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DARE ME TO

Heartbreaker series, Book Six

Wedding planner, Rachel Clare is desperate for a job after losing her mother unexpectedly. With her landlord pressuring her for money, Rachel is determined to make the next wedding she plans an amazing one. However, her new bride has a strange way of doing things, making her wonder if this wedding will actually be a success. When she finds refuge in the arms of the bride’s older brother, Rachel wonders if she can resist the man’s irresistible charm.

Darien Dare couldn’t be more proud of his little sister getting married, but when it comes to himself, he has no intention of ever tying the knot. However, befriending the wedding planner has started to change his thoughts about walking down the aisle, especially when Rachel’s vulnerabilities bring his protective instincts to the surface. Will he be able to convince Rachel that their fling could somehow become forever and that the wedding she should be planning is theirs?


To all the men I’ve loved before

Thank you for loving me and inspiring me to become a better woman. We may not be walking the same path anymore, but I hope we each find exactly what we’re looking for at the end of the aisle.

I love you.


A NOTE TO READERS

The end has finally come. When I released my first book back in 2016, I never imagined that I would be able to complete three whole series. I’ve always dreamt about becoming an author and this last decade of writing and publishing has changed me a lot. I learned that life often imitates art.

These scenes that I was writing about were becoming my reality and so, a lot has changed for me. Over the course of the years, my writing style has transformed and even the books that I read have broadened.

Romance will always have my heart though. Nothing comforted me more during my darkest times than a good romance book with a happy ending. As the end of the Heartbreaker series has come, I wanted to give you a book with the ultimate happy ending. Rachel has always helped other get married, but has never tied the knot herself. And Darien is seen as the ultimate bachelor. They couldn’t have been more perfect for each other. I hope you enjoy their ultimate happily-ever-after.

Don’t forget to check out the other books in the Heartbreaker series, starting with Shay and Ash’s story in FOREVER THIS TIME. Discover the mystery and intrigue in Adrian and Nic’s story with MAKE IT LAST. Elizabeth and Gabe’s holiday story will be sure to touch your hearts in ALL I WANT. Be sure to read about Sebastian and Tessa’s happily ever after in LOVE YOU BETTER. And lastly, enjoy Christian and Grace’s scorching second-chance love story in ALL FIRED UP.

If you haven’t already, don’t forget to check out the Happa-Hewitt sibling stories starting with Dacey and Greyson’s love story in CLOSE TO YOU, the first book of the Moonrise Beach series as well as Hutch and Maison’s story in SWEET AS SIN. In addition, MORE THAN THIS, Sam and Hunter’s book, was also released to many readers’ excitement. After that is Deacon and Olivia’s red-hot romance in DRIVE ME WILD. Gin and Pierce get their happily-ever-after in ABOUT THAT NIGHT. Sage and Bodhi share an emotional romance in IN MY DREAMS. And my two hopeless romantics, Mark and Rose, find true love in BAD AT LOVE. Finally, Robin and Kate fix their tumultuous past and finally see how compatible they are with one another in ONE AND ONLY. Ending things on a high note is Chase and Ava’s book, THE REAL THING. Each book is written to stand alone, but they will be part of a larger series for your enjoyment.

If you enjoy this book, please sign up for my newsletter so that you don’t miss out on any future book releases on my website: www.anajolene.com. And if you like darker, grittier stories, then my sexy MC Romance series, Glory MC, might be the thing for you! I would highly urge you to read the series in order starting with Indy and Hastie’s story in GLORY, the first book in the Glory MC series. Following that, there is Lucky and Seven’s story in ORIGIN. Then there’s Tansy and Kitt in NIRVANA! And let’s not forget about Beck and Devine’s sizzling story in RESURRECTION. Angel and Fallon’s story closes the series out with LEGACY.

If you can’t already tell, I absolutely love my characters and the worlds that they live in. If you can get joy from any one of my books, then I’m happy. Thank you for choosing to read my books. I can’t wait to show you more better stories in the future!

Happy Reading!

—Ana


ONE

Darien Dare had always been the life of the party, and therefore, he knew exactly how to throw one. Fortunately for his little sister, Natalie, he had allowed her to hold her engagement party at the Eclipse nightclub where he worked.

Just a few months ago, he’d helped the owner, Gabriel Park, open it. The initial weeks had been difficult, but they’d finally been able to gain some popularity with the crowd in Moonrise Beach. As the assistant manager of the nightclub, he was relieved to see all his hard work paying off.

That was why he was so happy to celebrate his sister’s engagement here. Not only could he make sure that they all had an amazing night together, but he could also show off how well Eclipse was doing.

Normally, there would be a long line outside. However, tonight he had closed the nightclub off to the public, allowing Natalie and her friends to celebrate privately. It had made his little sister so happy, but he still wished that there was more that he could do for her.

Darien still couldn’t believe that his little sister was getting married. Natalie and her fiancé, Brandon, had met several years ago at college. Their relationship had always been a little rocky to begin with. There had been several times where they had broken up during college. However, somehow, they always found their way back to each other.

But it wasn’t until they had graduated and Brandon had moved to a different state for five years for a job that they experienced their longest split. At the time, Darien thought that that would be the final breakup. However, when Brandon returned to Moonrise Beach a year ago, the two magically found each other again, igniting their love for each other once again. Now, in just a few months, they would be finally tying the knot. There was absolutely no question that they were meant for each other, and it made Darien happy to see his little sister growing up.

Despite being older, Darien had never been engaged. He’d never even proposed to anyone, and actually, now that he thought about it, he’d never seriously considered marriage with any of his past girlfriends.

He’d always been too focused on his work to really think too much about the future. His easygoing personality preferred to leave things to fate rather than to try too hard to follow society’s blueprint for life.

However, he was now starting to wonder if maybe he should be thinking about it. After all, he was financially secure now and his age was getting a little bit up there. Even his boss, Gabe, had found someone he loved deeply and wanted to spend his life with.

It appeared that everyone around him was settling down and he worried that he would be left behind if he didn’t find someone soon. However, that was easier said than done. Although beautiful women surrounded Darien night after night, the club required his constant attention, leaving no time to actually walk up to one of those beautiful women and start up a conversation.

He glanced around the nightclub and noticed all of his sister’s friends who had come to the party. A lot of them were gorgeous and young, but the older brother in him preferred not to get involved with one of his sister’s friends. It would put too much pressure on their relationship and he preferred to meet his future wife on his own terms. But even though everyone here was off-limits, that didn’t mean that he wasn’t going to enjoy himself.

Raising his glass, Darien called out, “Cheers to Brandon and my beautiful little sis. I hope you both live happily ever after.”

As everyone cheered and toasted with him, Natalie came up beside him and gave him a big hug. “You’re such a sap,” she chimed.

Used to her teasing, Darien pulled back to look into her eyes. “You cried during Dad’s wedding, remember? Besides, my only sister is getting married. Can you blame me for being excited?”

Their parents had divorced when he’d turned eighteen. At that time, Natalie had only been ten years old. It’d been really tough on her to live without a motherly figure in her life, but Darien had done his best to make sure that someone was always there to protect her. When their father had remarried several years later, he felt relieved that Natalie would have another female in the family to talk to. But no one would ever replace him as her protector. To him, he didn’t think there was a woman that he could love more than his little sister.

But if there was one person that he could trust with protecting Natalie, it was Brandon. Since he was an attorney, he could trust that he would be able to care for his sister and provide a life for her that would make her happy. Plus, he considered Brandon to be one of his best buddies next to the Park brothers.

Darien threw back another shot, loving the buzz running through his entire body. When he saw Natalie put down her drink, he frowned. “Aren’t you gonna drink?”

“I will later,” she told him. “I’m supposed to meet the wedding planner today, so I want to make sure that I make a good impression.”

Darien arched a brow at her. “You asked your wedding planners to meet you here? Why?”

“I couldn’t choose between the two, so I asked both of them to come here tonight.”

“What? Are you crazy? What are you planning to do? Make them duke it out for the job?” While he loved his little sister, Natalie definitely had a strange way of doing things. While she didn’t purposely stir up trouble, there were a lot of times when her plans turned into messes for everyone else involved. Darien just hoped that the poor wedding planners didn’t expect much from tonight. It would only disappoint them.

“Oh, don’t worry so much,” Natalie told him. “I just want to see how badly they want the job. I don’t want someone who doesn’t care about me planning my wedding.”

Darien couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine. Do whatever you want. Just don’t make any of them cry, okay?” He hated when women cried.

Natalie grinned at him. “I won’t.”

Shaking his head, he left his sister and went to check on the bar. Even though he’d planned on letting loose tonight, the other part of him would always be in work mode. And since he knew that Brandon and Natalie could drink like fish, he would have to keep the drinks on a heavy rotation to keep them happy.

Rachel Clare touched up her lipstick in her favorite heart-shaped pocket mirror before double-checking that she had the right address to the nightclub. She’d heard about Eclipse before, but she’d never had the opportunity to come here before.

This was her first time that a bride had asked to meet her at a nightclub, and although she did think that it was a little odd, she wasn’t going to be easily deterred.

She needed this job badly. And she was willing to accommodate her client’s every wish, so if Natalie Dare had requested to meet her here tonight, then that was precisely what she was going to do.

After her last job had ended after the bride had caught her fiancé sleeping with her mother, Rachel worried that her next gig would end up as a disaster as well. But even if this bride turned out to be crazy, Rachel would just have to endure it. She didn’t have much choice.

Her rent was overdue and she needed the money desperately. After her mother had lost her battle against cancer and passed away, her life had been a mess. Her grief became too much to bear and Rachel found herself struggling with daily life. It wasn’t until just a couple of months ago that she finally pulled herself out of her dark hole and started to function like a normal human being again. But her hiatus had caused some major setbacks with her work.

Instead of waiting for her, her company had put her on the backburner, pushing other younger wedding planners out there. As a result, Rachel felt like she was starting from the very beginning again.

This was her first opportunity since her mother died to prove that she could still do this. So whatever awaited her behind these doors, Rachel knew that she would have to do everything in her power to make sure that she got this job. Otherwise, she didn’t even want to think about what would happen to her if she faced her landlord again with no rent money.

The thought of losing her apartment terrified her. It was the last thing she had of her mother. As a romance author, Kanon Clare had been a recluse, choosing to do most of her exploring in her books. Rachel had always loved the stories that her mother wrote and she would often read them even when she was gone. Their apartment had been the only real place where the both of them felt truly comfortable with themselves, and so, Rachel wanted to make sure that she never moved out. However, because their building was located near the beach, the cost of rent was high. Currently, she owed her landlord thousand of dollars, and if she didn’t hand over the money soon, she would be forced to leave.

“Okay,” Rachel muttered as she squared her shoulders and entered Eclipse. “You can do this.”

The nightclub didn’t look like a typical nightclub she’d been to before. It had been decorated with beautiful roses, tulips, and even hydrangeas tonight. The color scheme was pink and gold and the theme had also been carried out even in the other decorations surrounding the place. She had to admit that it looked really nice. Perhaps the bride wouldn’t be a complete nut like she expected her to be.

“Phew, that’s a relief.” Now she didn’t have to worry about trying to persuade the bride with a different color palette because nothing matched. “So far, so good,” she said as she walked further inside.

When she encountered a crowd of people, Rachel did her best to try to find the bride. She’d sent her a photo of herself in an email, but for some reason, she couldn’t find anyone who matched it.

A pang of anxiety hit her. Had she been tricked?

This wouldn’t be the first time a bride had gotten cold feet. Rachel just hoped that she hadn’t wasted her time coming here for a bride that wasn’t even serious about getting married.

The reason why Rachel had wanted to become a wedding planner in the first place was because of her mother. Kanon had always taught her to believe in happily-ever-afters, and from a very early age, Rachel had always tried to make other people happy.

Nothing could ever beat the feeling of seeing someone else smile because of her actions and she found that she loved all aspects of weddings. The vows, the flowers, and all the love and happiness surrounding the couple. It made her wish that every day could be like that. But unfortunately, her more recent weeks had been spent trying to cope with her grief.

After some more searching, Rachel finally found the bride on the other side of the club. Natalie was surrounded by a bunch of her friends and her bright smile greeted her as soon as her eyes landed on her. “You’re here!” she cried. Natalie embraced her as if she was an old friend that she hadn’t seen in a long time. Was she always this friendly with strangers?

Well, she couldn’t exactly call her a stranger, could she? They had talked back and forth a few times in various emails, so perhaps she just needed to get used to Natalie’s outgoing personality.

Natalie currently had her hair dyed in two colors. Normally, Rachel wouldn’t suggest a bride to have a brown-and-pink hairstyle, but for some reason, it seemed to work on her. It might also be her eyes, warm and bright, they made her look very cheerful and friendly.

Natalie grabbed her hand and led her toward her crowd of friends. “Everyone, this is Rachel Clare. She’s going to be my wedding planner.”

Rachel smiled and did an awkward wave as everyone greeted her. It was times like these when she wished that she was a little more confident in herself, but she had to get over her nerves if she wanted to land this job. Okay, breathe, she told herself. You’re going to do great.

“I’m really glad you came,” Natalie told her. “Now that you’re here, we can finally get this party started!” She pushed a drink into her hand, urging her to throw it back.

With a little bit of hesitancy, Rachel drank it. She had never been much of a drinker, but if she wanted to make a good impression, then she would have to.

Looking satisfied, Natalie pulled her toward a booth and they both sat down. Another woman was already seated there and she smiled at her. “Hello there,” she said as she introduced herself. “My name is Madeleine.”

Rachel extended her hand. “I’m Rachel. It’s nice to meet you. Are you the maid of honor?” she asked.

“Oh no,” Madeleine said as she shook her head. “I’m the wedding planner.”


TWO

“What?” Wedding planner? But she was the wedding planner! Why would there be two wedding planners here?

Seeing her shocked face, Natalie laughed. “I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you, but I invited Madeleine here tonight too because I couldn’t decide between you two. I know it’s terrible of me, but I wanted to meet you two in person so I could see who would be a better fit with me.”

“Oh . . . I see.” No other bride had done this to her before, but she guessed that she should feel relieved. It meant that she wasn’t totally out of a job yet.

Rachel let out a breath of relief and did her best to compose herself again. Her eyes unconsciously moved to Madeleine, taking in her competition.

The older blonde woman looked very polished and regal with her sleek hairstyle. She had worn a day suit despite the meeting location and she looked like the professional wedding planner that Rachel expected. But other than that, there wasn’t much else she could gauge about her. Did she have more experience than her?

“May I ask who you’re with?”

“Something Blue.”

Dammit. She was afraid of that. Something Blue was her company’s competitor, and in the wake of her mother’s death, they had suddenly become quite popular. Rachel hated to think that she had to go up against someone so professional.

If she had known that another wedding planner would be here, then she might’ve been able to do some research on her competition, but it was too late now. Rachel only had her own skills to rely on. All she needed to do now was believe in herself.

“So what is it that you wanted to talk to us about?” she started. “Could we perhaps share our visions for your wedding with you?” The other brides that she had worked with in the past had always enjoyed it when she did that. However, Natalie shook her head at the offer.

“We’re not going to do any of that here,” she said.

Madeleine glanced over at her and the confused look in her eyes made her realize that she was equally baffled by Natalie’s actions as well. Could it be that she also had no idea that another wedding planner was going to be here tonight? Guess that made her feel a little better.

“What are we going to do, then?” Madeleine asked.

“We’re going to have a drinking game!” Her friends cheered as Natalie started to open up several bottles of alcohol. Meanwhile, Rachel felt her stomach drop out of her.

A drinking game? Oh no, why did this have to happen to her? She considered herself to be a light drinker, but it wasn’t like she could back out now. Too much was on the line; she didn’t want to have to give up her apartment and move someplace else.

“It’s just some alcohol,” she mumbled to herself. The worst thing that could come from this was a hangover.

“Loosen up,” Natalie said as she poured her a glass. “I’m getting married! We should celebrate!”

Steeling her spine, Rachel took the glass and toasted her. “Congratulations! I hope that we’ll be able to pull off the most amazing wedding for you.”

That got a smile out of Natalie. With a wink, she tossed back the shot and Rachel followed with more hesitancy. The sweet burn blazed down her throat, making her body feel warm.

“That’s a good girl,” Natalie cooed. She squeezed her shoulder affectionately with her hand. “You’ll know by the end of the night if you get the job.”

By the end of the night? Rachel checked the time. It was only midnight and she had a feeling that things were just getting started with this rowdy crowd. Thankfully, this wasn’t her first time at a crazy gathering. A lot of the past weddings that she had planned had had some pretty interesting characters, but she had a feeling that things with Natalie Dare would be a lot different.

Or worse.

Was this really how Natalie was going to decide on who she wanted to work with? Or was this just a way for her to see how easy it would be for her to work with her?

Bring it on, she thought as she tossed back another shot. Madeleine was much older than her and so she figured that she might actually have a decent shot at this. She couldn’t see the regal-looking Madeleine getting drunk. So as much as she hated drinking, she would put her feelings aside and toss back any drinks Natalie put in front of her.

After checking on something in his office, Darien returned to the party. He hadn’t realized how much time had passed until he realized that it was already two in the morning. His sister’s engagement party was still raging on. Natalie and Brandon looked extremely happy, laughing and drinking with their friends. Bottles of alcohol were strewn about, so he knew that he would have to restock the bar again soon. But it seemed like in the last several hours since the party had started, some of their friends were finished for the night.

He walked over to a blonde woman sitting in the corner by herself. It was clear that her night was done by her red face and the glassy look in her eyes. “Did she pass out?” Natalie asked as she approached him.

Darien nodded. “Looks like it. Want me to help get her home?”

She still had a bottle in her hand and she took a sip from it as she checked the woman’s purse for her ID. “Yes, please. Here’s her address. Make sure she gets home safely.”

“Will do.” His eyes grazed over the woman quickly. “You didn’t introduce me to her earlier. Is she a friend of yours or Brandon?”

“Madeleine is actually one of the wedding planners.”

Ah, yes. He’d nearly forgotten about his sister’s strange plan. He didn’t quite understand why she’d asked two wedding planners to come here tonight to duke it out, but then again, he never really understood much of what his sister did most of the time.

“Did the other one go home already?”

“I don’t think so.” Natalie frowned. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen her for a while.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” He worried that he might find her passed out somewhere. “I’ll go look for her after I call this one a cab.”

“Okay, thank you.”

Fortunately for him, Darien was used to this kind of stuff. Working in a nightclub meant that he dealt with all kinds of people, so he had no trouble making sure that the first wedding planner made it home safely with the cab driver.

Now, he had to go check on the other one. He moved for the women’s bathroom first, knowing that there was a good possibility that she would be in there. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be too surprised to see a strange man in the bathroom with her.

However, there was no one inside when he checked. That was weird. He hadn’t seen anyone else on the way here either. Where could she be?

Suddenly, his phone rang and Darien immediately answered it. “Hey, are you still there?” Gabe asked him.

“Yeah.”

“How’s the party? I hope Natalie is having the time of her life right now.”

Darien laughed. “Considering the way she’s drinking without a care in the world, I think she is.”

“Good. Look, the reason why I called was because I need you to send me that email we talked about yesterday. I’d like to read it myself to see what we’re dealing with.”

He knew exactly which one he was talking about. Deacon Thorpe from the Moonrise Beach police had sent him an email the other day warning him about a man targeting women in the area. He was a man with a tall and heavy build with dark-brown eyes that almost looked black who liked to frequent nightclubs like theirs, looking for his victims and then following them home. Since he and Gabe took their patrons’ safety seriously, he appreciated the information that Deacon had sent to him. It would help make them aware of the situation, and hopefully, they could keep an eye out for any suspicious activity that may happen here.

“Sure, I’ll do that right now.”

“Thanks, man.”

“No problem.”

“Enjoy the rest of your night.”

“Thanks, I will.”

Knowing that Gabe would be staring at his phone for the email, Darien immediately returned to his office to send it. It would be a lot easier on the desktop rather than trying to find it amongst the slew of emails in his phone.

In his rush, he didn’t bother with turning on the office lights. He knew his workspace like the back of his hand and could easily navigate himself in the darkness. But locating the email that Gabe wanted was proving to be a little more difficult. “Where the hell is it?” he muttered as he scanned the various emails already in his inbox. He should probably take the time to filter through the unnecessary ones and delete them, but he didn’t have the time for it yet. When he still couldn’t find the email minutes later, he was forced to turn on the lamp by his desk.

A sound on the other side of his office made him freeze. What the hell was that? It sounded like a gasp. Was someone in his office with him?

Straightening, Darien looked around, searching for something that wasn’t supposed to be here.

It wouldn’t be the first time someone had sneaked in here. Sometimes, a drunk would wander in, thinking that it was the bathroom. There’d also been another time that a frisky couple had sneaked in here to indulge in some sexy times away from the crowd. But something told him that it wasn’t a drunk or a couple this time.

As he walked around his desk and approached the couch in the center of his office, he realized that someone was definitely in here with him. Was this person the wedding planner that he’d been looking for?

“It’s okay,” he said softly. “You can show yourself. I won’t hurt you.”

When nothing happened for a moment, he almost went for the lights but then a slender hand came out from behind his couch. He froze again when the most gorgeous set of hazel eyes met his.

Darien felt his chest tighten. He had no idea why he was having this sort of reaction to a stranger, but he hadn’t expected this wedding planner to look this young . . . or this beautiful.

In the dim lighting of his desk lamp, he could see her beautiful wavy hair in a color that was in between red and brown. Her skin was pale, but she had the loveliest flush to her cheeks that reminded him of apples. The lipstick she’d chosen to wear had been wiped off, so only traces of its color were left behind, leaving her lush lips looking freshly bitten.

He helped her up and guided her to the front of the couch. As he sat down beside her, he could see that she was embarrassed.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. Her cheeks flushed even more, and as she spoke, he could smell traces of alcohol on her breath. “I didn’t realize that this was your office. I wouldn’t have come in otherwise. I just wanted to find a quiet place for a moment.”

“It’s okay,” he said as he rose and grabbed a bottle of chilled water for her to drink. “I’m sorry if I startled you.”

“No, it’s my fault. I shouldn’t even be here.” Although she accepted the water, she rose to leave.

Darien stopped her. “If you’re just looking for a place to rest, then you’re free to stay here. I know that my sister can be a handful sometimes, so you don’t have to feel bad about that.”

Her eyes widened as she sat back down beside him. “Your sister?”

“Yes, Natalie is my younger sister. My name is Darien Dare. You’re her wedding planner, right?”

“Yes. My name is Rachel Clare. And as for the wedding planner part, I’m not sure that I have the job yet. There’s another wedding planner here tonight,” she explained. “Natalie wanted us to duke it out in a drinking game, but I don’t usually drink the hard stuff. I wanted to find a quiet place after, but it seems that I have stumbled into your private quarters. I apologize.”

Darien couldn’t contain the smile on his lips. There was something very alluring about this woman and the way she spoke. There was a touch for formality to her, making her seem like someone from a book.

Rachel seemed a bit shy and unsure of herself, but she didn’t look necessarily afraid of him either. He guessed that he had caught her off guard more than anything else.

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” he told her. “I have no doubt that my sister will choose you.”

“How do you know that?”

“Well, for starters, you’re the last one standing. I sent the other wedding planner home already.”

“Really?” Her eyes sparkled like she had just won the lottery and it made him happy to see such a euphoric expression on her face.

“Yes. So by those standards, the job is yours. But honestly, I think that my sister was just teasing you. She’s a heavy drinker along with her fiancé, so she needs someone responsible who will handle everything else while she parties the night away. I’d say you’ve made the right call by coming here. You’ve proved that you’ve got what it takes to handle the chaos that is Natalie Dare.”

Rachel released a breath of relief. “I’m so glad to hear that. I really need this job. If I fail tonight, then I would have to face my landlord again and he can be a real asshole.”

