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	Luna

	“We made it.” My sister Ava’s voice rings loud in my ear as I adjust my position on the high-backed dining room chair. I flew into town a few days ago after Ava begged me to try the place but before we were able to explore Candy Cane Key, Jax, Ava’s boss needed her back in Kansas City to finalize a project. 

	“That’s good. No issues at the airport?” I flip the page of my cognitive psychology book and tap the end of my ink pen on the paper. What am I doing here? I should have gone back home with her. 

	“No. Everything was great. No delays. And we made it onto our transfer flight with thirty minutes to spare.” A muffled noise in the background is followed by my sister’s giggle. 

	Ugh – we. That’s why I didn’t go back with her. Miles Langley, Ava’s brand-new fiancée, the man she met on a business trip to The Keys and whose place I’m staying in while trying to figure out my new game plan, went with her. 

	It was bad enough when my oldest sister, Portia, got all lovesick over her husband. Now, there’s Ava following in her footsteps. 

	As the youngest, I’ve now had the opportunity to watch both fall in love. But Ava’s insanity has only begun, and since I live with her, I’m dragged along for the ride. She’s closing out her Kansas City lease at the end of the month, and I either move here to Florida with them or shack up with Portia. 

	“I should let you go. It sounds like you’re busy.” I’m not jealous. Really. I’m not. Miles is a great guy, and my sister deserves a man who puts her first. 

	The problem? I’m the equivalent of a twenty-one-year-old virgin. The summer after my junior year of high school, I had sex with Spencer, the guy I’d crushed on since I was in sixth grade. But it didn’t live up to my fantasies. 

	We were in the passenger side of his car, his penis was the size of a tampon, and he climaxed after two pumps of his hips. It didn’t end there. He climbed out of the car and puked on the pavement of our high school parking lot. 

	The worst thing? He pretended it never happened and was back with his girlfriend the next day. The girl that cheated on him with his cousin. Ms. Pom-pom Queen herself. 

	My senior year didn’t get any better. His best friend knew we’d left together and took great glee in tossing it in my face every chance he got. Halfway through that year, I moved in with my sister and started homeschooling. 

	And if I’m being honest, I’m not entirely sure it happened–it was that small. 

	“No. It’s fine. Don’t go.” Another muffled sound follows, and she clears her throat. “I’m sorry. That was rude. But it’s taking me a bit to get used to Miles’s over-the-top attention.” 

	“I understand.” Really, I do. He’s a great guy, and I’d take one of those kinds of guys for myself if I could get one.

	“What’re you doing? Headed to the beach or into town to check out the local attractions?” 

	“No.” I cringe at the hopeful sound in her voice. She’s tried for four years to get me off the sofa and rejoin life. Or join life. Whatever. It’s not like I was the party girl before the whole Spencer debacle. “I’m staying in tonight.” 

	“Luna,” she groans, vibrating my ear. “It’s Friday night. Go out.” 

	“Maybe when you return, I’ll go into town with you. But….” I don’t have to say it. She knows I’m not venturing out on my own. 

	“Fine. When we return next week, I’m taking you to every shop in town. You’re going to love Candy Cane Key. I promise.” 

	“If you say so.” I hang up and slap my sound-cancelling headphones back on and read. Candy Cane Key? I shake my head. Who names a town that? A town that celebrates Christmas all year round. I frown. That’s a bit excessive. And way too cheery and bright. Who’s that happy all the time? 

	Thirty minutes later, I finish the last sentence of the chapter I’m reviewing and stretch with my arms over my head. Damn. My butt hurts. I should have gotten up and stretched before starting the practice quiz. 

	My left headphone slips backward, and lips graze my ear. “So, when are you going to leave my stupid brother and run off with me?” 

	“What in the fuck?!” I screech while shoving the chair backward and jumping to my feet. The loud crack of my chair hitting the floor fills the space as I ball my hands and spin in a circle. 

	“Oh, fuck!” The man clutches his chest as his eyes widen and his mouth drops open. “Shit. I’m sorry.” 

	“What in the ever-lovin’ fuck?” I snatch my cell phone off the table while putting a couple of steps between myself and the intruder. 

	The shock on his face eases, and he laughs. 

	My eyes narrow as I study the man who’s gripping his chest and laughing like a hyena. The intruder looks eerily like Miles, and even more like the random photographs throughout the cabin following the progression of Jayden Langley from infancy to adulthood. 

	Asshole. “It’s not funny.” 

	“Yes, it is.” His eyes twinkle as he runs a hand through his already disheveled bedroom hair. Those eyes. Do. Not. Swoon. Stop it. Your type is a problem. Dark hair. Dark eyes. Sexy dimples. Those guys who think they’re God’s gift to women. They aren’t. 

	“I’m guessing you’re Jayden, Miles’s brother.” I don’t have any use for pretty boys who think they have the world by the tail. Looking down on any female who isn’t a model-thin blonde with big boobs. I cross my arms over my chest and will my wobbling knees to stop shaking. 

	“Yes.” He sobers and straightens his shoulders. “I’m sorry.” He swivels his head around and spins. “Where’re Miles and Ava?” 

	“In Kansas City.”

	“Oh.” He frowns. “I didn’t realize they were out of town.”

	“Clearly,” I mutter and haul the chair upright. The jerk doesn’t even think it’s a big deal he almost caused me to have a heart attack. And what kind of guy hits on his brother’s fiancée? It’s disgusting. 

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” A flash of anger hardens his eyes as he shoves his hands into the pockets of his cargo shorts. 

	“You made sure you were alone with, who you thought was your brother’s fiancée, and started feeling me up. That’s sickening and reprehensible. What would Miles think of that? And Ava?” My jaw tightens as I grind my teeth together. 

	“You’re ridiculous.” He points at the ceiling to the cluster of green I forgot was there. “Mistletoe.” 

	He spins on his heel and marches to the kitchen, yanking on the door handle. The condiment bottles clank as they shift back and forth. “I was teasing Ava to yank my brother’s chain.” 

	Do I buy that? I mean, there is mistletoe above my head, so that part makes sense. 

	He trudges back to the dining room with a bottle of beer in his hand. “I would never steal another man’s girl. Especially one that belonged to my brother.” His hand clutches the neck of the bottle with enough force that it’s surprising it doesn’t shatter in his hand and cut his skin. “And baby….” He draws out the word until my insides quiver with heat. “You’d know if I was feeling you up.” 

	“That’s stupid.” I fling my hands around in front of me to ward off my reaction to him. I’m not getting charmed or turned on by another too-good-to-be-true guy. Looks aren’t everything. Personality is more important. My gaze sweeps over Jayden, and his personality is showing.

	He’s wearing a T-shirt that moves like a second skin when he breathes, making the letters on his chest dance. It says Welcome to Candy Cane Key with an enormous stick candy cane on the front and a red arrow pointed toward his crotch. He paired the shirt with khaki cargo shorts and flip-flops. 

	“Is it?” His eyes glow as he steps into my space and tilts his head sideways. “What’re you doing tonight?”

	My breath catches in my lungs. Why am I reacting to him like this? He’s the epitome of what I’m determined to avoid, but somehow, my body doesn’t seem to be getting the message. “Studying cognitive psychology.” 

	“Sounds exciting.” He crosses his arms over his chest, causing his pecs and biceps to flex. “Test coming up?”

	“No.” I inhale sharply as his musky cologne makes me dizzy, and I ignore the intense desire to pat my hair down. Crap. I haven’t washed my hair in two days. The dizziness intensifies. And I’m not wearing a bra. Fuck. I’m not wearing a bra. 

	Ignore it and focus on what he asked. “Not for three months.” 

	He wrinkles his nose. “Three months until what?” 

	“The test. It’s not for three months.” Lord. He might be pretty, but he’s all looks and has no brain. 
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	Jayden

	Three months? That can’t be what she said. No one studies for a test three months in advance. Not on a Friday night. In the Florida Keys. When there’re warm summer nights. Waves washing up on the sand. This is one of the most beautiful vacation destinations around. 

	I lick my lips and swallow. “Did you just say you were studying for a test that’s not for three months?” 

	“Yes.” She looks at me like I’m the one who’s lost their mind. 

	“Why are you studying for a test that’s in three months?”

	“Because I want to be prepared.”

	“Are you taking the class right now?” I draw out the words slowly as if I’m speaking to a wild animal that’s about to bolt. 

	“No.” She shrugs, and my eyes land on her chest. Her heavy breasts fit snugly against her shirt. Shit. I’m not breathing. 

	The woman is stacked in all the right places. Large tits. Pert nipples that shout she’s not wearing anything underneath. Trim waist and hips that beg for my fingers to dig into them. Lush auburn hair that’s piled high on her head. A light sprinkling of freckles across her nose and cheeks. 

	Dude. Breathe. If you try to feel her up, she’s going to toss that oversized book on the dining room table at your head. 

	I jerk my eyes back to hers. Even though it was only a second, I feel like an ass for ogling my future sister-in-law. “I’m not sure I understand. Most people study the night before a test.”

	She rolls her eyes. “I doubt you even studied then, so you won’t understand.”

	“Good one.” I know I look like a beach bum or an airheaded model type, but I did well in school. Clearly, that was a fluke because I didn’t crack a book before the semester began. “Why don’t you explain it to me?”

	“Fine.” She braces her hands on her hips, cringes, and rolls her shoulders inward as if she’s just now realizing she’s not wearing a bra and I’m drooling.  

	Fuck. She’s cute. 

	“I need to do well in school so I can get a degree in psychology and computer science. Psychology classes are easy, so I’m doing them now. That way, when classes start in August, I can focus on my computer courses.” 

	“You’re going to memorize everything in the books, so you don’t have to look at them in August?” 

	“That’s the plan.” She shakes her head, and a lock of hair that had slipped from her messy bun dances against her cheek. “I planned to take classes this summer and graduate in December, but with Ava packing up and moving here to be with Miles, I took the summer off. That means I must take almost double my normal caseload in the fall.” 

	“How many hours is that for the semester?” I’m almost afraid to ask because she doesn’t seem like any of the girls I knew in college, and there were a lot of them coming in and out of the frat house. But none of them cared about their GPA outside of ensuring they didn’t flunk out and make their daddies mad. They were sorority or party girls, and mad daddies didn’t pay for beer money.

	“Twenty-seven.”

	“Twenty-seven?” I cough and smack my chest. “That’s a lot of hours.” 

	“No shit.” She says it with a deadpan expression that makes me chuckle. 

	“I assume you aren’t going to The Candy Cane later tonight and getting trashed with the locals.” 

	Her brow furrows. “The Candy Cane?”

	“It’s a local tiki bar on the beach.” 

	“No. That’s not my type of thing.” 

	A part of me is thrilled with her answer. The thought of one of my friends or a tourist grinding against her while plying her with booze makes my skin crawl. Luna is my future sister-in-law. They have no business messing with her. But the other side of me would love to see her loosen up, sing karaoke, and then come back here and – 

	Full stop. Do not pass go. Ava would rip your dick off. This is her baby sister. You can’t have a one-and-done with someone you’re going to sit across from every Thanksgiving dinner. 

	“What do you do for fun?” 

	“I don’t have time for fun.” She pulls out the chair, plops down on the seat, and shoves the headphones back over her ears. 

	Well…. That worked out perfectly. I return to the kitchen and survey the contents of the refrigerator. It’s empty except for a row of healthy food. Until a couple of months ago, I came here more frequently, but I’ve been giving Miles space to get to know Ava better. 

	And the walls are paper thin. I didn’t want to hear all the ways he was getting to know her, and clearly, they’ve been having more sex than eating. 

	My stomach growls as I walk to the pantry and open it up. Things look slightly better there with lines of canned goods. Vegetable soup. Chicken noodle soup. Green beans. Corn. Potatoes. Yeah, not in the mood to thaw out stew meat and wait eight hours for it to marinate, so canned soup it is. 

	After opening the container, I toss the contents into a bowl and wait for it to heat up in the microwave. My neck muscles tense as if my body senses her presence before I hear her. 

	“Are you making soup?”

	“Yes.” I spin to face her. “There’s not much to choose from.” 

	“Yes, there is.” She marches across the floor, causing the pads of her slippers to smack on the ground. The kittens’ heads sway with her movements. She must have had those tucked under the table. “There’re a lot of choices.” She swings open the door. “There’s yogurt, eggs, tofu, lettuce, cheese, and some different kinds of raw vegetables.” 

	The fabric of her shorts tightens on her ass as she bends down and retrieves a yogurt, showing it to me. I’d rather look at her ass. 

	“That sounds like a health food store puked inside of the refrigerator.”

	“And you sound like a thirteen-year-old who’s staying up all night playing video games and eating junk food.” She tosses the yogurt back onto the shelf and retrieves a bottle of water, twisting the lid and shutting the door behind her. 

	“Is that an offer to play video games with me?”

	[image: Image][image: Image]She stares for ten seconds. Then twenty. 

	When the silence extends to thirty, heat climbs my neck. Why in the hell did Miles leave town without saying a word? Fine. He didn’t know I was on my way to The Keys. “When are Miles and Ava going to be back?” 

	“A week.” 

	Perfect. I can’t leave. I’m scheduled to take clients scuba diving for the next several days while Chet, our boat hand, deals with a family emergency. And every spot at the hotel in town was filled with vehicles. I should have known something was up when Chet said Miles couldn’t fill in for him. 

	Unless I go back and forth. If it was only for a day or two, I could swing it, but I’d need to leave Miami by 4 o’clock in the morning to get here and check all the supplies and the yacht. But a week? That’s too much travel and coordination with the airports. This is going to be the most awkward week in the history of humanity. 

	She gnaws on her bottom lip. “What do you play? On video games, that is.”

	My heart skips a beat. Is she considering playing video games with me? I was joking, but the idea has merit and would pass the time. “I haven’t played for a while.”

	“Me, either.” 

	“I’m serious. It’s been a while. I haven’t played since college, but our old system is still hooked up from when Miles and I would slaughter each other on the weekends. How about Call of Duty?”

	One corner of her mouth rises, and I realize my mistake. She’s going for a degree in computer science. She’s going to kick my ass.

	Once we’re settled on the sofa with ample space between us, I turn on the television and wait. “I’m assuming you’ve played this game before.”

	“You would assume correctly. I played a lot of video games in high school when I wasn’t studying. When you’re homeschooling, you have plenty of downtime. The more I played, the more I wanted to design my own.” She shrugs. “I programmed my first game when I was a senior.” 

	“Really?” 

	“Yes.” She shifts on the cushion and faces the screen. “I realize that’s not exciting.” 

	“No.” I lean back into the sofa. “You’re wrong. That’s impressive. I don’t know anything about computers outside of turning them on and off. I mean, I can switch them on and use them for basic stuff, but I’m not an expert.”

	“Do you really think it’s impressive?” Her expression speaks volumes about how few people have found her interest in computers interesting. 

	“I do. Now….” I wink to try and lighten the mood. “Show me what you’ve got.”

	She purses her lips together and arches her eyebrows. “I don’t think you’re ready for me.”

	My heart sputters in my chest. Yeah, I don’t think I’m ready for her, and I’m not talking about playing video games on the sofa. I’m not supposed to get my head in the clouds over my brother’s fiancée’s little sister. There’s got to be a bro code or some kind of code against that kind of thing. 

	But for some reason, I want to ruffle her feathers and see her let loose. I don’t think she does that nearly enough. If ever. 

	Six hours later, I’ve never been more right about one thing in my life. I wasn’t ready for her. I’ve run out of games to try. I’m like the B team playing against the varsity team, and she’s not cutting me any slack. 

	I groan and fall into the cushions. “You win. I give.”

	She drops the game controller onto the seat between us. “I didn’t think you’d give up this easily.” 

	“And I didn’t think someone could play video games with a frown on their face for six hours.” 

	“What?” Her head whips around to face me. 

	“You’re too serious. If you’re lucky, all you’ll end up with are wrinkle lines at the ripe old age of twenty-three.” 

	“And you’re going to die of indigestion.” She waves her hand toward the pile of empty bags of potato chips and cookie packages in front of me. On her side of the coffee table are two containers of yogurt.  

	“Bragger.” I tip my head toward her. Sitting next to her for hours with her nipples poking into her shirt’s fabric has turned my brain to mush. “Let’s make a deal.”

