“That’s because you’re old.”

He chuckles and bends to kiss me, his cold lips and hot mouth devouring, and I melt into him. “You need to get back.”

“Actually, Katy and Bennett gave me the day off. It’s nice to have friends who are also your temporary bosses and teachers.”

“Does that mean I can take you home?”

“You better. I’m freezing.”

Another searing kiss, and then he has my hand and is leading me back toward the garage where our cars are parked.

“What do you think will happen?” I ask as we reach my car.

He shrugs. “I have no clue. I honestly don’t. I don’t think anything will happen to my job, especially now that we’ve both explained that we didn’t get together until after you were finished as my student. More than that, I couldn’t say.”

“Katy knows about us.”

He gives me a lazy grin. “I know. I told her.”

“But you realize that means Owen will know.”

“No.” He shakes his head and opens my door for me so I can climb in. “She told me she wouldn’t say anything so that I could be the one to tell him.”

I sigh. “Our moms are going to love this. We won’t be able to casually date or be together. They’ll practically thrust us down the aisle and map out our babies’ names.”

He laughs. “Now you know why Owen and Estlin kept quiet for as long as they did.” He leans in and kisses me. “I hate to break it to you, Cinderella, but we haven’t been casually dating or together. It’s only been a few weeks, so I’m certainly not thinking of marriage and babies yet, but you’re high if you think what we have is casual and easy to get out of.”

“So clingy,” I tease.

“I already told you I was.” Another kiss. “I’ll follow you home.”

“I don’t like stalkers.”

He rolls his eyes at me. “You’re such a fucking brat.”

“Then I guess you’ll have to punish me.”

He gives me a wicked grin and walks off toward his car. Damn, that man makes my heart go pitter-patter and my stomach do somersaults. I really have it bad for him and that thought makes me smile. Jack and I were undeniably enemies who fell hopelessly in love.

And he said yet when he talked about marrying me and having babies. I snort out a laugh. Could we actually be ’til death do us part? Wouldn’t that be the stuff of fairy tales and romance novels?

For now, I’ll chase the wicked pleasure and dark desire. Already knowing it’s him and no one else.


37


[image: ]


It’s hard not to ride the high, but I’m riding it all the same. What Wren did for me… I can’t even explain what that feels like. I have my guys, and my guys would do stuff like that. They’d lie down in traffic for me. They’d take a bat to someone’s head without question if I asked them to.

I’ve never had a woman be on my side before. Not like this.

Not where she risked herself for me. She may not have realized that was what she was doing, but that’s exactly what she did this morning. She produced evidence against an attending physician after he threatened to out her relationship with her former teacher.

The board could have looked at that and her and kicked her ass out of the room. They could have claimed she manufactured it or that it wasn’t relevant to the situation at hand. They could have said, that’s nice, little girl, now be on your way and we won’t match you here.

I mean, she’s Wren Fritz, so that obviously didn’t happen, but she has no clue.

Hospitals are weird places in that we’re always teaching and learning, and people’s lives are at stake. With that, hospitals are perpetually on alert and terrified of lawsuits. It’s why they don’t fuck around with teacher-student dynamics and despise any workplace romance that could lead to a he-said-she-said situation.

But as I park my car and jog across the street to catch up to my girl, I don’t care about getting chief or what happens to Marshall.

Wren hears me coming, but she’s playing coy as she enters our building as if I’m not right behind her. Before she can place one foot on the stairs, I sweep her off her feet and carry her up.

“My place,” she instructs. “I have better food.”

It’s true, she does. She has a freezer full of baked goods, and the other day she made homemade English muffins that I could go for.

Loud footsteps thump on the stairs above us, and we freeze as Tyson rounds the corner and spots us.

“Mmhmm. I see you took my advice, Jack.”

“Yes, sir, I did.”

“Good man. Wren, I expect a full report.”

Wren rolls her eyes at him. “That’ll require more wine and cupcakes.”

“It’s a date.” Tyson winks at us and continues down the stairs. “I’m late for my hair appointment. You two enjoy your day.”

“We will,” I call out, and for some reason, that makes Wren laugh. I drop a kiss on her forehead and put her down so she can unlock her door, but the moment it’s relocked—again, only once—I have her on the floor by her fireplace. Wren was smart enough to have hers converted to gas, and I press the button on the remote to start it up with a click.

It whooshes to life, and I stare down at my girl, watching the orange and yellow flames flicker in her blue eyes.

Slowly I bend down until we’re nose-to-nose. I take her hands in mine and thrust them up and over her head. Her breath catches, and she tenses, but she doesn’t stop me.

“Safe word?”

“Chocolate.”

“Perfect.” I put some of my weight on her wrists. I’ve held them like this, and I’ve fucked her from behind, but I’ve never done both at the same time, and I think she’s ready. I think she can handle it. I think she can handle anything. I lick the seam of her lips. “Except you’ve been a very bad girl going behind my back and putting your career at risk.”

“I didn’t⁠—”

I shut her up by shoving my tongue into her mouth and kissing her. “I didn’t say you could speak, Miss Fritz.”

Her eyes flare.

“Get undressed for me but leave your panties on.”

“What?”

“You heard me. You have ten seconds to do it. If you’re not ready for me by that time, I’ll punish you. And trust me when I tell you, the need to do just that is so strong I’m barely containing myself right now.”

Her jaw goes slack, but she recovers quickly. She even manages to bite down whatever scathing comment she was about to hurl my way. My feisty Cinderella wants this, and I bet if I stuck my fingers between her legs right now, I’d find her ready for me.

Releasing her, I sit back and watch the show, removing my shirt and tossing it away. She picks up her phone and puts on some music for us. Thinking she’s being cute—which she is, who am I kidding—she does a little dance as she shimmies out of her scrubs pants and kicks them away. She’s wearing a pale pink lacy thong, and I can already smell how turned on she is.

I don’t bother checking my watch. It’s well past ten seconds, but since I plan to punish her anyway, it makes no difference. She knows it too, which is why she’s now dancing for me. Teasing me. Her hands grasp the hem of her shirt, and she rolls it along her soft belly and up to just beneath her bra line, killing me, punishing me before I can punish her.

“Miss Fritz,” I warn.