Darien frowned. He didn’t like hearing that someone was bothering her. “Do you want me to say something to him?”

“Thank you, but that’s really not necessary. I’ll be fine.”

“You sure? I really don’t mind.” He had no idea why he was prying into someone else’s business like this, but for some reason, he wanted to help her. Rachel seemed kind and a little on the quiet side. He knew from his own experience that landlords could get a little pushy when they didn’t get their payments on time, so he worried that she wouldn’t be able to stand up for herself.

“Are you really Natalie’s older brother?” Rachel suddenly asked.

“Yup. By eight years. I’ll be the best man at the wedding.”

“Oh, then I hope we can see more of each other.” The way she said it was so sweet that he felt the need to reach out and touch her, but he resisted the urge by fisting his hands by his side instead.

“You okay?” Rachel asked as she looked down at him.

Damn, was he really that transparent? Normally, he acted cool in front of women, but this one was different. He could feel her presence beside him like a furnace. Her warmth radiated from her, making him want to get even closer to her.

“Yeah, my hands are just cold,” he lied.

To his surprise, Rachel reached out and slipped her hands into his. “Oh, they are cold. Do you have a blanket or something that you can cover yourself with?”

“As a matter of fact, I do,” he said as he pulled the spare blanket he kept just in case he decided to spend the night in his office instead of going home. Without thinking, he draped it over them, cocooning them in the fuzzy warmth. “I realize that this is a bit strange, especially since we just met, but I gotta admit, this feels really nice.”

Rachel laughed and the sound made his chest feel even warmer. “It does feel nice,” she agreed. “Do you mind if I stay here a little bit longer?”

“Of course not. You can stay here for as long as you want.”

“Thank you.” In just a few minutes, he could already see her eyes closing slowly. If she had been with Natalie all night, then she must be tired.

Content to let her sleep, Darien settled deeper under the blanket and allowed himself to relax as well. It was probably a good thing that she was with him. If she couldn’t handle her alcohol well, he worried that someone else might try to take advantage of her. And with the threat of a rapist on the loose, he didn’t want anything bad happening to Rachel.

From their very short conversation earlier, he could tell that she was hardworking and kind, but learning about her financial situation made him feel even more protective of her. She seemed responsible, so what had happened to her to make her fall so behind on her rent?

Suddenly, Rachel moved closer toward him and he could feel the warmth of her soft body as she pressed up against him. Was she still cold? He tucked the blanket closer around her.

But when he checked to see her face, he was surprised to see her wide-awake and smiling at him.

“Were you awake this entire time?”

Her smile broadened. “Of course, I wouldn’t fall asleep beside someone I just met.” Yeah, he guessed that made sense. But he felt kind of embarrassed to be caught taking care of her. “But if it makes you feel any better, I can tell that you’re a really good guy.”

“You think so?” He’d been told that by a lot of women in the past, but for some reason, hearing it from Rachel made him feel ten feet tall.

Rachel nodded. “You’ve been nothing but kind to me. Any other guy would’ve kicked me out already.”

Darien shook his head. “I doubt anyone would kick out someone as beautiful as you.”

At his compliment, Rachel grinned at him. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

His eyes widened at her very forward words. For some reason, he hadn’t expected her to say that, but was he trying to seduce her? He hadn’t decided to make his move yet, but he couldn’t deny that he was definitely interested in her. From just one look, he’d been entranced by her unique beauty and her sweet personality.

When he didn’t say anything, Rachel laughed. “Sorry, it’s just that you’re being really nice to me and you’ve even got me sharing a blanket with you. Are you sure you’re not trying to make a move on me?”

Darien grinned. There was clearly some chemistry between them and he was glad that he wasn’t the only one noticing it. “What if I told you that I was this nice to all the women I meet?” he drawled.

Her eyes suddenly narrowed. “Then I’d be very jealous.”

Why did hearing that make him so happy? “I’m just kidding. I don’t really do that. I guess I just feel protective of you.”

“Is it because you find me pathetic?”

“Not at all. I think you’re smart and well-spoken. You’re also very, very sexy.” His voice dropped on the last one and he made sure to look her in the eyes when he said it. He may not have made a conscious decision to seduce her earlier, but now that she had mentioned it, he wasn’t going to hold back now.

A little romance just might be what he needed right now and he couldn’t think of a better person than Rachel to experience it with. However, he also didn’t want this to be a simple one-night stand. If she really turned out to be his sister’s wedding planner, then he didn’t want things to become awkward between them.

Rachel’s hazel eyes swirled with desire. “Thank you. I guess I’m not the only one who has noticed the chemistry between us. So what do you say, care to see where this will go?”


THREE

Rachel couldn’t believe she’d just said those words out loud. It sounded like something one of her mother’s romance heroines would say. But it wasn’t like she could take it back. She had just said what was currently on her mind and it seemed like sex was all she could suddenly think of.

Darien was all to blame. The man exuded sex like no other person she’d ever encountered before. With his dark blond hair and muscular build, she wanted nothing more than to cuddle up against him. It was so strange. She’d obviously just met the man, but her attraction to him made her feel suddenly bold.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I guess that was too forward of me.”

Darien grinned at her sexily. “Don’t be sorry. I like it. And yes, I am curious about this thing between us.”

This thing. He made it sound like something palpable. Rachel suddenly realized that her heart was beating fast and her palms were sweating a little. She may act like she was a pro at this, but she’d been out of practice for a while. Would Darien notice her anxiety?

When she looked down at her shaking hands though, she realized that there was something else much bigger in the room with them. Her eyes widened when she saw the massive erection tenting Darien’s pants.

Now she believed him when he said that he was curious about this thing between them.

Oh God, even still zipped up, he looked huge!

Rachel forced herself to pull her gaze away from Darien’s crotch and look back at his face.

She gasped as she took in his new expression. No longer looking at her with kind eyes, Darien now looked even more irresistible with his lust-hooded eyes. Rachel got lost in them, losing her ability to speak. What did she want to say to him again?

Never mind.

All she cared about was pressing her lips to his in a passionate kiss. She leaned forward to do just that, but then realized that she hadn’t even properly introduced herself to him. Could she really sleep with a guy that she knew nothing about?

When she pulled back, Darien frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m thirty-two years old. Never been married but I have been in a lot of relationships before.”

Darien looked taken aback by her words, but when he seemed to understand where she was going with this, he grinned. “I’m thirty-four. I’ve also never been married and haven’t had sex in six months.” Her eyes widened with his last sentence and he laughed. “What? Surprised?”

“A little.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I haven’t found the right woman yet.”

Rachel shook her head. “No, I mean about not having sex for six months.”

He laughed again and the sound made her smile. “Why is that so hard to believe? Work has been taking up most of my time, so I don’t find myself having much time to meet women.”

“You’re just so attractive. I expected women to just throw themselves at you.” There she was again, saying stupidly embarrassing things. If she were reading a romance heroine who said that in a book, she probably would’ve cheered her on for being so bold. But saying it in reality just made her feel embarrassed.

But Darien didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he looked absolutely pleased with her. Was it because she called him attractive?

It was no lie. Up close, she could see the stubble on his jaw and his lips looked really full and soft. She wondered what they would taste like.

To her surprise, Darien was the one who made the first move. He leaned in, taking her face in one hand and dropping a single kiss on her lips. Rachel closed her eyes, falling into the kiss.

But it ended far too quickly for her liking and she wanted more.

Grabbing the front of his shirt, she pulled him back toward her, dropping another hot kiss to his lips. This time, she heard him moan and a secret thrill shot through her.

Six months was a long time. Had he taken care of himself during that time? Or was he a man who only released when he was with a woman? The thought of Darien masturbating immediately turned her on and she tried not to moan against his mouth.

But when Darien wrapped one arm around her and pulled her on top of him, she realized that she might be in over her head. Yes, she wanted this, but this man was almost too much to bear. She could already feel his erection pressing against her urgently. Could he really fit inside her?

The truth was, it’d been a while for her too and her body was raring for release. Maybe that was why she was acting so desperate around him.

When Darien started to suck on her neck, she knew the answer was yes. If Darien pushed her more, then she would yield to him and give him everything he wanted.

Lust unlike anything he’d experienced ever before consumed Darien. His cock stirred in his jeans and he bit his lower lip in an effort to suppress a moan. God, how the hell was he supposed to resist her? As soon as he put her into his lap, he knew that it was game over.

She started to move her hips in a circular motion, grinding over his cock slowly. As if that wasn’t enough, her fingers moved to the front of her cream blouse and they started to deftly unbutton the small pearl-like buttons. As her creamy skin was revealed to his gaze, Darien felt his hunger grow even more for her.

Rachel pulled the sides of her blouse apart, revealing her sexy bra beneath. The black lace was a direct contrast to the silky cream of her blouse and he savored the sight. There was no question about it. Rachel Clare may look prim and proper on the outside, but beneath those professional clothes was a temptress of a woman.

Her hot kisses on his neck were his undoing. Each time her lips pressed against him, he felt like he’d been branded by a hot poker. Pleasure and pain oscillated within him as he did his best to keep his hands at his sides.

He had no idea how things had turned out this way, but he had to admit that it was both exciting and thrilling. “Wait,” he said as he gazed into her lust-ridden eyes. “Are you sure about this?”

Her answering grin had to be the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. “Are you really going to back out now?” Her eyes dropped between them to his raging erection trapped in his jeans. He may sound like he wasn’t sure about this, but his body was already on board the train to ecstasy.

Darien couldn’t hide his smile. “All right, you got me. I do want this,” he admitted, “but I just want to make sure that you do. Is this what you really want?”

Rachel nodded and reached for his cock between them. “There’s nothing I want more.” The feeling of her hand on him had him jerking in his jeans. Damn, he was pretty sure he could come from just that. But he gritted his teeth and nodded as Rachel started to unzip him and pull him out.

When her hands wrapped around his cock, he finally let out the moan that he’d been holding in. “Do you have a condom?” she asked.

He pointed to a drawer nearby. As Rachel got up to get it, Darien took that opportunity to take off the rest of his clothes.

Being completely naked in front of her while she was still dressed made him feel completely at her mercy. How the hell did they get here? Just a few hours ago, they were strangers. But now, here he was, ready to do whatever she wanted.

Rachel’s sexy grin built to an even bigger one as he sat back down and spread his legs apart. Without a word, she settled between them. She boldly took hold of his cock and started to jack it off with one hand.

Darien watched her with half-closed lids as she took him into her mouth. Her tongue wrapped around him, creating the most delicious friction across his shaft. The temptation to lift his hips up was strong, but he managed to stay in place, letting her do whatever she wanted to him.

He shut his eyes tightly when she took him to the back of her throat, letting his head fall back on a moan. Oh God, his heart was racing and his chest and arms were covered in sweat. Somehow, she had managed to work him into a frenzy with just a blowjob. If she kept this up, he would surely come.

As her tongue swirled across the head of his cock, Darien finally reached out for her. Touching her for the first time sent sparks of electricity through his fingertips. He could feel her own heat from her body and there was no question that she was loving this just as much as he was.

Darien threaded his fingers through her hair, luxuriating in the color and soft texture. He wanted to know what it smelled like. Would she smell of roses? Or vanilla?

He tugged her down on him, forcing himself to go deeper. As his cock hit the back of her throat, his head fell back once again. “Oh God,” he panted. Why did this feel so good?

Chest heaving, he did his best to catch his breath, but Rachel wasn’t making it easy for him. Each twirl of her tongue had him gasping.

As he writhed in pleasure, he thought that he heard the door open, but when he looked, it was still closed. What the hell was that? Had he just imagined it?

“Come here,” he growled when he finally reached his limit. With a sexy smile, Rachel pulled back and began to remove her clothing. As she did so, he slid the condom on.

By the time she had stripped off all her clothing, he was at the end of his patience. On a growl, he reached for her again. “Oh,” Rachel gasped as he gripped her waist and pulled her on top of him.

The sight of her wet sex made him growl in anticipation. But he still hesitated as he wondered what would come of this after.

As if sensing his thoughts, Rachel touched his face. “Do it,” she whispered as she gazed down at him. Her eyes sparkled with desire and passion. There wasn’t an ounce of confusion or uncertainty. In fact, the fierce gaze made him feel even more turned on.

As if he could walk away now . . .

Darien lowered her onto him, entering her slowly. A part of him wanted to plow into her, but the other part of him wanted this moment to last.

As his cock entered her, Rachel let out a pleasured sigh. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she started to move her hips. Darien could do nothing but sit back and watch as she took him into her body again and again.

The pleasure became too much. Soon, Darien was gasping for breath as pleasure riddled his body. Rachel showed no mercy as she rode him hard, chasing her own release. She used his body as if it were her toy, bending him to her will, and at this point, he’d do anything for her if she would let him come.

When Rachel leaned forward and pressed her lips to his, the searing kiss triggered his explosion. He came hard and fast as he gripped her hips and pumped into her. Her tinkling laugh made him acutely aware that she was watching him the entire time, loving his reaction as he found his release.

But Darien had never orgasmed before his partner, so he was a little embarrassed as he opened his eyes again.

“I’ll get another condom,” he said as he lifted her up and off him. Thankfully, he had amazing recovery time. It’d been something he’d always prided himself on and his past lovers had loved it as well.

Rachel’s beautiful eyes widened as she watched him slide on another condom. “Already?”

His lopsided grin was cocky. “It’s not over yet.” He fully intended to let her have her fair share of the pleasure. After all, this was all her idea, right? She had been the one to instigate this and now it was his turn to make sure that she was satisfied.

“Turn around,” he ordered as he grabbed her lower back. “I’m going to fuck you from behind.”

“How did you know that this position is my favorite?” she teased.

His lips quirked. This woman was going to kill him.

With Rachel bent over before him, Darien wondered how long he would last. Apparently, his body had a mind of its own when he was with her. But the pleasure she’d given him had satisfied the deepest desire he’d had for someone in a long time, and now, it was his turn to deliver.

As Darien sank into her hot body, his hands roamed over her smooth skin. He could feel her trembling beneath him and he hoped that meant that she was feeling as out of control as he was.

He bent forward, reaching for her breasts from behind. As she arched her back, he pulled her toward him and kneaded her breasts some more. When the soft tips of her breasts hardened, he whispered low in her ear. “I won’t hold back,” he promised. “I’ll make you come so hard that even your heart will shatter.”


FOUR

Rachel suspected that Darien Dare was a heartbreaker, but those words just confirmed it. It was impossible to resist melting for this sexy man, especially when he was so close to her, whispering into her ear with those dirty words. They seemed to set her body on fire, raising her temperature even more.

Normally, she didn’t sleep with men who were related to her brides. But Darien had shown her kindness when she had really needed it. And the chemistry between them was undeniable. She would be stupid to walk away from him. So for once, Rachel was going to indulge and take what she wanted.

She’d always enjoyed sex, but because of work and her financial problems, she was having a tougher time finding someone to date. It wasn’t like she could go to bars when she had to make sure she stayed under her budget. So these days, Rachel spent more of her time at home. Who thought that tonight she would be in the arms of a man like Darien?

Rachel had loved the look in his eyes when he had come earlier. The erotic way his head fell back against the couch exposed the thick veins of his neck. She wanted to lick them . . . and lick other parts of his body some more too . . .

Her nipples hardened as she thought about his cock inside of her again. She could still taste him on her tongue, and as she licked her lips, Darien grabbed one of her shoulders, pulling her back onto him.

His cock speared her, causing her to cry out. He did it again, sending sparks of fire up her spine. Rachel had to grab ahold of the couch to steady herself as the power of his thrusts sent her falling forward.

Her breathing became ragged and her skin became damp with sweat. Oh God. The pleasure was too real, making her cry out. As she pushed her hair away from her face, Darien grabbed a fistful of it. She arched her back, swirling her hips against him.

Darien grunted and dropped down to her. As his hot breath tickled her ear, she bit her lip. Oh God.

“I’m going to come,” she panted.

His thrusts became even more powerful with the declaration and Rachel threw her head back and cried out. Her entire body tightened as each thrust hit the perfect spot and her body shattered.

She muttered his name over and over again, not believing that he had made her come so hard.

Darien. Darien Dare.

He had such a beautiful name. But sadly, that was all she really knew about this man. She wished that they had more time together, but after tonight, would they get another chance?

Darien could sense that Rachel’s mind was somewhere else at the moment and that worried him. Did she already regret what happened? But to his surprise, Rachel turned to him and her eyes were still the same, still beautiful and still swirling with desire. He examined her face more closely. Had he read her wrong?

It seemed that she was also gaging his expression because her eyes roamed over his body, settling down at his still-hard cock. Her lips widened into a smile. “You’re still hard.”

“Don’t worry about it. I can—” She reached out and grabbed him with one hand. In an instant, she pulled the condom off and wrapped her lips around him. The hot sensation of her mouth was enough to cut off his protest.

With the same finesse as earlier, she worked him good, taking him to the back of her throat and swirling her tongue around his head. Soon, Darien was fighting for balance.

His orgasm hit him hard, even more than his last one. This time, Rachel swallowed every bit of it. Her eyes never left him as she licked her lips and sat back.

“That was amazing,” he breathed as he kissed her.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she drawled.

“So does that mean that you don’t regret it?”

“Of course not. What makes you think that I would regret this?”

He shrugged his shoulders as he straightened. “I didn’t know that this would happen. It seems like something out of a book.”

Rachel laughed. “It does seem like it all happened very fast, but I don’t regret being with you at all.”

He kissed her again. “That’s good to hear. Would you like some coffee?” he offered.

“No.” She stood. “I should probably head back out there. Your sister might be worried.” It disappointed him to hear that their time together was over, but she was right. Natalie would come looking for her soon.

“How about I take you home after you see her, then?”

Rachel grinned. “Sounds good. I’ll be right back, then.”

“Okay.” As she walked toward the door, he called out for her.

Natalie turned back, confused. “What?”

“Don’t you want to put your clothes on first?”

“Oh my God, how could I forget?”

He laughed as he watched her get dressed. It was a shame to see her body all covered up again, but hopefully, tonight wouldn’t be the last time he saw her naked.

“Okay,” she finally said once she had her clothes back on. “Now I’ll go say goodbye to your sister.”

Darien could only nod at her. Rachel may not want to admit it, but he knew that something was bothering her. She still wasn’t thinking clearly, but perhaps the problem wasn’t him or the amazing sex they’d just had. Perhaps something else was troubling her enough to make her absent-minded.

At least she had agreed to let him take her home. Otherwise, he would worry about her. Maybe her house would provide some clues as to what was bothering her.

Darien drank his coffee and dressed quickly. By the time she returned, he wanted to be ready. Because now that he had found his dream woman, the last thing he wanted was to lose her again.


FIVE

Despite it being so late, Rachel found herself to be in a good mood. Great sex could do that to a woman, and despite falling in love many times, she’d never felt such intense emotion with any other guy before like she had with Darien.

Perhaps it was her attraction to him. Or his sexy good looks. But she seemed far more desperate for his touch than anyone else she’d been with before. She didn’t normally sleep with a man so quickly after meeting him, but Darien’s kindness had quickly won her over. She just hoped that she didn’t regret sleeping with him once she started working with his sister.

Speaking of his sister, she found Natalie still surprisingly on her feet. For a petite woman, the girl certainly could hold her alcohol. She was still holding on to a bottle, but she didn’t look as plastered as Rachel thought she would be. Perhaps she had underestimated the woman and pegged her to be one of those annoying brides too early in the game. Despite being very carefree and outgoing, Natalie was very resilient.

Upon seeing her, Natalie’s eyes widened and she ran over to her. “There you are!” she cried. “I’ve been looking all over for you. I even sent my brother to search for you when I couldn’t find you anywhere. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Should she mention that she had bumped into Darien? More like she had jumped him! Rachel glanced around. “Where did everyone go?”

“Most of them have already gone home.” Natalie wrapped her arm around her and took a swig from the bottle. “Looks like we’re the last ones standing.”

Rachel felt embarrassed since what she had done was actually hide while the party raged on. But she was no fool either. She knew that she wouldn’t be able to keep up with the likes of Natalie and her friends, so in order to survive the night, she did her best to remain hidden until it was over. There was no way that she was going to give up this job when she needed it so badly. Hopefully, Natalie would see it as a sign of responsibility and accept her.

“Why do you look so worried?” Natalie asked her. “Is something the matter?”

“No, everything is fine. I had a great time tonight.”

Natalie grinned at her. “Me too. Thank you so much for coming.” She took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I guess this is a good time to let you know that you’ve got the job.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I told you that if you lasted the night, then you would get the job. The other wedding planner had to be sent home by my brother, but I’m sure that she’ll be fine. I’m glad that we’ll be working together.”

“Me too.” She couldn’t believe it! It was just as Darien had said! How did he know that his sister would give the job to her? “Thank you so much. I’m really looking forward to working with you.”

“Right back at you. Why don’t you head home for a bit and rest? We’ve gotta get up later to start planning, but it’s not going to be good if we’re all tired.”

“All right. Call me when you’re ready to meet.”

“Will do. Do you need me to call you a cab?”

Rachel shook her head. “No need. I’ve got someone driving me home.”

Natalie’s eyes darkened with mischief. “Really? Did you meet someone tonight? Who is he? Was that why I couldn’t find you? Were you hiding off with him?”

Rachel shook her head and tried her hardest not to blush. “He’s just a friend,” she said.

“A friend, huh?” Natalie didn’t seem to believe her, but thankfully, she didn’t push it. “All right, get home safely.”

“Thanks, you too.”

Phew! That’d been close! What would she do if Natalie learned that she had slept with her brother? Would she fire her?

No. She couldn’t think like that. But it wasn’t like she could take back what she had done already. She didn’t regret what had happened between her and Darien. They were both consenting adults and they were both mature enough to handle the aftermath. But she did worry how his relationship with his sister would affect her work life. Would he tell his sister that they had slept together? Would Natalie think that she was being unprofessional?

It was always a gamble mixing work and romance together. However, she would just have to play this one out. Hopefully, Darien would keep his distance while she worked and they could keep this between them.

Rachel found herself smiling when she reached Darien’s office again. She found him standing by the couch, drinking a coffee. Seeing him fully dressed was slightly disappointing, but at the same time, she enjoyed the way the crisp white shirt looked against his tanned skin. It even looked like he’d had time to run a comb through his hair because it was no longer messy and falling into his eyes.

Those eyes in question zeroed in on her over the rim of his coffee cup, and as he drank, it seemed like his eyes were piercing through her. Rachel felt her mouth go dry. “Did you say goodbye?” he asked.

“Yes.” She walked over to him. “And you were right. She did give me the job.”

Darien grinned at her. “I told you she would. My little sister can be a little strange at times, but when it comes down to it, she always stays by her word.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For easing my worries earlier. If it weren’t for you, I probably would’ve left.”

His smile got even wider. “So does that mean that you’re glad I made you stay?”

A flush crept up her cheeks as she remembered the way he’d wrapped the blanket around her to warm her up. “Yes.”

Darien chuckled. “I’m glad you don’t regret what happened.” He leaned in close, making the air around her smell exactly like him. “I certainly don’t.” His fingers came up to brush her face and the gentle touch sent fire through her entire face. If it weren’t so dark in the room, she was afraid that she would look like a red tomato.

Chuckling, Darien pulled away. “Come on,” he said as he took her hand. “I’ll drive you home.”

Rachel pulled back. “Are you sure that it’s not too much trouble?”

“Of course not. It’s late and I don’t trust letting you go off on your own.”

It was hard to argue with that. Besides, she found that she wasn’t quite ready to leave his side yet.

As he walked her to his car, her eyes kept glancing around for Natalie. Would she see them leaving together? What would she do if she did?

“Don’t worry,” Darien whispered in her ear. “Natalie already left.”

“She did?”

“Yes.” He opened the door for her.