	“What deal?” Her lips barely move as she says the words as if she’s afraid I’m attempting to trick her. Maybe I am. But it drives me crazy when people don’t enjoy life. Life’s too short. She needs to have a good time, and playing video games isn’t doing it. 

	“Go out on the town with me tomorrow night. No funny business. Just a good time, and to give you the opportunity to check out the local establishments. You’ll enjoy the town, and it’ll give you the opportunity to lecture me on healthier eating.” 

	She stares without speaking or blinking. 

	“Besides, our siblings are getting married, so we’ll end up spending a lot of time together anyway.” How pathetic. I sound like I’m begging her to go out with me. When have I ever done that? Never. 

	I glare at her and wave my hand in front of her face. Is she even listening to me? 

	“Stop.” She grabs my hand and bites her lips together. She’s smiling. My stomach cramps. And she’s touching me. Maybe seeing her have a good time isn’t such a good idea. I lace my fingers through hers. Or maybe it’s the best idea ever. 

	I arch my eyebrows and tip my chin out while squeezing her hand. “Deal?” 

	“Fine. You have a deal.” She sobers and pulls her hand back, dropping it into her lap. “I’ve got to get back to studying if I’m going out tomorrow night.” Her brow furrows. “What should I wear?”

	Me. The suggestion is on the tip of my tongue, but I bite it back. I’m not sure where this is going, but I need to be careful before I do anything. This is my brother’s fiancée’s sister. Her twenty-one-year-old sister. “Surprise me. And play me another game. I think I can take you this time.” 
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	Luna

	Two Hours Later

	“Damn.” He grins and drops the controller onto his lap. “Beat again.”

	I’ve beaten the man at every game we’ve played. And he’s ridiculous. A reasonable person would be mad. But not him. He’s slumped on the sofa with his feet propped on the coffee table like he doesn’t have a care in the world. 

	Who cares that little about anything? Where’s his pride? “I’m not sure gaming is for you.”

	“Nah.” He drops his sexy feet to the floor and raises to a fully seated position before depositing the controller onto the coffee table. “It was fun.” 

	I wrinkle my nose and shift sideways to study him. He’s too handsome for his own good. “How’s losing fun?”

	“It’s not losing if you’re having a good time. And I was.” He tweaks my nose, chuckles, and launches off the sofa. “I’m starving.”

	He pinched my nose. My back bristles. How romantic. That’s what I get for fantasizing about the man’s hands caressing me. Not tweaking me. “After all that junk food?”

	“Yep. I should have picked up some supplies on my way here, but I didn’t realize Miles wouldn’t have anything to eat.” 

	“I thought you lived here, too.” 

	He presses his lips together. “And listen to my brother and your sister go at it like rabbits? No, thank you.” 

	Oh. My face heats until the tips of my ears are burning. “Right.” That’s why I have noise-canceling headphones. 

	“I haven’t stayed here at the cabin since they got together. Until this weekend. I was going to stay at a hotel, but with the fourth around the corner, there aren’t any rooms available.” He grabs my hand and draws me to my feet, leading me to the kitchen. “So now you’re stuck with me.” 

	I swallow over the dryness in my mouth. He’s not my type. He’s not my type. He’s not my type. 

	Three times? Should I say it again and hope this time it sticks? Yes, I should. I wiggle my hand free and drop my arm to my side. He’s not my type. 

	I’ve only gone out with a few guys since the fiasco with Spencer. And none of them were like Jayden. They were serious, wore white button-down shirts, and graduated at the top of their classes. 

	Jayden seems like the kind of guy who would get a D in math and celebrate because it wasn’t a D– or an F. He was probably the type of guy who skated by on his good looks. Not that he isn’t smart. But he’s the farthest thing from a stuffed shirt that you can find. 

	“So, what do you want to eat?” He yanks open the refrigerator and studies the contents. “You’ve already eaten yogurt, so we need to find something else. Yogurt alone isn’t enough to keep a bird alive. But what?” He shudders. “My brother is turning into a health nut.” 

	For half a second, I contemplate lying as visions of being bullied as a kid flash before my eyes. I straighten my shoulders. “It’s mine. I like to eat healthy.” 

	“Okay.” He presses his lips together and nods. “I’m going to make Chiles Rellenos Souffle. Do you want some?” 

	Chiles Rellenos Souffle? What in the hell? Who cooks something like that in the middle of the night. “No.”

	“Fine. Have it your way.” He winks. “But you’re going to be jealous when you smell it. I make a killer souffle.”

	We move in silence as he prepares his meal, and I settle at the table with another container of yogurt. I’d love to be a stick-thin blonde, but I’m not. I have auburn hair, big hips, and freckles. Those are not great selling points. 

	As he chops green chilis and onions, my mouth waters. It sucks to be on a diet, but I’ve been trying to get rid of my stomach pouch since I was fourteen. I can’t afford the number of calories he’s mixing. 

	After eating the last bite, I drop the spoon on the table. “I should go to my room.”

	“Stay.” His brown eyes meet mine, and I fall back into the seat. “I’d like the company. Tell me about your schooling.” 

	“Please.” I groan and roll my eyes. “You don’t want to hear about my classes and what I’m going to school for. You’ll be bored to tears.” 

	He crosses his arms over his chest, making the muscles under his T-shirt ripple. Lord, I see why my sister fell for his brother. The Langley genes are spectacular. “I would love to hear more about you. We’re going to be pseudo siblings, so we need to get to know each other.” He shrugs. “Or family dinners are going to be awkward.”

	My stomach clenches. You have no idea how awkward things are going to be because there’s nothing brotherly about how I feel about this man. The man is pure sin. 

	Stop. Don’t think about him that way. Ava is marrying his brother. It’s incestuous. Isn’t it?

	“Come on.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Tell me all your secrets.” 

	What I wouldn’t give to have met him first. Before Ava ran into Miles at the airport. Then she’d be the one feeling like this instead of me. 

	Please, like he’d ever be interested in you. You’re a nerd, and he’s a player. As far as he’s concerned, there’s nothing awkward about hanging out and learning about his future sister-in-law. It’s what normal people do. 

	Heat flows to the tips of my ears as I shudder. Don’t be disgusting and answer his question. He’s waiting. “Like I said, I’m going to school for psychology and computers. Really that’s all there is to it.”  

	I hop out of my chair, march to the trashcan, and dump the container into the bin. 

	“Why?” 

	I spin around and frown. “Why, what?”

	“Why’re you going to school for those degrees?”

	His eyes burn into mine like he’s searching for the reason for my existence. I swipe my hands on my pants. “I want to be a school guidance counselor because I was picked on in school.” The muscles in my back tighten. “I was bullied by the cool kids with money and friends. It was hard to find other students who were willing to risk their reputation to hang out with me.”

	“That’s ridiculous.” His jaw flexes as he shoves off the stove, pacing in front of me. His eyes glow with indignation. “Didn’t the school do anything? There’s zero tolerance for bullying rules in place in schools for this very reason. The school administration should have–”

	“I wasn’t a snitch. So, most of the time, I kept it to myself. But the few times I told a teacher or the counselor, I ended up being the one in trouble because the other students would see me headed to the principal's office and get there first. They’d make up their own stories of things that never happened. Or said I did the things they did.” 

	“That’s so wrong.” He grabs my shoulders as anguish covers his features. “That had to be awful.”

	“It was.” I lick my lips as my heart pounds in my chest. I can’t decide which is worse. The fact I want to fling myself into his arms. Or the part where he’s feeling sorry for me. 

	I swallow hard. “There was one time I told on the head cheerleader for tearing up my school report. But instead of her getting into trouble, I was told to go back to my classroom and think about why I was making up stories to get her into trouble.” Tears sting my eyes. I hate this feeling. If I could banish it, I would. 

	“I’m sorry.” His thumbs run in circles on my upper arms. 

	“You didn’t do it so there’s nothing to be sorry for.” Yeah, his feeling sorry for me is the worst. 

	“Yes, there is. I suppose her family was wealthy.”

	“Of course, and she was an expert ass kisser. She had the teachers eating out of the palm of her hand. I don’t think they meant to discriminate against me. At least, I hope it wasn’t intentional, but that’s how good she was at convincing people she was perfect.” The mean girl cheerleader even convinced Spencer, her ex-boyfriend, that it was his fault she cheated on him with his cousin. And why he couldn’t see me over his infatuated haze of her. 

	I shrug as my heart beats in my ears, blocking out the sound of the refrigerator humming. “So, that’s my goal. To find a way to get teachers to see the full story and not just pick the side that comes first. Or the side that has all the money.”

	“How’re you going to do that?”

	“By studying the behaviors of bullies. Both online and in the classroom. I want to identify traits for teachers to watch for. Subtle things that tell the truth of the situation.”

	He studies me. “And you think you can do that?”

	I tip out my chin. “Yes, I do.” 

	One corner of his mouth rises upward. “You’re a saint. That’s a wonderful thing to dedicate yourself to. I was never a bully, but I saw a lot of it going on.” His brow furrows. “Some people might have even thought I was a bully because I was good at sports, and we had money. Not millionaire money, but we were well-off. It’s possible I bullied kids unintentionally.” 

	“I doubt you did.”

	“But I never stood up for the kids that were being bullied. I saw other students being picked on and turned the other way. A lot of the mean kids were in bad situations at home, but that’s no excuse. That would be something I would study if I was researching the topic. Those kids who see what’s happening but don’t want to rock the boat and speak up. And calculating ACE scores is imperative.”

	My head goes dizzy. Whether it’s because of my overreacting hormones to the woodsy scent of his cologne or the fact that he’s waxing poetically about ACE scores based on the Adverse Childhood Experiences Study, it’s hard to say. They’re both leaving me a drooling mess. The man is the entire package. 

	“And all I’m doing is taking some tourists on scuba diving expeditions and selling booze.”

	“But you pay lots of people’s salaries, right? That’s something invaluable to their families.” 

	“And quite well, I might add.” He chuckles and kisses my forehead.

	Breathe. Don’t forget to breathe. Heat floods my face again. Why does this always happen? I probably look like a cherry red tomato. If there was a way I could snap my fingers and look cool, I’d sell a kidney for it. 

	“You’re blushing. I don’t remember the last time I was around a girl who blushed.”

	I’m dying. He runs his thumb over my cheekbone, straightens, and clears his throat. “Let’s eat. That tiny container of yogurt did not fill you up.” 

	And just like that, he’s filling plates and sending me back to the table. 

	“After this.” He pulls out the seat opposite mine and grins. “We’re eating ice cream with all the sprinkles, chocolate, and whipped cream you can eat.” 
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	Jayden

	The Next Day

	It’s dusk when I pull the yacht up to the dock. After I tie the rope, I help Quinn off the boat by grabbing her hand and leading her to solid footing. 

	“That was a blast.” Quinn grabs my face and gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Do you mind if I leave my gear on the boat until next time? It’s a pain to drag it back and forth from home.”

	“It’s fine.” I sling my arm around her shoulders and walk side-by-side toward the beach. 

	“I saw Miles’s lady this week. She’s gorgeous, and he seems smitten with her.”

	“Smitten?” I chuckle. “I love that term. It’s so unmanly. I can’t wait to rub it in his face that everyone knows he’s smitten over a girl.” 

	A door slams shut, drawing my attention to the driveway. Luna. I clutch my chest with my free hand. Damn. She shouldn’t make my heart skip a beat, but she does. I can’t remember the last time I didn’t want a night to end, and we didn’t even kiss. 

	I swallow hard over the dryness in my mouth. Is this what Miles felt the first time he met Ava? This is crazy. I can’t date my brother’s fiancée’s younger sister. Can I? She spins on her heel, marches to the side door, and disappears into the house. Okay, that answers that question. There won’t be any mutual sparks flying.

	“Dude?” Quinn elbows me in the ribs. 

	“Damn it.” I drop my arm from her shoulders and rub my side. “That was uncalled for.”

	“No. It wasn’t.” Her eyes dance as she bites her bottom lip. “I was trying to get your attention.” 

	“For what?” 

	“I asked you three times who that woman was, and you couldn’t hear me over the blood rushing to your dick.”

	“That’s ridiculous.” I glare at my closest cousin and then cringe. “Okay. Fine. I might be intrigued by Luna.” 

	She arches an eyebrow. “This Luna girl looks vaguely familiar. Like a certain someone, your brother is smitten with. Would this Luna happen to be Ava’s sister?”

	“Yes, but she’s not interested.” I rake a hand through my hair as a seagull swoops down and lands on a pole at the end of the dock. His beady eyes stare as if he’s challenging me to a dual. I’m not biting. Their wings and beaks hurt like hell. “Come on. Let’s leave Killer in peace.”

	She shakes her head. “I’m not sure why you named him Killer. He looks so sweet and innocent.”

	“Until he flogs you upside the head. It’s better to let him think he’s in charge.” 

	Once we’re on the beach, Quinn braces her hands on her hips. “I think you’re wrong about Luna, but tell me why you think she doesn’t like you before I call your bluff.” 

	“Whatever.” I roll my eyes and shove my hands into my pockets as the sun dips lower in the sky. I’ve been on the yacht all day, so this is my first time seeing Luna. “She’s serious. Way too serious. She’s studying for classes she’s not taking until the fall. Not to mention, I’m certain her typical date is the kind of guy who wears a pocket protector, dons black socks with his loafers and wears pants to the beach. When I’m compared to that, I’m shallow and irresponsible.”

	“You are neither of those things.” Her eyes narrow as the breeze whips at her hair. “You own a multi-million-dollar business with your brother. Yes, you’re laid back, but you’re serious when it counts. Your employees adore you.” 

	“Thank you.” Pride swells in my chest. Our employees must have a shared purpose, and they’ve bought into our why–Life’s short, so enjoy the adventure. 

	“Do you have an issue with her being serious?”

	“No.” I press my lips together and shake my head. “I like that she’s serious. Last night, we talked about her future goals, and she’s an impressive woman.” I don’t want to share her struggles without her permission, but it’s amazing how she’s taken her hardships and turned them into a mission to improve children’s lives. “But…”

	She waggles her eyebrows. “You’d like to see her under you and enjoying herself?”

	Blood rushes up my neck. I’d deny it if it were anyone else, but this is Quinn. We’ve been around each other since birth, and she wouldn’t believe me if I was lying. “Yes.”

	“Then go for it.” 

	“She’s not–”

	“She’s interested. The second she saw your arm around my shoulders, she wanted to stab my eyes out with the beach umbrella she was carrying. I know the green-eyed monster when I see it. She’s interested whether she wants to be or not.” 

	“You’re my cousin.”

	“Dumbass.” She smacks my chest with the back of her hand. “She doesn’t know that.”

	“Right.” Shit. I forgot I put her arm around me. And Quinn is in her red bikini. “I’ve got to go.” I squeeze her shoulder. “See you next week.”

	“I can’t wait to hear all about it.” She jogs off and climbs into her Jeep. “I expect wedding bells and baby bottles in the near future.” 

	“Don’t–” 

	She revs the engine and spins out as she backs up. Never mind. Quinn is the sister Miles and I never wanted. But we always had to play with her when we were here at Candy Cane Key. After about fifteen years, we started liking her. And she’s been my best friend since. 

	The second I open the door, Luna spins around to face me with her back to the kitchen sink. “I’m not going to listen to you and that woman having sex, so don’t even think about inviting her to stay here. I don’t care if this is your place or not.” 

	Her eyes flash with anger and another emotion. Hurt. I wouldn’t have picked up on it if Quinn hadn’t knocked me over the head with it. But it’s there and flashing like a neon sign. 

	And I’m ready to see where it goes. Maybe it’s a rash decision without thought of the consequences, but what the hell? Life’s short, and it’s meant to be enjoyed. If it wasn’t, what’s the purpose?

	“That’s good because the only person I want to listen to while having sex is you.” I stalk toward her until she’s pressed against the cabinet.

	“What?” Her head tips back as I enter her space, and her eyes flare with heat.

	That’s better. I smile and place one hand on either side of her hips, pinning her in place but not pressing my luck. If Quinn is wrong, I want to get away before she clubs me over the head with the meat cleaver behind her. 

	“I don’t understand.” 

	“Kitten, you’re adorable. I like seeing the green-eyed monster come out for me. Watching those claws come out.” When she doesn’t thrust her knee up and jamb it into my balls, I inch forward and clutch her hips. 