“Yes, Dr. Kincaid,” she replies breathily, swaying her hips to the beat of the song and running her hands up her body and through her hair. Fuck, is she stunning. These ten seconds, this moment of space, were supposed to help me get myself back under control, but watching her move and dance like this is having the opposite effect.

Her long-sleeve shirt and scrub top are removed, and now she’s only in her thong and matching bra, still dancing. Still moving sensually with the warm glow of the fire dancing along with her.

She doesn’t get it. I’ve told her, but I’m still not sure she has any clue.

This breathtaking woman possesses every fiber of my being. I love her endlessly. I love her mind and fighting spirit. I love her spunk and tenacity. I love her toned legs and narrow dip of her waist and soft belly and perfect heart-shaped ass and sweet breasts. I love her stunning face and gorgeous skin and hair that’s like spun gold.

I just love her. All of her. Forever. ’Til death do us part.

“You’re so beautiful.” My voice is like stone. Rough and unpolished.

And because she’s a fucking vixen, she winks at me.

Turning around, her hair tumbles down her back, and her face rolls over her shoulder to meet my eyes. Her fingers toy with the clasp of her bra, and I don’t think I’ve ever been this hard in my life. Seriously, I could fucking break up asphalt on the street right now.

“Should I take this off too?”

“I believe I already gave you an order. One you’re disobeying.”

She smirks. “It’s what I do.”

No kidding.

The clasp slips between her fingers, and the two sides fall away, revealing her back. One shoulder slips off, and then the other before the entire thing meets the floor.

“Now what?” she asks.

“Now dance for me, Cinderella.”

Turning around, she continues to move and touch her body, closing her eyes and fucking the air the way she likes to fuck my fingers and dick. I scoot closer and rub my finger along the lace over her pussy, and she swats my hand away.

“No touching the dancers.”

My lips twitch. “Not even if I pay?”

Her eyes flare down at me with wicked heat. “Not even then.”

“Hmm. So if I lie on my back and you dance over my mouth…”

Her cheeks flush as she sucks her lip into her mouth.

“Fuck, baby, don’t look at me like that.”

Her head tilts. “Like what?”

“Like you want me to wrap all your pretty hair around my fist and force your cunt down on my face.”

“But what if I do?”

I fall back to the ground. This isn’t going how I planned, but it’s even better now. “Come here. Don’t make me wait, and don’t make me ask you again.”

Now she snaps into action, and the moment she starts to lower herself over me, I grab a fistful of her long hair and cinch it at the nape of her neck.

“Pull your panties to the side.”

“Oh hell,” she cries as I bite at the lace covering her clit. Her fingers slide it to the side, revealing her soaking wet, perfectly pink pussy. I take a moment to look at it before my tongue comes up and swirls around her clit that’s already swollen and pulsing. She grinds down, her body rocking, seeking more.

“Fuck my face, sweetheart. Dance all over it till you come. But after that, I’m going to fuck you so hard, you’ll have trouble walking for a week.”

She smirks down at me. “Promises, promises.”

I suck her clit into my mouth as hard as I can, and she rips at my hair. Releasing her with a wet pop, I grin up from between her thighs. “You shouldn’t test me.”

“So I’m learning, but this is my dance, and you’re simply here for the ride.”

The song morphs into another, and her hips undulate along with it. Her thighs spread wide on either side of my face, using them to roll her body up and down. Since I’m not allowed to use my hands, other than the one I still have in her hair, my mouth does all the heavy lifting. My lips tickle hers and play with her clit. My tongue thrusts up inside her, fucking her as she fucks down on me.

Everything is Wren. Her smell and taste and sounds, those sweet, whimpering moans she makes that drive me wild, surround me. I’m desperate to grab her hips and work her harder against me. Or use my fingers to fuck her while my tongue works her clit.

And then I remember I’m the one running this show, and I do just that.

She tries to reprimand me like any good stripper would, but it feels too good for her to stop me. Instead, she holds onto the top of my head, and with my help, seriously fucks my face. Two fingers strike in and out while my tongue and nose work her pussy at the same speed. The closer she gets, the harder it is for her to stay upright and keep up her dance, and I have to pull my fingers from inside of her to help keep her steady.

“Jack. Oh my fuck, Jack, yes.”

I growl in approval, and that sets her off. Feeling my lips vibrate against her clit has her screaming and shaking and rubbing herself on me harder than she was before. Her cum fills my mouth, and I lick her harder, not stopping, even when she starts to squirm because she’s getting sensitive. I hold her tighter against me and wring every last ounce of her orgasm from her body.

Before she can fully catch her breath or get her bearings, I have her flipped over onto her stomach on the carpet, her hands pinned at her lower back instead of above her head, and with a nudge of her thighs, I fuck straight into her.

“Oh, fucking hell, that’s deep.”

I grunt in response. Sliding all the way out until only the head of my cock is just inside of her, I thrust straight back in until there’s no more room for me to go. She tries to arch her back, but I’m holding her down tight, and I won’t let her move. I can feel her starting to panic with that. I can feel her wanting to struggle.

Dipping down to her ear, I whisper, “You’re doing so well. You take my cock so perfectly, and you feel incredible. I love you, my beautiful girl.”

She hums in satisfaction, her body relaxing as I shower her in praise.

I repeat the motion with my cock over and over until she’s ready to fully take me like this. Until I have her comfort and trust and her body is high on endorphins and nothing else. That’s when I unleash myself and start to fuck her like I’ve never fucked her before. I bring her up onto all fours and my hand slips around her body, between the valley of her breasts. I grab her neck, using it for leverage and giving her carotids the smallest squeeze as I do.

She gasps and squeals in surprise, but the hard clench of her pussy on my cock tells me she likes it. I hold her throat like that, applying some pressure while still making sure she can breathe, and pound her as hard as I told her I was going to.

After this, I’ll wrap my arms around and take her slow and deep in front of the fire with my eyes on hers the entire time. I can never decide which way I like taking her more. Pushing her limits or fucking her like a queen. I find I always have to do both. Once is never enough anyway.

Her pussy is heaven, so warm and wet and tight as it grips me like a glove. I speed up, getting close and chasing it now that I can feel she is too. Just as her orgasm starts, I release her neck, and a rush of blood shoots straight up to her brain and makes her scream in ecstasy. Her hands claw at the floor. Her body jerks and sinks back as she tries to take me in deeper.