As she slid inside his car, her anxiety subsided. But another surge of anxiety hit her for a totally different reason. She was no longer afraid of getting caught by Natalie anymore. Instead she was worried about her landlord. Would Steven be waiting for her when she got home?

When she started having problems with paying her rent on time, Steven would come by and talk to her. At first, he seemed understanding of her situation, but as time went on, he was becoming more and more demanding. It didn’t help that he seemed to have taken a liking to her too, occasionally slipping in compliments about her appearance that made her uncomfortable.

Thankfully, nothing else had occurred, but she was always a little wary of Steven whenever he came around. Would she run into him again tonight?

Thankfully, Darien didn’t drive fast as she showed him the way home. For a few more minutes, she could pretend that she wasn’t struggling financially and was like one of her mother’s romance heroines.

“Is this where you live?” Darien asked as he pulled up to her building.

“Yes. Thank you so much for the ride.” She did her best to hide her disappointment, but she was pretty sure that she was failing.

“I’ll walk you to your door,” Darien offered.

“Thank you, but there’s no need.” She didn’t know if Steven was there, waiting for her to come home.

“Please, I insist.” His piercing eyes didn’t waver even in the darkness.

“I’ll be fine,” she told him. She didn’t want him to know just how bad her situation truly was. “It’s only a few more steps from here.”

“I’ll walk you to your door,” he repeated.

Despite the tension in her body, Rachel found herself smiling. “Do you always get what you want?”

His sexy smile made an appearance and she felt her heart do a little flip. “Always.” The one word sent a bolt of electricity through her body as it remembered all the things he’d done to her. In response, she felt her nipples harden.

Rachel looked away before she did something she regretted. As she opened the door and stepped out of his car, her eyes went to her landlord’s apartment.

Was Steven home? It didn’t look like it. That was a relief. Maybe she didn’t have to worry so much. For some reason, she felt safer when Darien was around. And in the case that Steven was there, waiting for her, hopefully he would back off if he saw her with someone else.

As Darien rounded the front of his car, he wrapped one arm around her. “Which one is yours?” he asked.

As Rachel led him to her door, she felt her heart thump wildly in her chest. Being this close to him was doing a number on her system. They’d had sex already tonight, and yet, her body was screaming for more. Was she really considering inviting him into her home?

“This is it,” she said as she paused by the door. “Do you—” She stopped as she saw a familiar figure approaching. Oh shit, there was Steven and he was coming straight for her! He must’ve been waiting for her to come home.

Seeing the panic in her eyes, Darien turned to Steven.

But her landlord paid no attention to him. “What are you doing coming home so late?” he cried. “I’ve been—”

“Pardon me,” Darien cut in, “but may I ask about your relationship with Rachel?” He’d pulled her against his body as if protecting her from Steven.

Steven froze and gawked at the both of them. Apparently, he hadn’t expected her to be with someone. As he took in Darien, his eyes narrowed and his mood darkened. “I’m her landlord and she owes me—”

Darien shot a hand out. “Nice to meet you. I’m Darien and I’m Rachel’s boyfriend. If there’s a particular reason why you’re bothering my girlfriend so late at night, I’d appreciate it if you talk to me instead.”

Rachel’s jaw dropped at his words. “What?” Was he out of his mind? When the hell had she become his girlfriend? While she couldn’t deny that the sex had been amazing, this was a bit of a shock to her.

“You’re her boyfriend?” Steven asked. By the way his dark-brown eyes narrowed, he didn’t seem to believe him.

“I appreciate you trying to help, Darien,” Rachel cut in, “but I can handle myself.”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll handle everything. Why don’t you go inside and—”

Rachel stomped hard on his foot, causing him to cut off his words. While she appreciated him trying to help her out, she also didn’t want to lie to Steven.

Cursing under his breath, Darien finally moved aside, allowing her to finally face Steven. She refused to cower in fear any longer.

“I got a new job,” she told him, “so I can pay you soon. I just need a little more time. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s time for me to go to bed.”

She unlocked her door and slipped in so quickly that even Darien couldn’t catch her. “Hey,” he growled as the door slammed in his face. “Aren’t you going to give me a kiss goodnight?”

Despite the intense confrontation, Rachel found herself grinning. He didn’t deserve all that, but she didn’t want him handling her problems for her.

“Thank you,” she said through the door. “For everything. I mean it.”

There was a moment of silence before Darien said, “No problem. Get some rest, all right?”

“I will. Good night.”

“Good night.”

She listened to his retreating footsteps. But then Steven’s voice interrupted it. “Are you really her boyfriend?” he asked. “Why did she slam the door in your face?”

Darien’s response was terse and annoyed. “Shut up.”

Rachel stepped away from the door, still grinning. What a night it had been. She’d gotten the job she wanted and she’d even met someone she really liked. Could things be finally changing for her? Could this be the start of a new life?

Only time would tell, but for now, the best thing that she could do was get some rest for her busy day later.


SIX

By the time Darien arrived back at Eclipse, it was really late. Since none of the other staff was around tonight, he needed to lock up and clean everything himself. Three hours later, he’d finally managed to finish the job.

Sliding onto a stool at the bar, he poured himself a drink. A warm breakfast would be nice right about now, but he figured sleep was his first priority. But the idea of driving home didn’t appeal to him. Maybe he should just crash on the couch again.

Just like that, Rachel popped into his head again. He still had no idea why she had slammed the door in his face earlier, but he guessed it was because he’d called her his girlfriend. Women seemed to dislike it when men made decisions for them like that, huh? Still, he didn’t really regret it, especially since it got that douchebag of a landlord out of her way. Hopefully, Steven didn’t try to come back and hassle her some more. Darien was just bummed that he didn’t get a chance to kiss Rachel one last time before he left.

The memory of her lips on his had him licking his lips now. Man, he’d do anything to be able to touch her again, but they weren’t even dating. How could he convince her to see him again after he’d upset her?

He’d have to apologize for stepping in without her permission, but the problem was, he didn’t even have her phone number. His sister would likely have it, but wouldn’t it seem strange to suddenly ask Natalie that when she had no idea what had gone on between them? The last thing he wanted to do was cause more problems for Rachel and put her in a difficult position with his sister. He would just have to figure out another way to see her again.

His head was feeling heavier by the second and so he allowed himself to rest it on the table for just a moment. Soon, Gabe would arrive and then he would have to fill him in on everything that had happened last night. Getting a couple minutes of rest would do him some good.

* * *

Darien woke up sometime later to the sound of someone’s phone ringing. When he lifted his head, he found that he was still seated at the bar. Around him the other staff and Gabe were there, staring at him. “What the hell are you doing?” he asked as he rubbed his sleepy eyes.

“I wondered when you’d wake up,” Gabe drawled. “Was last night really that crazy?”

“You have no idea.” A smile curled his lips as Rachel came into his mind again. Darien yawned and stretched out his arms.

“You mind filling me in on what that smile is about?”

“If I tell you, you probably wouldn’t believe it anyway.”

Gabe took a sip of his coffee. “Did you meet someone?”

“You could say that.”

“Who is she?”

Darien could only smile.

Gabe chuckled. “Man, I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen you like this. This chick must be really special if she has you smiling like that. Is she a friend of your sister’s?”

“You could say that.”

“Come on, don’t leave me hanging.”

“She’s the wedding planner.”

Gabe choked on his coffee and spewed out everywhere. Darien cursed and quickly reached for a napkin. “Jeez, you’re disgusting.”

“You are,” Gabe shot back. “The wedding planner? Really? Did you really have to go there?”

“Actually, she was the one who initiated it.”

“Bullshit. I know you. Darien Dare doesn’t just let women come to him. You chase them.”

“Trust me, I would’ve chased this girl down even if she wasn’t interested in me. She’s that amazing, but luckily, she propositioned me.”

“What’s her name?”

“Rachel.”

Gabe watched him for a little bit, as if trying to read his mind. Could he tell that his heart was thumping fast in his chest? All he was doing was talking about her and he felt like he’d been thrown back into high school with his very first crush.

“Does your sister know?” Gabe asked.

“Nope.”

“Do you intend on telling her?”

“Eventually.” He’d always been super close with his little sister. It would be hard to keep a secret like this away from her, but considering the fact that Rachel was her wedding planner, he could see how this could complicate things.

“You’re playing with fire, you know,” Gabe warned.

“I think it’ll be all right,” Darien said as he drank his coffee. While it may be awkward at times, he believed in the chemistry that he and Rachel had. Last night had been truly special and giving up Rachel wasn’t in his plans.

Darien was just finishing up his coffee when his phone rang. He picked it up immediately when he saw that it was Natalie’s fiancé, Brandon, calling. “Hey, man, what’s up? Shouldn’t you still be sleeping?”

“I wish, but I just got called in for work.”

“What? Are you serious? Don’t they know that you had your engagement party last night?”

“Yeah, it sucks. But I doubt that they give a shit. Listen, I need your help. Natalie made plans to meet up with the wedding planner and get started on everything. Do you mind going with her and be my stand-in?”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Yeah, I trust you.”

“All right. I’ll cover for you, but I’m sure she’d rather have you there.”

“I’ll call in.”

“Good.”

“Thanks for this.”

“Don’t mention it.”

As he ended the call, Darien jumped to his feet. “Are you gonna be okay here all on your own?” he asked Gabe.

“Why? Where are you going?”

“It’s my chance to see her.”

“You mean, Rachel?”

“Yeah, she’s meeting my sister to go over some wedding details.”

“Wow, they’re keen on getting married, huh?”

Darien rolled his eyes. “That’s the point of an engagement party.”

“Shouldn’t you get some more sleep first?” Gabe asked.

“What for? I already took a power nap.”

“You were asleep for only half an hour.”

“What are you, my mom? I’ll be fine.”

“Fine, whatever. Do what you want. But be here later for the meeting. We still need to inform the staff about this rapist on the loose. Fucking bastard. I hate it when men prey on women.”

He wasn’t the only one. “I’ll be there.” At the thought of seeing Rachel again, he couldn’t hide his smile as he headed for his car.

It was a miracle what a little bit of sleep could do to a person. It was no wonder why her mother had constantly reminded her to get enough sleep when she was a kid. But as soon as Rachel opened her eyes, Darien’s face appeared in her head again.

The memory of his hard body against hers flashed in her mind, and just like that, Rachel grew hot again. But then she remembered the way he went caveman on her and tried to step in as her “boyfriend.” As much as she liked the thought, she didn’t like anyone fighting her battles for her. First of all, she was already embarrassed about telling him about her financial situation back at his club and the last thing she wanted was him confronting Steven just to make him back off.

If all went well with this job, then she should start receiving her payments soon. Once she did, Steven would have no real reason to bother her anymore.

Rachel checked the time. She still had a half hour to shower and eat something before she was set to meet with Natalie. She was a little surprised that the bride wanted to get to work right away, but actually, she much preferred this way of doing things. It ensured that nothing was rushed and provided enough time for everything that the bride would want on her big day. And after meeting with Natalie, she was eager to get to know her more.

They had agreed to meet at the famous dog café in Moonrise Beach called Latte Love through a series of texts. Rachel had been there countless times with friends, but this would be the first time she would be meeting with a client there. She was both excited and nervous, but at least she could recommend a lot of amazing treats off the menu.

When she arrived at the café, Rachel waited for Natalie and her fiancé to arrive. She was going to ask them about their vision for the wedding, along with any other important details that they may want to mention to her before she got started on the real dirty work. So she made sure to order three large coffees for all of them. They would definitely need it after the night they’d all had.

But when Natalie walked through the doors, she was alone. Rachel stood up to greet her. “Good morning, where’s Brandon?”

“Oh, he got called in for work.”

“Really? That’s a shame.”

“Yes, but don’t worry, we can still get started on things,” Natalie said as she sat down.

“This is for you,” Rachel said as she passed the coffee to her.

“Oh, thank you.” Natalie closed her eyes as she took a sip. “Mmmm, this tastes amazing.”

Rachel smiled at her. “You know, you don’t even look hungover at all.”

“Thank you.” She glanced over at the other cup of coffee. “Was this meant for Brandon?”

Rachel blushed. “Yes.”

“Sorry. I should’ve called to tell you earlier.”

“It’s no big deal.”

“Would you mind if my brother drinks it?”

“Your brother?”

“Yes, he’s going to be standing in for Brandon. Look, there he is!” Natalie pointed at the shop’s window, and what do you know, the man that she had slept with last night was grinning at her as he made his way toward them.

Oh God. He looked just as good as he had last night. With his gorgeous thick hair and piercing eyes, it was impossible to look away from him. Even the other patrons stopped in drinking their coffees to gawk at Darien Dare’s handsomeness.

“Good morning, girls,” he said as he approached the table. “How are you guys feeling?”

“I’m good as always,” Natalie chimed. “Thanks for coming.” Darien bent down to place a kiss on his sister’s cheek.

It was clear that they got along very well despite their age difference. And it didn’t seem like they were shy about showing how much they loved each other. As an only child, Rachel was instantly jealous. She’d always dreamed about having an older brother who could protect her. However, she’d always had to rely on herself to get through life.

Darien pinned her with a shy smile as he sat down across from her. Rachel felt herself blush. She didn’t expect to see him again so quickly.

“Rachel, this is my brother, Darien,” Natalie said.

She pretended that she was meeting him for the very first time. “Nice to meet you.”

The corner of Darien’s lips quirked in a sexy half-smile. “Nice to meet you too.”

Their gazes held for a long moment and Rachel felt her heart start to beat fast. Oh God, could she really do this while Darien was here? She hadn’t expected him to stand in for Brandon like this. Would she be able to concentrate on work while this man was staring at her?

Natalie’s phone suddenly rang and she reached to answer it. “It’s Brandon,” she told them. “Excuse me while I take this.”

As she got up, Darien leaned into the table, whispering quietly so that only she could hear him. “Did you sleep well?”

“Ah, yes. What about you?”

“Not really, but that’s okay. There’s nothing a little coffee can’t fix.”

“So you’ve come to help your sister out?”

“That’s right. No one else knows her better than I do, after all.” He said it with such reassurance that it made her smile.

“Better than her own fiancé?”

“Of course. He just knows the good stuff about her. But I, on the other hand, know every single thing about her.” His devilish grin made her wonder what secrets he knew. Had he been a good older brother to Natalie? Or did he torment her with taunts?

No. Judging from the way Natalie looked up at her brother, she figured it was the former.

“I bet Brandon gets jealous.”

“Of course he does. But he trusts me with her, which is why I’m here. I’m going to go shopping with you.”

“For the registry?”

“That’s right. Isn’t it great? You pick whatever you want from the shops and people just buy it for you. It’s amazing.”

“Yes, it is. But do I really need to be around for that kind of stuff?”

“You’re here anyway. You might as well tag along. Besides, maybe you’ll be able to get a feel of Natalie’s style if you come with us.”

“I guess you’re right.” It’s not like she had other plans for the day.

When Natalie returned, she told her all the details of what she and Brandon wanted for the wedding. “We want it to be classic and elegant,” Natalie finished.

Rachel nodded. “Those kinds of weddings are my favorite to plan.” While she enjoyed the theme weddings that were fun and quirky, there was just something so special and romantic about a classic one. Perhaps she loved it because it was closest to what she wanted her own wedding to be like.

“We also know that we want to have it on the beach,” Natalie added.

“A beach wedding?” Darien looked excited. “That sounds like a lot of fun.”

“Well, I can put together some different locations for you,” Rachel offered. “We can take a look at them at our next meeting. How does that sound?”

Natalie grinned wide. “Sounds like I made the right choice in going with you. I have a feeling that planning this wedding is going to be the easiest thing on earth with you around.”

Rachel blushed at the compliment. “Thank you. I’ll do my best.”

“We’re going to check out some shops. Would you like to come with us?” Natalie asked.

Her eyes made contact with Darien’s. “Ah, sure. That sounds nice.”

“Great! Let’s go!” Natalie took her hand and pulled her to her feet. Before she knew it, she was being dragged to her car. “Get in! It’s been a while since I’ve gone shopping.”

Without a word, Darien slipped into the backseat. But because of his large size, he looked a little cramped. Rachel turned in her seat to look back at him. “Do you want to switch seats?” she asked.

“No, thanks. I’m fine back here.”

“Are you sure? You look a bit uncomfortable.”

“Never been better.”

“All right, then.” She still adjusted her seat so that he would have a little more room for his feet. As she did so, she caught Natalie smirking at her, but she didn’t say anything as she started to drive.

Did she notice anything? Hopefully not. If she wasn’t careful, Natalie would find out that something was going on with her and her brother. But so far, Darien was acting perfectly fine. He was still kind and friendly and wasn’t acting overly flirtatious with her. Maybe she could do this . . .

Her eyes wandered back to him in the backseat. Darien was facing the road, but his eyes were focused on her. When he caught her looking, he winked.

Rachel looked away, feeling embarrassed. But she knew that she’d just have to get used to his presence. When she had slept with him, she’d never expected to spend this much time with him, but perhaps this was her chance to get to know him better.

Although she had slept with him already, Darien Dare was still a mystery to her and there was still so much to know about this man.

Would she be able to learn his secrets and get to know him as well as he knew his sister?


SEVEN

When they arrived at the mall, Darien wished that he’d gotten the chance to talk to Rachel about her landlord. He still hadn’t apologized to her, but judging from her actions, she didn’t seem mad at him.

That was a relief. The last thing he wanted was to create tension between them when what he really wanted was to get closer to her. Maybe he could ask his sister to leave them alone for a little bit so that he could say that he was sorry, but wouldn’t that tip her off that something was going on with them? He’d just have to be patient for now.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been to a mall,” he drawled as he eyed all the different stores.

“Me too,” Rachel said. “I do most of my shopping online.”

“That’s no fun,” Natalie chimed. “Part of the allure of shopping is that you find things that you never thought you needed!”

“Isn’t that how you overspend?” Darien drawled.

Natalie grinned up at him. “What do you plan to give me on my wedding day?”

“Nothing. I’m giving Brandon my precious little sister. Isn’t that enough?”

“Aw, you’re so sweet.”

“It’ll be great to not have to baby you anymore.”

That taunt earned him a slap on the arm and Rachel laughed at their bickering. It was times like these where he wished that she laughed more. It was nice getting some time with her. But he had to be careful not to tip Natalie off.

When Natalie found something that caught her eye, Darien pulled Rachel away. “How about we ditch my sister for a little bit? There’s something I want to tell you.”

“Ditch her? How can you suggest we do that? We’re here because of her.”

“Well, it’d be best if Brandon was around to help her choose. So it doesn’t really matter what we do today.” Rachel’s mouth dropped open, but he found her expression adorable. “Come on, I still have to apologize to you.”

“Apologize for what?”

But before he could answer, Natalie appeared between them. She looked disappointed. “What’s wrong?” Rachel asked.

“Sorry, guys, but I think we may have to cut today short. I’m suddenly not feeling well.”

Darien was at her side the next instant. “Are you okay?” He may tease and taunt his little sister a lot, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t worry about her.

Natalie nodded. “Yeah, I think I just didn’t realize how tired I was after last night. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to try and do all this without Brandon around.”

Rachel’s expression softened. “That’s okay. We can always do it again some other time.”

“Thank you, that would be great.”

“Come on, let’s get you home.” Darien wrapped his arm around Natalie and guided her back to her car. This time, she was the one who slid into the backseat while he took the wheel.

It felt good to be by Rachel’s side again, but his first priority was making sure his sister was okay. After dropping Natalie back home and making sure that she would be all right, he decided to give Rachel a lift home too.

At last, they were finally alone.

“I’m sorry for my behavior last night,” he said before he could lose his chance once again. “I never should’ve said I was your boyfriend.”

To his surprise, Rachel was smiling at him. “If you knew that I wouldn’t like it, then why did you do it?”

“I guess I was just being protective of you. Your landlord seems very interested in you. Has he asked you out before?”

“Yes, many times,” she admitted. “But I’ve turned him down each time. Unfortunately, he still doesn’t seem to understand what no means.”

Anger flared up within him, but once again, he had to control his emotions. He didn’t want to make Rachel mad at him again. Rachel wasn’t like his little sister, so he couldn’t just step in like he wanted to. But that didn’t mean that he would do nothing about it either.

“We’re here,” he announced as they entered her building’s parking lot.

Rachel smiled at him. “You remembered.”

“Of course. I know it’s not dark outside, but I’ll still walk you to your door in case that idiot decides to bother you again.”

“He hasn’t sought me out ever since this morning. I think he believed me when I said I would get him his money soon.”

“Good. But I’m still not taking any chances.”

“Fine. Suit yourself.”

As he stayed close behind her, Darien’s eyes kept searching for her landlord in the distance. While he was a big guy, he had moved pretty quickly the last time they were here. If Rachel wasn’t careful, he might even be able to catch her unguarded and he didn’t even want to think about what might happen after that.

Once they reached her door, Rachel turned around to face him. “Thank you again for walking me to my door.”

“It’s no problem.”

“D-do you want to come in?”

While he wouldn’t mind, that hadn’t been his intention when he had offered to walk her. When he told her that, Rachel said, “Oh, I know. You’re just being kind and so I want to repay your kindness with a cup of tea. Or do you prefer coffee instead?”

His stomach responded before he could. “Actually, some food would be nice.”

Rachel laughed. “All right. I’ll make us a late lunch. Do you mind having burgers?”

“Not at all. Thank you.”

“Make yourself at home. I’ll get started on the burgers.”

“I can help.” He knew that she had to be exhausted. After their long night together and her meeting with Natalie, she was handling herself well. But behind her smile, he could see some of her fatigue showing.

Within a half hour, they had finished making the burgers. But it took less than five minutes for them to devour it all. Darien took a sip of his drink. “Thank you so much for the meal. It really hit the spot.”

“It really did, didn’t it?” Rachel yawned and stretched her arms over her head. “I think a nap would be great after this.”

“Guess that’s my cue to leave.” He stood and started to gather the dishes. “At least let me help clean up.”

“Oh, you don’t have to leave if you don’t want to.”

Darien froze. “I don’t?”

The shy side of her emerged as a blush crested over her cheeks. “No, you don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

His wolfish smile sprang out as if ready to play. “Do you want me to stay?”

Rachel suddenly couldn’t meet his eyes. He found it amusing that she could be so determined and confident one moment and then super shy the next. It was one of the things he loved about her because her confident side was something she showed often to others. But he’d noticed that she really only got nervous when she was alone with him. Was this because she was attracted to him?

Her little whispered, “Y-yes,” sent his heart into overdrive.

Sensing that she was more than a little flustered, he took the plates and said, “I’ll wash these,” as he brought them to the sink.

When she joined him, she was no longer red in the face. As much as he enjoyed seeing her blush, he didn’t want her to feel scared or awkward around him. It’d made his heart soar to hear her say that she wanted him to stay. But if he teased her about it, she might not do it again.

They made quick work of the dishes, and soon, they were finished. He took the last fork from her and put it away. “Still sleepy?” he murmured as he brushed her hair from her eyes.

“Yes.”

“Let’s rest on the couch for a little bit, then,” he said as he took her hand.

He spread out first, stretching his arms over his head. A big smile spread over Rachel’s lips before she joined him. As her hot body warmed him, he realized that he never wanted to leave this spot.

It was strange to think that less than 24 hours ago, they didn’t know each other. But Darien felt like he was able to really let his guard down when he was with her. The conversations they had while together made him realize that she was an intelligent and kind person and he desperately wanted to know more about her.

“I love the smell of your hair,” he whispered. “It smells like flowers.”

“Thanks. It’s probably my shampoo.” He picked up a piece between two fingers and rubbed them together. It was soft and silky, very strong and without any split ends at all. It was clear that she took very good care of herself. Even her home looked immaculate. He had no doubt that under her care, his sister’s wedding would be a success.