	Her nostrils flare, and red climbs up her neck and over her cheeks. In less than twenty-four hours, I’m addicted to her response to me. It’s a stroke to my ego she can’t hide her response. A response I was too stupid to recognize last night. 

	The pulse point at the base of her neck flutters frantically, and I toss any concerns out the window. I want to sweep this woman off her feet. I want to see her enjoy herself. Explore herself. I want to watch her come undone and know that whoever else she’s been with never made her feel like this. 

	My jaw tightens. Surely, no one else has made her feel like a queen. No. It’s impossible. I lean down and graze my lips along the column of her neck. “And you were jealous, weren’t you?”

	“I’m not jealous.” 

	“You’re not? It didn’t bother you to see me with my arm around another woman?” I flick my tongue over the pulse point. Her hands slide along my torso and rest against my bare chest.

	“No.” Her eyes flash with irritation as she juts her chin outward. 

	I tilt my head sideways and study her as she gnaws her bottom lip. Her body is straight as a board and prickly as a porcupine. “I think it did.” 

	“Asshole.” She lifts her knee and presses against my thigh. 

	I pin her against the cabinet, and it’s impossible to pretend I’m not attracted to her. “Quinn is my cousin. My first cousin and my best friend.” 

	“Oh….” Her cheeks flame with embarrassment, as if she’s familiar with Quinn’s name and knows I’m speaking the truth. 

	“Now….” One corner of my mouth arches upward in victory since my balls remain intact. “Admit the truth.” 

	“Damn it. Yes. I was jealous.”

	“Good,” I whisper against the shell of her ear, causing her to convulse from head to toe and fight the urge to celebrate. I’m not off scot-free. She’s not agreed to give us a shot. Just because she’s had a momentary lapse in judgment and hasn’t tossed me out on my ass doesn’t mean I’m going to convince her to go out with me. “I love how responsive you are.” 

	The quick inhalation of her breath has my dick pressed against my zipper. She’s going to twist me inside out. 

	I pull back and drag my hands into her hair, tipping her head back so I can look into her eyes. They swirl with lust and uncertainty, and I only want her to feel one of those emotions. “I want to get to know you. I want to make your eyes dance with excitement. I want to sweep you off your feet.” 

	“Why?” 

	“Because I feel something with you I’ve never felt before.” My mouth dries as she studies me like I’m a new scientific discovery. The mixture of wonder, seriousness, and desire makes me dizzy. 

	“And how do you feel?”

	My heart skips a beat. I’m not lying or feeding her a line of bullshit to get into her panties. I want this to be real. How is that even possible? “My chest hurts, and my head is spinning.”

	She tilts her head as the corners of her mouth arch upward, and her eyes dance. “Do you need a doctor? Maybe you’re having a heart attack.” Fuck, I’m a goner. 

	“No.” I shake my head a fraction of an inch and lower my mouth toward her. “I need mouth-to-mouth.” When she laughs, my heart sings. 

	“Well, I don’t want you to die.” She stands on her tiptoes, but I pull back before she can kiss me. 

	“I want you to always look like that.” 

	“Like what?”

	“Like I’m the only person in the room. Even if it was filled by a million men who were all better than me, I want you to only see me.” 

	She grabs my face and hauls my mouth down to hers. The second we touch, the world as I know it ceases to exist. Her lips are soft and fit perfectly against mine. I suck the bottom one into my mouth. Perfection. I’ve kissed a lot of women, but none of them felt like this. There was always something holding me back from wanting a long-term future. Was I not ready before? Or was I waiting for her? 

	When she whimpers and throws her arms around my neck, I wrap mine around her waist and hold her tight to my body. Cherishing every curve of her body. With each breath, I sink farther into heaven. But I don’t want this to be a one-night stand. I’ve done that before. 

	I lean back and run my thumb over her swollen lip. “Go out on a date with me?” 
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	Luna

	What am I doing here? The outdoor tiki bar’s lights and the holiday music are festive. As in Christmas in July festive. The string lights are red and green, and the music coming from the loudspeakers is a reggae calypso holiday song about Santa. 

	If my sisters hadn’t told me everything about the town, I’d think I’d stepped into an alternate universe. 

	Jayden leads me to the closest table as the stars twinkle above us. Yeah, I’m in an alternate universe. I’m going on a date or whatever this is with a guy who’s out of my league and who’ll get bored to tears with me in five minutes. The second I talk, the whole thing will go up in flames. 

	He lets go of my hand and pulls out the chair. “So, what do you think?”

	His brown eyes twinkle, making my gut twist. What do I think? I think I’m in trouble. He’s a player used to throwing down whatever lines he needs to get the job done, and I’m not–any of those things. I’m a book nerd. The girl that would rather be at home studying for a test that I’m not going to take for another three months rather than going out partying. 

	I stop as the crowd around us disappears. “I can’t do this.”

	The muscles in his jaw flex. “Why?”

	“Because this isn’t real. You don’t date girls like me.” I shrug. “Or if you do, you do it for sport.”

	His eyes narrow into slits. “What kind of sport do you think I play?”

	“The one where you see how long it takes a girl to fall for your charm, but I’m not equipped to handle that.” Tears spring to my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. The song changes to a holiday ballad. The violin’s sonorous melody wars with my mood. He’s already won. He’s gotten under my skin in 24 hours. “No one has ever put the full-court press on me, so of course, I’ll be susceptible to your lines. But that’s not fair.”

	“Listen.” He steps into my space, swallows hard, and cups my cheeks. “I’m going to try not to get mad because you’re insulting me. First, you’re selling yourself short. You’re beautiful and passionate. Your eyes light up when you talk about your goals. That’s sexy.” 

	“Please.” I fight the urge to roll my eyes, but my resistance is already fading. “I’m sexy because I want to be a guidance counselor? No one in the history of the world has ever said that. 

	One corner of his mouth curves upward. “Well, here’s to the first time. You’re sexy. And second, we’re circling back to how you’re responding to me. You’re selling me short, which I’ll give you a pass based on my perception of your past experiences with douchebags.’

	The longer he talks, the weaker I become.  

	“Yes, I believe life should be enjoyed, but I’m serious about the welfare of the people who work for me and our clients. And third.” 

	I arch an eyebrow. “There’re three points?” 

	“No.” He strokes his thumb along my cheekbone, making my knees buckle. “My brother would castrate me if I was doing this for sport. And lastly….” He winks. “The fourth point is, I’m not the player you think I am. I’ve been single for a year since I broke up with my last girlfriend.” 

	I lick my lips. I’ve never met anyone like him before. Honest. Sincere. Sexy. Swoony. Giving me the full-court press. It’s hard to believe it’s real. “Why did you break up?”

	“We had different goals for the future. She was obsessed with money and status. The first couple of months we dated, she wasn’t as obvious with her intentions, but it became clear when we were on opposites sides of how I run my business.” He threads his fingers into my hair, sending an electric shock straight to my toes and leaving my nipples poking into my silk bra. “She gave me an ultimatum to focus more on business and less on the happiness of our clients and employees. I wouldn’t budge.” 

	I shake my head. “I don’t see how we work out.”

	“We both want to make other people happy. That seems like a strong connection.” He rests his forehead against mine, and all I see is the chocolate brown of his eyes. It’s like they see into my soul, and I want to sink into them and live there forever. “For once, don’t think. Just do what feels right.” 

	Right? This feels right. When he’s looking at me like this, it doesn’t matter that it’s a mistake. That we’re so different, he’ll disappear once he discovers how inexperienced and boring I am. 

	I can’t walk away. The man is perfection, and I’m not passing up the opportunity to see the moon and the stars. Even if it’s only one night. 

	“So, what do you say? Give me a week to prove that I’m not one of those jerk jocks back in high school that hurt your feelings.” 

	Maybe that’s all this is. A chance to pretend that I’m one of the cool girls and exorcise all those adolescent demons where I wasn’t good enough. That makes sense. 

	“Yes, I’ll give you a week.” Whatever it is, I’ve never wanted anything to be truer in my life than he wants us. Really wants us. Because when this blows up in my face, I won’t be able to live here with Ava. Portia’s got to give me a spot in her extra bedroom. 

	Shit. That’s the baby’s room. 

	“Good.” He smiles and brushes his lips over mine until my lungs hurt from holding my breath. “Now, let’s enjoy ourselves and forget why you shouldn’t spend time with me.”

	“Okay.” My heart skips erratically as I suck down a gulp of air and sit in the seat he’s holding for me. I clutch my chest. Now it feels like I’m the one having a heart attack. 

	He pulls his chair around until it’s next to mine and laces his fingers through mine. “What do you like to drink?”

	“I don’t drink much. I turned twenty-one a few weeks ago.” The music switches to a soft rock ballad, and a few couples move to the dance floor. They sway together as the breeze picks up, blowing at their clothes. 

	The sweet smell of coconut mixes with the salt-water air and fills my head with fantasies of letting go and relaxing. A blonde-haired woman throws her arms around a man’s neck and laughs as he swings her feet off the ground. The love on their faces is radiant, sending a pang of jealousy through me as his mouth devours hers. 

	I want that. For once, I want that. I want to have someone adore me and treat me like a queen. 

	“Do you want a soda?”

	“No.” I swallow over the dryness in my throat. “I’ll take a Pina Colada.”

	He raises his eyebrows. “Are you sure? The bartender makes it heavy on the rum here.” 

	“Yes, I’m sure.”

	“Okay.” He nods and signals the waitress with the wave of his fingers. 

	Two drinks later, he lays his arm over my shoulder and twists a strand of hair around his index finger. The intimacy of it makes goosebumps scatter along my skin. Or maybe it’s the alcohol. Whatever it is. It feels good. And relaxing. 

	He kisses my temple. “Tell me about the first guy you went out with. I want to know what I’m up against.” 

	Ugh. I don’t want to tell him about Spencer. It makes me look pathetic. “You don’t want to know.” 

	He elevates my hand and kisses the back of my knuckles. “Yes, I do. I want to know why some guy hasn’t snatched you up and put you on a pedestal.” 

	I don’t understand what he sees in me. It must be the Florida heat. “Okay, but it’s going to make me look pathetic. I wrote a note to the cutest guy in school, telling him I liked him.” I cringe as the memories overload my brain. “Maybe it wasn’t the best idea. He found me in the hallway outside of the history room and told me he was dating the head cheerleader, which should have been the end of the story.” 

	“What happened?”

	“He told his friends.” I cringe at the retelling. “And they posted copies throughout the school on the bulletin boards. It was humiliating. Everyone made fun of me.” I’ll never forget the feeling of everyone watching as I headed to class. Reading my most intimate thoughts about Spencer. Right there, between the spring play sign-up and the perfect attendance list. It was mortifying. 

	“I’m sorry. Guys can be such dicks. Especially teenage boys. I’m sure his friends found out about it and started teasing and insulting him. Even if he had feelings for you, it would take a strong character to stand up to that level of pressure.” 

	“Would you have succumbed to that level of pressure?” 

	“No.”

	“Then he could have handled the situation better. But you might be right. He never did anything or said anything else to me, but his friends wouldn’t let it go. Especially after we ended up in the principal’s office. We both got in trouble because the principal couldn’t verify who put them up. Like I’d post a letter all over the school proving I was pathetic. The only reason it died down was because of another scandal.”

	“Another scandal.” He nods. “The perfect distraction. Except the new target is now devastated.”

	Where did he come from? The fact he gets it when no one else does is mind-blowing.

	“That’s not the worst of it. That summer, we hung out one night and had sex.” We’re just getting to know each other, so I leave out the tampon size and the puking afterward. I’m a big enough loser as it is. “Anyway, the next day, he got back together with his girlfriend, who cheated on him with his cousin and never spoke to me again.”

	“What an ass–”

	“Another drink?” I jump as the waitress taps the end of her pen on her notepad. 

	“No. We’re good.” He settles back into his seat, putting distance between us. Is this the end? 

	“I’ll take another.” 

	He shakes his head, stands, and grabs my hand. The heat in his eyes makes the butterflies in my belly flutter. “You’ve had enough to drink. I don’t want you under the influence and unable to make sound decisions.” 

	“O-okay.” Lord, it’s hot out here. I rise to my feet beside him. “I thought you might want to leave after hearing my pathetic story.” 

	“No. He’s the pathetic one.” He cocks his head sideways and smiles. The one that makes his dimples pop, and my knees wobble. “Let’s dance so I can put my hands on you.” 

	Oh, hell. Who says that? 

	The second his arms are around me; I lace my fingers in his hair. My hands seem to be on board with his sexual innuendoes even when the rest of me is struggling to believe I’m here with a man that looks like him, and he’s acting like I’m the most beautiful woman in the bar. 

	I’m not. On the other end of the bar are two tall blondes clad in bikinis with sheer overlays that flutter against the back of their thighs when they lean forward to get their drinks. 

	“That’s better.” He bends down and whispers, “I’ve been dying to kiss you again, but I don’t want to scare you away.” 

	I close my eyes and inhale. God, he smells good. The scent of his cologne makes me dizzy along with the sensation of his solid body against mine. Somehow, I’ve become enchanted with the idea of a summer fling. Except he’s about to become my brother-in-law. 

	His lips brush the shell of my ear. “Am I going to scare you away?”

	“No. You won’t.”

	“Good.” His lips and the tip of his tongue trail along the column of my neck. “There are fireworks tonight. From the house, we’ll be able to see them. I want to be deep inside of you when they’re going off. What will it take to convince you to let that happen?”

	“This,” I moan and rock into his hard cock. 

	“Good,” he growls and grabs my ass, grinding into my stomach. 

	He nudges my feet apart until his thigh is wedged between my legs and presses into my aching sex. It does nothing to relieve the pressure that’s threatening to detonate with a crowd of people only a few feet away. 

	What’s wrong with me? I don’t act like this. His mouth and tongue are warm and wet against my flesh, sending shockwaves from my head to my toes. He’s what’s wrong with me. My nipples strain against the silk of my bra as my panties flood with my desire. For him. 

	When his hands drop from my waist, I blink, trying to regain my equilibrium. But it’s impossible. He threads his hands into my hair and kisses me with so much precision that I’m ready to drop my panties in front of everyone. 

	His tongue dances with mine, and I lunge back with an intensity that scares me. I’m not drunk, but it feels like I am. I’m wild and out of control. Overstimulated. Ready for more. Achy. Itchy. 

	As I rock against him, he tightens his hold and rotates his thigh along my clit. Oh…. My eyes widen as I gasp. The bundle of nerves tingle with anticipation. 

	He pulls back and stares into my eyes. “It’s so fucking hot how responsive you are. Does it feel good to ride my thigh? To grind that clit against me?” 

	“Yes.” My breath is ragged as my swollen lips slip against each other. 

	“Then, be a good girl, and don’t stop.” He licks his lips and bites his bottom lip. “I want to watch you come. Right here.” 

	I freeze as sweat pops on my forehead. “I can’t.”

	“Yes, you will.” 

	My heart skips a beat. “No, you don’t understand. It isn’t that easy.” 

	“Yes, babe, it is.” He widens my stance by shoving his leg further into me. 

	“But I–”

	“Hold your breath, clamp your pussy walls tight, and ride me.”

	Oh, my God. I can’t. Can I? I’ve never come without toys. And there are other people here. Granted, none of them are paying attention and it’s dark outside. 

	“Hold your breath. Clamp those sweet walls tight. And ride me.” His jaw flexes as he repeats his directives and grips my hips tight, not allowing me to move away from him. 

	There’s no use pretending I’m not going to follow his commands. The stars above us spin as I become more lightheaded. But it feels so good. 

	“That’s it. That’s a good girl. You’re so fucking sweet. I can smell your pussy dripping for me.” 

	I rotate my hips in a circle and shift my weight up and down as I stare into his eyes. The pressure builds as tingles spread outward in all directions. Oh, my God. Tighter. Squeeze tighter. 

	His fingers dig into my ass. 

	“Oh, fuck.” I clamp my mouth and eyes shut as I shudder from head to toe with the orgasm ripping through me. So good. So hot. And so freaking awesome. 

	I sag against him and laugh. “That was crazy.” 

	“Such a good fucking girl.” His lips land against mine as his tongue fucks me with all the skill a woman could ever dream of. 