It triggers my own orgasm, and I explode, jetting into her like a missile as I come and come and fucking come in her. My girl. My woman. My Cinderella. My dream. The one I refuse to lose, no matter the cost or stakes.

Both of us tumble to the floor in a heap of sweaty limbs and ragged breaths.

I hold her against me, kissing her neck and whispering words of love.

She spins in my arms, and we go for round two with eyes and lips and hands. Minutes turn to hours, and before long, we’re both exhausted, happy, and famished.

“I’m going to run down the street and grab some stuff.”

She makes a noise in the back of her throat, her eyes closed and her naked body still warm and content against mine.

“I have chicken.”

I chuckle. “And what else?”

She smiles a sleepy smile. “Bread.”

“Chicken and bread on a plate. Sounds awesome.”

She pinches my nipple, making me yelp in an unmanly way.

“I can make some pasta or something with it.”

“Baby, if I keep eating carbs like this, I’ll have a gut, and then you won’t want me.”

“True. I am superficial like that. Fine. Run down to the store and get some green stuff.” Her pretty blue eyes flicker open in excitement. “Oh, I could make Verde chicken enchiladas.”

I groan. “Now you’re talking. Text me a list. I’m going to get changed.”

“Do I have to get dressed?”

“Honestly, I’d prefer it if you didn’t, but it’s up to you.”

She rolls on her back and starts texting me a grocery list, and I tug on my clothes and run a hand through my messy hair. My arms slip into my coat, and I grab my phone and wallet.

“I’ll be back in a bit.”

“Buy me tequila and the good margarita mix I like.”

I scowl. “You think so little of me that I wouldn’t have automatically done that.”

She smiles. “This is why I love you. You remember the important things in life.”

“Like tequila. Call me if you think of anything else you want.” I open the door, and there with his hand raised as if he’s about to knock on Wren’s door is Owen. Except he’s not alone. He’s got Rory, Estlin, and freaking Octavia with him.

I turn back to naked Wren on the carpet.

Shit.
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Istare at my best friend, whose fist is still suspended in the air, and I think he’s deciding if he should redirect it and punch me instead of knocking. “Wren, your brother, my sister, your niece, and your grandmother are here to see you.”

“Holy crap! I totally forgot about dinner!” Wren screeches, and out of the corner of my eye, I catch her gathering her clothes and racing off toward her bedroom. I close the door partially and adjust my body to block her from view.

Estlin snorts. “Oh my god, I so called this happening.”

Owen frowns, but his eyes are murderous. “This isn’t funny.”

Rory tilts her head in childlike innocence and says, “Hi, Uncle Jack. Why are you at my aunt Wren’s?”

“Hi, kiddo. I’m here hanging out with your aunt Wren.”

“Don’t talk to my kid. And don’t lie to her.”

I glare at my best friend. “You are in no place to speak to me like that. And I wasn’t lying.”

“Oh, hanging out? Is that what all the cool kids now call screwing around?”

“Owen,” Octavia admonishes.

“Sorry, Grandma, but it’s not an out-of-place question. Jack doesn’t do relationships, and neither does Wren.”

I lean against the doorjamb. “That’s where you’re wrong. Wren and I have been together for two weeks. And before you go getting your panties in a twist, I seem to remember a similar outing of a secret relationship.” Pointedly, I glance at my sister and then swing my gaze back to him.

Owen is still frowning. “Right. And you were furious with me. So why keep it a secret now?”

“Because I asked him to,” Wren calls out from behind me, thankfully now dressed. “And I totally forgot you were all coming over to take me out for dinner tonight, so there’s that.” Wren throws me a sheepish shrug. “Clearly I was distracted.”

Owen’s brow pinches up, his glare still smeared across his face.

Wren’s hand flies up. “That’s not what I meant! Crap! That’s not how I meant it. Stuff happened at the hospital today. That’s what I was talking about.” Her face meets her hands. “I’m so not making this better.”

I sigh, not willing to entertain this when he’s standing beside my sister, who was his nanny and is two years younger than Wren is. “We’re together, and yes, I wanted to tell you. But⁠—”

“But you didn’t,” Owen snaps. “She’s been through a lot, Jack. Did she tell you that?”

“I believe I said the same thing to you once, brother.”

He huffs the way big brothers who have trouble seeing their little sisters as grown women do. Fine. I get that. Hell, I lived it, but come on.

“Owen, I think we should go,” Octavia says lightly. “He’s in love with her and has been for some time now. They’re a lovely couple and deserve their privacy.”

I blink, taken aback by that. “How did you know I love her?”

“I heard you and Wren outside of my room in the ER. That, and I saw you together at my house recently. But more importantly, I saw you with her years ago over Thanksgiving, where you stared heartbrokenly at her.”

I choke on a laugh. “You saw and heard all that?”

“I pay attention,” she tells me plainly. “Besides, few people can dislike each other the way you two did without there being something else beneath it. It’s a thin line.”

No joke.

“You love her?” Owen asks, his tone softening. A little. “And what is this about a Thanksgiving?”

Wren comes up beside me and wraps her arms around my stomach. “We love each other. I mean, I hated him for a long time, some of it from that Thanksgiving, but that’s only because I loved him first.”

Owen shakes his head as if that doesn’t make sense, but Estlin is smiling broadly.

“I love this,” she exclaims. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me. Octavia is right. We’ll go. But sometime this weekend, you should both come over and hang out and talk your brother-slash-best friend off the ledge he’s clearly hypocritically standing on.”

Owen throws her a side-eye. “I’m not⁠—”

“You are,” we all say.

“Owen, we hid our relationship for weeks too.”

“That’s because you were Rory’s nanny. Jack has no excuse. He should have come and spoken to me like a man. That’s what I’m upset about. He was all pissed off we hid it from him, so he shouldn’t have hid it from me.”