Releasing the strand of hair, his fingers went lower to her neck, tracing an invisible line. Rachel gasped but said nothing as his finger moved toward her cleavage, parting the two sides of her blouse.

The buttons popped free but still she didn’t say anything. Darien could feel his blood rushing through his veins. His response to her was always strong, but with her pressed against him, he was sure that she could tell just what was happening to him.

Against her, his erection thickened. Each time she moved, her thigh created the most delicious friction. On a groan, he lifted himself up slightly, propping himself up on one arm. As he looked down at her, he could see her lust-filled eyes and full lips and the desperate need to kiss her amplified.

Leaning in, he brushed his lips against hers, tasting her sweetness as his hands kneaded her body. Her breasts filled his hands and he could feel the puckering of her nipples with each movement of his hands.

Wanting more skin, he pushed her bra aside, releasing her breasts to his gaze. He dipped his head down, his tongue teasing and tasting all while he kept his gaze on hers.

Beneath him, Rachel panted hard. Her body was responding to him in ways that she had never thought she would. She’d known that Darien was a dangerous man, but she didn’t know just how dangerous he was to her.

In his arms, she was helpless as she clung to his hard body. She was desperate for more of him. More of his touch. More of his kisses.

Each time his tongue darted out to tease her, she felt her body turn hot and tighter. Soon, she was squirming against him, trying to get what she wanted. But his hard body pinned her to the couch, leaving her no room to move.

“I’m going to devour you,” he growled in a way that almost sounded like a promise. The words ignited her passion even more. She reached out and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him down on top of her.

As she wrapped her legs around him, she could feel his hardness. The hot thickness seemed to turn her on even more. But as she tried to get up, Darien’s hands pushed her back down. “Let me do it,” he said as he pulled back and started to remove his pants.

As his zipper parted and his thick erection was revealed, Rachel licked her lips. She remembered exactly what he’d tasted like and she couldn’t wait to do it again.

“No, wait,” Darien whispered when she reached out for him. With gentle fingers, he pushed her back again, forcing her to lie back down. “It’s my turn.”

At first, she didn’t quite understand what he meant until he started to remove her skirt. Was he really going to touch her there?

Although her past lovers had touched her there, no other person had given her the attention that she secretly desired. She’d always wondered what it would feel like, but she never thought that anyone would actually do it, especially not someone like Darien.

But his eyes seemed to glow with anticipation as he pulled off her skirt and her panties. In just her bra and blouse, she felt a little nervous but excited.

Straightening, Darien moved between her legs, spreading her thighs apart. His hot gaze set her on fire as he continued to look at her with reverence. He was making her first time so special and romantic.

When he lowered his head, he placed small kisses along her thigh, teasing her with a gentleness that she never expected from him. Last night when she’d been with him, it’d been hot and fast. But this time, Darien was taking his time, savoring the moment that they shared.

“Please,” she begged as his lips remained just out of reach. She wanted them on her. She wanted to know what those lips could do to her body. She wanted to feel his tongue darting in and out, driving her into a frenzy.

Darien’s dark chuckle was her only warning before his tongue licked up a line through her center. She cried out as she arched her back.

This time, Darien didn’t tease her. He dove in with a single-minded focus on pleasure and Rachel suddenly felt bombarded with sensation. His tongue darted over her sensitive folds, sending sparks of fire through her entire system. As she gasped for breath, she could only hold on as Darien took her on the ride of her life.

Soon, her legs were trembling from his attention and she really felt like her body would break into two from the tension. But all it took was one more lick and his fingers on her clit to send her flying into orbit.

Stars sparked behind her closed eyelids and she could only cry out as her body spiraled faster and faster out of her control. When she managed to come back down, Darien held her in his arms tightly.

Rachel blinked several times to bring the world back into focus, but that had easily been one of the most amazing orgasms in her life. Had he really given her that with just his fingers and his tongue?

Leaning forward, she kissed him hard, wanting to thank him for the amazing pleasure. But once she made contact with him again, there was no letting go. Her body moved almost out of instinct as she straddled him.

“Wait,” Darien gritted. “Get the condom from my wallet.”

Rachel did as asked, moving swiftly to not lose the momentum. As she slipped the condom on him, she noticed how much thicker he’d gotten since earlier. Had eating her out really turned him on that much?

For some reason, that made her smile. She’d always enjoyed sex and she was glad to find someone who loved it just as much as her. There was no question that they were amazing in bed together and she intended to prove it again right now.

Straddling him, Rachel wasted no time in aligning him to her center. She was soaking wet from earlier. In one easy slide, she was seated to the hilt.

Darien let out a low groan beneath her. “You feel so good.”

With his fingers digging into her hips, she started to ride him. Each time she moved, her clit rubbed against him, adding disabling pleasure to her system. Soon, she was panting hard again, driven by a single-minded focus on their pleasure.

She was close. Very close. But she needed a little more to get her over the edge.

As if reading her mind, Darien gripped her hips harder, slamming her down even harder onto him as he surged his hips forward. The pressure, as well as the heat coming off his body, sent her flying again, but this time, he came with her, crying out in her ear as she collapsed on top of him.

As she lay on his chest, she could feel his racing heart. His hot breaths in her ear made her feel so close to him. It was strange. Usually after sex, her past lovers would pull away from her, but Darien kept his arms wrapped around her tightly as if not wanting to let her go.

She held him tighter. Darien wasn’t like the other men she’d fallen for in the past. Sure, he was gorgeous and charming. But he seemed to really take care of her, and after being alone for so long, it felt nice to have someone else looking out for her.

In that moment, she truly felt loved.

Two souls meeting, never wanting to let go.

Was this what finding a soul mate felt like?

Rachel closed her eyes and allowed herself to rest. Darien didn’t move beneath her either, keeping them fully connected and eternally entwined.


EIGHT

Darien left Rachel’s apartment quietly. While he would’ve loved to spend the next several hours sleeping next to her, he had promised Gabe that he would return to Eclipse for a meeting with the staff. So even though it just about killed him to leave Rachel, he left her a note explaining things.

But as he was closing the door behind him, he noticed someone watching him over his shoulder. Turning, he wasn’t surprised to see Steven standing there a few feet away.

“What were you doing with Rachel?” he asked.

“It’s none of your business.”

“Look, man. I don’t like you. Stay away from her.”

“The feeling is mutual, bro. But unlike you, she actually likes me around, so I think you’re the one who needs to back off.”

Steven gritted his teeth, clearly wanting to say more. But Darien brushed past him before he could stir more shit.

Rachel was currently safe in her apartment, but that didn’t mean that this idiot would leave her alone. Despite promising him his money, he wasn’t backing off, which meant that he wanted more from Rachel than what she owed him. She had to tread carefully and he was going to take extra measures to make sure that she remained safe.

Waiting until Steven left, he called Rachel and left a message, warning her of him. She might think that he was being overprotective again, but he felt like he had a good reason to be wary of her landlord. No one should be up in her business like that.

Despite his uneasiness, Darien returned back to Eclipse to work. Even though he didn’t get much sleep, he felt a lot better than before and he suspected that it had to do with Rachel.

Being around her relaxed him and he really felt like he could be himself whenever he was around her. Hopefully, he’d be able to show her an even better side of himself when he asked her out on a date. But right now, he knew that her schedule would be busy with work, so he would have to wait for the perfect timing.

For now though, his duties as assistant manager were what required his attention the most. But he promised himself that he would show Rachel just how important she’d become to him.

Several days had passed since Rachel had last seen Darien, but she had been meeting up with his little sister almost every day this week. It turned out that Natalie was really easy to work with. She had a very clear vision of what she wanted for her wedding, so it made things much easier to organize. She’d also gotten a chance to talk to her fiancé, Brandon, more since his schedule had loosened up a little bit. Although she didn’t feel as close to Brandon as she did with Natalie, he seemed like a really great guy who was clearly enamored with his bride. It made Rachel even more determined to give them an amazing wedding that they would remember forever.

After deciding on the beach and part of the guest list, Rachel felt like they were already making great ground. There was still a lot to do, but with Natalie’s help, she was sure that she could pull this off.

After finishing her meeting with Natalie for that day, Rachel went to pick up some necessities. She wanted to visit the baker to replenish her stash and maybe she would stop by the florist if she had the time. She just loved having flowers inside her home. It brightened up her surroundings and boosted her mood. Plus, she just liked looking at pretty things.

When she arrived at the bakery, she ordered her usual. But since they were out of rye bread, she would have no choice but to come back tomorrow. She decided then that she would visit the florist like she wanted.

Her smile widened as she saw the beautiful floral arrangements outside the store. Rachel had always loved flowers and putting together beautiful bouquets. Because of her job, she’d become good friends with the owner of the shop. Catherine had taught her many things about flower arrangements and had even assisted her in helping out picking some things for her friends and clients. “Hello, Rachel. Have you come to pick up some more flowers?”

“Yes. But I might need your help with choosing.”

“Who are they for?”

“It’s for a man,” she admitted.

She’d read Darien’s note and text from the other day warning her about Steven. She didn’t know exactly what had happened between them, but she had a feeling that Darien had said something to Steven because he seemed to have backed off a little bit. She appreciated it since she’d nearly been at the end of her wits, trying to get him to leave her alone. But she also worried that Steven would get angry with her for avoiding him.

Darien wasn’t exactly her boyfriend, but he wasn’t just a friend to her either. He certainly treated her well, almost the same as he treasured his little sister. But what would a manly guy like him think if she gave him a bunch of flowers?

“Looks like someone has fallen in love,” Catherine said with a smile on her face.

“Love?” How could that be possible when she’d only just met him?

The idea of soul mates once again popped into her head. She’d always dreamed about falling in love with someone who truly cared about her. But unfortunately, all her relationships had ended too quickly and she never got the chance to walk down the aisle herself.

Whatever this was between her and Darien was still brand new and she was eager to see where it would all go. But to call it love was too much. Lust maybe she could agree with, but she wanted to give him something that would match the innocence of their blooming love and also convey how deeply she cared for him.

To Rachel, Darien Dare was a rare type of man. They’d met under unusual circumstances and hadn’t followed the typical route of how couples usually got together. He was also the older brother of one of her clients and there was still so much that she didn’t know about the guy. But despite all that, she knew how she felt about him.

It might not be the same love that other couples experienced, but she had learned to trust herself and her instincts and never punish herself for feeling something for someone.

To others, what they had might only be a fling, but Rachel felt safe and loved when she was in Darien’s arms, and for her, that was enough for now.

“I think I know just the thing . . .” Catherine pulled out several red carnations and orchids.

Carnations symbolize love, adoration, and fascination, so it made sense that Catherine would suggest this for her. The orchids were considered a rare flower, and typically, the more rare the color, the deeper the love. They were perfect for what she had in mind.

As she helped Catherine prepare a bouquet, Rachel wondered what Darien would think of this gift. She hoped that he didn’t find it odd that a woman was giving him flowers. But after understanding the meaning, she just couldn’t deny that this was the perfect gift for him.

“Thank you so much,” she said as she paid for the flowers. As Catherine wished her good luck, Rachel hoped that she’d have a chance to finally see Darien again and give him this. Maybe she would finally gather the courage to even ask him out the next time she saw him.

As she headed back home, Rachel wondered what it would be like to actually be Darien’s girlfriend. From what she’d seen so far, she could tell that he was a very kind and protective person. Natalie was very lucky to have an older brother like him for all her life.

Unfortunately, growing up alone meant that Rachel had to take care of herself. She yearned for the ability to lean on someone and spend her days with someone she trusted. Could Darien be that man?

A smile spread across her lips. She couldn’t help herself. It happened every single time she thought of Darien. Did meeting him really bring that much joy to her life?

“What are you smiling about?” a voice said in her ear. Rachel jumped, nearly dropping her bag of baked goods on the ground. “Whoa.” Strong hands steadied her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you, but you just looked so cute walking down the street with a big smile on your face. Want to tell me what you were thinking about?”

You, she wanted to say when she looked into Darien’s piercing eyes. She could recognize that voice anywhere, but she was so embarrassed to be caught fantasizing about him that all she could do was blush.

Darien chuckled and brushed his fingers across her cheeks. “Here, let me take those. They must be heavy.”

“Thank you.” He left the bouquet of flowers to her and she remembered that she wanted to give them to him. Did she dare ask him out now?

As she waffled with the idea, they walked side by side past the shops along the street. This part of Moonrise Beach was one of her favorites because it reminded her of a small town, so she came here often. But she never thought that she would encounter Darien here.

“What are you doing here?”

“I came by the bookstore to pick something up.”

“I didn’t know that you liked to read.”

“I read mysteries mostly. What about you? Do you like to read?”

“Yes, when I have the time. Unfortunately, things are getting more and more busy that I find myself with no time to read before bed anymore.”

“That sucks, but being busy isn’t a bad thing.”

“Yeah, it pays the bills.”

“Speaking of that, has that guy been bothering you?”

“No. Did you say something to him? Steven usually goes out of his way to see me, but recently I’ve noticed that he’s keeping his distance.”

“I didn’t say much, just that he should back off. He shouldn’t be hassling you like that.”

“Yeah, at first he wasn’t so pushy, but then he started to become even more determined to ask me out. It was starting to get on my nerves. Thanks for handling that for me. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re not mad?”

“No. I’m sorry I overreacted last time. I just never really had anyone around who ever stood up for me.”

“Really? Well, you don’t have to worry about it when you’re with me. I’ll protect you.”

Rachel smiled. It warmed her heart to know that she had Darien looking out for her. “Thank you. Oh, that reminds me, these are for you.”

As she held out the bouquet of flowers to him, Darien’s eyebrows went up. “For me?”

“Yes. Hey, don’t look at me like that. I just wanted to show you how thankful I am for you.”

“Sorry, it’s just I’ve never received flowers from a woman before. Thank you.” As he brought them to his nose and smelled them, Rachel felt her cheeks flush as she thought about how they were doing things completely backwards.

Normal couples went out on a date first before sleeping with each other, and usually, a man would be the one giving the woman flowers. But Rachel had been around plenty of couples in the past to know that not all romances played out that way.

In fact, she’d planned many weddings in the past where the woman had proposed to the man, and in the end, they had become some of her favorite weddings she’d done.

“So what are you doing next weekend?” Darien asked.

“I’m supposed to meet up with Natalie and Brandon again. But other than that, I have nothing else planned. Why?”

“Go out with me.” Rachel abruptly stopped walking and turned to him. “What?” Darien asked with a grin. “You just gave me a bouquet of flowers. I can’t ask you out on a date?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just . . . I was just thinking of a way to ask you out.”

Darien chuckled. “You sure like to take initiative, don’t you? But I’m glad that I was the one to ask you first. It’s been on my mind for a while, so it felt like fate that I ran into you here.”

“Are you sure that you weren’t just stalking me?”

He shook his head. “That’s not really my style. Although if you had said no to me, I might’ve followed you all the way home until you said yes.”

“Well, I haven’t said yes yet,” she teased.

Now it was Darien’s turn to abruptly stop. But once he saw that she was kidding, his smile returned. “Being with you is fun,” he said to her surprise. “I find myself always wanting to be around you. It’s crazy.”

“I feel the same way,” Rachel revealed as she lifted her gaze to the darkening sky. It looked like it was going to rain and she worried that they wouldn’t be able to make it back to her apartment in time.

“Let’s pick up the pace,” Darien advised.

“All right.”

“How did you get here anyway?” she asked him.

“I drove. My car is still by the bookstore.”

“So you’ll have to go all the way back to get it?”

Darien shrugged. “I don’t mind the rain.”

“You’ll get wet! Let’s find a place to take shelter for a bit.” Just as she said it, the rain started coming down hard. “Hurry!”

As they started running, Rachel headed toward the closest thing that she could find. It turned out to be a phone booth by the side of the street.

Darien slid in beside her. Because of the small size and the fact that there were two of them squished in, it didn’t give much room for movement. The presence of her baked goods and the flowers made the small space even cozier. “I can’t believe that they still have these around here.”

“Same here, but I’m glad that they haven’t gotten rid of it. Otherwise, we’d be all wet now.”

She looked up at Darien and grinned. “Guess we’ll just have to wait it out.”

“There’s no other place I’d rather be than here with you.”

The sweet words caused her to blush, but because they were so cramped together, Rachel couldn’t turn away and hide it. Darien reached out and brushed his fingers against her cheeks. Every time he did that, she felt her heart skip a beat.

“You don’t need to buy me things to show me that you care, you know. But since you did, I’ll cherish this always.”

Rachel couldn’t hide her smile. She’d worried what he would think about the flowers, but it seemed like he genuinely liked them and wasn’t offended that she had given him such a girly gift. For that reason alone, she was grateful to have found him.

Reaching up, she grabbed the collar of his shirt and kissed him hard. Darien deepened the kiss as he wrapped one arm around her, pulling him even closer to his large body.

Against the glass of the phone booth, the rain attacked them, but Rachel felt completely safe in the shelter of Darien’s arms. He kissed her even deeper, drawing every breath from her body. Rachel released all constraints and let her body go, uncaring if anyone saw them.

She wanted to be with this man. Wanted to spend every waking moment with him, but she knew that she couldn’t. Fortunately, she now had their date to look forward to.

When Darien pulled back, his eyes were a piercing shade of emerald. “The rain has stopped. You should go.”

“Are you going to be all right?”

“Yes, you don’t have to worry about me.”

When Rachel hesitated, Darien kissed her again. “Go,” he whispered against her lips.

Quickly glancing at the sky, Rachel grabbed her things and ran for her apartment. But as she reached the parking lot, she stopped to glance back at him. Darien was still standing by the phone booth with the flowers she’d given him in one hand. His other hand was lifted high in the air, waving at her.

She felt her heart skip a beat once again.

Waving back, she quickly ran the rest of the way, knowing that he would stay there, watching her until he knew that she got inside safely.

She may not know everything about him yet, but there was no question that she was quickly learning about his heart. And there was no one else kinder, sweeter than Darien Dare.

She couldn’t wait for their date this weekend and discover the other secrets he had.


NINE

Once he was sure that Rachel had gotten home safely, Darien headed back to his car and drove to Brandon’s office. His longtime friend had been working hard lately, but with his wedding coming up, he needed to make more time to help organize his wedding plans. So Darien thought that he would stop by and fill him in on the things that he’d missed while he’d been working.

Normally, Darien was able to just walk into his office. But today, someone had already beaten him to it. Brandon’s office door was closed and he seemed to be talking to someone. Had one of his meetings run long?

Darien took a seat outside of his friend’s office, waiting until whomever he was talking to left. But when the door opened and a kid stepped out, Darien felt his eyes narrow with suspicion. What the hell was a kid doing in Brandon’s office?

Before he could stand, the kid spoke, “Daddy, can you buy me ice cream before you take me home?”

Daddy? What the—

Brandon stepped out of the office and picked the little boy up. He seemed quite familiar with the kid, kissing him on the cheek and patting his head affectionately before he walked over to the elevator.

Darien’s heart was suddenly beating fast. He could only watch on in shock as his friend took the kid out of the building and brought him to his car. He seemed to be taking great care of him as he put his seat belt on.

“No,” Darien whispered as he watched the car pull out of the parking lot from the window above. “No, there’s no way.”

How could Brandon already have a kid? This must be some kind of mistake. Was the kid just someone that he was helping take care of? Like a Little Brother perhaps?

No, it didn’t seem likely that Brandon would have time for that. But if Brandon really was this kid’s father, then who was the mother?

He immediately thought about his sister. It couldn’t be Natalie. His sister had never been pregnant before. But if that was true, then did that mean that Brandon had another woman?

No. Please, no.

Brandon wouldn’t do this to his sister, would he? He wouldn’t do this to them! He and Natalie had already been through so much together. When would he have the time to have a kid with someone else?

But then he remembered that they had broken up when he had moved to another state for a while. If Brandon had been with another woman during that time, then it would explain the kid’s presence now.

Holy shit. What the hell was he going to do? Did Natalie know about this? How could Brandon keep something like this from him?

Darien ran a hand over his mouth. Natalie. The wedding. Would she call it off if she found out about this secret kid?

What would happen to Rachel if the wedding suddenly got called off? She wouldn’t be able to pay off her debt to that bastard.

Before he could jump to conclusions, Darien wanted to make sure he got the facts right first. He’d known what he’d seen, but perhaps there was another explanation for all of this. He’d known Brandon for a long time and even considered him to be one of his best friends. Could it really be possible that he was a father to a child that he knew nothing about?

He had to talk to him about it.

Pulling out his phone, he called Brandon. When he didn’t answer, Darien left him a message to meet him back at his office. He would wait for him and then demand an explanation of what he’d just witnessed.

He told himself that he was doing it for his sister, but a part of him was curious too. Could Brandon have a life that he’d hidden away from all of them, including his sister?

It took ten minutes before Brandon responded to his text. He told him that he would happily meet him back at his office. Then, it took another twenty for him to arrive.

By the time he returned, Darien was reaching the end of his patience.

Unfortunately for Brandon, he had no idea that he’d been caught. “Hey, man. What is it that you want to talk to me about? Is everything okay?” Brandon asked as he closed the door to the office behind him.

“I should be asking you that.”

Brandon looked confused by his words. “What are you talking about?”

“Where have you been?”

“I just went to grab something to eat. Why?”

“Alone?”

“Yeah?”

Darien gritted his teeth. Was he really going to lie to his face? “Bullshit. Don’t lie to me. I saw everything.”

Brandon frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Daddy?”

The one word caused Brandon to blanch and that’s when he knew that it was real. Brandon was the father of that kid he’d seen.

Brandon rose to his feet. “Wait, before you freak out I—”

“Does Natalie know?” Darien interjected.

“Darien, please. I—”

“Son of a bitch!” Darien got to his feet in anger. “How could you do this to her? My sister? Are you out of your mind?”

“I’m sorry! I meant to tell you earlier, but I just couldn’t find the right time! It’s not exactly easy to tell your fiancée that you have a kid with another woman!”

“Did you ever plan on telling her? Or were you planning to wait until after the wedding?”

“Of course I planned to tell her!”

“That kid looks like he’s at least five years old. Are you telling me that you still haven’t found the right moment to tell her since he was born? Where’s the mother?”

“She’s with another man, so I have nothing to do with her. But the kid . . .” Brandon dropped his head. “The kid is mine.”

Darien shook his head, unbelieving that this was really happening. What if he hadn’t come here after the bookstore? What if he’d walked Rachel all the way home and spent the rest of the day with her?

Then he wouldn’t have come here and learned the truth about what Brandon was hiding.

“Is this why you’ve been working a lot? Have you been taking care of the kid here?”

“I’m just spending some time with him. I worry about him. His mother can be reckless sometimes, so I want to make sure he’s doing okay.”

“He’s with her now?”

Brandon nodded. His eyes pleaded with him. “You’re not going to tell Natalie, are you?”

“No.” Brandon looked relieved for a moment before he said, “You’re going to do it.”

“I will.”

“Before the wedding.”

“Okay.”

“I’m serious, man. If you keep putting it off, it’ll be worse for you.”

“I know. I just didn’t want to mess up what I have with Natalie. I really do love her, you know.”

“Then do the right thing and tell her. Keeping this a secret from her will only hurt her.”

“You’re right.”

Of course he was right. Unfortunately, there was nothing that he could do to protect his little sister from this. It was already done. But it had also happened during a time when she and Brandon hadn’t been together. What would happen to them once the secret was revealed?

What should he do? He’d said that he wouldn’t tell his sister, but could he really keep this to himself and not say anything? He’d never kept secrets from Natalie. But this . . . this was big. But it also wasn’t his business. This kind of news would be better coming from Brandon himself.

But his anger refused to leave him. He’d trusted the guy. He’d believed that he could entrust his sister’s safety with him. But now he felt betrayed. How would Natalie take it when she learned the news?

His head hurt just thinking about it. She’d already been burned once before by another bastard fiancé. Her previous fiancé had abandoned her at the altar, leaving no explanation as to why.