	 


 

	[image: Text, shape, arrow  Description automatically generated]

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Jayden

	I want this woman, and it’s not just sex. Yes, I want to explore every inch of her, but I also need to know everything about her. From her favorite foods to the first time she rode a bicycle. But I know she’s scared. She’s been hurt and let down before, and with one wrong move, she’ll bolt. 

	I wouldn’t pursue her if I didn’t think she was worth the risk. But she is. I never believed in love at first sight but seeing her was like the first time you see the aurora borealis. You know it’s special, and you want to see it again. It doesn’t matter if you must hitchhike 15,000 miles across the United States, through Canada, and deep into Alaska to do it. You go.

	We’ve left The Candy Cane and come to the Cocoa Shop, where Santa and his elves are on full display, along with red, white, and blue napkins, tablecloths, and curtains. It’s a clashing mess. But there’re cookies, and I’ve never met a girl who couldn’t be swayed by sweets. Unless they’re allergic to one of the ingredients. 

	As the door shuts behind us, the bells above our heads jingle. I grab her shoulder. “Are you allergic to chocolate, nuts, or anything else?”

	“No.” Her eyes scan the glassed-in cabinet with the display of chocolate, everything from fudge to molten lava cupcakes. There are a few items that don’t include chocolate, such as a row of gingerbread cookies covered in patriotic frosting to help celebrate the Christmas in July festival. 

	“Good.” 

	She spins to face me. “This place smells amazing.” She licks her lips, and my dick twitches. He’s still pissed that she had all the fun at the bar, and he got nothing for Christmas. “All the chocolate. Strawberries. Frosting. Cookies. Gingerbread. We should have come here first. If you would’ve plied me with dessert, we’d already be naked.”

	“Damn.” I sling my arm over her shoulders and pull her to my chest. “I need to study harder, so I get an A.” 

	“Yes.” She nods. “Yes, you do. The way to a girl’s gingerbread is through her mouth.” Her eyes dance with humor. 

	“Baby, I’m going to rock your gingerbread.” 

	“You’d better.” She winks and slips from my grasp, walking toward the counter. A woman with a one-track mind. I love her determination, and she’s right. I should have brought her here first. 

	Moments later, we’ve selected chocolate-dipped strawberries and a half dozen gingerbread cookies. My mouth is already salivating in anticipation of taking that first bite. The door jingles again, signaling someone else is joining our party. 

	“Well, look who it is.” My cousin’s voice rings out from behind us. 

	I spin to face her as Luna’s body stiffens. She half expects me to have lied, but that’s one thing I don’t do. “Quinn, come here.” I wave her over. “I want you to meet Luna. Luna, this is Quinn, my first cousin. You saw us together out at the dock yesterday.” 

	The tension in her muscles eases somewhat, and I lean down. “You owe me for that one.”

	“What?” Her brow furrows as she tries to catch my meaning. 

	“For thinking I was lying to you. I don’t lie. It’s one of my character flaws. Life’s too short to be shady.” 

	“Okay. I believe you.” The trust in her eyes makes my stomach flop. As much as I enjoyed watching her orgasm. This moment somehow means more. 

	“Good.”

	Quinn stands a couple of feet in front of us with her arms folded over her chest. “Are you two ready to pay attention to me? I’m kind of a diva.” 

	“Yes, she is.” I chuckle and wrap my arm around Luna’s waist as they greet each other. It’s too much of a struggle to stop touching her, so I don’t even try. 

	Fifteen minutes later, we’re outside, and Luna and Quinn are the best of friends. Quinn claims she’s a diva, but she’s not. She likes attention, but she has a heart of gold and would do anything for someone she cares about. 

	“It was a pleasure meeting you. I knew the second Jayden looked at you that you were special.” She embraces Luna. “And there’s no way out of it. When you get married, I’m one of the bridesmaids. I just adore dressing up and everyone looking at me.”

	Luna’s eyes widen, and we don’t have to be under the streetlights to see her cheeks turning red. 

	“Quinn, don’t tease Luna. She’s not ready for that kind of talk. I’ve barely convinced her to go out with me tonight.” 

	But the thought of marrying her holds more appeal than it should. We’ve only known each other for a day. But how long did Miles know Ava before he knew? Two days? Three? 

	And that’s only because they were on two different sides of an expansion project. It would’ve been a day if they hadn’t started out wanting to wring each other’s necks. And look at them now. Planning a wedding. Building a resort. Talking babies. Staring at each other with sappy expressions on their faces. 

	My grandfather knew as soon as he met Gram. Dad knew when he met Mom. Maybe it’s a Langley thing. 

	We’re silent on the way back to the cabin. The longer I drive, the more anxious I become. “Are you changing your mind?”

	“No.” Her fingertips work over the hem of her shorts. “I’m not changing my mind.” She swivels to face me. “I like you. A lot. I see why my sister fell so fast and hard for your brother. You’re both sweet and sexy.”

	“Thank you.” I grab her hand and kiss the back of it as I slow outside the house. “But?”

	A streak of gold flies up into the sky, and gunpowder crashes in the distance. “No buts. Well….” She gnaws on her bottom lip. “I don’t want you to feel pressure to do something you don’t want to do. We agreed to one week–”

	“You agreed to one week.” I shove the shifter into gear, lean over her and unclasp her seatbelt, hauling her onto my lap until she’s straddling me, and my dick is pressed against her heat. “I agreed to let you think about it for a week, but I’m not going anywhere. I’ll wait as long as it takes for you to get on board.” 

	She brushes her lips against mine. Yeah, I’ll wait twenty-four hours and then convince her to take the next step. I don’t want her getting away. She whimpers as I scrape my hands along her sides, caressing her silken skin. Her scent fills the interior of my pickup, mixed with the smells emanating from the bag of goodies from the Cocoa Shop. Gingerbread, vanilla, chocolate, and Luna. I’ll never be able to smell one without thinking of the other. 

	Her arms wrap around my neck as our breathing becomes erratic. I’ve been with other women, but nothing has ever felt like this. Home. The future. Eternity. Fireworks flash in the sky from town, mimicking the feelings inside of me. She’s it. She’s all I want. 
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	Luna

	What am I doing? I don’t grind on a guy I just met. I don’t have orgasms during sex. Let alone in a public place in front of a bunch of people. Fine. It was dark, and we were in the shadows. But still. This is not me. 

	Jayden unfolds and lays out the blanket he found in the emergency kit stored in the back of his Jeep. It should protect us from the elements. He stands on the opposite side with an outstretched hand. “We don’t have to do anything but watch the stars and the fireworks.” 

	No. This is me. I lace my fingers through his and smile. “I would love to watch the fireworks with you.”

	“Good.” 

	He wraps his arms around me as the waves lap against the sand several feet away. The moon shines down on the water, and it’s beautiful. Another zip of light is followed by the crackle and explosion of gunpowder. Everything about this night is perfect, and I don’t want to waste the opportunity to make it better. Even if all of this is just a bunch of lines to get into my panties. 

	I lick my lips. “I want to have sex with you. Here.”

	“Baby,” he growls deep in his throat, sending a shiver along my spine. “Nothing would make me happier.”

	I rock back on my heels and remove my clothes, not feeling an ounce of self-doubt as I drop them to the ground at my feet. The warm breeze flutters along my skin, sending goosebumps in all directions. This is meant to happen. 

	“You’re beautiful.” His mouth claims mine as his hands explore my body. First, my breasts, then my stomach, and finally, when I think I’m going to scream, he slides his fingers along my seam, slipping in my desire.

	“That feels so good.” I grab his biceps to remain upright.

	“Such a hot, tight pussy.” He slips two fingers into my heat, and my head spins. I’m not going to question why he’s so good at this. Or why I’m responding to him with such greed. The reasons don’t matter. The results do. I ache to come. I need to experience this night. To feel desired. To be free. To feel cherished. 

	“Lay down.” He withdraws his fingers and lowers me to the ground. The blanket isn’t soft, but it will keep sand from ruining our fun. 

	I wiggle and rub my thighs together as he gazes down at me. One second. Two. Thirty seconds. Yet, he waits. Seriously? What’s taking him so long? Is he changing his mind? God. I squeeze tighter and moan while fisting the blanket. I’m on fire, and he’s waiting for…. What?

	“That’s it, sugar. Get all wet and ready for me. I want you begging to come. I want this to be a night you never forget.” He unzips his cargo shorts. After unleashing his cock, he runs his hand up and down the length, swiping his thumb over the head and rotating his neck from one side to the other. 

	Fireworks flash in the sky, causing me to jump. This is wild and wanton. I should feel shameful for wanting him. For needing this release. But I don’t. I felt sexy and desperate. 

	“Please.” As I scissor my thighs, my hips buck off the blanket. I can’t stand it anymore. My sex is throbbing with each heartbeat, and I’m afraid it’ll be over without him even touching me. 

	“Please, what?” He drops to his knees, bends my knees, and drops them to the blanket, leaving me fully exposed. 

	“Please….”

	“Please, what?” His voice is sharp, giving no doubt that he’ll wait here all night until I say the words. 

	“Please touch me. I want your mouth and fingers on me. Inside me. I need to come so bad.” 

	“That’s my girl.” He pinches my clit and slides two fingers inside of me. The suction of my walls pulls him deeper until he’s fully seated inside of me. 

	“Oh, my God. That feels so good. Please, don’t stop.” 

	“Fuck, I love this pussy. I’ve been dying all day to have my mouth on you.” He withdraws his fingers and sucks them into his mouth. “So sweet. You taste better than a gingerbread cookie.” 

	He lifts my ass off the ground, lays my legs over his shoulders and down his back, and swipes his tongue along my swollen lips. After gathering my desire, he twirls his tongue around my clit, feasting on me until stars fill my head. “I love your little clit. It’s tight just for me.” He flicks his tongue over my button as wave after wave of pleasure rolls over me.

	“So good. That feels so good. Don’t stop. Please.” The words coming from my mouth don’t sound like my own. I don’t talk during sex. Hell, I don’t even like sex that much. This is not me. Or is it? 

	He boosts me higher and fucks my pussy with his tongue. In and out. Around the edge. Diving deep back inside. Lapping at the flood of juices that coat his tongue. 

	Seconds turn to minutes as tension builds and eases. It takes every ounce of my willpower not to crash over the edge and miss every second of being with him. I don’t want this night to end. I don’t want to wake up tomorrow and find out I’m still the same boring nerd that’s studying for an exam that won’t come for another three months, and he discovers that I’m plain and silly. 

	I want to be the woman he wakes up excited to see. How? How is that even possible? I’m me. He drops one hand from my ass, sucks my clit between his teeth, and stuffs my sex with his fingers. 

	With each inward lunge, he adds another. Until I’m stretched and shoved over the edge. “Oh, God. Yes.” My eyes snap open as convulsions rip through me. 

	“That’s a good girl.” He stares into my eyes as the world tips on its axes and fireworks scatter across the sky. I’m not going to survive him. 

	He moves me onto my back, rips open his shorts, and pierces my sex. “So fucking good.” 

	It shouldn’t be better. It shouldn’t be possible for it to get better, but it is. He sends me higher, rubbing the head of his cock over my G spot, piercing into me, slapping his balls against my ass. It’s visceral and primitive. Nothing like I’ve ever experienced. And I want more. 

	I wrap my legs around his waist and thrust against him. Gasping and moaning until my throat is raw, and I can’t catch my breath. Not caring that his zipper is biting into my flesh. He leans over me, smashing his mouth against mine, and fucks me until I understand the meaning of being fucked blind. 

	A drop of sweat lands in my hairline, and he grunts, “Sweet Jesus if I die, there’s nowhere to go. This is already heaven.”

	He’s talking. Why is he talking? I dig my nails into his ass and rotate my hips, seeking my next release. I’ve never needed anything so badly in my life. 

	“Baby, you’re–”

	“Shut up!” I drop my knees to the ground and strain against him. “Just shut up, and keep–”

	Pound. Slap. Pound. Slap. Pound. My eyes roll back into my head. Yes, right there. “Yes. Don’t stop. Right there.” 

	With each inward thrust, I lurch upward and then slide back down on the blanket. As much as I thought I was prepared for his onslaught, I wasn’t. This. Is. “Oh, fuck, yes. Shit. Oh, God. Ye-e-e-es.” 

	But he doesn’t stop. I squeeze my thighs against him and tip my ass backward to ease the intensity. 

	“Sugar.” He laughs as his assault continues. “You aren’t getting away that easily.” 

	And I don’t. My voice is raw, and the fireworks die down as the next orgasm leaves me weak and trembling. 

	“Baby,” he growls into my ear. “I’m going to come.” 

	The neurons in my brain fire for the first time in minutes. I want him to feel as good as he’s made me feel. “I want you to come in my mouth.”

	I shove him upright and wiggle from under him until we’re both kneeling. When he protests, I shake my head and greedily suck him down, tasting my desire and digging my nails into his hips. I want more. More pleasure. More abandon. More joy. More excitement.

	“Fuck, baby. I want to fuck you all night.” He grabs my head and shudders as he thrusts deep into my throat, spilling his seed. I feel like a queen making him lose control. 

	When his body stops shaking, he fists my hair, pulls my head up, and claims my mouth. Our tongues are coated in our craving for each other, and the night has just begun. 
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	Luna

	When my eyes open, I stare blankly at the dark ceiling with Jayden’s arm slung over my waist and his face plastered into a pillow. If I had to guess, it’s nearly 4 a.m. What am I doing?

	I mean, I know what I did. My muscles ache, and my entire body feels like a bizarre combination of weightless and heavy. Sex with Jayden was incomparable to anything else I’ve ever experienced. But it wasn’t me. I’m the girl with the book in her hand and a serious expression on her face. I’m not–relaxed, fun, or sexy. 

	I stiffen and calculate the inches between myself and the edge of the bed. Twelve? Eight? There’s got to be a way to salvage this situation. Surely, we can still be amicable at family dinners. 

	After hooking my heel on the edge of the bed, I scoot to the side and sit upright. The room looks the same as when we stumbled through the doorway, dragging our clothes off again. He insisted no one would see me running naked across the yard, but my buzz had worn off, and my low self-esteem was unwilling to believe him. 

	As I creep through the room, picking up my clothes, I cringe over every creak from the floor joists. I need some time to think. 

	Jayden was amazing. Attentive. Affectionate. Fun. But we’re opposite as night and day. How do you make something like that work? I’ve spent my life planning my future, and that can’t be derailed by a good-looking guy who rocks my gingerbread. Can it?

	The comforter hangs precariously across his waist, exposing the dark skin on his back. His bulging muscles are relaxed as he sleeps on his stomach. But I know every inch of him. And there’s nothing soft about the man. 

	I quiver from head to toe. The man is strong, confident, and knows exactly what to do to please a woman. And…. That’s a problem. How do I compete with the women he’s been with? He’s used to sexy women with long legs and bleached blonde hair, and I’m a frumpy nerd. 

	It’s time to get back to reality. I clutch my chest and stare at him for a few additional seconds, memorizing every angle and curve of his body. I’ll never meet another man anything like him. He makes my infatuation with Spencer back in high school seem like a joke. 

	An hour later, I’m sitting at the table with coffee in hand and my cognitive psychology book in front of me. It feels good to be back where I belong–studying. Except, I can’t concentrate. I’ve stared at the same page for fifteen minutes and can’t remember a thing I read. 

	How can one night change everything?

	“Avoiding me?”

	Jayden’s voice causes me to jump and let out an unladylike screech. My face heats as I spin to face him. “No.” 

	“Ri-i-ight.” He smirks and pads across the floor with bare feet, while wearing nothing but a pair of low-slung jogging shorts. “Any coffee left for me?”

	“Yes, in the pot.” I nod toward the carafe on the counter. “It’s black, but I set out a bunch of different creamers. Coffee is one of my splurges.”

	“I see.” He surveys the different flavors of singles pods–everything from hazelnut to French vanilla. 

	My eyes zero in on his hands, when he picks up one of the French vanilla containers. They’re strong with the perfect blend of rough and silky. It was heaven having them caressing my body, lighting my soul on fire. 

	I blink and try to regain my equilibrium. How do I get over him? 

	He pours the flavoring into the white mug, topping it off with coffee, and turning to face me. “So? Are we pretending last night didn’t happen?” 

	My eyes meet his, and the floor drops out from under me. Adrenaline buzzes through the room, and it’s pointless to pretend we didn’t have earthshaking sex last night. And this morning. 