“He’s right,” I admit. “I shouldn’t have, and I’m sorry I didn’t come speak to you. I’m sorry this is how you found out. But I love her, Owen. I love her how you love Estlin. It was new and unexpected, and after the way we didn’t like each other for so long, we wanted to make sure it’d work before we involved the masses who like to throw a lot of feelings and opinions our way. But truth, you don’t get a say this time. You don’t get an opinion. Because I wasn’t allowed one with you and Estlin. This isn’t revenge. It’s that you and Estlin knew you needed time to be together as you were without outsiders getting involved, and that’s what Wren and I needed too.”

He sighs. Estlin is beaming. Rory looks confused. Octavia is Octavia and is smiling in her way.

“Owen, help me down the stairs,” Octavia demands.

“Grandma, you got up the stairs just fine on your own.”

“Owen, I am a ninety-one-year-old woman who recently fell down the stairs and broke her wrist. I believe that makes me a fall risk. Do you want my broken hip on your conscience?”

He throws me a disgruntled look, but since Octavia waits for no one, he rushes to her side and helps her down the stairs, even though she doesn’t seem to need much aid other than the railing.

“This isn’t done!” Owen calls out to me.

“Get over it!” I yell down at him.

“Oh my goodness, I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy before.” Estlin does a little shimmy and dance. “Right, Rory?”

Rory is still puzzled. “Why is Daddy upset, and why are you so happy?”

“Because Uncle Jack and Aunt Wren love each other.”

Rory shrugs. “Okay. That’s cool, I guess.”

If only adults got it the way kids do.

“I love you.” I give Estlin a hug. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Talk your guy off the cliff for me.”

“He’s fine. He’s just doing the big brother thing. I know someone who used to do that too.” Estlin gives Wren a hug. “I truly am so happy for you both. Be nice to my brother. He’s had it bad.” She looks at me. “Be nice to my friend or I’ll kick your butt.”

Estlin and Rory head down the stairs after Octavia and Owen, and I blow out a breath and spin on Wren. “How much worse do you think this will get when he learns I told Katy first?”

Wren grimaces. “Uh, yeah, I’ll talk to him tomorrow and paint you as Saint Jack.”

“Heading into the holiday season, I might need that distinction.” I sigh. “That didn’t go well.”

“Not really, but it’s not like he punched you out.”

My eyebrows hit my hairline. “That’s our metric for success?”

“I don’t know. I guess. But now that I’m dressed, maybe we should go out for Mexican instead of making it.”

“I think I need shots.”

She grins and draws up onto her toes to kiss my chin. “Lots of shots. We’ll party like it’s nineteen ninety-nine or whenever it was that you graduated high school.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m not that old. Only Sorel loves all things nineties.”

“Whatever. Let’s go out. I’m starving. Tomorrow we’ll tackle the Owen battle, but with Octavia, Katy, and Estlin on our side, he has no argument.”

It’s true, and that does make me feel better. A little.

I take her hand and place her coat on her shoulders. Owen will come around. He won’t have a choice. And honestly, I’m not sweating it the way I was. I wish I had been the one to tell him. I wish he and I had sat down over a beer, and I could have told him man to man.

But I didn’t get that luxury with him and Estlin, and now he didn’t have that with me and Wren. We’ll find our way through it. It’s what best friends do.

Wren locks up, and we head out into the cold November Boston evening just as my phone vibrates in my pocket. I assume it’s Owen, but it’s not.

Callan: I am not sending you this message, and I never told you anything, but the board unanimously decided to keep you as the new chief and will notify you on Monday before they make the formal announcement. Harrison came in ten minutes after you left, having no idea you had been there, and threw out multiple accusations about you that the board already knew were bullshit. The board questioned him on those and on the past and current claims that he’s inappropriate with staff, and he freaked out. He became irate and told the board he wasn’t sure if he would be able to stay there as a physician and then threatened to sue the hospital. I think he’ll be gone before the first of the year. Have a good weekend, and we’ll talk on Monday, Chief.

Well, I’ll be damned.

I guess sometimes a man can get everything he wants, and karma does change hands.

I show my phone to Wren and let her read it. Her eyes go round, and her jaw drops.

“Oh my god!” she screams in the middle of the sidewalk and jumps on me, practically climbing me like a tree. “Shots! We’re so doing shots! And call Owen. He can get over his period and meet us out. We’re celebrating.”

“Come here.” Without waiting, I kiss her. I kiss her deeper and harder and with more passion than I think I’ve ever kissed her. Because this girl. This fucking girl. She’s it. “I love you. For always. Thank you for being my everything while giving me everything.”

“Not just for the dirty fun I give you?”

I smirk at her teasing tone. “No reason why both can’t lead to a happily ever after.”
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About one year later

I twist my back until it makes a horrific cracking sound and moan at the pleasure of it. My back is freaking killing me today, but welcome to being an intern in the emergency department on Halloween. The other interns are jacked up, as are the doctors and nurses. It’s one of our biggest and busiest days.

“Is this the last kid?” Katy asks, popping her neck, and it seems I’m not the only one who’s had a long day.

“Yes,” I say with a heavy sigh. “I still can’t believe they thought it would ever be a good idea to bungee jump off their second-floor landing.”

“I have four words for you. Frat boys and alcohol.”

Truth. Of the three boys who came in following this incident, two had minor cuts and broken bones, but the kid Katy is about to wheel up was the last one, and the banister came with him when he jumped. He fell fast and hard and crashed to the floor and now has to go up for an exploratory laparotomy to stop the bleeding we found on his abdominal CT. He’s lucky he didn’t crack his back or skull.

“What’s Willow for Halloween this year?”

“She’s a fairy godmother to Rory’s Cinderella.”

I nearly choke. “Rory is Cinderella? How did I not know this? I thought she was going as a ladybug.”

Katy shakes her head. “She was, but she changed her mind at the last minute, and now she’s Cinderella.”

“Aw, that’ll be cute. I’ll have to remember to text Owen to take pictures for me.”

“Keep her fluids open. Dr. Fritz is standing by in the OR to do the C-section,” my mother tells the nurse as she leaves a patient room. When she spots me and Katy, she smirks. “You too?”

I shrug. “It’s Halloween.”

“Yes,” my mother agrees. “And one should never try to induce their own labor to have a Halloween baby. Now she’s getting the C-section she didn’t want but has to have.”

I wince. “I don’t want to know.”

Katy holds up a hand. “Me neither. This is why I did trauma and not OB.”