It had scarred her so much that she hadn’t wanted to date anyone for months, but when she had reconnected with Brandon again, he seemed to gain her trust back.

But what would Natalie do if she found out about this? Would it send her back into a mental tailspin and crack her fragile heart once again?

How could he stand back and allow this to happen? But what were his other options? Should he try to sabotage the wedding? He guessed that could be an option if he could make Natalie leave him on her own and save her the heartbreak. Either way, he figured that it was going to be a mess unless Brandon fessed up soon.

“I’m not going to help you with this. You’re going to have to tell her on your own,” he told Brandon.

Brandon nodded. “I’ll do it. There’s no way I’m giving Natalie up.”

Well, at least that gave him some hope. But now that he knew the truth, he was more wary of the guy he’d once considered a good friend.

As he left, Darien placed the mystery novel he’d meant to give as a gift on his desk. Brandon looked at it and thanked him, but Darien said nothing as he walked away.

The wedding he’d been so excited about was now something he dreaded. He had no idea what would happen next or what would be in store for his little sister, but he hoped like hell Brandon did the right thing.

Otherwise, no one could blame him for wanting to stand up for his sister.


TEN

On the day of their date, Rachel couldn’t wait to see where Darien would take her. She’d been looking forward to it for the entire week, and now that he said that he was on his way to pick her up, she was jittering with excitement.

For the entire week, she’d kept herself busy. Meetings with brides as well as researching and getting in contact with the vendors hadn’t given her much time for herself, so this date with Darien was the perfect timing. She could finally be selfish and enjoy herself for a moment.

“You look really cute,” Darien said when he arrived.

“Thank you.” She’d chosen to go for a white-blouse-and-pink-skirt combo, simply because she had no idea where he would take her. The sandals on her feet were practical enough that she could walk long distances if she had to and the rest of her outfit she chose would ensure that she remained cool if they happened to stay outside.

“Do you want to head out now?” he asked.

“Yes. Do you mind me asking where we are going?”

“I thought I’d pamper you a little. You don’t mind a little steam or hot water, do you?”

“Hot water? What are you talking about?”

Darien chuckled. “You’ll see.”

It turned out that he was taking her to a spa. It even had steam rooms and a sauna. While she’d had a massage and pedicures done professionally before, no one had ever taken her to a place like this before. “This is amazing! Where did you get the idea to come here for our date?” she asked him. Just last night, she wished that she could pamper herself like this.

“I know you’ve been working hard, so I wanted to pamper you a little bit. Do you like it?”

“I love it!

Grinning, Darien took her hand and led her inside.

It was a good thing that she hadn’t put on a lot of makeup today. Otherwise she would be worried about it melting off in the steam.

“We can do anything you want,” Darien told her.

“Really?” What did she want to try first? “I want a massage!” Her shoulders had been bothering her a lot and she was pretty sure the cause was the fact that she’d been hunched over a computer. After the long week she had, it seemed like such a wonderful way to begin to relax.

“Sounds good to me.”

Before the massage could start, they changed into robes. At first, Rachel felt self-conscious about removing her clothing in an unfamiliar place. But then she remembered that Darien would be with her. It calmed her a little bit, knowing that he would be with her the entire time. Besides, she didn’t want to ruin the mood just because she was uncomfortable.

As the massage started, Rachel loved the way that she was able to look over and see Darien right there beside her. Even if it wasn’t just the two of them, there was still something very intimate about the experience. This was a perfect idea for a date.

As the masseuse worked out all the kinks in her body, Rachel felt like she was in heaven. The beautiful candles and incense burning only made her feel even more relaxed as she breathed in deeply.

She hoped that Darien was enjoying himself as much as she was. Each time he moaned, the sound echoed through her body, reminding her of the last time they’d been together. She yearned for him again, but she couldn’t just reach out and touch him like she wanted to. She’d just have to wait a little bit more to get her hands on him.

All she could do now was enjoy the rest of the massage and imagine it was Darien’s hands doing this to her. By the end of it all, her body felt relaxed.

Darien pulled her against him. “So how was it? Did you enjoy the massage?”

“It was wonderful. I loved it so much.”

“What do you want to try next? The hot tub or the sauna?”

“The sauna.”

“Okay, let’s go.” Rachel couldn’t have been happier with how their date was going. Darien had chosen something completely different from what she expected. Normally, her dates would take her out for dinner and a movie. But Darien had known that she was exhausted and was now pampering her.

It made her believe that her relationship with him would end up differently than all her others.

“Looks like this one is empty. Want to go in?”

Rachel nodded. Finally, she could be alone with him. But for whatever reason, she found herself shyer than usual. Was this because this was their first official date? What if she messed this up and Darien realized that he didn’t actually like her?

Darien chuckled. “Come here,” he said in that sweet, gentle voice she adored.

Sitting beside him, she could feel the heat coming off his strong body. She really did feel safer whenever he was around, and not to mention, she no longer felt lonely these days either. In fact, ever since she’d met Darien, her whole life had improved.

“So what do you think of the date so far?” he asked.

“It’s been so amazing. I never would’ve thought about coming here, but it’s just what I needed.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I figured that you were working yourself too hard. This is a nice way to treat yourself.”

“Thank you. You know just what to do to make everything better.” She placed a kiss on his cheek to thank him. It was meant to be innocent, but being so close to him in the room made her acutely aware of the fact that they were naked.

Her nipples hardened and she rubbed her thighs together. “I’m really grateful for all that you’ve done for me. Even Natalie has made everything so interesting.” Darien’s piercing eyes glittered with happiness and it made Rachel feel good to be able to say what she really felt. “I’m so happy that I got this job,” she continued. “If I didn’t, then I wouldn’t have met you.”

Just like that, Darien’s smile disappeared and a strange expression crossed over his features. “What?” she asked. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No, sweetheart. You didn’t do anything wrong.” But his expression remained unchanged and she wondered what had happened to make him feel this way.

“Are you sure?” she pressed.

“Yes.”

Whatever it was that was bothering him, Darien refused to admit what it was. “Look at me,” she suddenly said.

Darien complied without saying a word, and although he wrapped his arms around her, something was still there in his eyes, lingering like darkness.

Rachel kissed him softly, hoping that whatever was bothering him would disappear. She was here with him and she wished that whatever plagued him went away.

Darien kissed her back, gentle and slow. As he reached for her with his other hand, she smiled against his lips. He still wanted her. That was good. So perhaps it wasn’t something that she had said that had set him off.

She guessed that she would just have to coax it out of him. Kissing him deeper, Rachel pushed him back against the wall and slid between his thighs. His eyes widened for a moment before deepening with desire. She’d never given a blowjob in a sauna before, but there was a first time for everything.

As she got herself comfortable, Rachel took his erection in her hand and teased him a little bit. Perhaps she could release some of his stress.

Darien groaned and widened his legs, giving her more room. Rachel licked a line up the length of him, eliciting another deep moan from him. Then she smiled at him, using her tongue some more to distract him.

When Darien finally closed his eyes and allowed his head to fall back, she took him into her mouth, sucking hard.

His hiss of pleasure sent goose bumps all along her skin. She was getting turned on just as much as he was and the fact that he was finally loosening up made her even more excited.

Darien reached out and grabbed a fistful of her hair. He arched her head back, looking into her eyes as she circled the tip of his cock with her tongue. He then reached forward, grabbing her breasts and kneading them. Now it was her turn to moan as his large hands fondled her.

Knowing that he was close with the way he was breathing, she took him to the back of her throat. His cock pulsed in her mouth, and with a few more pulls, she finally felt him explode.

“Ahh!”

Rachel made sure not to spill a single drop. Even when he pulled her up from between his legs and into his lap, she refused to release him. “What am I going to do with you?” Darien whispered in her ear.

“Just keep loving me,” she answered back. Hopefully, she could find out what he had refused to tell her. But for now, she was just content to be in his arms, comforting him the same way that he’d comforted her so many times before.


ELEVEN

A few days later, Darien received a call from his sister in the middle of the night. But since he was busy working, he wasn’t able to return her call until early the next morning. “What’s up?” he asked when Natalie answered.

Instead of Natalie’s normally energetic voice, there was a beat of silence and Darien felt his heart jolt. What had happened? Had Brandon told her about the kid? Was that why she’d called him? “Nat, are you okay?”

“I’m sorry I called while you were working. I forgot you have odd hours.” She didn’t sound upset, but since he couldn’t see her face, he couldn’t tell for sure. “I called because I wanted to ask you something. Would you be able to meet up with me again today? I need some help deciding on the entertainment for the wedding and Brandon is busy working again.”

So he hadn’t told her yet . . .

Darien wasn’t sure if he should be angry or relieved. He knew the right thing to do was to tell Natalie about the kid, but the protective side of him didn’t want to see his little sister getting hurt.

It was the same deal with Rachel. At the sauna, she had expressed how happy she was about the wedding, but what would happen once Brandon revealed the truth to everyone? Would Natalie call off the wedding? What would happen to Rachel then? She obviously still needed the money and he didn’t want to think about what would happen if she failed to pay her rent to that bastard who kept harassing her.

He’d talked to Brandon once again since he’d learned the truth and Brandon had asked him to buy him some time. It was a lot to ask though. Both Rachel and Natalie seemed keen on planning the wedding. How could he buy him some time when they were so eager? Even now, his sister was asking him to come help her. The only thing Darien could do was hope that Brandon came clean sooner rather than later.

“Sure, what time do you want me to come by?”

“Whenever you’re finished. I’m meeting with Rachel too, so that should move things along quicker too.”

Crap.

Normally, he would be ecstatic to see Rachel again, but after ruining the mood back at the sauna, he wondered if he’d tipped her off. Darien wanted to tell her the truth about Brandon, but it also wasn’t his place. He hoped that she didn’t think that he didn’t trust her for not confiding in her because it really wasn’t his secret to tell. He just hoped that when the truth came out, she wouldn’t hate him for keeping it from her.

The last thing he wanted to do was make an enemy out of Rachel. She was such a blessing in his life. However, to protect her and his sister, he might have to shake things up a little. He hoped to hell that he didn’t regret it.

When Darien arrived at his sister’s place later that day, he made sure to keep the ringer on his phone. He even increased the volume a little more than usual, just to make sure that it was extra annoying if someone called. He honestly didn’t have much experience with trying to stall other people’s plans, but he figured that this was the best that he could do without signaling that something was up.

“You’re here,” Natalie said brightly when she answered the door.

“Hey. Is Rachel here already?”

“Yup, we’ve been working for the past couple of hours.” Dammit, had they managed to do a lot? Knowing how well the two got along, there was no doubt that they had. “But you’re just in time,” Natalie continued. “We were just talking about what to do about the entertainment.”

Good. Maybe he could try to distract them from working here.

“Hey, Rachel,” he said as he entered the living room where they were working. As he sat down across from her, Natalie went to grab them all drinks from the kitchen. “How have you been?” he asked. “I’m sorry that I haven’t been able to call you much. Things have been busy at Eclipse.”

“It’s okay. I’ve been busy too.” Her smile was sweet and pretty and the urge to reach out and kiss her was strong. But instead, Darien forced himself to stay seated.

“Natalie told me that you guys have been working for a while now. How about we take a break?”

“But you just got here. I’m sure Natalie has a lot of questions for you. She really values your opinion, you know.”

“Yeah, but I’ve been working all night. I’d like to take a breather first if you two don’t mind.”

Natalie returned with their drinks. “Shouldn’t you be used to your night schedule by now?”

He was, but she didn’t need to know that. “Things have been busier than usual, so I haven’t been able to rest properly when I get back. Come on, just a few minutes.” He feigned exhaustion by groaning as he moved, pretending that his back hurt.

Despite her narrowed gaze, Natalie’s mouth was curled up in one corner. “Okay, fine. I guess we can take a quick break. What do you want to do?”

“Wanna watch some Netflix?” he suggested.

“Is there anything good to watch?”

Rachel shook her head. “I don’t watch TV all that much, so I don’t really know.”

Meanwhile, Darien was already on his feet, heading toward the big-screen TV in the living room. “There’s a ton to watch.”

As he plopped himself down and propped his legs up on the coffee table, Natalie and Rachel sat down on either side of him.

Flipping through the different TV series and movies available, Darien decided on a drama series that had long episodes. Even if they didn’t binge-watch the entire thing, one episode would take an hour. “How about this one?” he asked.

When no one protested with his choice, Darien sat back, drawing his arms behind his head. He felt so comfortable sitting between the two important women in his life right now. But it sucked that he couldn’t wrap his arm around Rachel like he wanted to. Natalie still didn’t know about their relationship, but he didn’t actually think his sister would mind if they were dating. The only thing stopping him was Rachel.

He knew that she was the type who cared about looking professional in front of her clients, so he would respect that and keep a comfortable distance for the time being.

After the show ended, he glanced at the women on either side of him, trying to gauge their reactions. “So what do you think?”

Natalie smiled at him. “It was good, but we should really get back to work.”

“Yeah,” Rachel said as she got to her feet. “There’s still a ton of work to do.”

“Are you sure that you don’t want to watch the next episode?”

“We can watch it later,” Natalie said.

Meanwhile, Rachel was already walking to the dining room.

“Wait!” Darien cried out. He needed to buy Brandon some more time! But both women ignored him as they returned to the table where they were working earlier. Dammit, maybe he underestimated how difficult this would be.

Reluctantly, Darien followed them back to the dining room and sat back down at the table. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and placed it on the table between them. “So what do you guys need my help with?” he asked.

“I want your opinion on the entertainment,” Natalie started. “Brandon and I already discussed this and we thought that a live band would be really awesome. What do you think?”

A live band was an awesome idea. Since the wedding would be taking place at a beach, the live instruments would be amazing to listen to. However, he wasn’t trying to actually help his sister at this moment. Instead, he needed to find a way to delay things a little bit so that Brandon had a chance to tell her what was really going on.

“Are you sure that you want a live band?” he asked.

“Yes. Why? Is there something else that you want to suggest?”

“How about a DJ?”

Rachel opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, his phone rang loudly. She jumped a little, startled by the loud ringer. Darien apologized with a small smile before he answered. “Hello? Hey, yeah . . .”

The call couldn’t have come at a more perfect time. He mouthed that he would be right back and got up to talk in another room for some privacy. But actually, the call wasn’t anything important at all. It was just his friend, Adrian, calling to see how he was doing.

Darien knew that Rachel would have told him that a DJ would work too and that would be the end of their discussion about entertainment. However, if the purpose was to prolong this meeting, then he really needed to draw this phone call out.

So far, neither of the women seemed to know what he was doing, but Adrian knew it right away. “Are you okay? I get the feeling that something is going on right now.”

Darien rolled his eyes. It seemed like he could never get anything past this guy. “Sorry, I’m just procrastinating on something.”

“What is it?”

“My sister’s wedding planning.”

Adrian laughed. “Did she ask you to help or something?”

“Yeah.” Once again, he was torn about revealing the truth. But it wasn’t his secret to share, so instead he just kept up the conversation until Adrian said that he had to go to another meeting.

When he returned to the women, forty-five minutes had passed. Natalie looked annoyed with him. “What took you so long?”

“Sorry. Adrian had a lot of questions for me.”

“Why does Adrian need to ask you anything?”

Instead of answering that, he checked his email on his phone.

Natalie sighed. “Well, we decided that we’re going for the live band in the end. The DJ idea was good too, but I think Brandon would like this more.”

Darien opened his mouth to argue, but Rachel managed to get her words out before him. “My only concern with the DJ is that we’ll have to confirm with our beach location if it’s even possible to do it. I’ll be sure to double-check and confirm with you before we proceed. The next thing we should talk about is the suits for the groomsmen.”

“Don’t worry, I can handle that,” Darien piped.

Natalie shook her head at him. “I’ll feel a lot more relaxed if you allow Rachel to help. After all, she knows exactly what she’s doing.”

“Yes,” Rachel said with sparkling eyes. “Allow me to go with you to your fittings.”

Dammit, how could he refuse her when she was looking at him like that? Could he really turn down that face? “All right,” he relented, “you can come with me. As for the others, I’m sure they can handle things on their own.”

“Not a chance,” Natalie said. “I trust Rachel a lot more than Brandon’s buddies. Who knows what kind of things they’ll forget if they aren’t reminded. She’ll go with them to theirs too.”

“Don’t you think that’s a lot of work for one person?” Darien argued.

“Oh, I don’t mind,” Rachel said. “I’ll be glad to help.”

He leaned forward so that only she could hear him. “You don’t have to work so hard.”

Rachel met him halfway. “And you don’t need to worry about me. I can handle it.”

Damn, was he making her angry? That wasn’t his intention.

Or was it?

Shit!

He was getting confused now. While he’d come here to shake things up a little bit, he didn’t want to jeopardize his relationship with Rachel either. Upsetting her wasn’t in his interests, especially since he wanted nothing more than to hold her in his arms right now.

In the end, Natalie was the one who made the final decision. “Rachel is going and that’s that.”

Darien glanced back at Rachel and frowned. What was he going to do now?

Oh well. He’d done what Brandon had asked and stalled for a little bit, but knowing how Rachel and his sister operated, it would be impossible to do on his own.

He’d just drag his feet a little more, but not make it so obvious that they realized what he was doing. But he had to tread carefully here because one wrong move would tip them off. He was dealing with two intelligent women and he wasn’t sure that he could pull this off without them learning about his plan.

What the hell was his problem? Rachel always thought Darien to be kind and understanding, but today, he was acting a little difficult. Had something happened to him again? Or was the thing from the other day still bothering him?

They hadn’t been able to see much of each other after their date, but she had been looking forward to seeing Darien again today. Unfortunately, his mood was off or he really was exhausted because his normal charming personality was nowhere to be seen.

He seemed distracted and more careless than usual and she wasn’t sure why he was going against his sister’s ideas. Usually, they got along very well. So why was today different?

The truth was, Rachel was worried about him. She knew that he had worked through most of the night at the club, so maybe helping his sister with the wedding was too much for him to handle. But she still needed his cooperation if she wanted to get any work done, so she’d do her best to remain on his good side. For now though, she would tread carefully around him.

While they’d managed to get some more work done, Rachel felt like they could’ve done a lot more if Darien had been cooperative. But these things couldn’t be rushed. If she wanted to pull off the perfect wedding for Natalie and Brandon, then she needed to take things slow.

Maybe Darien was teaching her that rushing wasn’t the way to do things. Either way, she was grateful for his presence. She just hoped that Darien would open up to her and tell her what was truly bothering him. She also hoped that he finally got the rest he needed so that he wasn’t so grumpy or tired.

In the meantime, she would remember to take more breaks for herself. After all, she couldn’t run at full speed on an empty stomach.

As for Darien, she would just have to get him to trust her more. Technically, they’d only been on one date together, so there was still a lot of ground to cover before he could trust her fully. So until that day came, Rachel just needed to convince him to go out on another date with her.


TWELVE

A few days later, Darien went to Brandon’s office to check in with him. He wanted to know if there was any progress on telling Natalie about his kid.

“I’ll do it soon,” Brandon promised. “But I’m working so much and the only times I get to spend with Natalie are in the evenings. I don’t want to ruin what precious time we have together by telling her the truth.”

“You know, the longer you postpone this, the worse it’ll get,” Darien warned. Plus, it was getting more and more difficult hiding this secret from his sister. He’d done his best trying to slow things down once again at the fitting, but he got the feeling that Rachel was quickly catching on to his strange behavior. Sooner or later, she would try to confront him about it.

“You don’t think I know that? I’m dying here, but I also don’t want to hurt her.”

“Natalie has always been honest with you. You need to be the same with her if you want to marry her.”

“You’re right. I’ll do it soon.”

“Good.” It wouldn’t be easy for sure, but it was necessary. He didn’t want to see his sister suffer. And it would hurt her even more if she went through with this wedding without knowing about what was really going on.

“Thanks for stalling for me,” Brandon said. “I know you’re very protective of your sister, so I’m glad that you aren’t telling me to completely call off the wedding either. I just want you to know that I love your sister and I fully intend on marrying her.”

The truth was, he’d considered telling his sister the truth many times, but this wasn’t just about Natalie anymore. Brandon, Rachel, and even the kid all played a big part in this, and he just didn’t feel like he was in the position to say anything when he wasn’t such a key player in this situation.

He didn’t mind watching out for a friend, but it just didn’t feel right to him to lie to his sister and Rachel too.

“You’re a good guy, Brandon. But please don’t draw this out longer than necessary. Once you tell her, we can all go back to being happy.”

“I will, I promise. Hey, can I ask you for a favor?”

Darien arched his brow at him. “What is it?” Was he going to ask him to stand in for him again?

“Can you go to the cake tasting with her tomorrow?”

Darien pinned him with a glare. “Bro, are you serious?”

Brandon put his hands together and began to beg. “I know I’m asking for a lot from you, but please . . .”

“Fine, I’ll go,” he said before he could make a big fuss about it. “But remember what I said . . .”

Brandon nodded. “I promise I’ll do it soon.”

When he left his office, Darien was still lost in thought. He wasn’t sure how he felt about going to the cake tasting in his stead, but he couldn’t complain too much. Rachel would likely be there too. But he wished that he didn’t have to act so difficult around her. He knew that she loved her job and this wedding was especially important to her. So making things more difficult for her made him feel bad.

What if he just teased her instead?

That could work. Instead of actively trying to stop her from doing her job and postponing the wedding, he could just flirt with her and distract her.

The thought made him grin. That sounded way more appealing than being difficult and butting heads with his sister. Natalie probably wouldn’t even notice something was going on even if he blatantly hit on Rachel while she was in front of her.

With that new tactic in mind, Darien grew excited to see Rachel again. He’d missed spending time with her and he hoped that they’d find time to be alone together soon. “Maybe I should ask her out on another date.”

Only then would he be able to properly show her his feelings for her. Pulling out his phone, he sent her a text. What are you doing?

I’m preparing for the cake tasting tomorrow. What about you?

I just saw Brandon. He asked me to stand in for him again.

Again? I guess it can’t be helped, then.

Don’t sound so disappointed. Aren’t you excited to see me again? He added a heart-eyed emoji at the end.

I’m always excited to see you. But are you going to be difficult again?

“Uh-oh,” Darien drawled. She had definitely caught him. He should’ve known better than trying to pull a trick on Rachel, but he was glad that she wasn’t giving him a hard time. Sorry, he answered. I promise to be on my best behavior. He added the angel emoji, which he hoped conveyed his pure intentions.

I’m going to hold you to that.

Darien grinned down at his phone. He really couldn’t explain the feeling he got whenever he talked to Rachel. No matter how tired he was, she always managed to brighten his spirits. And now, he couldn’t wait to see her again.

Rachel woke up bright and early the following morning. She’d gone to bed right after texting with Darien, knowing that she would need a good night’s sleep to be ready for today. Since they were going to be tasting a bunch of different cakes, she wanted to make sure that everything was prepared as she had planned.

But as much as she was looking forward to the cake tasting, she was more eager to see Darien instead. He’d been in an extremely good mood last night when he’d texted her, and even though she couldn’t see his face, she knew that he was flirting with her. It made her feel good to see this charming side of him again. It totally beat out the difficult version of himself that he’d been as of late.

She’d been so worried about him at the fitting that she may have fussed over him too much, but thankfully, Darien hadn’t been annoyed with her. They may have bickered a little here and there, but she could forgive him if she saw him again today.

All she wanted was just some more time to spend with him. Maybe then she could get him to explain why he’d been acting so strange. But for now, it seemed that the charming Darien was back and she was relieved.

Natalie arrived at their meeting place first, looking ravishing in a blue sundress and wedges. She looked very summery and pretty with her long hair flowing over her shoulders. “You’re here super early,” Natalie said as she embraced her. “I hope that you weren’t waiting long.”

Rachel shook her head. “I came to make sure that we have everything prepared for you. Where’s Darien?”