	I want his arms around me again. I crave his touch. The heat of his skin. His wicked sense of humor. This was a mistake. A horrible mistake. I’m not ever getting over him, and now what? The nerd and the player getting married and living happily ever after never happens. 

	As I lick my lips, I straighten in my seat with my legs crisscrossed on the wooden surface. “No.” I shake my head. “I was planning to, but that’s proving to be impossible.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Yes.” I clasp my hands together as the sweet smell of bitter coffee calms my nerves. “It was amazing. I don’t want to forget it, but I don’t know what happens from here. Our personalities are so different. I mean, I’m serious. All the time. I don’t let my hair down and have fun. And I can’t let anything get in the way of my plans.” 

	He sets his mug down, rests his backside against the cabinet, and crosses his arm over his chest. “I don’t appreciate the inference that I’m incapable of commitment and follow-through.” 

	“I didn’t say you were incapable of commitment and follow-through.” 

	“Then what did you say?” 

	“I mean, look at me.” I wave a hand in front of my outfit. “I’m wearing jogging shorts and a T-shirt. I’m not dressed to the 9’s. I don’t even dress to the 9’s. But I’m also not ziplining and scuba diving every day. I live life on the sidelines, watching others, and that won’t work with you.” 

	“Did you have a good time last night?” 

	“Yes, but I can’t do that every night.” 

	“That’s a starting point.” The corners of his mouth arch upward as he pushes off the counter and stalks toward me. “And I happen to like what you look like. A lot. I’ve dated women that dressed in all the most expensive clothes and spent hours at the salon, but they didn’t have heart, and their only goals were to look good, go shopping, spend money, and look down on someone else.” He holds out his hand and waits. 

	I slip out of the chair and sigh as his arms wrap around me, and he drags me against his solid form. His hands slide under my T-shirt and caress my flesh, sending tiny shockwaves of awareness in every direction. “I happen to love your drive and ambition. I’m inspired by your goals for the future, and despite what you think, I’m not stupid. I have an MBA in business and a degree in psychology. I even broke the curve in several of my classes.” 

	“I never said you weren’t smart, and I’m sorry I implied you don’t take life seriously.” I place my hands on his chest and stifle a gasp when his lust-filled eyes meet mine. My body instantly responds by tightening and throbbing, begging for a repeat of last night. 

	“You should be sorry. It wasn’t polite.” He winks and grips my ass while rocking his solid frame against mine. Desire floods between my thighs as I grind against his cock, seeking any relief I can get. 

	“What were we arguing about?” I lace my fingers through his hair and smile as happiness and relief bubble up inside of me. 

	“I don’t have any idea.” He tugs my shirt over my head, tossing it onto the floor at our feet.

	When I left his bed, there was a part of me that was terrified this would never happen again. And another part of me that is just as scared that if I do it again, I won’t ever be able to stop. What happens when my shelf life runs out? 

	“Such a perfect body. Made just for me.” His mouth clamps over my puckered nipple, and every objection disappears. I don’t know how I’ll keep his attention, but I’m done fighting it. I want more time with him. Even if it’s only the week we originally promised each other. 

	He flicks his tongue over the taut tip and sucks it deep into his mouth, stretching and teasing me until my legs shake. 

	When he lets go, his eyes blaze with an intensity I’ve never witnessed before. Even when I saw Miles and Ava together, it didn’t feel like the room was on fire. Like I was at risk of lighting on fire. 

	“I’ve heard a good way to end an argument in a relationship is to start taking your clothes off. It automatically overrides the brain and keeps all the hurtful words and irrational statements from being made, leaving behind the rational brain that’s able to have an adult conversation and gets to the root of the problem.” 

	“Yeah?” I clutch the edges of his jogging shorts and drag them down over his hips. “That does sound like a rational way to have an argument.” 

	“Yes, it does.” He kicks off his shorts. “That’s why I came in here half-naked.” He runs his tongue along my jawline until he reaches my ear. “So, I could win.” 

	“Asshole.” I punch playfully at his stomach.

	“But….” He drops to his knees and pulls my shorts down inch by inch while licking and sucking my flesh until my entire body is shaking. “In this situation, we’re both winning.”

	“Yes.” I kick at my shorts in desperation to remove any barrier between us and whimper as he widens my stance. 

	“I love the smell of your desire for me. It makes me so hard. So out of control.” He laps my swollen lips like he’s been desperate to taste me for years. I wobble on my feet, but with one hand on my ass, he holds me upright while simultaneously proving I’ll never be the same after him. 

	Sucking. Flicking. Tasting. Devouring. It’s all bliss. Until he looks up and shoves two fingers deep into my aching core. “I want you to come while looking at me. I want you to know how sexy I find you.” 

	I shake my head and close my eyes. He’s too much. He makes me feel raw and vulnerable, and it scares me to death. 

	“Open. Your. Eyes,” he growls, leaving no doubt that if I don’t, I’m going to regret my decision. 

	The second I follow his command, a whimper emits from my lips, and I can’t stop the rotation of my hips as I force him to increase the pressure against my walls. Filling me and touching my most intimate spots. 

	“That’s it, baby. Fuck me. Show me what you like. And don’t stop.” 

	The moment is surreal as he pushes me to explore his fingers. The wet sounds of my body swallowing him and letting him go are only intensified by the expression of wonder on his face. It’s priceless. He makes me feel sexy and desired. Like a queen who’s dragging him around by his balls. 

	“Harder, baby. Fuck me harder. Squeeze my fingers. Demand that I fuck you back.” 

	“Jesus,” I moan as the first shockwave ripples through me. 

	“That’s it. I love watching you ride me. And when we’re done, you’re going to climb on top of me and fuck me again. I want to see those gorgeous tits bouncing just for me.” His eyes narrow as he strikes my G spot. “And no one else had better ever see you like this again.”

	“Oh, God.” My head spins as I come on his fingers, grinding and clamping down on his wrist, holding him tighter as I convulse and buck to get every ounce of pressure from him. 

	“Gorgeous.” He withdraws his fingers, grabs my ass, and feasts on my sex, sending me into convulsions that almost knock me to the floor. 
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	Jayden

	A Couple of Days Later

	As we walk down the street, I place my arm around Luna’s shoulders and kiss her temple. It’s hard to believe it’s only been a few days since we met, and I’m already in deep over this girl. And it’s not just the sex. 

	Yes, we light up the bedroom or the kitchen as brightly as the nightly Christmas in July festival’s fireworks, but it’s more than that. The more she tells me about her plans for the anti-bullying project, the more I want to ensure it comes to fruition. 

	I was never bullied, nor did I pick on other kids in school, but I understand the importance of cultivating a positive culture in the workplace. Providing a place for my employees to thrive and grow is my top priority. 

	But I know not every business has the same stance, even people who work for me don’t always agree. It was one of the sticking points between Morgan and I. She only cared about the bottom line and making as much money as possible. 

	Of course, that was when she had the delusion that someday I was going to marry her, and she’d have access to all my money. 

	“Thank you for indulging me.” 

	“You’re welcome.” Her eyes twinkle as she gazes up at me. “You’re persuasive when you’re half-naked.” 

	“Thank you.” I smirk and mock bow at her praise. We’ve taken the argument advice to heart to help navigate the early days of our relationship. 

	“You’re crazy.” She elbows me in the ribs. “But I must admit, the festival is a lot of fun, and it’s nice to take a break occasionally. I’ve pushed myself hard over the last several years, and I didn’t realize how exhausted I was.” She stops on the sidewalk and rotates to face me. “Thank you for reminding me to have fun and for putting up with my neurotic need to study months before I need to know the information.”

	“It’s my pleasure.” I wrap my arms around her, loving the feel of her soft curves. Contentment surrounds me. I’m always on edge, looking for the next thing, but with Luna, it feels like I’ve found it. Whatever it is. “And…. I’ve got a new idea for studying tonight.” 

	“Oh, yeah?” She cocks her head sideways.

	“Yes. For every answer you get right, you can tell me where to put my hands, fingers, or mouth. Your choice.” I run my hands along her back as the crowd parts to go around us and joins back together on the other side. If there’s one thing Candy Cane Key does right–it’s throwing a party. “I hope you’ve been studying.”

	“Oh, I have.” She laughs, stands on her tiptoes, and slings her arms over my shoulders. “Professor, I’m ready to be your A+ student.” 

	“Perfect.” My lips land on hers, and everything else disappears. There’s no more crowd. It’s just us alone in our perfect oasis of love. 

	My heart skips a beat before slamming against my ribs. Holy shit. Slow down. Don’t rush into a raging inferno with no backup plan. 

	I can’t be in love with her yet. Can I? The tip of her tongue brushes mine, and I moan with greed. If I’m not, it’s coming, and why fight it?

	She sways against me, and I step back to keep from tossing her down on the concrete and claiming her on the street. I’m not opposed to public sex. Hell…. Why not. The corner of my mouth rises upward. “Tonight, midnight, you and me, against the building. Wear a sweater to keep the bricks from biting your skin.” 

	Her eyes swirl with lust. “You don’t have to ask me twice. I happen to enjoy a little danger with my lovemaking.” 

	God, I love her sense of adventure, even when she’s pretending that she hates it. And it only took a nudge to get her to skinny dip in the ocean. She’s the other half of my soul.

	I glare as my phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s my work ringtone. The one I never ignore. “I’ve got to get this.” 

	“Go ahead.” She steps back, giving me room to answer. 

	“Yes?” 

	“Hey, boss. We’ve got an issue with a contract we’re proposing. The CEO is trying to lowball us.” 

	I straighten my shoulders and tip my head back. “How much?”

	“Ten percent.”

	“That’s unacceptable.” Luna walks toward The Ginger Bread Man and studies the window’s display case. “Counteroffer the full asking amount.”

	“The full amount?” 

	“Yes.” 

	An elderly couple with white hair, flushed pink skin, and oversized hats to block out the sun walk past while holding hands. They remind me of my grandparents. 

	In their later years, they rarely went outside. Unfortunately, it was too late. They’d both spent too many years in the Florida sun and needed skin cancer removed. I glance over at Luna. Next stop is the convenience store to get a sunhat. I don’t want an inch of her fragile skin marred. 

	“Do you think it’s a good idea?”

	“Yes, I do.” If they want to play hardball. We’ll play harder. “Actually, I’ll do it. Give me until tomorrow afternoon. I’ll fly in and contract them. I need to check flight availability and make arrangements to leave The Keys.

	“Okay, boss. Whatever you say.”

	“Don’t communicate with them until I get in.” Luna might think I’m laidback, but when it comes to business, I can be cutthroat. 

	“They expect a response in the next hour.” 

	“Too bad. They can wait.” I shrug and wave at Brinley, who’s making a beeline toward me.

	“Yes, sir.” 

	I hang up just as she gets to my side. 

	“Jayden.” her eyes twinkle as she throws her arms around me and squeezes. “Are you ready for Saturday?”

	“Shit.” I pat her back and roll back on my heels. “I can’t. Tell Quinn that you two will have to go out with Chet. I’m headed back to Miami in the morning.”

	“That sucks.” Her face squishes into a pout. “I was looking forward to seeing your hunky body at the helm.”

	“I’m sorry to disappoint you.” I chuckle as Luna stands awkwardly beside the store window, looking ready to bolt. 

	“Seriously? I’m not that big of an ass. Or that big of a player.” I motion her toward me. “This is Brinley, Quinn’s girlfriend.” 

	“Okay.” She eyes us with trepidation. 

	I stalk toward her and draw her into me, holding her tightly in place. The woman is a runner. And at some point, I’m going to get pissed if she doesn’t elevate her opinion of me. “I’ve never had sex with Brinley.” 

	Brinley shakes her head. “He’s cute, but he’s not my type. I’m into tall blondes–” She arches her eyebrows. “With boobs.”

	“Oh….” Luna gnaws on her bottom lip. “I’m sorry. I’m new here and keep waiting for all of Jayden’s old conquests to line up and knock me upside the head so they can get him back.”

	“Thank you.” I kiss the top of her head. “I appreciate the vote of confidence that I’m that big of a catch, but I hate to tell you, my line of exes don’t string from here to Miami. I haven’t dated that many women. But speaking of Miami, I must fly back there tomorrow, and I’d like you to go with me. I can show you where Miles and I work.”

	“I–”

	“No, I’s. Go with me.” The desperation in my voice is pathetic. Why am I afraid she’s going to disappear if she leaves my sight? 

	“Fine.” She nods no more than half of an inch. “I’ll go with you, but I need to study tonight.” 

	“I know.” I wrap my arms around her and effectively dismiss Brinley. “We definitely do, and then we have a date with that building over there.”

	She shudders forcefully. “We don’t have to.”

	“Yes, we do. And you aren’t talking me out of it. I’m ready for our lessons.” I bite my bottom lip. “And, if you get anything wrong, you’ll get punished.”

	“You play hardball.” She laces her arms around my neck and threads her fingers into my hair. 

	Babe, you have no idea. 
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	Luna

	A Couple Days Later

	“What do you think?” Jayden crosses his arms and leans against the billiard table. 

	“It’s….” I glance around the breakroom at Miles and Jayden’s whiskey company. It looks more like a kid’s arcade than a staff lounge, minus the bounce houses. But if their employees said they wanted an inflatable slide, they’d be all in. It is not at all like a typical business, but it works. 

	I’ve met a dozen employees, and they’ve had smiles and talked about their jobs like they’d won the lottery. But that isn’t it. Jayden isn’t the laid-back playboy I thought he was. He takes his business seriously. 

	He tilts his head and looks at me expectantly. “Well?”

	“It’s fantastic. Everything you do here is top-notch, and your staff love their jobs. But that’s not it. They’re obsessed with their jobs, and their enthusiasm is infectious.” 

	“Thank you.” When he smiles, his shoulders relax. Was he worried I would disapprove? How’s that possible? My opinion doesn’t matter. His employees and clients are what matters. 

	He steps toward me and wraps his arms around my waist, resting his forehead against mine. “I’m glad you approve. I know I’m not as serious as you, and my ambition for life isn’t as lofty as yours–”

	“Stop.” I shake my head. “That’s not true. What you’re doing is as important. You’re employing hundreds of staff who are passionate about what they do. That bleeds over to their homes and communities. How’s that not as important as addressing bullying? It’s dealing with the issue from both sides. Passionate parents are happy at home and raise kind children.”

	“I knew you would put a positive spin on it.” He chuckles and gives me a quick peck on the lips. “Miles called and said he and Ava are flying into Miami tonight. Do you want to meet them for dinner?”

	Sweat breaks out on my armpits. Will they be mad? What if they oppose? Do we stop seeing each other? What if this doesn’t work out when the pressure gets real? I mean, we’ve had a week of frolicking in the sun. That’s no more than a holiday fling. 

	I lick my lips. “I’m not sure.” 

	He grabs my hand and raises it to his lips. “Stop worrying. Miles is not the type to make a scene in public.”

	“Is that why you wanted to meet for dinner? Do you think they’ll be upset?” Panic swells in my stomach, sending acid to rise in my throat. 

	“Stop. You’re looking for ways to freak out.” He cups my face. “I wanted to meet in public because I don’t care who sees us together.” 

	“Oh.” I gnaw on my bottom lip. “I guess if we’re dating, we need to rip it off like a Band-Aid.” 

	“Thanks for the glowing reference.” He clutches his chest. “If I didn’t have healthy self-esteem, I’d be insulted that you’re comparing our relationship to ripping a bandage off of a wound.”

	“I didn’t mean it like that.”

	“I know. I just get pleasure from seeing you riled up. You should know that by now.” He kisses my jaw until he reaches my ear. “You’re sexy when you’re flustered. Or shy. Or naked. Or begging me to let you come.” 

	Heat covers my cheeks, and it’s not only from embarrassment. The man does crazy things to me. He makes me want things I’ve never wanted. To go dancing at a tiki bar. To have sex under the stars with fireworks flashing over our heads. To go scuba diving at night. I’m still studying, but when he comes home at night, we spend the remaining hours enjoying each other. It’s great. Perfect. But will the other shoe drop? It’s only been a week. 

	Ring. Ring. My phone buzzes in my pocket. I step back, putting distance between us, and retrieve my cell. “It’s Ava.”

	“Okay. I’ll give you some space.” He wanders to the other side of the breakroom. 