“Kind of same,” I throw in.

My mother smiles and kisses my forehead. “Yes, but the babies are so cute. At least until they grow up.” She winks at me and checks her watch. “Aren’t you off now?”

“I was off about thirty minutes ago. Life of an intern, but I’m done now that Katy has come to claim my last patient, so I’m going to take off.”

“Jack’s not working today?”

I shake my head at Katy. “Nope. He has the day off, which feels crazy considering it’s Halloween.”

“Do you have plans? Was he doing something special?” Katy asks, watching as the nurses and a second-year resident wheel her patient toward the elevator.

“Nah. Probably more fighting with Jack, maybe some dinner, and then makeup sex.”

Katy snorts. “Have fun with that.” She waves. “I gotta go. That’s my date for the next hour or so before Halloween fun.” Katy follows her patient to the elevator.

“Why are you and Jack still fighting?” my mother questions.

“Because we can’t decide on a living situation that works. I want to renovate so our places are one big place, and he’s giving me pushback.”

“Because he doesn’t have the money, Wren.”

I toss my hands up. “So? I do. If he talks like we’re forever, then he has to get used to the idea that I have Fritz money. It’s not emasculating that I have money and he doesn’t.”

“No, but men can be prideful.”

“I get that, but it’s hurting us since we want to live together, and neither of us wants to leave our building.”

“Well,” my mother says with a shoulder shrug. “At least you get the makeup sex. Speaking of that, I have to go and find your father. He’s supposed to be done for the day too, and we’re expected at Owen’s for trick-or-treating with Rory and Willow.”

“First, that’s gross about sex with my dad. Second, I thought you just said Dr. Fritz is in the OR waiting for the patient.”

My mother snickers. “First, I had to hear you talk about your sex, so gross on you. Second, your cousin Keegan is also known as Dr. Fritz.”

Oh. Right.

“Point made. Have a good night.” I hug her and head for the exit as she heads upstairs to find my dad.

I’ve only been an intern for three and a half months, but it’s been the best and most exhausting three months of my life. Jack is chief and has been doing a kickass job with it, even if it means he’s working longer hours than he was before. That doesn’t bother me much since I work just as many hours as he does. Harrison Marshall quit the same day Jack was announced as chief. Rumor has it, he and his wife moved out of state. I’d like to say that he hopefully learned from his mistakes, but I doubt that.

Vander did do a little tweaking, and now his arrest back in college shows up on a background check. It’s about the best we can do, but he’ll have trouble getting recommendations from other doctors or superiors, so hopefully that does something.

Other than that, things with me and Jack have been amazing. Owen obviously came around. In fact, by the time he met us out for Mexican with Octavia, Estlin, and Rory, he gave Jack a hug and a fist pound and a threat to take good care of his sister, and that was that. We sort of knew it would be. Men are weird with their pride.

Speaking of, I’m gearing up for another round of fighting with Jack.

Since we’ve been together, it’s either him sleeping at my place or me sleeping at his. But since we live next door, we don’t have things in each other’s place. We’ve talked about formally moving in with each other, but we also decided we’d like more space if we could have it.

I suggested breaking down the main wall that separates our dining areas and making it one big apartment. But we’d have two kitchens, and the layout would be funny. We’d have to renovate for sure, and after talking to the building owner and an architect, it’d be a lot of work. The trouble is, we love our building and our neighborhood, and there isn’t much on the market that fits what we want.

I could do the renovations. The money isn’t an issue for me, but it is for Jack, so that leads us perpetually back to square one. It’s not a big problem to have, and that’s pretty much been the extent of our fighting, believe it or not.

The streets are lined with Halloween décor, multicolored fallen leaves, and kids in costumes giggling as they hold tightly to their candy bags. What I didn’t tell my mom and Katy is that Jack decided to take the day off almost at the last minute and without explanation. He called one of the other attending physicians last night and asked if they could switch shifts. Then he all but went to bed, so I couldn’t ask him anything about it.

It was weird. At least for Jack, since he never misses a day or swaps out his shift.

Jogging up the front steps of our building, I unlock the door and climb up to my place. I’m not sure where Jack is at the moment since he didn’t return my text, but I’m dying for a shower. Only when I get to my door, there’s a note stuck to it.

Meet me on the 4th floor.

-Jack

Huh. That’s weird. The fourth floor? I pull out my phone and go to text him, but since he already didn’t respond to my first text, I decide to just go and see what this is all about. I’ve never been to the fourth floor before. I always assumed it was more apartments, similar to mine, Jack’s, and Tyson’s. But as I reach the landing, there’s only one door up here.

Glancing around and feeling more than a little strange about it, I tap lightly on the door, except it wasn’t fully closed, and with my tap, it slowly swings open.

“Jack?” I whisper hiss because this totally feels like I’m breaking into someone’s apartment. Which I am because there’s furniture and things everywhere.

“In here,” he says.

In here? Is he kidding? My teeth sink into my lip, and I creep along, taking in the sprawling space.

“Jack?” I question again nervously, and hear him chuckle. That’s it. That’s his only response, but I follow the sound until I reach the kitchen and find him standing in the center of it. “What on earth are you doing in here? Did you break in?”

“So, funny story.” He takes a step toward me and reaches for my hand. He starts to play with my fingers as he talks. “I got a call from Carl last night. Apparently, the owners of this unit are looking to sell so they can move to be closer to their grandchildren. Plus, the four flights are starting to get to them.”

I scrunch my nose. “I imagine they would.”

“Yes, but I put down a deposit.”

My eyes bulge. “You what?”

“It’s three bedrooms, two and a half baths, with a family room, an office, a dining room, and a large kitchen.”

I glance around the place, taking it in with new eyes. “It needs⁠—”

“Updating, yes. So here’s what I’m thinking. The deposit wasn’t much, and I can still get it back, but if we both sell our places, we can afford this one since it needs so much work. But I’ll let you spend your Fritz dollars to do that, and you can make the space whatever you want. I just want it to be ours, and if we tear down a wall between our places, it won’t feel like that, Wren. It’ll still feel like your place and my place with a lot of money thrown at it.”