A voice behind her startled her. “Looking for me already?”

She spun around and came face-to-face with his chest. Gasping, she took a step back out of instinct, but he wrapped one arm around her and pulled her back against him. He grinned down at her like a mischievous wolf. “Rachel, you look amazing today.” His intense gaze raked over her, making her feel suddenly hot.

“Th-thank you.” This wasn’t the first time he’d complimented her appearance, but for some reason, she felt even more embarrassed than usual. What was going on with him?

Seeing this, Natalie glared at her brother. “Aren’t you going to greet me?”

“Of course.” Darien released her and embraced his sister, gently patting her head with the palm of his hand.

After a while, Natalie pushed him away. “Okay, let’s get this party started! I can’t wait to taste all of these cakes.”

Darien nodded in enthusiasm. “Brandon is so going to wish he came here.”

“Too bad for him. Rachel, which one do we start with first?”

Recovering from her earlier embarrassment, Rachel jumped into professional mode. As she started to describe the different cakes to Natalie, she could feel Darien’s hot gaze on her. “And this one has some chocolate mousse in it,” she added. “It’s my personal favorite of the bunch. Would you like to try it?”

Natalie nodded. “Absolutely.”

As she handed over the cake, she made eye contact with Darien. His emerald gaze did not waver as she nervously brushed her hair behind her ear. What was with him today? Why was he staring at her so intently? Could it be that he missed her?

The thought made her blush. The truth was, she missed him too. It’d been too long since they’d been together and she wished that she could have a moment alone with him again.

“Mmm, this is delicious,” Natalie mused. “I always thought you had excellent taste.”

At the compliment, Rachel smiled, but then she suddenly became aware of Darien leaning into her. “Aren’t you going to let me try?” he asked.

“Of course.” She passed him another plate but he shook his head.

“I want you to feed me.”

“What?” Did he really just say that?

“Feed it to me.”

The words should not have set her on fire, but she could feel her cheeks flushing hot as his wicked smile grew even bigger. She was pretty sure that if she saw herself in the mirror right now, she’d be bright red. But it seemed that Darien wasn’t done with teasing her. “Please,” he added.

Rachel gritted her teeth. She hated that he was playing with her like this, but the other part of her also didn’t want to back down.

During their first time together, she’d been the one who had taken the lead, so she knew what she was fully capable of. But it seemed that Darien was in the mood to seduce her even though his sister was sitting across from him. He was being shameless, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be also.

“My pleasure,” she said as she used a fork to pick up a corner of the cake. “Open up,” she whispered in a low voice as she brought it to his lips.

Now it was Darien’s turn to look a little sheepish as he took the cake into his mouth. “What do you think?” she asked.

Darien licked his lips. “Delicious.”

Damn this man. He knew exactly how to seduce her. But unfortunately, they couldn’t do anything with his little sister around.

Speaking of Natalie, she sat before them looking confused. “What are you two doing?” she asked. “Can you stop flirting for a second and help me decide?”

Darien chuckled and pulled back. “Sorry,” he said even though he didn’t look like he meant it. “I like this one.” He pointed to her favorite, the one with the chocolate mousse.

Rachel grinned. Did that mean they had the same taste? She’d always planned on using this cake for her own wedding, so she was excited to hear that Darien liked it too.

Once again, she found herself blushing as she caught his gaze again.

“Me too,” Natalie agreed. “Let’s go with that one.”

“Okay. I’ll make sure to order this one, then.” As she made a note in her planner, she thought about asking Darien out again. Would he still be too tired or was the wolf inside of him ready to play? She hoped that it was the latter because seeing him today had not only reassured her that he was okay, but it also reignited the passion she had felt for him on the first day she’d met him.

“What are you doing after this?” she asked him while Natalie wasn’t looking.

His wolfish grin grew wider. “I have plans with a sexy wedding planner.”

“Oh.” Rachel felt her cheeks flare up. “Okay, then.” She wished that she had a witty comeback for that, but right now, her brain could only think of naughty things. “Your place or mine?”

His one word sounded like a promise. “Yours.”


THIRTEEN

After separating from Natalie, Darien drove them back to her place. Through the entire car ride, Rachel’s heartbeat refused to slow down. The way Darien had flirted with her earlier had her blushing from head to toe. She hoped that Natalie hadn’t noticed how weird she was acting. But it was clear that Darien fully intended this to happen. Was this his way to get her to sleep with him again?

“Why haven’t you asked me out on a date again?” she asked him.

Darien looked momentarily surprised by her question but then he just shrugged. “I know you’ve been busy. I was worried that I might be bothering you.”

“Bothering me? Don’t be silly. I don’t see you as a nuisance.”

“That’s good to know. Next time, I won’t hesitate.”

Hearing that made her smile. She much preferred this Darien, the one that was charming and open. She still had no idea what had made him closed off the other day, but she hoped that it didn’t ruin the good mood that they were in now.

Thankfully, Steven wasn’t around when they arrived.

Darien helped her make dinner and they ate together before cuddling together on the couch. In that moment, Rachel realized just how much she missed his arms around her, holding her close.

“I’m glad you’re here right now,” she told him. “It’s been hard keeping my hands to myself when Natalie is around.”

“Tell me about it. I think I do a pretty pathetic job of pretending that I don’t like you.”

“But you were pretty forward today. What changed your mind?”

“I guess I just couldn’t handle being away from you any longer. Do you care if Natalie finds out about us?”

Rachel shook her head. “I didn’t tell her in the beginning because I wanted to make a good impression. But now that I have gotten to know your sister, I feel like she wouldn’t care if we were together. I think she’d support us.”

Darien reached up and brushed her hair away from her face. “I think you’re right.”

So what did they do now? Come clean to Natalie? She guessed that was probably the right thing to do, but for now, she was just going to enjoy being in Darien’s arms once again.

Pressing her mouth against his neck, she began by kissing her way down his body. She couldn’t believe how much she’d missed this man. It’d only been a few days since they’d last been together, but for some reason, it felt like weeks in her mind. Her body yearned for him in a way that was different from the other men in her life. It was as if she had drunk a love potion and was now desperate for his touch like one of her mother’s romance heroines in her books.

Rachel slowly pulled down the zipper to his jeans, releasing the massive erection from its confines. She was always so surprised by how large his size was, but she never did have much difficulty taking him inside her. She yearned for that moment again when their bodies joined together. But first, she wanted to take her time with him and enjoy his body to the fullest.

Using her tongue, she circled the head of his cock slowly, drawing out a low moan from his lips. She could feel him watching her again, and just like earlier at the cake tasting, she felt warmth pass through her body.

His eyes never failed to make her nervous, but instead of cowering away like she normally would, Rachel decided that she was going to take the lead tonight.

Pumping him with her hand, she created a rhythm that she knew he would enjoy. Soon, beads of sweat formed on his forehead and his hands fisted her hair. His breathing became faster and his roughness told her that he was getting close.

Licking her lips, she used her mouth to kiss the crown of his cock. Then, she swallowed him whole, taking him all the way down as far as she could. Darien’s choked sound was her only signal before she felt him explode.

As he cried out, Rachel didn’t stop her ministrations. His body strained against her and his hands became rougher in her hair, but she didn’t mind as she watched as pleasure flooded his expression, making his eyes shut tightly and his jaw clench.

When the pleasure finally subsided, Rachel got to her feet. Darien was still breathing hard, but without a word, he grabbed her hand and pulled her toward him.

Collapsing against him, she could feel his heaving chest and his sweat-soaked skin. His dark scent enveloped her. And even though she hadn’t been the one to find release, her body shook in his arms.

Darien wrapped his arms around her. Getting to his feet, he then carried her to her bedroom and laid her down softly on the bed.

Since it was his first time in Rachel’s bedroom, Darien couldn’t help but stop and look around. He was surprised by all the pink in the room. Normally, Rachel wore neutral colors like beige and soft browns, but it was apparent that her favorite color was pink by the state of the curtains and bedsheets all around him.

Smiling down at her, he realized just how small and fragile she really was. He was afraid that if he touched her, she would break. “Are those all the books you like to read?” he asked as he pointed to the wall of bookshelves.

Rachel nodded. “Yes. My mother wrote them all.”

His eyes widened in amazement. There had to be over a hundred books there. Had her mother really written them all? He knew that it hadn’t been that long since her mother had passed, and judging from the sad expression on her face, it was clear that her grief still lingered behind.

Reaching out, he gently caressed her cheek, hoping to give her some comfort. “Your mother must’ve been an incredible writer. You must’ve been so proud of her.”

“I was. Her books taught me a lot about life. And it wasn’t just about sex and love. Her books explored different relationships as well, such as family and friends. And all her heroines were so different from each other too. It was always such a joy to read one of her books.”

“I’m sorry,” he whispered when he saw her getting emotional. He hadn’t intended to bring down the mood, but he’d been so impressed by the bookshelves that he couldn’t not bring it up to her.

When he pressed his lips to her forehead, Rachel laughed. “I’m okay. Really, I am. Ever since I’ve met you, I no longer feel lonely anymore. You’ve brought so much joy and happiness to my life. I can never see myself going back to how I was living without you.”

Looking down at her, Darien realized how precious Rachel had become to him. It was funny how they had come together. Their relationship certainly didn’t follow a typical romance. However, he felt like their bond was just as strong, or perhaps even stronger, than even what her mother’s books wrote about.

He wanted to protect her. To hold her. To cherish her forever.

Which was why he couldn’t continue lying to her. What he’d done was wrong and he didn’t think he had it in him to keep up this act, even for a friend. Brandon would have to figure this out on his own because what he really wanted was to be with Rachel and become the source of joy she needed in her life.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered in the dark. Unfortunately, he couldn’t tell if she heard him or not. But he guessed that it didn’t really matter anyway. All that mattered now was that she was his and he was hers.

Taking hold of her chin, he lifted her head so that his gaze met hers. At the cake tasting, he couldn’t get enough of looking into her eyes. They held such brightness, such warmth that he wanted nothing more than to fall deeper into them.

But his sister had been in the way, so he couldn’t do what he wanted then. But now that they were alone, he could do whatever he wanted to Rachel.

First, he began kissing her. He started off slowly, kissing away the tears that had fallen down her cheek. As her cheeks flushed, he kissed those too, falling down lower to her neck and chest.

Pulling her clothes aside, he then started on her breasts, taking the stiff peaks into his mouth and sucking hard. When her back arched on the bed, he used that as an opportunity to remove the bottom half of her clothes.

He wanted her naked and underneath him, writhing in pleasure and calling out his name. Time away from her had made him desperate and he could already feel himself hardening again with each pass of his tongue on her smooth skin.

As she reached for him, he entwined their fingers together before he lowered himself between her smooth thighs. Parting them with his shoulder, he did not release her hand as he pleasured her with his mouth. His tongue darted in and out, making her cry out as ecstasy filled her. The soft cries in his ear egged him on some more and he devoured her with relish, only stopping when her nails started to dig into his skin.

Glancing up, he saw the most magnificent sight. Rachel had arched her back, causing the mounds of her breasts to rise. He could see her parted lips, crying out his name as her release hit her. Darien never stopped licking her. He kept it up until she sighed and went limp in his arms.

Then he rose over her and put on a condom. Rachel gazed up at him with hazy eyes, and the soft flush on her cheeks made him want to do all sorts of things to her. So he took hold of her hand again and helped her up. He turned her around without a word, pushing her to her hands and knees. With her ass in the air, he kneaded the soft globes with his hands before placing his aching cock against her.

At this point, he couldn’t hold back any longer, not when she had worked him up so good. Easing in slowly, he joined them together, pulling another cry from her throat. He began a slow pace that devastated them both. Normally when they were together, they liked it hard and fast. But this time, the slower pace felt even more intense. He could feel the warmth from her body and the tension in his balls grew with each thrust.

Soon he was panting. Intense pleasure continued to stack on top of each other until Darien roared his release. The feeling was so intensely acute that his chest tightened. It was only until he blinked his eyes open and gasped in a breath that he could process what was around him again.

He gazed down at Rachel again, but he could only see her profile as she rested her head against the bed. Still, it was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. Kissing her shoulder, he turned her over and kissed her lips again.

In thirty-four years, he’d never felt this way about a woman before. But when Rachel came into his life, he started thinking about a lot of different things he’d never thought about before. Things like marriage and kids. It seemed that he’d finally matured and found someone who he could picture his future with. To him, Rachel had become the romance heroine he’d been searching for.


FOURTEEN

When Rachel woke up the next morning, Darien had already left. She felt kind of bad for falling asleep on him, but she had been more exhausted than she’d first realized. The sex they’d had last night had been even more intense than all the other times they’d been together. She didn’t know if it was just because it’d been a while since their last time together or because their feelings for each other had grown. It was probably the latter.

Rachel couldn’t help but think how much she enjoyed being with Darien. She’d meant what she’d said about not being lonely any longer. Having him around had shown her all the things she was missing in her life. Ever since her mother had passed, she’d lost some of her will to live. But Darien was showing her the beauty of life again.

If only her mother was around to meet him. She’d think Kanon would love him. Even though she was a hermit, she truly believed that Darien would’ve charmed her. Who knows, maybe she would even base one of her heroes on him.

During breakfast, Rachel watched the news, updating herself on the latest happenings in Moonrise Beach. She was disappointed to see that the predator targeting women in the area was still on the loose. She hoped that he would be captured soon, so that everyone could rest easy.

After breakfast, Rachel checked her plans for the day. Despite her late night with Darien, she wanted to meet with Natalie again to go over some more details about the wedding. But when she called her to set up a time, Natalie seemed to have other plans. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do it today. I probably won’t have free time until the weekend.”

“That’s all right. I can meet up with you then. It’d be great if Brandon was around too so we can get his opinion.”

“I agree. We actually have plans to go to my mother’s beach house for her birthday. Why don’t you stop by? Brandon and Darien will be there too, so we might be able to actually figure this out.”

“Really? Are you sure that’s okay?” She didn’t want to impose on a family-only event.

“Of course!”

“All right, I’ll be there. What time?”

As Natalie shared the details of the party, Rachel hoped that she wouldn’t be a nuisance. As much as she wanted to get some more work done, Natalie deserved some time off as well. She promised that she’d be quick about it and then get out of their way so that they could enjoy their weekend together.

After adding the date to her planner, Rachel realized that her rent was due. Thankfully, she had already gotten paid and wouldn’t have to embarrass herself by asking for another extension this month. But hopefully soon, she would be able to pay off her debt completely and finally live without her financial worries.

Gathering her rent money, she headed out to visit Steven. Although she dreaded seeing him, she hoped that now that she was paying her rent on time, seeing him wouldn’t be so awkward for her.

When Steven opened the door, he looked extremely happy to see her. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Steven. Sorry I came by so early, but this is my rent for the month.” She figured it’d be better to give it to him in person as soon as possible so that he didn’t have to track her down himself.

Steven eyed the check like it was a pot of gold. “Wow. Looks like things are looking up for you. I’m glad to see it.”

Rachel smiled. “Yes, things have been much better.” Not only was she back to doing what she loved, but she had some pretty amazing people in her life as well. Not wanting to waste her morning, she took a step back. “Well, I’d better be going—”

“Wait! Before you go, there’s something I want to ask you . . .”

“What is it?”

Steven frowned at her. “Are you really seeing that guy?”

“What guy?”

“The guy from last night.”

“Darien? I guess you can say that. We’re definitely interested in each other.” Although they still haven’t made things official between them, they had gone out on dates together.

“But do you love him though?”

Wow, what an unexpected question, especially coming from her landlord, but to her surprise, the answer came to her mind quickly. “Yes.”

Steven made a face. “But why? I mean, the guy doesn’t even give you flowers when he comes over and you guys have been on like one date with each other. How can you say that you love him?”

Rachel had no idea where this conversation was going, but she didn’t like that Steven was prying into her business. How would he know that they’d only been on one date together? And so what if he hadn’t given her flowers? Darien showed his feelings for her in different ways.

“Darien is a special guy,” she explained, “and just because we don’t follow the general standards of a relationship, it doesn’t mean that our feelings aren’t real.”

“But don’t you want a real man who can protect you?”

“He protects me all the time,” Rachel snapped. Especially from you, she wanted to add but didn’t. The last thing she wanted to do was get into a fight with him. “Anyway, I have to go,” she said before she completely lost her temper. “You have my rent money, so there’s no need for you to come see me all the time.”

She quickly returned to her apartment and closed the door behind her. Phew, that was still a little too intense for her liking, but at least she had stood her ground. She didn’t like that Steven thought he knew what was best for her and she certainly didn’t like him insulting Darien either. He had nothing over Darien and it pissed her off that he looked down on him so much.

“Whatever. His opinion doesn’t even matter.” Rachel returned to her home office and turned on her laptop to get started on her workday. But since she wouldn’t be meeting with Natalie until the weekend, she decided that she would indulge herself in one of her mother’s books.

Talking about Kanon with Darien last night was amazing. Although she still missed her mother dearly, reading one of her books almost made it feel like she was still with her.

Walking to her bedroom, Rachel picked her favorite one from the shelves. It was a story about an unlikely romance between a vampire and a fallen angel. And although it was clearly fiction, Rachel could almost pretend that their feelings for one another were real.

In love, things didn’t always have to make sense for it to work out. Sometimes, just having the emotions was enough to make it reality.


FIFTEEN

“Happy birthday, Mom!” Darien kissed his stepmother on the cheek and hugged his father. It’d been a while since they’d last seen each other, so it felt especially special for them to all gather together for her birthday.

Natalie and Brandon arrived next, greeting his stepmother with hugs and kisses before glancing around the beach house. “Wow, it feels like forever since we’ve been here,” Natalie drawled.

“Yeah, it has been a long time.” But the beach house still looked amazing with its wide windows and cozy interior. It had always held good memories for him. Most of them revolved around him playing with his sister as a kid. It was strange to think that she was now getting married to someone. Time seemed to fly by these days.

After they’d all eaten some food together, Darien quietly pulled Brandon aside. “So when are you gonna tell her?” he asked.

Brandon had said that he would do it today, but would he chicken out again? He didn’t want to ruin his stepmother’s birthday, but if he didn’t do it now, then it would never happen.

Brandon nodded at him. “Don’t worry, man. I’ll do it.”

Darien eyed him skeptically. He’d like to believe in his friend, but it didn’t seem like Brandon was as anxious as he should be. After all, this kind of news could break off his engagement. But for now, Darien didn’t want to think about that unless it happened.

Oh God. What would Dad say if he found out what Brandon had been hiding all this time? Would he be upset too? Would he want to call off the wedding? Ultimately, it would be up to Natalie to decide what happened.

“Do you want to go for a swim?” his stepmother asked.

Darien blinked as he snapped out of his thoughts. He nodded at his stepmother. “I’ll join you in a bit. I just need to make a quick call first.”

“All right.”

Pulling out his phone, Darien called Rachel, knowing that she was supposed to drop by as well. He was glad that Natalie had invited her. If he’d known about her sooner, he would’ve done it himself. But in his family, he was always the last to know anything. He was just glad that Rachel was coming.

He was desperate for the chance to see her again, especially after the last time they’d been together. It’d been simply amazing, solidifying how he felt for her. At first, he’d thought what they’d had was simple lust. But the more time he spent with her, the more he realized how deeply he cared for her. Now, he wanted to spend all his time with her.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Rachel, it’s me. Are you on your way to the beach house?”

To his surprise, Rachel said, “I’m actually right outside.”

“Really?” Turning toward the window, he found her standing outside, waving at him. He ran out to meet her.

“I’m glad you made it,” he said as he pulled her into his arms. Her hair smelled sweet. He inhaled deeply, savoring the scent in his lungs.

At this point, he didn’t really care if his parents or Natalie saw them together. They’d taken things slow so far, but Darien had decided that it was probably time that he took this more seriously. It wasn’t right to hide their feelings when they were clearly so passionate for one another.

“I didn’t get lost,” Rachel said with a proud smile on her face. “Is Natalie here already?”

“Yeah, she and Brandon are probably enjoying the water with my parents. Shall we go join them?”

“Yes, that’d be great.”

He took her hand and led her inside. “Look who has arrived!” he called out.

“Rachel, you’re here!” Natalie embraced her hard and introduced her to his parents. Judging from their expressions, they were thrilled to meet her.

“Why don’t you join us on the beach?” his father asked. “Natalie has told me that you’ve been working hard.”

Darien’s gaze met Brandon’s, but he said nothing as they continued to chat.

“Thanks, but I don’t have a swimsuit.”

“You can borrow one of mine,” Natalie chimed. His sister took Rachel’s hand and dragged her away before she could protest.

Brandon glanced back at him but said nothing as he turned to head outside. For a moment, Darien wondered if he would really have the guts to tell Natalie the truth. For all he knew, the guy could be lying to him just to allow more time to pass. The truth was, the wedding was approaching quickly and he worried that Natalie might get caught in a worse situation if he didn’t act now.

He’d done his best to be quiet about it and had even tried stalling and distracting Natalie and Rachel from the wedding plans. But if Brandon wasn’t taking this seriously, then he would have no choice but to intervene.

He followed Brandon outside to stand on the beach. “I’m gonna tell Rachel,” he finally said.

“What? Why?” Brandon looked flustered by his sudden decision.

“Because I’ve been trying hard to buy you time, but I can’t keep lying to people. Dad was right back there. She has been working hard and it’s not fair to give her a hard time just because you can’t tell Natalie the truth. At least if I tell her, she’ll know what’s going on. You can’t keep dragging other people around, Brandon.”

Brandon ran a hand over his face and cursed.

“Your time is up. Tell Natalie or I will.”

Brandon clenched his jaw but said nothing. Unlike last time, there was anxiety in his eyes. Finally, it looked like he was seriously thinking about doing it. He realized that all those other times he’d said he would, it was just words to placate him. Perhaps he never even planned on telling Natalie at all.

It angered him to be played that way. He considered them friends, but Darien could no longer keep his silence on this.

Should he be the one to spill the news to everyone? How would Natalie take it though when the truth was coming from someone other than her fiancé? The wedding would surely be called off at this rate. Telling Rachel would already be hard, but his sister . . . This could very well break her heart. What the hell was he going to do?

They both had to come up with some kind of plan. This wouldn’t be easy. If he wasn’t careful, both women would be upset at him for keeping this secret from them for so long.

“Are you sure it’s all right for me to borrow this?” Rachel asked as she got changed in the other room.

Natalie nodded. “Of course it is. Your body looks amazing in that bikini! I’m kind of jealous.”

Rachel felt herself blush. Normally, she didn’t like to show off this much skin. But Natalie’s encouragement made her feel better. “Thank you.” She’d come here to talk over some details for the wedding with Natalie and Brandon, but now that she was here, she felt like she was enjoying a weekend away with friends.

“My brother is going to love it,” Natalie added.

Rachel’s eyes went wide. Why would she bring up Darien?

Oh God. Did she know that they were sleeping with each other? How? Had she seen them hugging earlier when she had arrived?

While she wasn’t ashamed of being with Darien, she still was a little bit worried about what Natalie would think of them together. Would Natalie think that she was being unprofessional for dating her older brother? Or would she support their relationship?

Before she could ask what she meant by that, Natalie asked, “Have you noticed that my brother has been acting strange lately?”

“Yes, I’ve noticed it.” Although she was happy that she wasn’t asking her if she was involved with her brother, something about the way she spoke irked her. It seemed like she was really worried.

“It was like he was purposely trying to give us a hard time with planning the wedding. Don’t worry,” Natalie added when she remained silent. “I won’t tell him you said anything. It’s just between us two.”

Rachel nodded. “Yeah, I noticed that too. But he seems to be back to normal now.” She never expected that she would be having this kind of conversation with one of her clients, but ever since they had started working together, she now considered Natalie to be a good friend of hers, so she felt comfortable talking to her about Darien.