	“Hello?”

	“Well, if it isn’t little Miss Sunshine. I’ve been hearing all kinds of interesting things about you. Late-night drinking and dancing. Skinny dipping. Sex under the stars.” 

	“What? How?” Shit. I snap my mouth shut. I fell for the oldest trick in the book. Wild accusations. And I immediately confirmed her suspicions because there was no way someone saw us having sex when it was dark outside. 

	“So…,” she whispers. “It’s true. You and Jayden have been rolling around in the sand.”

	“That’s not true.” I pause for the effect. If you’ve already given up the goods, there’s no use trying to stuff the biscuits back into the tube. “We haven’t rolled around in the sand. It’s gross and would chafe my butt.”

	“Cute.” She laughs as Jayden’s fingers fly across his phone from his position across the room. “So, how did that come about?”

	“He thought I was you.” I rest my shoulder against the wall and face away from him. Once he starts working, he’ll be at it for a while. I don’t know how I thought he wasn’t serious about his business. He may go about it differently than I would, but no one’s more committed to doing his best. 

	“What?”

	As she listens, I share the details of our first night and the week since we’ve been together. Well, I don’t share all the details, and I don’t know if he sees us as a serious, long-term relationship or something that he wants until something better comes along. 

	Luna, stop thinking like that. He’s not done anything to give you that impression. That’s just because your childhood issues have come back to haunt you. 

	“I’m impressed. I didn’t think anyone could get you to let down your hair and have a good time.”

	“Yeah, me, either.” I bite down on my bottom lip. “Do you think it’s a bad idea?”

	“What? You and Jayden?”

	“Yes and no. Do you think it’s wrong that I’m having a good time? Shouldn’t I focus on my goals? I mean, I don’t want to get wrapped up in someone and forget what I want to do.”

	“Please. You aren’t going to lose yourself in him. For one thing, he won’t let you. He’s the kind of guy that inspires people to be better. Not to be worse.” I turn to face him. He’s talking animatedly on the phone with his free hand facing upward. She’s right.

	“Is it wrong that we’re seeing each other? What if it goes bad? Do we even fit together? I mean, I’m not the most exciting person alive.” 

	“Don’t sell yourself short.” 

	Ding. My phone buzzes again. 

	“Miles says to look at your messages.”

	“Okay.” I click on the screen and squint. It’s a photo of a little boy. A naked little boy, trying to put on a footed pair of pajamas. In the cabin. A naked Jayden. “Why did Miles send me a naked pic of Jayden when he was a boy?” 

	“Because when we were fighting, he threatened to send the love of Jayden’s life a photo of his stubbornness as he ignored help from everyone. Jayden intended to send it to the woman before he got the nookie as punishment for opening his big mouth.” 

	“Yeah, it’s too late for that.”

	A woman approaches Jayden. Her hips sway as she moves, making the second-skin jeans stretch over her ass. She’s thin, with perfect tits, and blonde hair that flows down her back in huge curls. Her mouth is wide and painted a bright red. She has big-ass doe eyes and legs that don’t quit. 

	Where’s the gunnysack and pompoms. She epitomizes every mean girl that made fun of me in high school. And she has her sights on Jayden. 
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	Jayden

	Miles: I sent Luna the photo.

	I frown and stare at my phone. My brother’s text message is vague and cryptic. 

	Me: What are you talking about?

	Miles: The photo. You in all your stubborn glory. I sent it to Luna.

	The photo. Asshole. I can’t believe he did it. Of course, he did. He said he would, and he doesn’t break his promises. 

	But it’s too late. I’ve already proven I’m stubborn in all the right ways. And, of course, he heard about us hanging out in town. That I don’t even question. It’s a small town. I would’ve flown her to Miami the first night if I wanted to keep things a secret. 

	Me: It’s too late. She’s already aware of my superior skills. And size. Thank you very much. 

	My back stiffens. Addyson. I’ll never forget the scent of sandalwood and sage together. It makes my skin crawl and my gut churn. 

	I turn as Addyson stalks toward me. With each step, her hips sway, and the tip of her tongue swipes over her lips. If I could have fired her, I would’ve. But she was head of our marketing department before we dated and terminating her because she was a greedy bitch wasn’t something my attorney was onboard for. And proves why bosses shouldn’t date their employees.

	Me: Gotta go. Addyson is stalking me. 

	I shove my phone into my pocket and nod. “Addyson.”

	“Jayden.” The corners of her mouth raise, and she cocks out her hip while shoving her tits out. She couldn’t be more desperate or obnoxious if she tried. I don’t know how I fell for her line of shit. Of course, she was good at playing the game.

	I straighten my back and brace my hands on my hips. “How’s work?”

	“Good.” She purrs and steps closer, teetering on the edge of my personal space. “The newest marketing project is going better than expected.” 

	“I’m not surprised. You’re good at your job.” And she is. That I’ll never take away from her. 

	“We need to talk.” She straightens my tie. “I hate being alone. I miss you, and I know you miss me. We were so good together, and I messed everything up. I’m sorry I acted like it was your fault. I was wrong to get angry when you wouldn’t put the bottom line above everything else.” She rests her hands on my chest. “I want us to start over, and this time I’ll put my interests on the back burner.”  

	“Now is not a good time.”

	Luna tucks a strand of hair behind her ear and shrinks against the counter. That’s got to stop. If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to convince her that she’s beautiful and makes me want to show her off to the world. 

	I’ve never experienced this gut-knowing assurance that she’s the one for me. It’s not a tiny nudge. It’s an outright banging on my soul. 

	“I know. You’ve always wanted to keep work and personal separate. I love that about you. Tonight, my place? We were always so good together,” she purrs and makes that final step into my space and runs her fingers over the buttons of my shirt. 

	“Addyson, you need to stop.” I grab her hand and hold it tight. My jaw flexes as anger surges through me. The woman likes to place people in awkward situations to keep the upper hand. “This is a business, and professional decorum is a must. Even if it wasn’t, I’m seeing someone else.” 

	The need to give her enough rope to hang herself and officially get rid of her wars with the panic-stricken expression on Luna’s face. I don’t want her involved in a more awkward situation than this already is. 

	“Oh!” Her eyes widen, and she jerks her arm down to her side. Like she doesn’t know. This entire display was intended to jab a knife in Luna’s back. 

	Luna shifts from foot to foot as her eyes dart to the door. 

	Addyson twists her head toward Luna and sneers. “I heard you were slumming it. But I didn’t realize how much. Jayden….” She shakes her head. “You could do so much better. You could have me back. Look at her clothes. And her hair. And her–” 

	“Addyson,” I bark, causing her head to snap back. “Luna is nothing like you.”

	“No, shit. She’s a cheap knockoff. Of course, it’s so like you to want to rescue the losers. To give her one good ride so she knows what she’s missing out on.” 

	Yeah, that’s enough. 

	Luna’s eyes well with tears, and she scurries toward the door. 

	“Luna!” 

	“Don’t.” She increases her speed and hits the door with her palm, causing it to crash outward and smack the wall. Her shoulders round inward as she cringes. 

	I glare down at the woman I dated with no understanding of what I saw in her. She’s cruel, vain, shallow, only interested in money, and has no feelings for me outside of the social and economic gain that she’s angling for. 

	“Get your items and be out of the building within the next thirty minutes, or I’ll have security escort you out. I’m not interested in going back in time. I’m dating Luna now.” 

	“Are you?” She smiles like the cat who ate the canary. “It looks like she’s walking away from you. Maybe you aren’t worth the trouble. She looks like a serious girl, and you aren’t the type to settle down. I should know.”

	“Addyson.” I grind my teeth together. Forget it. She’s not worth your time. I walk past her without another word in search of Luna. 

	The hallway is empty. Which way would she go? Back to my office? No. She didn’t leave anything behind. All she has is her purse and her phone. I speedwalk to the exit, press the silver door bar, and I’m immediately smacked by the heat.  

	It doesn’t matter if you’re on white sand or surrounded by concrete. The Florida sun is brutal in July. A seagull flaps its wings once and glides down to a park bench. It’s too hot for the bird to make it to the overhead electrical lines. 

	Luna stands several feet down the sidewalk with one hand holding her hair off her neck and the other clutching her cell phone to her ear. She pauses as my gut churns. “Twenty minutes? Yes. I can wait that long.”

	Seriously? My shoulders tighten as anger swells in my chest. She’s going to bail on me without asking one question? That’s bullshit. Clearly, the connection I experienced was one-sided because if she felt anything outside of orgasms, she’s already forgotten it. 

	The second she returns her phone into her purse; I clear my throat. “Running?” 

	“Shit.” She spins on her heel and licks her lips. Her face is pinched and tinged with red as she straightens her shoulders. “I didn’t think you’d notice I was gone.”

	“You didn’t think I’d notice you were gone? That’s a bullshit statement.” 

	“Well….” She shrugs. “You and Ms. Perfect seemed cozy, and I didn’t want to interrupt.” 

	“Jealous much?” It should please me, but it doesn’t. Addyson’s words come back to me in full force. Luna doesn’t trust me. Once again. I’m the flighty brother that people toss into the chasing butterflies category. The one that can’t be serious. 

	“I don’t have any hold over you. We had a fun in the sun week, and it was great. We had a good time. That’s all I can ask for, but that woman is the type of girl you should be dating.” 

	I shove my hands into my pockets. “Just for the record. That was Addyson, my ex. The one I broke up with because she was obsessed with money and status, not me. But I should be used to it. People use me. She used me to try and get ahead, and you used me for a fantasy week. Your chance to get back at the popular guy back in high school. Screw me and walk away.”

	“That’s–” She snaps her mouth shut. “I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop on your conversation, but I overheard the end. You made it clear that I’m nothing like her.”

	“You aren’t. But it doesn’t matter. I’m done being used. I need someone who believes in me. Not someone who thinks I’m always looking to hook up with someone else.” 

	Her eyes flash with heat. “I didn’t–”

	“Yes, you did.” My hands ball into fists. “You agreed to a week of no strings attached sex because that’s all you were willing to give. You think I’m flighty and irresponsible. And that I’d hook up with another woman when you were in the same room. You don’t believe in or trust me. And I’ve just realized that’s something I won’t tolerate in a relationship.” 

	Shit. I spin on my heel and march to the front door, shoving it open with more force than she did the breakroom door. It crashes into the building and bounces off the cement, shaking the glass. 
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	Luna

	Bang. Bang. Bang.

	Leave me alone. I roll over on the hotel bed and face the window. The blackened-out window fits my mood. Why did I have sex with my sister’s fiancé’s brother? Of all the dumb things to do, this one tops them all. Especially when I moved to Florida to live with said sister and her fiancé. In the house that her future brother-in-law still co-owns with his brother. 

	“Luna!” My sister’s muffled voice comes through the crack in the door. 

	Ugh. I flip onto my back and stare at the ceiling. 

	“Luna, open this door before I march downstairs and get security to open it up. And if they won’t, I’ll have the police show up to do a well-person check.”

	I roll off the bed while blocking out the rest of her lecture and pad across the carpet, swinging open the door. “What?” 

	Ouch. The lights. I squish my eyes together to obstruct as much of the light as possible. 

	I’ve spent the last three days hiding out in the hotel trying to figure out what I’m going to do. If I move out, I’ll need to get a job, and school will go to the backburner. Or I could move in with Portia. But they live in a condo, and there’s no space or quiet with a newborn.

	“You could have answered.” She brushes past me, pushing me out of the way with her shoulder. 

	“I didn’t want to answer.” I snap the door shut and glare at her as she flips the lights on and sweeps the curtain back. From the tenth floor, all I see is the sky. White puffy clouds and blue skies. It’s beautiful. If I wasn’t miserable. 

	“It’s a good thing I have GPS on your phone.”

	“And it took you until today to come find me?” I flop onto the sofa and toss my feet onto the coffee table. 

	“I let you sulk for three days.” She sits on the chair next to the sofa. Her back is straight as she crosses one leg over the other. 

	Oh, goodie. Here goes. Lecture time. 

	“Why did you hang out with Jayden in the first place?” She drops her purse on the floor beside her feet. 

	“What?” Her line of questioning throws me off. 

	“He’s not your type. So why did you go out with him? It’s not like you.”

	My back bristles, and I slide upward in my seat, dropping my feet to the ground. “He was fun. Romantic.” Heat floods my face. “Sexy. Attentive.” 

	The memories of our week together flood my brain. Playing video games, eating gingerbread cookies, talking about my hopes and dreams, learning about his business, and going to the tiki bar. The fireworks. 

	A shiver rolls down my spine. The way he cherished me. It was beautiful. I’d never felt that special before. Even at the office, he made no secret that we were together. Until I ruined it. Jumping to conclusions. Running scared. Getting sucked up by my feelings of inferiority. I hate that feeling. 

	“He sounds like a total douche.” 

	“That’s bull–” I cut myself off. Of course, she did. I roll my eyes. Always manipulating me into saying things I didn’t intend to say. Or to get me to see things her way. 

	It’s too late. I already know I’m the one that screwed up. Maybe it wouldn’t have worked out in the long run, but it wasn’t his fault. One insult from a cheerleader type, and I crawled away like a baby. He deserves someone who doesn’t have this much baggage. Hell, he wouldn’t give me a second chance anyway. 

	“Listen, I know what you’re trying to do, and there’s no need.” 

	“Luna don’t be so narrow-minded. Jayden is a great guy. Yes, he likes to have a good time, and he’s dated more than one woman in his lifetime, but he’s got a heart of gold and runs two million-dollar businesses. His employees love him. He’s–”

	“Stop.” I raise my hand. “I know that. I was wrong. I jumped to conclusions and didn’t give him a chance to explain. I know I was wrong. But it had nothing to do with him. He’s perfect. He did everything right. The problem is me. I let my issues of not being good enough push him away. When I saw that woman….” My jaw aches from tension. “The woman was a thirteen on a scale of 1 to 10, and on my best day, I’m a five.”

	“Jayden doesn’t want anything to do with her. Miles told me all about this woman and how she tried to use and manipulate him into making a commitment, but he was never all in with her. He didn’t take her dancing in town. He didn’t put her in the girlfriend zone at work. He liked you. A lot.”

	Great. Way to make me feel even worse. “Let me finish. It wasn’t Jayden’s fault that she insulted me and said he could do better. He wasn’t the one that said it, and he didn’t hurl himself into her arms and tell me to get out. It didn’t matter, though. In that instant, I was instantly shot back to high school.” 

	“That has nothing to do with Spencer.”

	“I know.” I glare at her for a second before speaking again. “I just said it was all my fault. And I’ve been wallowing here for three days, having a pity party. But the end result was for the best. He deserves someone without this much baggage. He doesn’t need to spend all his time building me up when he needs someone in his corner believing in him. I can’t even get that right.”

	I shove off the sofa and pace the floor. There isn’t much space in the room. When I turn, I’m eight feet away from her. “He was perfect, and I was a mess. I didn’t give him credit for being serious. I treated him like a player, hurt his feelings, and used him in a completely different way. But once again, he was used.” 

	Tears sting my eyes. I didn’t mean to use him, but he was right. I never intended for us to have a relationship. I wanted a fun weekend in the sun. A memory to last a lifetime. 

	That’s not true. I wanted so much more than that. I wanted him forever, but I didn’t believe it could come true. I don’t get a happily ever after with the gorgeous millionaire that treats me like a queen. 

	Ava jumps up and grasps my upper arms, holding me in place. “Now, that’s bullshit. You didn’t use him. I know you. You wouldn’t have had sex with him if you didn’t want a future with him. You need to tell him and explain that it was you and not him.”

	I laugh, but it sounds choked. “That’s what every guy wants to hear. It’s me, not you.”

	“Stop.” She rolls her eyes and drops her arms to her sides. “You’re an amazing person, and so is Jayden. I would love to see the two of you work this out. But first, you need to deal with your past so you can move toward the future.”

	“How?” My palms are covered in sweat. Is it possible that we could work things out? I want to. I’ve never wanted anything more. But….

	“First.” She gives me a pointed look. “You need to shower. And then you need to drop this I’m not good enough shit once and for all, and then, you come to our place for dinner tonight. Miles will make sure Jayden is there, and you need to apologize, explain why you bolted, and make this right. Because I’m not walking on eggshells around the two of you for the next 50 years. You hopped on the pogo stick. Now you must live with the consequences.” 