“Hmm.” I think about that. He has a point. One I hadn’t really thought of before. I turn back to him. “You’re really okay with me renovating the place as I’d want to?”

“Yes. Of course. I mean, I wish I could do that for you, but I can’t.” He shrugs. “Does it bother me? A little but being with you means I have to get used to you being a Fritz and all that comes with you. I’ll contribute what I can whenever I can, but I want you to have the home of your dreams, and I think we could make this work.”

Wow. This is… a lot.

“There’s also a rooftop garden and space that seems a bit neglected, but I have no doubt you’ll whip it into shape.”

My eyes light up. “How did I never know about this?”

“The owners didn’t go out much, and other than Tyson, we don’t run into our neighbors often.”

He’s right. I’ve been living the life of a med student and now intern, which means I come and go at weird hours, so I don’t see people a lot. Other than Tyson, who makes sure I see him.

“Can I look around?”

He smiles. “Of course. I expected you to.” Except he doesn’t let me do that. Instead, he comes closer and cups my jaw. “Happy anniversary.”

My eyes bulge. “What?”

“Once upon a time, six years ago to the day, in fact, in a land far away, I met a girl dressed like a princess at a party. We shared a drink that turned out to be a love potion, and I fell in love like a fool lost to fate. Since that moment, we’ve been linked, and in the years that have passed, my love for her has only grown.”

“Uh… That’s not exactly the anniversary I’d like to remember.”

He smirks. “I thought not. So let’s change how we see it.”

He releases me and picks up something off the counter. Something I hadn’t noticed before with everything else he was throwing at me. It’s a heart-shaped glass, and in it is a red drink that looks and smells identical to the one we shared that night.

“I’ve been told that one sip and you’ll have a torrid affair with the person you share it with. Drink half, and you’ll fall in love with them. Finish it, and you’ll be together forever. ’Til death do you part.”

He leans in and takes a sip, his eyes on mine, and I can’t help the incredulous bubble of a laugh that flees my lungs.

“Your turn,” he prompts. “If you’re willing to risk it.”

Fuck it.

I take a sip, and we go back and forth until we’ve finished it. He goes to set it down, but first, he tips it into his hand, and a ring drops onto his palm. I gasp, and my hand covers my lips.

“Jack?”

“You drank it with me.” He lowers onto one knee and takes my trembling hand in his, his eyes burning up into mine. “I’m hoping that means you’ll give me forever. I want to marry you and have children with you and, not to be cliché, live happily ever after with my Cinderella. Wren Fritz, you are the most perfect, stubborn, tenacious, brilliant, gorgeous pain-in-the-ass woman on the planet, and I love you like nothing else. Will you marry me?”

Holy crap.

“Yes! Oh god!” I smack his shoulder, making him laugh. “Yes, I’ll marry you. Even though you called me a pain in the ass.”

“I wasn’t wrong.” He kisses my knuckles and slides the wet ring on my finger. Standing, his lips land on mine, and he scoops me up into his arms, holding me impossibly close, unwilling to let me go or have so much as an inch between us.

Because that’s how it’ll always be for us. ’Til death do us part.

Want more of Jack and Wren’s HEA? Get their BONUS EPILOGUE now.

**Please turn the page for an exclusive excerpt of Undeniably Unexpected, Loomis and Keegan’s story.


UNDENIABLY UNEXPECTED


**UNEDITED AND SUBJECT TO CHANGE

Keegan

The timer on my computer ticks down, getting dangerously close to when I have to stop. Shit. Not yet! Fingers fly across the keys, my tongue tucked against my bottom lip as I get my characters in and out of a very compromising position. In public. But it’s after the big, I love you moment so it has to happen. And truthfully, it’s some of my favorite to write.

Considering my love life does not mimic my writing, especially the end of my most recent failed relationship, I can’t help but get lost in fiction that is so much better than reality. Maybe that’s why I picked OB-GYN as my medical specialty. It’s the HEA to every love story. Even if it’s not mine.

The timer on my laptop makes an annoying dinging sound in my ear, cutting off the inspirational music I had pumping through my AirPods.

Ugh. Fine!

I hit save on my document, unable to help my gleeful smile and the excited pound of my heart. That was a seriously spicy scene, and I can’t wait to read it back through later and finish it. The way his fangs slid over her skin, drawing just the smallest amount of blood? Damn hot. And thank God for it. It completely took my mind off all the other bullshit I’ve dealt with over the last week, and Lord, did I need that.

But now it’s back to reality and I have to get to the grocery store since it’s my day off from the hospital, and I promised Kenna, my twin sister, who is also my roommate, that I’d cook tonight. I have no clue what I’ll make, but I’ll figure that out at the store. How this day flew so fast, I have no clue, but at least I got in some solid writing time.

Good thing too as I’ll barely have any time since I’m about to start a sixty-hour week at the hospital. Life as an OB-GYN resident is no joke. At least I’m nearing the end of my residency. Hopefully, things will slow down a bit once I’m an attending physician. I’ll have more time for me. More time for my secret writing hobby that I’m falling more and more in love with each day.

Just as I go to close my laptop, an email comes in from someone I don’t know. I’m about to ignore it until I read the company name at the end of the email address. My eyes round and my heart picks up an extra beat.

Holy shit. No. It can’t be. It’s absolutely impossible.

With a tremulous hand, I click on it. Long paragraphs form before my eyes I’m hardly able to read with how adrenaline is taking over my brain. I scroll past their name and information followed by mine, and nearly throw up all over the coffee shop table.

We are delighted to inform you that after careful consideration, All That Book Romance would like to extend you an offer to publish your five-book series, Shadows of Eternity. Your work captivated our editorial team with its unique voice, compelling narrative, and potential to resonate with paranormal romance readers across the globe.

Below are the key details of our offer:

I stop reading and squeal at the top of my lungs, not even caring if I garner odd looks from fellow patrons. Which I do. But holy shit. Holy freaking shit! A book deal. I’m being offered a five-book deal by a big romance publishing house. Oh my god. Oh my freaking god. Oh my motherfluffing god!

“Um, miss, are you okay?”

My head whips over to the teenage kid wearing a green apron and a concerned look.