“That’s good, but now Brandon has been acting weird too.”

Rachel frowned. “Really? How?”

“He’s more distant, but he also seems to be taking better care of me. It’s a little confusing.”

“Maybe he feels bad for working so much.”

“Maybe. But I’m making all the decisions for the wedding myself. I’d like him to be more involved.”

“Have you tried talking to him about it? Maybe he can take a few days off.”

“I haven’t. I’m almost scared to ask.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what I want to do.”

Feeling her sadness, Rachel approached her and wrapped her arms around her, comforting her. “It’s going to be okay.”

Natalie smiled at her. “Having you around has helped so much. I’m so glad I chose you as my wedding planner.”

Hearing those words made her heart swell and she felt her bond with Natalie deepen further. “I’m happy to help. It’s been a pleasure working with you and I promise to make your dream wedding come true.”

Natalie squeezed her back. “Thank you. I really appreciate it. Hey, how about you stay for the night? I have plans to meet with the photographer tomorrow, so it’d be nice if you came along too.”

“Are you sure that’d be okay?”

“Of course. We have plenty of rooms and you can borrow some of my clothes. We’re practically the same size anyway. Come on, it’ll be fun and you can relax a little bit.”

It did sound fun. Ever since she had started this job, she’d been working every day, so the idea of spending time at the beach with Darien sounded wonderful. “All right, I’ll stay. Thank you.”

Rachel suddenly went quiet as guilt filled her. Natalie had been nothing but kind to her, so she felt bad that she was keeping her relationship with her brother from her. If she were a true friend, then she would tell her immediately. But she wasn’t sure what Darien wanted to do.

Sensing that something was up, Natalie asked, “Are you okay? If something is bothering you, you can tell me.”

“I’m fine.” But after talking like this, Rachel really wanted to become closer with her. She knew that Darien wouldn’t be mad at her if she told Natalie the truth. Besides, she didn’t want to hide her relationship with Darien from anyone any longer. Speaking to Steven the other day had made her realize that. “There is something that I want to tell you though . . .” she began.

“What is it?”

“It’s about me and Darien . . . We’re dating each other.”

For a moment, there was no expression on Natalie’s face. But then she smiled and hugged her. “I had a feeling that was the case,” Natalie whispered when she stiffened. “I’m glad you’ve found someone to love.”

Rachel pulled back to look at her face. “Wait a minute, you’re not mad?”

“Mad? Why would I be mad? I suspected that something was going on between you two. I see the way you guys look at each other.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I was worried that you’d think I was being unprofessional.”

“Well, it did start before I hired you, right?”

“How do you know that?”

“Brandon told me he saw you two together the night of the engagement party, so I already knew what was going on.”

“Oh.” She felt a lot better now that she no longer had to hide her relationship from Natalie, and now, she was excited to share the news with Darien. She thought that he would be pleased that they could act normally now without having to worry about what his sister thought. It turned out that perhaps they didn’t have much to worry about. Natalie was kind and understanding, making her feel more confident about her plans for the wedding.

But one glance at the bride and she realized that Natalie still looked troubled. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

Natalie shook her head and pasted on a smile. “Nothing.” But it was still clear that she was still worried about Brandon.

Perhaps hiding their relationship from his sister was the reason why Darien was acting weird; he felt guilty from keeping it a secret from her. But that didn’t really explain why Brandon was acting weird too. Was something else going on that they didn’t know about?

Now, more than ever, she wanted to deliver the best wedding for her bride. Natalie had become more than just a client to her; she had become a trusted friend and she wanted nothing more than to make her happy.

And hopefully one day, Rachel would be the woman in white, walking down the aisle toward her dream man.


SIXTEEN

“Wow, you look amazing.” Darien couldn’t stop the way his jaw dropped, but seeing Rachel in a small bikini would definitely give him wet dreams.

Rachel instantly blushed at the compliment. “Thank you. Natalie invited me to stay the night. I hope that’s okay with you.”

Darien pulled her in for a tight hug. “Of course. I would’ve asked you to stay if she hadn’t.” He wanted to spend as much time with her as possible to explore this blooming romance between them. “Want to go in the water?”

“Sure.”

Taking her hand, he led her toward the shoreline. He wasn’t lying when he said that she looked amazing. The bikini showed off all her curves and the urge to hold her against his body was strong. But he wasn’t sure if that would make Rachel feel uncomfortable.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he told her as they entered the water together. “There’s something that I really want to tell you.”

“There’s something that I want to tell you too,” Rachel said as she turned around and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“You go first, then.” He wound his arms around her waist and pulled her against him.

“I hope that you don’t mind, but I told your sister that we’re dating.”

“You did? That’s great.” He felt relieved that one of his secrets was finally out. He no longer had to worry about what others thought of them.

“You’re not upset about it?”

“Why would I be upset about that? The only reason why I didn’t say anything was because I thought you didn’t want people to know.”

“I’ll admit, I was a little nervous about it in the beginning, but now that I’ve become closer to Natalie, it just felt right to tell her.”

Darien kissed the top of her head. “Well, I’m glad you did.” This was exactly what they needed. He wanted to become more serious about his relationship with her. And now, they could work toward building a future together.

To commemorate this moment, Darien wrapped his arms around her even tighter and brought his lips down to meet hers. The first meeting was soft and gentle, but then the desire in him built to a raging storm and he was no longer able to control himself.

With her body pressed up against his in the water, he felt the great need to protect her from the waves. Hell, it wasn’t just that. He wanted nothing to ever harm her again. And that included his secrets that he’d kept from her. He wanted nothing between them again.

He could feel her passion and desire exploding from her body and so he kissed her deeper. Darien clutched her tighter and roamed her curves beneath the water. The feeling of her skin ignited the primal part of him he’d hidden away, so he couldn’t hold back when she started to rub her breasts against him.

“Rachel,” he breathed as their lips collided once again.

He moved his hand to her back, rubbing his hands over her hips before slipping beneath the fabric of her bikini. He wished that he could be inside her right now, but the beach was full of other people and he wasn’t sure he could stop himself once he started.

But Rachel didn’t seem to mind as he kneaded her full ass with his fingers beneath the water. It reminded him of their first night together and the way she had released all her inhibitions and let herself go. Tonight, when they were alone, he would make sure she found that release again and again and again.

“You bastard!” a voice cried out from the beach. “How could you?”

Darien tore his lips away and turned toward the sound. “What the hell is going on over there?”

Rachel looked concerned as well. “I don’t know, but doesn’t that sound like your sister?”

Just like that, Darien felt his gut drop out from underneath him. Oh no, not now, he thought. His worry for his sister overran his raging libido and he regrettably released Rachel.

When another high-pitched screech sounded, he grabbed Rachel’s hand. “Come on, let’s see what happened.”

As they approached the shore, Darien could hear his sister’s yelling increasing. She sounded pissed. No, she sounded furious.

He could see her yelling at Brandon while his parents stood off to the side, watching it all go down. They both had stunned looks on their faces, but when he asked, they had no idea what was happening.

“What the hell is going on?” he asked when he approached his sister.

Natalie spun around. “Darien! Take him away!” She pointed at her fiancé. “I don’t ever want to see him again!”

Rachel stepped up next to her, looking concerned. “Why? What happened?”

“He has a kid, Rachel. I overheard him talking to him on the phone. He has a kid with another woman!” Tears of anger and hurt rushed down her face as she glared at Brandon.

The color drained from Rachel’s face as she turned to Brandon in shock. “What? Is this true?” Even she looked hurt by the news.

Brandon looked as pale as a ghost as his gaze met his. He didn’t seem to be breathing either. But the look of regret on his face made it obvious that he’d wished he’d said something sooner.

It was clear that Brandon hadn’t told her about his kid directly. Instead, Natalie had learned about it because she’d just happened to hear him talking on the phone. It must’ve been a shock, so he understood his reaction. But his disappointment in Brandon wasn’t something that he could easily hide.

His longtime friend’s eyes pleaded with him for help, but this was his own doing. What else could he do to convince his sister not to call the whole wedding off?

Darien took a step toward his sister to try to calm her down. She was still ordering him to take Brandon away. “Natalie, let’s just talk about this for a second.”

“No! I told you to get him away from me!”

“Come on, listen to me for a second.”

Natalie ripped her arm from his grasp and stared at him. Her eyes narrowed when she realized something. “Wait a minute, why aren’t you surprised? Why aren’t you angry like me? Did you already know?”

“No, I—” He turned to Rachel and saw the anger in her eyes as well. Shit, now he was in trouble.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!” Natalie shrieked.

“Nat, wait, let me explain.” But she wasn’t listening to anything he said. He tried to pull her into his arms again, but Natalie fought against him. In the end, he released her and she started running toward the other side of the beach. “Wait! Don’t go!” he called out.

Shit. This was all so fucked up. His heart was racing and he felt terrible seeing his little sister cry like that. How did he think that he could salvage their relationship when she looked this heartbroken about the news?

Despite all the shocked faces staring at him, Darien had no choice but to run after his little sister, leaving Rachel behind as she took in the news.


SEVENTEEN

Rachel couldn’t believe what just happened. She didn’t run after Darien and Natalie even though she desperately wanted to know what was going on. But she figured that they needed some privacy to work out their emotions.

Instead, she lingered behind, trying to wrap her head around the situation. So Brandon had a kid with another woman? When did this happen and why didn’t anyone know about it before? Could Darien really have known about it and not told his sister? Why? They were close. Why would he keep such a terrible secret from her?

Her eyes went to Brandon, who looked absolutely miserable as he clutched his phone in his hands. He’d obviously not been aware that Natalie was listening in on his conversation when it happened, but she wasn’t sure if she should go to him and talk to him about it.

Obviously, she was on Natalie’s side. No woman deserved to learn that her fiancé had a child with another woman as she planned their wedding. This was an absolute nightmare and to think that it had happened to one of her close friends broke her heart.

But in the time she’d known Brandon, she never considered him to be a bad person. All those times she’d met him, he’d been kind and funny and there was no doubt that he loved Natalie deeply. That was why this was such a shock to her. She never expected him to harbor such a big secret from all of them.

Before she jumped to conclusions though, she wanted to talk to Brandon and get his side of the story. Obviously, Darien had learned about it from him and hadn’t said anything to his sister. There had to be a reason why he would keep such an important bit of information from her.

“Hey,” she said as she approached the depressed man sitting on the beach. Brandon’s gaze looked empty as he stared at the ocean. Despite the sun and sand around him, he looked like his whole world had crashed down on him. “Do you want to tell me what exactly is going on?”

When Brandon turned to her, his eyes were filled with tears. But instead of letting them spill over, he wiped them away and told her to sit down. Rachel did as asked, resting her elbows on her knees as she also gazed at the ocean.

It looked so beautiful and serene and yet, at any moment, a wave could come, rushing in and taking down everything in its path. It felt so similar to what had just happened now.

Just a moment ago, everything had been so perfect when she’d been in Darien’s arms and now . . . now she wasn’t sure what was going to happen.

Brandon cleared his throat before speaking. “Just so you know, I love Nat. She’s the woman I want to spend my life with.”

“So why did you lie to her?” she asked.

Brandon shook his head and took a deep breath. “I guess that I was scared that she would leave me if I told her the truth.”

Well, she’s gone now, she wanted to say, but instead, she said, “When did this all happen?”

“We broke up a few years ago. I met another woman during that time and she got pregnant. For the past five years, I’ve been trying my best to be a good father.”

Five years. “Wow.” That was a long time to keep a secret. It must’ve been hard for him to be a good father all while trying to maintain his relationship with Natalie. But what Rachel couldn’t understand was why he hadn’t said anything sooner. Was he that afraid that Natalie would leave him? Did he not care about Natalie’s feelings?

Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t realize that Brandon was crying next to her. Rachel had no idea what she should do. Should she comfort him? But wouldn’t that betray Natalie? If she got angry with him, was that even her right? She was just the wedding planner after all.

Oh no, she thought. What would she do now? Did this mean that she was out of a job again?

“I’m really sorry about all this,” Brandon said. “I know I dragged you into this mess. I also need to apologize to everyone, including Darien. He told me countless times to tell her, but I was too chickenshit. Now I’ve gone and made a mess of everything.”

He’d asked Darien to keep quiet? Was that why he’d been acting so strangely lately? It all made sense now. Darien was trying to postpone their wedding plans by disagreeing with his sister. It also explained why Brandon had been acting weird.

“Just so you know though, he wanted to tell you,” Brandon revealed. “I think he wanted to say something to you now, but then this happened and well . . . you know the rest.”

Rachel’s eyes widened. Was he really about to come clean to her? Despite the situation, it warmed her heart to know that he felt comfortable confiding in her.

“Darien really cares about you and he hated lying to you, so I hope that you don’t hate him because of something I asked him to do. It’s really none of his fault. He loves you. What about you? Do you love him too?”

“Yes, I do.” She loved him with all her heart. And that was why she would forgive him. When you loved a person, you learned to forgive their sins.

She only hoped that Natalie had it in her heart to remember her love for Brandon and get through this. She must’ve been hurt to react like that, but there was no question that Brandon still loved her.

At this point, Rachel had no idea what the state of the wedding was, but she knew that Brandon wasn’t a bad person. Hopefully, these two could overcome this and find it in their hearts to love each other again.

Darien couldn’t find his sister anywhere. He couldn’t find her on the beach anywhere and even running down the street proved futile. “She wouldn’t leave, would she?”

It was possible. Whenever Natalie was upset, she would run as far away as possible to get away from their parents. In the past, he’d be the one to drag her back, but after what had just happened, would she even listen to him?

This was exactly what he feared would happen. He’d told Brandon to come clean countless times, but what he hadn’t considered was her overhearing him talking to his son instead.

Shit, what the hell was he supposed to do now?

He walked further down the street, ignoring the people with their smoothies and sunglasses. Everyone else was enjoying the sun and the beach while his sister was probably bawling his eyes out.

Darien fisted his hands at his sides. What was going to happen now? Was the wedding off? Fear made his chest ache and worry for his sister and Rachel consumed him.

He recalled the look of anger and shock on Rachel’s face earlier. She looked so disappointed in him for not looking out for his sister like he was supposed to. The truth was, he was upset at himself too. He’d allowed himself to be too lenient. He should’ve pushed Brandon harder and he should’ve come clean earlier. Instead, he was just as bad as Brandon was for hiding the truth from everyone.

Darien suddenly stopped when he saw some footsteps in the sand, leading toward an area that looked less crowded. He knew that it had to be Natalie. Whenever she was upset, she usually wanted to be near some water. It calmed her and allowed her to sort through her roiling thoughts.

He guessed that because they had already been on the beach earlier, she had gone to find someplace more remote where she could be alone.

Darien rushed forward, searching for any sign of his sister. Wherever she was, she had hidden herself well because it took him another fifteen minutes to locate her.

When he did find her, she was curled up into herself with her head hung low. Shakes wracked her entire body and Darien physically felt his heart break into two.

She looked so hopeless. So heartbroken.

The last time he’d seen her like this was when Natalie had been left at the altar by her last fiancé. The bastard had gotten cold feet, and instead of manning up and telling her about his change of heart, he’d simply ditched her instead.

When that had happened, he’d vowed to protect his little sister from other men, but he guessed that he’d done a very poor job of that. In the end, he’d been one of those guys who’d hurt her.

When Natalie saw him approaching, her eyes flashed with anger. “What are you doing here? Get away from me!”

“Please, Natalie. Don’t push me away. I’ve come to apologize.” He wrapped his arms around her, but Natalie struggled against him. Darien didn’t let go.

“How could you not tell me?” she cried as hot tears filled her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?”

“I’m sorry. I should’ve told you as soon as I found out, but Brandon told me that he wanted to do it himself. He loves you, Nat. He said that he wants to spend his life with you.”

“Bullshit! He lied to me! How can I marry someone when I didn’t even know he already has a kid with someone else? Weren’t you upset when you found out?”

“I was.” He remembered it clearly. He remembered his anger and the sense of betrayal he felt. He regretted not being a better brother.

“All men are bastards!” Natalie sobbed.

Darien could say nothing in response. She’d been hurt so many times already, so of course that’s what she would believe.

But he still loved her and he was confident in Brandon’s feelings for her too. He guessed that was why he was having such a hard time telling her about it in the first place. He realized that he wanted them to stay together.

As Natalie cried her eyes out, Darien simply held her. Thankfully, she didn’t push him away.

“You may not believe me right now, but I think Brandon really does love you. He never would’ve asked me to stay quiet if he didn’t. He wanted to tell you himself.”

“But he didn’t. He had so many chances.”

“He once told me it was because he didn’t want to make you angry when you were already in a good mood. Doesn’t that show that he cares about you?”

Natalie lifted her head and glared at him. Her face was red and puffy and snot ran down her face, but instead of seeing the anger he’d seen in her eyes earlier, he saw hurt.

“Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?” Natalie shot back. “What kind of big brother are you?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m just trying to show you that it doesn’t have to end here. Try hearing him out once before you decide that you don’t want him anymore.”

“Why does it sound like you’re the one who’s guilty?”

“Maybe I do feel guilty. I’m sorry for not coming straight to you to tell you the truth. But I thought that it would be better to hear it from him. He was really scared to talk to you because he really does love you.

“I guess what I’m trying to say is, not all men are bastards, Natalie. Brandon is a good guy. But if you decide against him, I’ll have your back no matter what. I’ll make sure to protect you from now on.”

Natalie surprised him by reaching out and brushing her fingers against his face. It felt so strange since he was always the one to take care of her, but here she was, trying to comfort him. “I forgive you,” she whispered after a long time.

Darien’s eyes widened. “You do?”

“Yes, I know that you would never do anything to hurt me. And you’re right. It’s best that I talk to Brandon about all this, but the next time something like this happens, please tell me the truth. I don’t want to be left in the dark, especially when it pertains to my own life and happiness.”

Darien nodded. “You got it, sis. And like I said, I really am sorry.”

Her eyes narrowed at him threateningly. “How are you going to make it up to me?”

“What do you want?”

“I’ll get back to you on that one.”

A smile broke out on his face. “So does this mean you’ll come back to the beach house with me now?”

Natalie nodded reluctantly. “I guess we should head back. But I’m a little afraid to face him again.”

“I’m sure he’s more terrified at the moment. Remember, whatever you decide, I will support you.”

“Thank you, big brother.” To his surprise, Natalie took his hand and started walking. “Come on, let’s head back and get this over with.”

As he followed her back, he couldn’t help but feel proud of his little sister. Natalie came a long way on her own and matured a lot. She was no longer the little girl he believed her to be.


EIGHTEEN

“Where are they now?” his stepmother asked him after they had returned to the beach house.

“They’re in their room, talking. Leave them be. I’m sure they have a lot to talk about.”

He was proud of his sister for having the courage to go back and face Brandon. The guy had looked like a wreck when they had returned and his tearstained eyes told him that he regretted not telling her sooner. Hopefully, Natalie would hear him out and forgive him for lying to her.

“I’m sorry this happened,” Darien told his stepmother. “We totally ruined your birthday.”

His stepmother pulled him into his arms. “Don’t worry, Brandon explained everything to us already. It’s disappointing that Natalie was hurt by it, but I can feel his sincerity when he apologized. I know that Brandon is not a bad guy, so I hope that they can still patch things up.”

“I do too.”

But Natalie and Brandon weren’t the only people that he was worried about. As he pulled away, he said, “Sorry, but I need to speak to Rachel. Have you seen her?”

“She said that she was going to take a walk on the beach.”

“Thanks.” After hugging his stepmother again, Darien went in search for her. Despite the fact that Natalie had already forgiven him, he still knew that he needed to apologize to Rachel too. He’d done some stupid things, making things unnecessarily difficult for her and he wished that he could take it all back and start over.

He found her walking along the beach with her sandals in her hands. She stopped when he called her name. “I’m sorry,” Darien said as he approached her and took her hand. “I meant to say something sooner, but I just didn’t get a chance to.”

“I know.” To his surprise, Rachel didn’t look upset at him. In fact, she was smiling at him softly.

Darien blinked. “You do?”

“Yes, Brandon told me everything. He also told me that he asked you to buy him some time.”

“I shouldn’t have done it. I should’ve told Natalie straightaway, but I was afraid of hurting her. And in the process, I hurt you too. I’m sorry.”

“I’m perfectly fine. Compared to Natalie, I’m the last person you need to worry about right now. How is she, by the way?”

“She’s going to be okay. She’s upset of course, but I know for a fact that she cares for Brandon deeply.” He’d never seen a couple more in love than they were.

“He loves her too,” she agreed. “But they will have to work things out if they want to be able to be together again.”

Rachel turned toward the ocean. As a breeze swept through her hair, he caught the sweet scent of her. Inhaling deep, he took her scent in, relishing it as if it were the last time he’d smell her. What if he was in Brandon’s situation? What if he’d made a dire mistake like this one and jeopardized his relationship with her? Would Rachel forgive him?

He’d like to think that the answer was yes. They hadn’t been together for long, but he believed in their love as much as he did in Brandon and Natalie’s love for each other. Although they came together in an unusual circumstance, Darien had fallen hard for this woman and he couldn’t imagine his life without her in it anymore.

Rachel was unlike any other woman he’d been with. He’d always been the protector for the women in his life, but when he was with Rachel, that desire seemed to intensify even more. His protective instinct magnified to the point where he knew that Rachel had become more precious to him than any other woman in his life.

In the past, he never had big dreams for his future. But that had all changed now that he had met Rachel. Suddenly, he wanted to grow old with her and have children with her. He suddenly had all these dreams that he wanted to fulfill, the same ones that his sister had also in mind for herself when she decided to marry Brandon.

“I love you, Rachel,” he said. “There’s no other woman for me. I promise you that from now on, I will never lie or hide things from you ever again. I know this is sudden, but today has made me realize a lot of different things. Seeing Brandon fail to take initiative made me realize that I didn’t want to miss out on a chance with you.

“I know that this may sound sudden, but I’ve already made up my mind. I want to be with you forever and make you happy.” Darien dropped down on one knee before her and held out his hand. “Marry me,” he said softly. “I can’t live without you.”

He could see the shock on Rachel’s face as she gazed down at him. Her eyes searched his face, looking for a trace of uncertainty, but he met her gaze with unwavering determination. While this had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, he wasn’t taking this lightly. The incident with Brandon and Natalie made him realize that he didn’t want to miss this opportunity because he was afraid she would turn him down.

Tears swelled in Rachel’s eyes as she realized that he was revealing his heart to her. Everything he’d said to her right now was the truth and there was nothing he wanted more than to make her his wife.

“So what do you say?” he drawled as she continued to stare down at him. “Will you be my beautiful bride?”


NINETEEN

Rachel was pretty sure she looked really confused right now, but she hadn’t expected Darien to get down on one knee and propose to her. Despite her confusion, happiness surged through her, making her heart pound like a drum. Was she dreaming? Could this really be real?

When they had first met each other, she’d always been aware of their chemistry, but the more time she spent with him, the more she learned that there were many other things about Darien that she loved.

She loved how hard he worked at his job and how protective he was of his little sister. She loved how his eyes crinkled when he laughed really hard and she loved how he held her in his arms while she slept. She loved how gentle and understanding he was when it came to her career. And she loved how he always seemed to be around when she needed him the most. Like him, she had fallen deeply in love and couldn’t imagine him not being in her life.

Although her hands trembled as she said yes, her heart couldn’t be any happier.

Darien’s smile was wide as he straightened to his full height and pulled her into his body. “You’ve just made me the happiest man on earth,” he said before he kissed her.

Rachel wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer to her. Darien let out a cry as her strength surprised him and they fell backward into the sand. He protected her from the fall with his forearm and gently laid her down against the warm sand beneath her. Gazing down at her lovingly, his fingers brushed against her face. “I love you, Rachel,” he murmured. “I’m so glad that you said yes.”