	“You’re ridiculous,” I groan at her stupid pogo stick reference and straighten my back, but she’s right. It’s time I stopped living in the past. If I want things to work out with Jayden, I must confront Spencer. 

	The second Ava leaves, I find his profile on social media and ring his number. 

	“Hello?” His voice sounds hesitant and guarded. 

	“Hello, Spencer.” I brace my shoulders in preparation for another blow. He probably doesn’t remember me. “This is Luna from high school.”

	“Hey. I can’t believe you called. It’s been so long.” The warm tone of his voice takes some of the tension from my shoulders. 

	“Yes, it’s been a long time.” 

	“Listen, back in high school, I made a mistake. There’s no excuse for it other than I was a stupid kid. I shouldn’t have let my friends make fun of you. Those people I haven’t talked to since graduation. And the night in the parking lot.” He coughs and continues, “I shouldn’t have handled things that way, but I wasn’t ready to end things with Anne. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I’m glad you called. I would’ve never had the balls to call and apologize.” 

	Holy cow. This is a surprise. I swallow hard over the dryness in my throat. “Thank you.” I lean against the wall. “That means a lot.”

	He clears his throat again. “Hey, are you single? I’d love to go out with you on a real date. I promise. I’m not the same stupid punk kid I was back in high school.” 
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	Jayden

	As my brother opens the door to his place, I drag myself through the door. This is the last place I want to be. I don’t want to see Miles or Ava. Or have either one of them ask me 20 questions. 

	My eyes dart from the sofa to the loveseat and over to the reading nook. There’re no signs of Luna. Not that I expected her to be there, but a part of me was hoping. 

	“She’s not here if that’s what you’re worried about.” He steps out of the way. 

	“I wasn’t worried.”

	“Could have fooled me.” He slams the door shut, causing me to jump. 

	What’s wrong with you? It was a door. A door you expected to shut. 

	But that’s what the last three days have been. Anxious. Irritated. Itchy. Angry. And all of it is cloaked in desperation. I reek of it. 

	“I’m fine.” 

	“Come on into the study. I’ve got the game on.” 

	I follow him without a word. I’d rather be somewhere else. Anywhere else, but I can’t avoid my brother and business partner forever. 

	We sit in silence for several minutes as the baseball announcer goes through the pitches until the offensive player strikes out.

	Miles pins me with a stare from his recliner. “So, what’s the deal?”

	“It didn’t work out.” I bounce my foot up and down as it rests on the opposite knee. “She doesn’t think I can be serious about anything.” 

	“You met a week ago. It’s not like she had much time to get to know you. And you dress and act like you’re on a permanent vacation. Not to mention, you’ve had several girlfriends and a handful of one-night stands under your belt. With none of them lasting longer than a few months. That doesn’t sound like someone who wants to settle down.”

	“Bite me.” 

	“On top of that, your ex-girlfriend was hurling insults in her direction. Why would she think you were different?”

	Fine. So, I don’t care about my appearance unless I’m at a business meeting. And why would I? We’re in Florida. It’s hot. People dress casually. And I believe in not taking life too seriously, which has always included women. 

	Except I’m ready to move on to something more than that. I want someone to be my champion. As much as I put her first. Is that too much to ask for? Clearly. My shoulders sag as my foot stops bouncing. 

	“What did you want out of it?” He crosses his arms over his chest as if he’s daring me to say the wrong thing. 

	My teeth grind together as I cock my head to the side. “A piece of ass. Like always.”

	“Bullshit.” His eyes flash with anger as he lurches forward to perch on the edge of his seat while kicking the footrest into place. 

	“Bring it.” My hands ball into fists. “I’ve been itching for a fight for three days.”

	He relaxes into his chair and smirks. “Now, we’re getting somewhere. Let me guess. You got your feelings hurt because she didn’t properly bow down to you.”

	“I don’t need someone bowing down to me.”

	“Yes, you do. You work hard. You own two multimillion-dollar businesses. You’re a kickass boss our employees love, but she didn’t see any of that. She had the nerve to let her low self-esteem with men make her feel inferior. When Addyson, the perfect Prada-wearing cheerleader was hanging all over you. And saying what a loser Luna was.” 

	“Asshole. She wasn’t hanging all over me, and you know I can’t stand her. Everything about her is fake. She can’t hold a candle to Luna. She doesn’t need ten pounds of makeup or hairspray-plastered hair to look good. Or high heels and expensive clothes. She’s gorgeous in PJs with a pencil behind her ear.” 

	“But does she know that? Did you tell her enough that she’s special? That she fills a piece of you that you didn’t know was missing. That she’s beautiful. That the connection you feel to her is different than anything you’ve ever experienced.” 

	“Yes, I did.” Heat rises along my neck and trails up to my ears. My brother and I have given each other tons of shit but heartfelt talks that border on love and happily ever afters? We don’t do those. 

	“But I should have reiterated it again.” I needed validation over something that made me insecure, the same as she needed it from me. And we both failed. Is it too late? Could we work past this? Do I want to work past this? 

	Yes, yes, I do.

	“No. She doesn’t. I expected her to know it, but actions speak louder than words. I should have reassured her and told her what I was struggling with. Rather than pushing her away and pouting. I guess we both have some things to work on.” 

	“That’s better.” He smiles like I’m his prized student. He presses on the arms of the chair and stands. “She should be here by now. We’ll give you some time to talk and decide if you want to try and make a relationship work or if it’s too late.” 

	She’s here? My heart thunders in my chest as I rise to my feet. My knees wobble. Lord, I’m weak, but I’ve never had a conversation with more power to make or destroy my future, and I’ve sat across from business owners with a million-dollar contract on the table between us. 

	Miles grabs the doorknob. 

	“Thank you. I appreciate you setting things up. I realize messing with my future sister-in-law wasn’t the best idea.” I frown and inhale. “No, that’s not true. I might not have gone through the entire scenario of how awful it would be if things didn’t work out. But the upside was too powerful to ignore.”

	“I understand.” He rests his hand on my shoulder. “Ava is my entire world, and I want that same for you. And why not with my fiancée’s sister?”

	“Yeah.” I chuckle. “Why not?”

	He opens the door, and my throat closes. Luna and Ava stand across the room from us, talking animatedly, but instead of being sad and despondent, Luna is laughing while gesturing dramatically with her hands as Ava listens intently to her story. 

	“Can you believe it? Spencer. He answered my call, apologized for insulting me back in high school, said he was appalled by his past behavior, and asked if I was single.” She shoves a strand of hair behind her ear. 

	God, I’m going to be sick. It’s impossible to compete with a woman’s first love. Especially if he’s the one pursuing her. I don’t stand a chance. 

	“Don’t,” Miles growls in my ear, low enough that they can’t hear us. 

	“What did you say?” Ava’s eyes are as panicked as they dart to mine. So much for no one else realizing we’re in the room. 

	“Hey, ladies!” Miles makes a loud entrance in a desperate attempt to postpone the inevitable, but when they start dating, it’ll be hard for us all to ignore the elephant in the room. Me. 

	“I said….” She glances over her shoulder at us and bites her bottom lip. “Hi.” Her cheeks are tinged with red.

	“Hey.” I nod and step toward the door. 

	“You aren’t going anywhere.” Miles grabs my upper arm and holds me in place. 

	Damn it. He’s right. If I don’t say what I need to say, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. Even if she tells me that she’s flying back home tonight to go out on a date with this Spencer dude. God, I’m going to throw up. “Luna, can we talk?”

	“Yes. Sure.” She wipes her hands on her jean shorts and looks back and forth between all of us. 

	“Why don’t you talk in the study? That way, you have some privacy.” 

	“Thank you.” I wave my hand toward the open door. “I promise it won’t take long.”

	“Take all the time you need.” Ava wrings her hands together and looks like she’s about to toss her own cookies. 

	As Luna walks toward me, her perfume fills my head, making my heart ache even more.
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	Luna

	I stop several feet from him and clasp my hands together. I stupidly expected this to be easier. But the look on Jayden’s face is anything but welcoming. Whiskey. A shot of whiskey would help. Who cares if it’s in the middle of the afternoon. It’s Miami. Everyone’s ready for a good time. 

	After I clear my throat, I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to apologize.”

	“Don’t.” He shakes his head and paces in front of the door. His nervous energy is making my skin crawl. Ava was wrong. He doesn’t want to continue a relationship, and the rest of our lives are going to be awkward as fuck. 

	Or my life will be. He’ll forget about our week together. My limbs feel like anchors are holding me down. I’ll never forget the best week of my life. Even if it’s followed by an eternity of hell. 

	He stops, spins, and braces his hands on his hips. “I don’t care if this guy was the first boy you fell in love with or that he’s the one you fell asleep dreaming about.”

	“What?” My brain hurts from trying to follow his train of thought. Spencer. Oh, now it makes sense. He heard me talking about Spencer. Maybe there’s still hope. “There’s–”

	“Let me finish.” He raises his hands, palms facing toward me. “I was wrong to push you away. I felt sorry for myself, and instead of proving to you that I’m all in, I did the opposite. I was hurt that you questioned my feelings for Addyson, and instead of telling you how I felt about you, I spouted off ridiculous comments and shut you out.”

	“It was–”

	“I need to say everything, so let me finish.”

	“Okay.” I bite my bottom lip and exhale as lightness fills my body until it feels like I’m floating. I thought I’d ruined things. 

	This would go a lot quicker if he’d let me apologize, and then we could kiss and make up, but if he needs to do this, I’ll let him. 

	“I should have told you that you’re the only person I see myself spending my future with. Even if that means I’m alone while you figure things out with Spencer, I’ll wait.” 

	“What if you aren’t alone?” We’ve got a lot of work to do, but we can make it work. I know we can. 

	“I’ll be alone. I don’t want anyone else but you. And I’ll still be waiting when you realize he’s a part of your past, and I’m your future.” He walks forward until he’s in front of me and cups my cheeks. 

	Lord, he’s beautiful. And perfect. And I want to spend the rest of my life wrapped in his arms. Even when we’re sweltering in the blistering Florida sun. 

	“He’ll never worship you the way I do.” His eyes bore into mine as I inhale his scent, letting everything sink in. Having Spencer apologize and ask me on a date soothed my 17-year-old heart, but my 21-year-old heart only beats for Jayden. “When he breaks your heart–”

	“He won’t break my heart.” I smile and bite my lips together to avoid jumping out of my skin with happiness.

	“Okay.” His eyes darken as he drops his arms to his sides. 

	“He won’t break my heart.” I lace my arms around his neck and pull him down to me until we’re forehead to forehead. “Because I have no intention of seeing him or letting anyone else but you near my heart or my body.”

	“Thank God,” he groans and wraps his arms around my waist until we’re plastered together from chest to thigh. “My world ended when I heard you say he wanted to know if you were single and asked you out.”

	I waggle my eyebrows. “I’m not going to lie. It felt good, but not in the I’m glad he finally noticed me way. But in the I’m letting go of the past for good way. I don’t want anyone but you. I’m sorry I let my issues with feeling inferior get in the way when I saw Addyson coming on to you. I’m not going to pretend I won’t get jealous or feel sorry for myself–”

	“It’s pathetic, but I want you jealous.” His eyes are dark, sending a wave of heat all the way to my toes. “I want you so crazy for me you’ll claw another woman’s eyes out to stake your claim, but I don’t want to ever see you cower in the corner thinking you aren’t good enough or I don’t want you.” His hands caress my back as goosebumps break out on my skin. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you. I’ve never wanted a long-term commitment. I know a week is crazy fast to make lifelong decisions, but I’ve lived my entire life on instinct, and the first time my lips were on your neck, I felt the world shift.”

	“I’ll be sure to tell my sister–”

	His mouth lands on mine, and thoughts of teasing go out the window. I thrust my tongue against his and melt against his body. 

	He’s right. The moment his lips touched my skin, the universe righted itself. We belong together. His hands roam from my back to grasp my ass, rocking his hardness against my belly. My need for him overpowers everything else. I want him deep inside of me. Pleasing me. Claiming me. I need it. But I don’t want anything left between us. 

	I pull back, gasping for air. “I told him I was single, but I wasn’t interested in revisiting the past. It didn’t even cross my mind to go out with him. I have too much self-respect to let him hurt me again. Not that he could hurt me again,” I say hastily. “I don’t want you to think he could hurt me again because he couldn’t. I feel nothing for him.” I swallow over the lump in my throat. “I belong with you.”

	“Yes, baby.” He smiles and lifts me off my feet until my legs are wrapped around his waist. “You belong with me, and you aren’t single.” He walks toward the sofa. “And just in case he’s harboring any thoughts of stealing you, we’ll make sure he understands that loud and clear.”

	I thread my fingers through his hair. “Nothing would make me happier.” 

	“Good.” He presses his lips together. “You should have taken off your top when arguing outside the office. Maybe then, I would’ve kept my big mouth from spouting off.”

	“You’re right.” Laughter bubbles from my lips. “I can’t promise we won’t have another ridiculous fight at some point, but let’s promise to always take our clothes off, or at the very least, envision each other naked.”

	“You’re on.” He winks, making my stomach flop. 

	“And I promise I won’t walk away again. I’ll stick around like an adult and express my feelings and hold an adult conversation.” 

	“I’m holding you to it. My business is done here in town, and I’m missing the fireworks back in The Keys. What do you say about taking the yacht out on the ocean? I happen to love rocking your gingerbread under the glow of crackling lights and sounds of gunpowder.” 

	“That’s funny.” I wiggle against him in a desperate attempt to ease the throbbing between my thighs. “I happen to see fireworks every time you make me come.” 

	“Oh yeah?” He drops my feet to the floor and drags my shorts and panties down to my ankles. His lips traverse my throat as he slips his fingers into my slickness. My desire coats his fingertips, making it easy for him to slip inside my sex. “I’m ready for you to see stars. I’ve missed this sweet pussy for three long days.” 

	Goosebumps scatter over my skin. “Yeah, I’ve missed that, too.” My eyes roll back in my head as he thrusts in and out of me, dragging whimpers of pleasure from between my lips. 
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	Jayden

	Five Days Later

	The high school band rides on floats in front of us, playing a Christmas song in July. It’s not your typical floats either. We’ve got boats packed full of different instrument groupings. Hey, it’s The Keys. 

	Everything’s perfect. The sun shines down, basking us in its warmth. The clouds are high above, and when we’re lucky, a puff of cotton coats the sun for a few moments giving us a reprieve from the heat. 

	Luna’s face lights up with happiness, with each float decked in Christmas cheer and the kids laughing and dancing as they sway to the music. I love it here. I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her against me. 

	When she sinks against my body, I glance over at my brother and Ava. My brother kisses her temple. He was always the one that wanted to settle down and raise a family here. I couldn’t wait to get out and move to Miami. But Luna has changed all that quicker than a firecracker with a short fuse. I spin her to face me. 

	She squeals and grabs my shoulders. “What’s wrong?” 

	“I want to live here.” 

	“Okay?”

	“No, I mean, I want to build a house and live here. Would you be okay teaching here? I know you envisioned something bigger, but this town is magical. I know. It’s ridiculous we decorate all year. And for the 4th of July, instead of red, white, and blue, we have Santa Claus and elves, but it’s a perfect place to raise a family.” 

	My stomach clenches. Slow down. Asking her to move in together, get married, and raise a family in one speech is moving too fast. 

	I clear my throat. “I’m not saying we need to get married and have a baby.” 

	She raises her eyebrows as her eyes continue to dance. “You don’t want to get married and have a baby?” 

	“That’s not what I meant. But think about it. We have property at the beach, and if Miles and Ava decide to build, there’s more than enough room for us to build there also. But if you’d rather live in Miami after you graduate, it’s fine. But seeing the kids in the parade got me thinking about how much I loved coming here when I was younger.” 

	She places her hands on my chest. “I think it’s a wonderful town. But we don’t have to rush things. I don’t graduate for another several months, and then I have graduate school. Besides, I know nothing about the school or if they have any openings. Or if they would want an outsider as their guidance counselor. And if they don’t have any openings, I’d have to change to a teaching degree which would slow things down.” 

	“Right.” I nod and bite my bottom lip. “It was an impulsive decision. We don’t have to settle on anything today.” 