“I’m so fabulous I’m a damn unicorn,” I tell him, and he clearly thinks I’m on drugs because his face twists nervously, and he throws a side-eye toward the counter as if he’ll need backup. He’ll get over it, and I don’t care if he thinks I’m the crazy, high girl right now. I basically am. Still, I’m a Fritz, and getting negative public attention isn’t what famous billionaire families do. “I’m fine. I swear. Just a really good, life-changing email.”

“Oh. Congrats then.” Without another word, he walks off and lets me return to my glee.

I submitted book one to them like six months ago and I never ever thought I’d hear from them. And they’re not just offering me a deal on the first book, but all five that I pitched them. I mean, I haven’t written any but the first book, but I can totally do this. I’ll finish the book I’m writing now and immediately jump in on this series. Even with my hours at the hospital. I’ll have to put in later nights or earlier mornings or maybe negotiate those deadlines for delivered manuscripts because, yeesh, that looks tight.

Whatever. I can do it, and I’ll figure it out and worry about the details later.

Best. Day. Ever!

Quickly I go through the terms and advances, but I can’t concentrate on any of it. My adrenaline is adrenaling too hard right now. Plus, I’ll need to speak to my lawyer and negotiate stuff, but again, who cares? I’ve been secretly writing books since college and publishing since medical school. A total side gig I never thought would get me anywhere other than using it as the best stress reliever ever. Except publishing and trying to run the business of it when you’re a full-time doctor is getting to be impossible.

It’s why I reached out to publishing houses.

But now…

I can’t wait to tell Kenna and my best friend, Katy. My parents, too, but maybe not until I sign the contracts. My parents and my closest friends are the only ones who know, and I’ve sworn them all to secrecy. Growing up in the Fritz family, where over ninety percent of us are in the medical field, doesn’t go well with publishing steamy paranormal romance. Not to mention any time I’ve told people outside of my immediate circle, well, let’s just say it didn’t go well.

But Scarlet Nightshade—that’s me—looks like she just landed herself a legit deal.

Shutting my laptop, I go and order myself a fatty as fuck frap because I obviously have earned it, and head for the door of the shop, skipping and singing as I go. I don’t even care that it’s somewhere around twenty degrees and sleeting with a newly formed sheet of ice I hadn’t noticed before since I was lost in my words on the sidewalk.

That is until my cute and not at all practical for winter weather heeled booties skid and slide on the ice. My arms flail and my hands fly as I try to counterbalance the slip of my feet, and in the process, the plastic top of my drink snaps off and douses my cashmere camel-colored coat in a wet mocha mess.

“Fuck!” catapults from my lungs because even though I’m upset about my coat—it’s my favorite—there is no stopping my trajectory, and no matter how I move or twist or try to plant my feet, I’m slipping fast and furious.

“Hold on!” someone cries out. “I’ve got you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a tall, broad man heading my way with hurried yet careful steps. But it’s too late. There’s no way he’ll catch me in time.

With one final attempt, my boots that have zero grip give out from beneath me and I go down. Reflexively, my hand shoots out to stop my fall, which it does, but it also slips on the freezing cold, icy sidewalk, and I land on it. Hard. Pain slices from my hand to my elbow, immediately followed by a sharp thwack when my ass and back meet concrete. Thankfully I stop my momentum just in time to prevent smacking the back of my head.

“Ow.” It’s a pathetic whimper and not nearly adequate enough to cover the pain. For a moment, I don’t move. I’m too stunned. A cry crawls from my lips, and tears threaten as I slowly sit up and cradle my injured wrist with my other hand just as the stranger reaches me.

“Keegan, are you okay?!”

“I’m fine,” I answer reflexively though I want to cry like a baby from the pain and shock of it, but I hold it in. I force a chuckle. “I didn’t know it was tryouts for Clumsy Doctors on Ice.”

“Oh, love. That was a horrific fall.” A hand brushes some of my hair from my face.

“I was just testing gravity. I’m happy to say it’s still intact.”

He brushes off my poor attempt at humor and lame jokes. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t get to you in time. Is it broken?”

Hold on. How does this stranger know my name? And why is he touching me?

Except wait. I know that voice. That accent. I’ve heard it on screen and in person—not to mention dreamed about it—far too many times not to know the person it comes with. I whip toward the sound and am suddenly face to face with a pair of… brown eyes. Hidden under large, gray-framed glasses with a nose that’s… a bit too big. Hair that should be blond appears brown, is longer than I remember it being, and tucked under a Boston Rebels baseball hat.

What in the what? I could have sworn…

I tilt my head and squint, my eyes disbelieving in the dark evening as I take in the face before me despite the voice and accent I’m positive I heard. Not to mention, he used my name, so he knows it’s me. Not uncommon in this town considering I’m a famous Boston Fritz, but still. Usually strangers on the street don’t call me out by name.

He smirks at my expression, and I know that smirk. I’d know it anywhere.

“Loom—”

The smirk instantly slips, and he subtly shakes his head.

“I don’t understand,” I admit. “Did I hit my head? Am I concussed?”

“No, darling, just, shhh.” He holds his finger up to his lips before coming back for my face, his fingers gentle as he wipes an errant tear from my cheek. “Are you badly hurt?” He sinks into a deeper crouch, his eyes all over me as he checks me for injuries and notes my wrist.

“No,” I state, though the wobble in my voice doesn’t sell it for either of us. “I was just a bit stunned. It’s not every day I eat concrete in the middle of Boston. I fell on my wrist. I’m sure it’s fine.” I glance down. “Unlike my coat. That’s ruined.”

“Are you sure it’s not broken? Can you move your wrist for me?”

No, I’m not sure and I don’t want to try to move it just yet because it hurts something fierce. “It’s likely just a sprain.”

“You should go to the hospital. Have someone there check it out.”

“I’m a doctor, remember. I can do that.”

“Yes, I know you are, but you don’t have X-ray vision unless I missed something. In which case, what color are my briefs?”

“That seems a bit forward for a meet-cute.” I raise a pointed eyebrow at him. “Do you always ask women on the street to try and guess what color your underwear is?”

Humor dances in his eyes. “Only the really beautiful ones I meet-cute in tragic situations. Though I think we deserve a better one than this, don’t you?”

I roll my eyes at him. “I’m sorry, and you are?”