	A float carrying Santa Claus glides by. I’m like a little kid waiting for his favorite present on Christmas. I don’t want to wait. Right now, she’s staying with my brother, and I’m here for the next several days, but what happens next week when I return to Miami? Do we stay long distance? Is it too soon to ask her to move in with me?  

	I take a deep breath. “We have plenty of time to make these kinds of decisions. And if things don’t work out here, we can live in Miami and come here for the holidays.” 

	“Are you going to–” Her phone rings, breaking off her question. “Just a second.” She glances down and frowns. “It’s Spencer.”

	My jaw tightens. The nerve of this guy. “I thought you turned him down.” 

	“I did, but he called last night and this morning.” 

	My entire body bristles. “What did he want?”

	“He’s been messaging, but I’ve been busy, so I didn’t answer.” She shrugs. “I don’t have anything more to say to him anyway. I told him I wasn’t interested, and that should have been the end of it.”  

	My eyes narrow as jealousy rips through me. “And you’ll remain busy.” I snatch the phone from her fingers and swipe the screen. “Hello?”

	“Is Luna there?” The voice on the other side asks, but it sounds more like a demand than a question. 

	“Yes, she’s here, but she’s busy. Actually, she’s busy for the rest of her life.”

	“She said she was single.” 

	“Well, she’s not,” I bark, and the kid beside us jumps and bumps into his mom’s leg. 

	Kelly pats her son’s shoulder. “Derrick, it’s fine.” She smiles and winks. “Jayden has his panties in a bunch over Luna. He’ll be fine. There’s no need to be scared.”

	“Panties?” The boy cackles, and all remnants of his unease vanish. 

	“Put Luna on the phone.”

	“Sorry, I can’t. She’s busy with my tongue in her mouth.” I snap off the phone, block his name and phone number and hand it back to her. 

	“Is that enough?” She purses her lips together. “Do you need to pee on me, too?” 

	“If you want me to, I will,” I grumble and wrap my arms around her, planting my lips next to her ear. “If he calls again, I’ll hunt him down and shove his phone in his mouth.”

	“You say the sweetest things.” She shivers, causing my dick to twitch in response. Just a little more time, buddy. We’ve got all night. And the rest of our lives. I don’t care where we live, but she’s living with me.
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	Jayden 

	Six Hours Later

	“Sit on my face.” I grab her hips and haul her down until her sweet sex surrounds me. Heaven. After I strain my neck off the lounge chair, I flick my tongue along her slit. It’s not enough. I lift her up. “Legs on either side of the chair and sit.” 

	“Yes, sir.” She giggles and shifts her body around until she’s settled on my face. 

	That’s better. I dig my fingertips into her hips, smashing her down harder until all I smell and taste is her. I’ll never get enough. I want this woman with an intensity that makes my blood boil and sends my impulsive spirit into overdrive. 

	As soon as I’m done with her, I must convince her this is more than two people enjoying each other’s bodies. We belong together every day. Not just on the weekends. Right after she’s positive no one else could give her this much pleasure. 

	And I feast. Drowning in her desire. Thrusting and lunging my tongue into her heat. Using my hands to move her over me. Increasing the pressure and lessening it until her thighs are shaking so hard, I’m afraid she’ll fall off and land on the deck. That’s my girl. 

	My dick strains against my swim trunks, but he’s not coming out to play until she’s exhausted from coming. And only then will I continue to destroy her. She’s not walking off this boat with any doubt she wants me beside her every night. I don’t care if it’s manipulative. She’s mine.

	“Oh, God, y-e-e-es.” She clenches her thighs and shifts away from me. But I hold tighter and continue to plunder her pussy. One orgasm isn’t enough. I want her exhausted, and spent. 

	With each movement of my tongue, her muscles tighten. So close. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Her legs shake as she cries out.

	I release my grasp on her hips and spread her ass cheeks apart. When she whimpers and grinds her sex into my face, I lunge my index finger into her forbidden hole. 

	“Oh, fuck, yes. Oh, my God, don’t stop.” She bucks against me, sucking my finger deep inside her, rotating her hips in a circle until her orgasm sates itself. 

	After lifting her, I roll her under me and claim her mouth. But if I expected her to be sated, I was wrong. Her fingers yank at my shorts as she pulls them down and jams her foot in the crotch, shoving them down to my feet. 

	She clasps my face and pulls my head back. “I want you inside me.”

	“Forever.” I glide my throbbing cock inside her and sigh. Fucking heaven. 

	“Yes, please. Forever.” 

	She wraps her legs around me like a vice and digs her nails into my skull. Her eyes glow with desire and an intensity I’ve never seen before. “If you aren’t asking me to move in with you while you’re building our dream house, I’m getting the key from Miles and moving in on my own.”

	I chuckle and rise to my knees, thrusting into her. The sweet gasping sounds are as pleasurable as the walls of her sex suck down on me. “I already packed your luggage while you and Ava talked at the table. In the morning, we’re flying back to Miami. Miles is building on the right, closest to the resort he pretends to hate, and we’re building on the left.”

	“Good, I thought you weren’t going to ask.” 

	I grab her ass and fuck her until her eyes roll back into her head. “That’s it, baby. I’ve waited all day to feel your walls sucking me off.”

	“God.” She unwraps her legs, braces her heels on the chair, and tips her pelvis upward, meeting me lunge for lunge. Each striking of my dick over her G spot causes her to scream into the night. 

	“That’s it, baby. Fuck me. Make me yours.” She’s beautiful. My balls ache to come and sweat covers my back. I’ve never worked so hard to please anyone in my life. 

	“You’re mine,” she whimpers and convulses as her orgasm sends her flying over the edge. Above us, the fireworks light up the sky. 

	“Jesus,” I grind out as cum shoots from my dick. I’m never letting her get away. I’ve got to thank Jax for wanting to build that eyesore of a resort that’ll turn into the jewel of The Keys. 

	My vision turns black. Shit. Breathe. I gasp for air and force myself not to fall on her. 

	After settling her on top of me, I cup her face. “I’m not asking. You’re moving in with me. We’re getting married, building a house here at The Keys, and having babies. I love you.”

	Her eyes widen, and she licks her lips. “I love you, too.”

	“Are you going willingly, or do I have to kidnap you and move you without your consent?”

	“Yes, I’m moving.” She laughs and rests her head on my chest. “Yes, I’ll willingly move in with you and let you build me a house, and marry you, and make babies with you.”

	“That’s better. I’m glad you’re seeing things my way.” I kiss her temple. “Of course, I knew you would since I was naked.”

	“Good point.”

	I run my fingers through her hair. “All kidding aside, I knew you were my heart beating outside my body the second my lips touched your neck.”

	She tips her head up until her face is positioned in my direction. “You thought I was my sister.”

	“Did I?”

	She raises up on her elbow and blinks. 

	“Your hair is darker than your sister’s.” I pull her to me and kiss her lips, settling in for the most amazing night under the stars and an eternity of bliss in Candy Cane Key. 
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	Luna

	Fourteen Months Later

	I hang up the phone and spin on the kitchen barstool until I face Jayden. He has his cell phone wedged between his shoulder and his ear as he rinses a plate and sets it on the strainer. 

	The muscles in his back bunch and relax with his movements. He’s stunning. And such a devoted man to pleasing me. I shiver as my nipples tent against my silk robe. It doesn’t matter that we had sex an hour ago. I want him again. 

	He hangs up and lays his phone on the counter. I slip off the stool and wrap my arms around his waist, kissing his back.

	“Hey, babe.” He twists off the faucet and spins to face me. His eyes take in everything at once and make my insides melt. I don’t question my worth to him. There’s no reason to. Not when he shows me every day how cherished I am. 

	“Hello, handsome.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss his lips. They’re warm and soft compared to mine. 

	Seconds later, the kiss deepens, and he growls, “If that sweet pussy of yours isn’t on my face in the next two minutes, I’m swatting your ass.” 

	“You’ll have to wait.” I waggle my eyebrows and stand back, putting a few inches between us but not far enough that I’m not wrapped up in him. I could live like this every second of the day, but soon, I won’t be able to. For several reasons.

	“I don’t wait.” His eyes harden, making his jaw flex. His possessiveness makes my clit twitch. 

	Stop. Just for a second. Focus on the issue at hand. 

	“You have to.” I bite my bottom lip to keep the stupid grin off my face, but it’s no use. “I got the job.”

	“Here?”

	“Yes. Here.” The ocean waves lap at the sand outside our kitchen window. The house was finished a month ago. That’s one thing money buys–fast construction. Ava and Miles moved into their home next door this week. 

	If someone had told me I’d move to a town in The Keys where Christmas is everywhere–all year long, I would’ve thought they’d sipped too much eggnog, but I love it. 

	“Congratulations.” He lifts my feet off the floor and kisses me soundly. Not that I’d expected anything less. 

	“Thank you.” 

	His eyes narrow. “I didn’t buy you the job. Not that I wouldn’t have, but I didn’t. And believe me. I get along great with the school administrator and all the teachers, but don’t doubt you got the job on your own merit.” 

	“I believe you.” I run my fingers over his chest as my stomach flutters. The bright light of the kitchen makes the diamond on my finger glitter. 

	To say I was surprised by a drop down on one knee, marriage proposal with a 2-carat diamond ring last Christmas, the real Christmas, was an understatement. Why? Because he was naked, wearing only a Santa hat and his candy cane was happy to see me. Very happy to see me. And painted in edible red and white paint. 

	“I have something for you.” 

	“So do I.” He grinds his cock into my stomach and desire floods through my body. We’ve only lived here a month, but there’s not a room or piece of furniture in the house we haven’t christened. 

	“Yes, you do, but your candy cane has already coated my gingerbread with frosting.” I pull out the pregnancy test and wave it in front of his nose. 

	His body stills as he stares at the white stick and swallows. He licks his lips and meets my gaze. “Sweetheart, I promise to be the best father you could ever ask for.” 

	“Baby, I don’t doubt that for one second. You’re an amazing man, and I can’t wait to have a baby with you and see him or her wrap you around their finger.” 

	“I love you more than life itself and….” He inhales as his voice cracks. “Shit.” He shakes his head. “This is bigger than I expected it to be.” He lifts me up and sets me on the counter, shifting his attention to my belly. “We made a baby.” He rests his palm on my stomach and looks up with shining eyes. “I love you so much. Thank you for giving me a shot.” 

	I cup his face. “Thank you for playing video games with me and for not thinking I was a boring nerd.” 

	“Sweetheart.” He hauls me forward until his hardness rests against my opening. “You’re my nerd. And I just so happen to have received a slutty nerd schoolgirl costume with a box of equally smutty sex toys in the mail from Jax’s company, so get on those crotchless panties and ride my candy cane. I happen to have some left-over paint, and your tongue looks like it could use a sucker.” 

	“God, I love you.” This man can rock my gingerbread every day of the week.

	 

	Didn’t get enough of Luna and Jayden? Grab a copy of Jayden’s side of the Epilogue here. 

	Missed Ava’s story? Grab Morsel Enemies here. 

	Enjoy the vibe of this story? Check out The Bet and Chloe’s bakery where Rich, her best friend’s brother, can’t get enough of her cookie. The Bet. 
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	Man of the Month Club Spin-off: Christmas in July

	 

	Lights, Camera, Christmas by Kara Kendrick https://mybook.to/LightsCameraChristmas

	Beards and Bikinis by Heather Lauren https://mybook.to/BeardsBikinis

	Silver Bells by Tamrin Banks https://mybook.to/SilverBelles2 

	Rocking her Gingerbread by Alexia Chase  https://mybook/to/RockingHerGingerbread 

	Tease the Season by Annie Charme  https://mybook.to/TeaseSeason 

	Shipwrecked Curves by Ember Davis https://mybook.to/shipwreckedcurves 

	Seduce Like a Siren by Ellen Brooks https://mybook.to/SeduceSiren 

	On the Dean’s Naughty List by Carolina Jax  https://mybook.to/TheDeansNaughtyList 

	Hot Chicken by LM Fox  https://mybook.to/HotChicken 

	Courting Desire by Robecca Austin https://mybook.to/CourtingDesire 

	 

	Join the Man of the Month Club - https://www.facebook.com/groups/392211678552658 

	Read the entire 2023 series -  https://mybook.to/motmchristmasinjuly

	Man of the Month Club 2023

	Man of the Month Club

	The MAN OF THE MONTH CLUB is a steamy small-town collection featuring a new hottie (or two!) every month. In 2023, escape to Candy Cane Key, Florida, and celebrate ALL the holidays with your favorite group of romance authors and their delicious men. 

	 

	Check them out on Facebook, on Tiktok, in their reader group and sign-up for the newsletter!

	 

	www.manofthemonthseries.com 

	 

	Can’t wait to see you there!

	 

	Reeling Him In by Kara Kendrick

	Bound To The Beard by Eve London

	Loves Me Knot by Aubree Valentine

	Falling for the Grouch by Carolina Jax

	Another One Bites the Dust by Katie Rae

	Tidal Ides by Layne Daniels

	Flirt Like a Fool by Ellen Brooks

	Hate Tea Love You by Annie Charme

	Sooner or Gator by Mae Harden

	Morsel Enemies by Alexia Chase

	Gingerbread Man by Karla Doyle

	Come to Papa by Matilda Martel

	Enemies in Earnest by Willow Sanders

	Book Me, Baby by Tamrin Banks

	Son of a Peach by Claire Hastings

	Beards and Babies by Heather Lauren

	Uptown Girl by Emma Bray

	In Tune by Jade Royal

	Gettin' Figgy by Gail Haris

	Mister Write by Elyse Kelly

	Hot Stuff by Ashton Brooks

	Coming Down Her Chimney by Imani Jay

	Fitting the Financier by Robecca Austin

	 


Morsel Enemies

	Are you ready to meet your next Man of the Month?

	Chocolate chips, year-round Christmas decorations, crystal-clear waters, and smoldering nights under the stars. What more could you ask for?

	Ava’s boss, Jax, wants the same land Miles wants, and she’s there to make sure Jax gets it and escape Hell Town, Florida, as fast as she can. Miles loves the land and will stop at nothing to get rid of the interloper.

	Until Miles and the town charm her. Or is it all a lie?

	Morsel Enemies from Alexia Chase is a small-town, enemies-to-lovers romance about Candy Cane Key’s favorite Scuba Diving Charter owner and a woman who hates frizzy hair, bugs, and sunshine.

	Sparks will ignite this National Chocolate Chip Day as these two try to outwit each other. It’s going to be a hell of a ride.

	The MAN OF THE MONTH CLUB is a steamy small-town collection featuring a new hottie (or two) every month. In 2023, escape to Candy Cane Key, Florida, and celebrate All the Holidays with your favorite group of romance authors and their delicious Paradise Men. Can’t wait to see you there!

	 

	Want to keep reading? Check out Morsel Enemies today and see what happened between Luna’s sister Ava and Jayden’s brother Miles.  

	 


About the Author

	Alexia Chase is a steamy contemporary romance author who specializes in visual stories set in an interconnected world. 

	If you love stepping into a place that feels like home where familiar people, places, and things welcome you with open arms, then you’re in the right place. 

	Ms. Chase pens everything from short stories to novels with heroes from bartenders to billionaires. 

	What can you find between the pages? Heavy doses of snark, sinful fun, smut, and happily ever afters. 

	Come inside. They’re waiting for you. 

	Where can you find Ms. Chase when she’s not writing? Ms. Chase lives in a small community outside of Kansas City, Missouri. She spends her free time with her husband, three children, and two dogs and loves to spin stories in her head. She’s an avid learner and never far from her computer. Just ask her children. They have plenty to say about her excessive computer usage. 

	**** I love short stories, and I love Alexia Chase. ****

	**** Oh, my I love these short hot and sexy books by Alexia. ****

	**** Funny, sweet, and steamy. Alexia Chase did an awesome job with this novel. ****

	**** Ms. Chase has written an engaging, steamy, funny, angst driven, and entertaining. ****

	**** Sexy, funny, sweet and all the feels. ****

	Quick. Dirty. Sweet. 

	Alexia Chase

	alexiachaseromance@gmail.com  

	https://www.amazon.com/author/alexiachase  

	https://www.facebook.com/Alexia-Chase-Romance-312300706120371/  

	https://www.bookbub.com/profile/alexia-chase  

	https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7907762.Alexia_Chase  
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