Loomis chuckles. “Frozen. That’s what I am. Here.” He wraps his arms around me and slowly helps me to my feet. The sleet or freezing rain or whatever is to blame for my fall is stopping, but it doesn’t make the air any warmer. “Are you okay? Please tell me truthfully.”

Tentatively I flex and extend my wrist and it hurts. A lot. I wince and try to stifle my whimper. A sprain could feel like this. I don’t have time for anything else but a minor sprain so that’s all this is allowed to be. “I’m fine. Promise.”

He holds me against his chest, almost rocking me, as if to comfort and take away some of the pain. It’s annoyingly splendid. Especially since he’s warm and smells like clean laundry, citrus, and cedar. “I’m not quite sure I believe you.”

“How long have you been here? I didn’t even know you were back in Boston,” I say instead, still shocked both by the pain in my wrist and the fact that Loomis Powell is wearing a disguise and holding me in the middle of the sidewalk. I assumed he stayed in London with his family through the holidays after he finished filming the movie he was working on with Tinsley Monroe, who is one of my best friends.

Loomis Freaking Powell. A British actor I more than swooned over and celebrity stalked a bit the way all girls do when they’re young—okay, maybe I was in my mid-twenties, but still. Then I met him in person through Tinsley since they’re BFFs, and that starstruck, he’s not a real human, just a celebrity on screen turned into an actual crush.

Because he’s great. Truly great.

Except he never saw me as anything more than Tinsley’s friend. I haven’t talked to Loomis in months. Not since I went out to LA in August for a conference and visited him. He was quiet and distant with me, and my girlish crush was squashed when nothing happened between us, and he showed zero interest in changing that.

Which is fine. Better really since he lives in either LA or London and I’m a working doctor who lives in Boston. It was a stupid celebrity crush anyway.

“I’m not here,” he quips, though there is something serious behind his eyes as he says, “You didn’t see me.”

I extricate myself from his arms, and heavy silence settles between us. His eyes graze over the lines of my face, and my heart gives a familiar thump, but I quickly push it away. All our playfulness from seconds ago is gone and now it’s just… awkward.

“I should get going,” he says quietly after a minute, his eyes still on me.

“Same. I have to get to the grocery store. I’m cooking for Kenna tonight.” Though we’ll see how I manage that with this wrist throbbing like crazy.

“Right then. I’ll let you get to it since I’m freezing my bollocks off, and I imagine you are too. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

“If you’re not here, how will I see you around?”

His lips twitch. “Good question. Maybe we’ll run into each other again. If you recognize me, that is. I do a great American accent,” he finishes in said accent.

I tilt my head and wrap my arms around my chest to ward off the cold. “No kidding, given the disguise. What’s all this about?” I wave my hand around his face before I return it to my ribs. I’ve never seen him do this and he’s been here in Boston and gone out in public enough times for me to know this is different.

His expression turns rueful. “My life’s a bit of a mess at the moment, but that’s a story for another time.” He checks his watch. “I’m late to meet someone. I’ll ring you, yeah?”

I shrug. “I guess. Sure.”

He smirks. “You guess? Sure? Ringing endorsement there. Or is this because you’ve now got a boyfriend and are too cool for your former mates.”

“How did you hear about Alden?” I ask only to mentally doink my forehead. From Tinsley, of course. “We’re not together anymore.”

“You broke up?” That gets his attention. “When?”

“A week ago.”

He visibly mulls that over, his expression unreadable, though I swear his lips bounce into the smallest of smiles before it’s just as quickly gone. He cups my face, his thumb grazing my jaw and an involuntary shudder rattles through me.

“I’m sorry, darling. Has it been rough for you? Should I find the bastard and kill him? I will. Happily.”

Before I can answer, a voice comes from behind me. “Keegan?”

I spin around, protectively holding my wounded wing up against my chest, and come face to face with Alden as if he was conjured straight from my thoughts. Speak of the devil, and he shall appear.

“Hi,” I squeak before my expression grows sour. I don’t want to see him.

“Hi.” His gaze bounces back and forth between me and Loomis, not missing the fact that Loomis is standing close, and his hand is now on my shoulder. “Um.” He takes Loomis in briefly before returning to me. “I went to the hospital, and they said it was your day off. I figured you might be here.”

I frown. “What do you want, Alden?”

Loomis stiffens beside me. “Alden?”

I glance up at him. “Yes. My ex-boyfriend.”

“Who are you?” Alden asks with an edge, obviously not liking our proximity or Loomis’s hand on me. Not that he has a right. Not anymore.

Loomis smirks and shifts in closer beside me, his hand roving around to my hip so he can pull me against him. “I’m her new boyfriend.”

Want to know what happens next? Get your copy of UNDENIALY UNEXPECTED and get lost in Loomis and Keegan’s epic and steamy romance.


END OF BOOK NOTE


If you jumped back here for the content warning, keep reading. If not, you can skip to the next paragraph. Warning: There is mention of off-page nonsexual assault trauma in Wren’s past. I do not have flashbacks or anything descriptive regarding the incident. Wren is every bit a survivor, strong, sassy AF, and doesn’t take anyone’s shit. But there are some scenes later in the book where she is pushed to face some of these demons head-on.

Hello lovely reader. Thank you for taking the time to read Jack and Wren’s story. This was my first real enemies to lovers in this series and it was an intense one to write. As much as I love writing those kinds of stories, emotionally they take a lot out of me. Plus there was Wren’s trauma. Something I debated including but at the end of the day, I wanted to show her strength and resilience.

The emergency room is a funny place and I think at some point or another, most of us have been there either as a patient or with a patient. I love the emergency department and though I tried not to go over the top medically, I hope I was able to give you a small window into the lives of medical professionals.

I want to thank team J. Saman for all their hard work. I couldn’t do any of this without them. Danielle, Patricia, and Kelly, as well as Samantha and Joy. Plus my editors Christine, Ellie, and Emily. You all make my words shine and help keep me sane!! To my bestie, Lisa who pushes and loves me through each word.

To my incredible husband and amazing children. You make every moment of this life better than the last and I love you more than anything. Thank you for sticking by my side and always being my number one fans.

Thank you again for reading my words. I’m so grateful!!

XO,

Julie (J. Saman)
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