“I love you too.”

She kissed him once again, wishing that they were in a bed instead of on the hot sand. But despite the location, she didn’t think that she could pull away from him. Her body beckoned him closer as she wrapped her legs around him.

His hand resting at her back moved up her body to the strings of her bikini. With one swift tug, the knots came loose and the small bits of fabric fell off her body.

As his emerald eyes took her in, Rachel felt her body turn hot. Her nipples pebbled beneath his smoldering gaze until Darien dropped his head and took one of the stiff peaks into his mouth.

Sucking and biting, Darien teased her until she thought that she would lose control. What was it about this man that made her feel like this? His kisses intoxicated her, and whenever she was with him, she could think of nothing else but the taste of his kiss on her lips. She never wanted to lose this feeling.

Reaching out, she pushed her fingers through his hair. As a growl escaped his throat, she wrapped her legs around him, wanting him closer.

Darien ground his hips on her, rubbing against the hot spot that made her quiver. She could feel his erection through his shorts and the feeling only intensified her arousal.

“Please,” she begged as she clutched at him. “I want you inside me.”

The words seemed to ignite a fire within him because Darien pulled back and swore. “You’re going to kill me,” he murmured.

Did he not know his own appeal?

Seeing his taut abs like this beneath the shimmering sun was enough to stop her beating heart. Even now, as he lay on top of her, she couldn’t quite control how quick her heart was racing.

Darien pulled his cock from the confines of his shorts and draped his body over her once again. Feeling his warmth on top of her sent sparks of fire through her as she rubbed herself against him.

“I’m coming inside,” he whispered against her ear.

Rachel dropped her head back against the sand and groaned as he slowly entered her.

At first, he didn’t go all the way in. Instead, he teased her a little, pushing in just enough that she could feel him inside of her, but retreating before her body could clamp down on him. It was absolute torture, but she also wouldn’t stop this game. She loved that he played with her and put her pleasure first. It made her want to give back to him tenfold.

“I can’t take it anymore!” she cried out an eternity later as she put her hands on his shoulders and pushed against him.

Darien fell backwards on a laugh and Rachel jumped on him, pushing him back onto the sand.

His laughter filled her ears, making her feel blissfully happy. She hoped that she could hear his laughter often when they were finally married.

As she straddled him, his laughter faded and the sultry emerald gaze that had melted her many times before returned. Lifting her body up, she lowered herself onto him slowly, this time giving him the same treatment that he’d done to her. Slowly, she slid down the length of him, stopping short just enough to drive him wild.

His growl of frustration made her giggle, but she didn’t stop her ministrations until his hands came to her thighs, gripping hard. “Please, Rachel,” Darien begged. “I can’t hold on anymore.”

Neither could she. Even as she teased him, her body grew even wetter, welcoming him inside. When she decided that it was enough, her body slid down on him effortlessly.

Darien gritted his teeth as she seated herself to the hilt and started to grind her hips against him. From there, it was fast and furious and the sounds of their bodies coming together again and again made her wonder if other people could hear them.

But at that moment, she didn’t care. All Rachel cared about right now was Darien and his pleasure. She wanted to see his eyes rolling back and see his sweat pouring off his hard body. She wanted to feel his abs tighten and his cock twitch as he came inside of her. She wanted to feel it all with him.

When he climaxed, she came with him, shouting to the sky without a care in the world. The ride was long and intense, causing her to gasp his name over and over again. When the quaking of her legs finally stopped, Rachel collapsed against him and Darien wrapped his arms around her.

Against her cheek, she could feel his racing heart. Rachel closed her eyes, wishing that this moment never ended. Despite all that had happened today, she had a good day, and now that she had agreed to marry Darien, she had a feeling that she would have more good days in her future.

Her mother had been right all along. Love was a miracle. It could change your life and make you appreciate things more, and right now, Rachel felt like she couldn’t be more grateful for this moment.

Slowly, she rested her hand against Darien’s chest over his heart. Somehow, this man had managed to capture her heart, and in return, she was going to give hers.

As the sun continued to shine down on them, Rachel believed that the future for them would be bright.


TWENTY

Rachel couldn’t stop looking at the sparkling diamond on her finger. It all just didn’t feel real yet. But after they had returned home from the beach house, Darien had made things official and put a ring on it. “Someone pinch me. I must be dreaming.”

Apparently, it still hadn’t sunk in yet that she was now engaged. On the day of his proposal, they celebrated the good news with his parents. It brought her so much happiness to have someone to share the news with.

She only wished that her mother was alive right now, so that she could tell her how happy she was. But she always knew that Kanon Clare was watching her from heaven. She could feel her love every time she saw the sun.

Unfortunately, things were still up in the air between Natalie and Brandon. Despite talking it out between themselves, it appeared that Natalie needed some more time to forgive Brandon for his actions. Her decision was totally understandable, but it disappointed her that they hadn’t been able to mend things quickly.

For now, the wedding was on hold until Natalie decided what she wanted to do. Brandon had clearly expressed that he still wanted to marry her, but they would all have to wait and see what Natalie decided. Hopefully, they could get past this and find their own happily-ever-after.

Speaking of that, Darien had insisted that she start planning their own wedding. While it wouldn’t happen for several more months, it would give her something to work on since Natalie and Brandon’s wedding was on hold for the time being.

Luckily, through her years of being a wedding planner, Rachel had accumulated a ton of ideas for her dream wedding. She’d taken out the notes she’d made for herself over the years because Darien would be coming over later to talk about it.

He would be introducing her to his friend, Gabriel Park. Rachel was excited to meet him officially as Darien’s fiancée. However, she should start tidying up if she wanted to make a good impression.

Putting her notes and planner away, Rachel started with tidying up her workspace. When she was finished with all that, she realized that it wouldn’t be long until Darien and Gabe arrived. She decided to make them a snack in case they were hungry.

She had just entered her kitchen to make some tapas when her doorbell rang. “Oh no, they’re here early.” Had they finished their meeting early? She hadn’t expected them for another half an hour.

Rachel quickly went to answer the door, but instead of seeing Darien and his friend standing there, Steven’s bulky frame took up her door space. “What are you doing here?” she asked him. She’d already paid this month’s rent and it was too early to collect for the next one.

Steven’s gleaming eyes took her in. With the way he licked his lips, he made it look like she was a delicious treat that he wanted to eat. “Hey, Rach. I just came to visit you. Can I come in?”

Rachel shook her head. “Sorry, but I’m actually expecting some guests soon.”

Steven’s expression shifted suddenly as his dark eyes narrowed. “Who’s coming? Darien again?”

“Yes, but I don’t see how that’s any of your business.” Why was he getting upset anyway? Didn’t he get the message? She wasn’t interested in him.

For some reason, his gaze kept going to her left hand. When he frowned, Rachel realized that he was staring at her engagement ring. She hadn’t told him about it of course. He was only her landlord after all. Not her actual friend. But he looked hurt that he wasn’t informed about it.

Removing her hand from the door, Rachel hid her left hand behind her back, but Steven’s glower refused to fade as he continued to stare at her. “We’re friends, right? Why don’t you invite me in?”

Dammit, what could she do to make him go away? She didn’t want to cause a scene or make him angry. But she also didn’t want him to be here when Darien and Gabe arrived. But would Steven take no for an answer?

Rachel glanced at the clock. It wouldn’t be long before Darien arrived. Maybe she could spare him a minute. She said nothing as she stepped back and allowed him in.

Steven grinned like he won the lottery. “Thanks. So what’s new with you lately? Anything good happen to you?”

Was he fishing for some details about her engagement? Although she hadn’t been engaged for long, it seemed that Steven was dying to know about it.

“Um, well. Work has been going well.” Why did he want to know so much about her private life? As Steven stepped inside, his eyes roamed her apartment. He seemed unusually curious about everything about her.

Rachel instantly regretted letting him into her apartment. She just didn’t feel safe around him.

“I brought you this,” Steven said as he handed her a bottle of vodka. “Give it a try.”

“Oh, thanks,” she said as she took it from him and put it on the table. “I’ll drink it later with Darien.”

“Why wait?” he said with a wide grin. “Let’s have some together.”

Rachel eyed the drink. And then she eyed him. On a sigh, she said, “Hold on. Let me find the shot glasses.”

“Great.”

As she turned her back on him, Rachel wondered how much longer it would take for Darien and Gabe to arrive. Right now, she was just indulging Steven, but she really wanted him out of here as soon as possible.

When she returned, Steven had already opened the bottle and grabbed a chair and made himself comfortable at her table. As she handed him the shot glasses, he began to pour some of the vodka into it.

Feeling anxious being alone with him, Rachel kept glancing over her shoulder at the door, practically willing Darien to come through it. How could she wrap things up quickly here and get Steven out of her way?

“Here you go,” Steven said as he handed her the shot glass. As she took it in her trembling hands, she tried her hardest not to show how anxious she was.

“Cheers,” Steven said as he lifted his shot glass and toasted hers. Rachel tossed the shot back, feeling the burn at the back of her throat. The vodka was stronger than she was used to, so her eyes watered a bit. There was no doubt that she was still an awful drinker. She only really hoped that Steven didn’t plan on staying long. Being alone with him made her feel uneasy.

“Let’s have another one,” Steven said as he poured another shot for her.

Just like the first one, the burn at the back of her throat made her tear up, but at least she managed to keep it down.

“Why are we drinking anyway?” she asked when Steven asked her if she wanted another one.

“We’re celebrating, of course.”

“Celebrating what?”

“The end.”

That was weird. Why did she suddenly feel strange? Her head felt foggy and slow and a sense of disorientation hit her.

She was aware that Steven was smiling, but she was having difficulty keeping her eyes focused all of a sudden. It was like her eyes were malfunctioning.

“The end of what?” was all she could manage before a bout of dizziness hit her.

As her world spun in fast circles, Rachel tried her best to focus on Steven’s face, but she could barely make it out as he stood over her with a malicious smile on his face.

“You,” he growled.

What the hell? Why was she suddenly on the floor? Had she fallen off the chair? Why did her head hurt so much?

Steven lowered himself beside her, looming over her like a nightmare. His smile was dark and foreboding. And a sudden chill went up her spine. Oh God, what had he done to her?

Fear hit her as she realized what was happening. Had she been drugged? She’d always been a bad drinker, but even a couple of shots wouldn’t have this kind of effect on her.

She also couldn’t remember if the bottle had been sealed earlier. Could Steven have put something in it to drug her when she had been getting the shot glasses?

Oh God, what was going to happen to her? She knew that she needed to call for help, but her body refused to cooperate with her. She felt suddenly numb to all sensation and her head hurt from the fall.

The next sequence of events happened so fast that Rachel couldn’t tell if they had really happened or not. But in a desperate effort to escape, she ran for the door.

Steven’s hands gripped her around her middle, pulling her back before she could swing the door fully open. She could see only a sliver of outside where she managed to crack it open.

“Stop fighting!” Steven growled as he flipped her over and pinned her to the ground.

It was at that moment that she remembered hearing about the rapist on the loose in the news. She had been so shocked to hear it, but she never considered that the person might be someone she knew. But now that she thought about it, Steven did fit the description of the rapist. And it explained why he’d seemed so interested in her. Oh God, how was she supposed to get away from him?

Rachel’s loss of coordination made it difficult for her to struggle against him, and when her eyes rolled back in her head and she lost consciousness, all she could remember was calling out Darien’s name.


TWENTY-ONE

“You look really excited to see her.”

“I am,” Darien admitted. “I’ve been dying to see her all day.” Normally, he wouldn’t confide in this kind of information with Gabe, but they’d spent all day together going to meetings, and now that they were finally done with the day, they were headed toward Rachel’s apartment to visit her.

Beside him, Gabe chuckled. “It’s funny. It doesn’t seem that long ago since you first told me you fell for her and now you’re going to get married.”

He couldn’t believe it either. But now that he had found the woman of his dreams, he wasn’t going to let Rachel go. “What can I say, man, when you find the right person, you have to make her yours.” He was pretty sure Gabe knew what he was talking about. His relationship with Elizabeth was just as solid and he had her kids, Holly and Jasmine, that he loved just as much as Liz.

“You can host your engagement party at the club if you want,” Gabe offered as they walked to Rachel’s apartment.

“Thanks, man. I’ll make sure to mention it to Rachel. I want to—” Darien frowned as something weird caught his attention.

“What’s wrong?” Gabe asked as he suddenly stopped in his tracks.

A strange chill went through him. Why was Rachel’s apartment door open?

Even if she was expecting them, it wasn’t safe to leave the door ajar, especially when there was still the threat of a rapist. “Something’s wrong,” he said as he started to run for the door.

As he pushed past the door, he called out Rachel’s name. “Rachel! Rachel, where are you?” When he couldn’t find her, his blood ran cold.

Where the hell was she? Why wasn’t she answering him? Had something happened to her?

As he turned for the kitchen, his blood ran cold at the sight of a man hunched over the ground. He could see someone beneath him and his heart stopped. “Rachel!”

She wasn’t moving, and for a split second, panic froze him in place. In an act of rage, he grabbed hold of the stranger’s shoulders and pulled him off her, delivering a swift kick to his abdomen. “What the fuck are you doing to her?” he growled.

His gaze went to Rachel who was still crumpled on the floor and his first reaction was to crush her to his chest and protect her with his body, but with this predator still around, he knew that he had to get rid of him first.

Turning back to him, his eyes widened when he recognized the other man. It was that bastard, Steven, again! Had he hurt Rachel? Had he raped her?

A red haze dropped over his vision as his anger exploded. On a roar, Darien attacked the other man, beating him with heavy punches over and over again. Steven wasn’t going down without a fight though and he fought back, delivering his own set of blows that rattled his bones.

Thankfully, Gabe was right behind him and he rushed in, moving straight for Rachel. Please let her be all right, he thought as he did his best to immobilize Steven. But since he was a big man, Darien couldn’t handle him on his own.

“She’s fine,” Gabe called out before he came over and grabbed Steven’s arms. Pulling them behind his back, Darien finally had a perfect kill-shot. He pulled his arm back and delivered a blow that knocked Steven out.

“Fucking bastard,” he growled as he stood over him. He was panting hard and he was pretty sure he was bleeding somewhere because wetness trickled into his eyes, but he shook the pain off and returned back to Rachel’s side.

“Oh God,” he murmured as his eyes took in her ripped clothing and the marks on her skin. “Rachel, are you okay?”

Gabe hunched down beside him. “I’ve already called the cops. They should be here any minute.” Gabe looked at the table where a bottle of vodka and some shot glasses sat. “I think he drugged her.”

“That bastard.” He’d knock him out again if he weren’t already passed out. It was obvious that Steven was a threat from the beginning, but he never suspected that he would do something like this to her.

He cradled Rachel against his chest until he could hear the sounds of approaching sirens.

“Is she all right?” Gabe asked.

“I think so.” Thank goodness they had arrived before he could do more to her.

“Do you think he’s the predator that we’ve been looking for?”

“Most likely.” He hated himself for not realizing it sooner. Steven’s interest in Rachel had always felt strange to him, so why hadn’t he put the two together and considered him as the man behind all the incidents at the club? He should’ve protected her better. This was all his fault.

Rachel was taken to the hospital once the ambulance arrived. Gabe accompanied him and offered the best support he could ask for. If it weren’t for him, then he wasn’t sure what state he’d be in right now.

The doctors had informed him that Rachel would be okay, but that didn’t erase the guilt he felt for letting this happen. What would have happened if they were a few minutes late?

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Gabe told him. “She’s safe because of you.”

Darien could only nod in response. Even though Steven was already with the police, a part of him couldn’t relax. He’d been so scared to see Rachel on the floor like that, helpless and hurting. It completely tore his heart in two to know that he hadn’t been there to protect her from harm.

Somehow, he would make it up to her. Until she woke up, he would stay by her side to make sure that nothing ever harmed her again.


TWENTY-TWO

When Rachel woke up, she was in a hospital. Her head felt groggy and confused. How did she get here? What had happened to her?

“You’re awake.” As large, gentle hands closed over hers, Rachel felt immediately comforted. “I was so worried about you.”

“What happened?” She smiled as Darien kissed her. She was just so glad to see him.

“You were drugged by Steven. Don’t worry,” he added, “he’s been taken care of.”

“He’s the rapist, right?” Although Darien nodded, there was regret in his eyes. “What’s wrong? Why do you look so upset? He’s with the police, right? So everything is fine now.”

“He is, but I failed in protecting you.”

“What?”

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I couldn’t protect you.”

That was what he was upset about? Rachel smiled. “I’m glad that you came when you did. I knew that nothing would happen to me because you were coming.”

Darien shook his head. “I should’ve come earlier. I should’ve—”

“Shh,” Rachel said, “don’t torture yourself over this. This isn’t your fault. I feel fine and he didn’t do anything more than drug me. Let’s not make this any worse by thinking about what could’ve happened.”

All she wanted was to forget all this and marry Darien. If this taught her anything, it was how deeply she loved this man. There was no one else in the world worth having by her side than Darien.

Darien kissed her softly as tears of relief rolled down his face. He held her face in his hands and continued to scatter kisses along her forehead and nose. The gentle touch soothed her aching body and she allowed herself to relax in his arms. She felt safe here, and after everything that had happened, she was just happy to be reunited with him.

“My sister is here,” Darien informed her sometime later.

“Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

“Sorry, I just wanted to hold you for a while.” After kissing him, she told him to let her in.

As Natalie came through the door, she ran toward her and grabbed ahold of her hand. “Oh my God, I was so worried! Are you okay?”

Rachel smiled at her friend. “I’m fine.”

“I’m so relieved to hear that. I brought you some things from home. You can use them.”

“Wow,” she breathed as she took everything in. “Thanks for thinking so much about me.”

Just then, Gabe appeared at the door. He knocked once softly. “Hey, can I come in?”

“Of course.”

“How are you?” he asked as he approached her.

“I’m better now.”

“I’m glad you’re okay.” He surprised her when he handed her a bouquet of beautiful flowers. The card attached wished her a speedy recovery.

Rachel couldn’t hide her grin. “Thank you. They’re beautiful.” She didn’t expect such a wonderful gift, but it touched her heart to receive such beautiful things from Darien’s friends and family.

Brandon and Darien’s parents arrived a little later, showering her with more concern and gifts. Soon, her room was filled with flowers, gifts, and lovely people.

As Rachel glanced at all of them, her eyes started to water. She was just so thankful to have all these people here who cared so much about her. After her mother’s death, she was afraid of being alone. But having Darien and his friends and family around made her feel less lonely. It made her realize that she had a lot to be grateful for.

“Thank you,” she said to them. “For everything. You have no idea how much it means to me to know that you guys are there for me.”

“You have nothing to worry about,” Darien told her. “From now on, I will always be by your side to protect you.” He kissed her hand and the ring on her finger reminded her of their eternal bond. It was just what she needed to hear to help her get over the grief of her mother’s death.

As Rachel laughed, she felt the atmosphere in the room lift a bit.

“When can I get out of here?” she asked Darien.

“Once the doctor gives the okay, I’ll personally escort you out of here. But just so you know, we’re not going back to your place.”

Rachel frowned in confusion. “We’re not?”

“No, it’s not safe for you there anymore. You’re going to move in with me.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

For so long, she’d lived in that apartment because of its attachment to her mother. It had been their special place where they made so many memories. But Darien was right. It was no longer safe there anymore, and although Steven would not likely come back, it was time for a change.

Uneasiness filled her as she thought about all the memories she would miss once she moved out, but now that she was engaged, it was time for her to take that next step for her own future. Her mother wouldn’t be mad at her for wanting to be happy.

Smiling, Rachel closed her eyes and sent out a mental thank-you to all that she had in her life. With friends that cared about her and a man who loved her with his whole heart, she didn’t think that she could be happier in that moment.

And now, more than ever, she was excited to see what lay in her future with this sexy, amazing, and beautiful man. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll move in with you.”

They had a lot to look forward to in their future. With the wedding on the horizon, Rachel felt like all her dreams were coming true. After all these years of planning weddings for others, she would soon finally have her own happily-ever-after.

She couldn’t wait.


TWENTY-THREE

Four months later . . .

Everything was ready, but for some reason, Rachel was still feeling butterflies in her stomach. “I guess it can’t be helped.” She was a perfectionist, but it was also her wedding day, so she was entitled to be a little nervous about her big day.

It seemed so strange to be the one in the white dress rather than the person behind the scenes. However, Rachel was marrying the perfect man and there was no way that she was going to let another woman take her place.

After the incident with Steven, she had moved into Darien’s house just like they had planned. Not surprisingly, they managed to become even closer and Rachel found herself falling deeper in love with Darien.

It was crazy to think about how much love she had for one man. But the truth was, there was no one else in her life that she loved more than Darien. His kind heart and beautiful soul had completely captured her heart and she couldn’t wait to walk down the aisle toward her new dream life.

As the music started, Rachel took a deep breath. After today, she would be a married woman.

Grinning wide, she began to walk down the aisle toward Darien. With all eyes on her, she met Darien’s gaze and felt her breath catch. He looked breathtaking in a black tux. His hair was perfectly styled, bringing out the color of his eyes and his smile . . .

Oh God, his smile was something that she wanted to wake up to every day.

Just like that, she felt the stinging of tears in her eyes. After everything they’d been through, she never imagined that this moment would come.

Mom, can you see me now?

She wished that her mother could be with her on this special day. But since meeting Darien, she had gained a new family that she also adored. Darien’s best man was none other than Gabriel Park, and of course, she had asked Natalie to be her maid of honor. Their parents and Brandon were also present as well. She couldn’t believe that she really was having her dream wedding on the beach with all of the most important people surrounding her.

“You look so beautiful,” Darien whispered when she reached him.

The elegant lilac tie he wore made him look very prince-like. She still couldn’t believe that she was going to marry this guy.

As the ceremony started, Rachel did her best not to lose her composure, but it was difficult to do when she had so much to be grateful for.

People had thought that she was crazy when she revealed that she wanted to plan her own wedding, but Darien had been so sweet to allow her to do everything she wanted. The beach wedding with the lilac accents and beautiful sunshine was everything she had envisioned since she was a young child, so it felt completely surreal to have it come to life right in front of her eyes. She couldn’t have asked for a more perfect day. All her dreams were coming true, and with this man, she knew that she would have a happy life before her.

Darien’s gaze raked over her, taking in her white dress and makeup. Grinning wolfishly, he leaned in, touching their foreheads together. “I love you, Mrs. Dare.”

“I love you too,” she whispered as she brought their lips together in a smoldering, loving kiss.

There was no denying it now. She was now irrevocably, undeniably, his.

A wife.

Darien finally had a wife.

Marriage had seemed like such a faraway concept for him just a few months ago, but ever since he’d met Rachel, his life had changed drastically. Now he no longer focused only on his work and could look forward to making memories with Rachel by his side.

He’d always expected to live a solitary life, but he now realized what he would’ve missed if it hadn’t been for his sister. Despite everything that had happened with Natalie and Brandon, their engagement had brought him and Rachel together, and so, he liked to think that something good had still come out of that mess.

Things were finally moving forward again with Brandon and his sister. However, it was developing at a much slower pace. Natalie had decided to forgive Brandon for lying to her and had even met with his kid a couple of times since she found out about him. Needless to say, Darien was proud of her; she was trying her best and it was all for the man that she loved.

He figured that now Brandon would be less likely to keep something from her. This whole situation had undoubtedly brought them closer, and now that their love had been tested, he was happy to see that their feelings for each other ran deeper than any situation that tried to tear them apart. Hopefully, one day, he would be able to see his little sister walk down the aisle too.

Darien didn’t know what was in store for Rachel and him, but he would continue to be her protector. The incident with Steven had taught him that she was the woman for him and now that he was married to her, he would continue to revere her and be the best husband she ever had.

After their memorable wedding ceremony, they finally had a moment alone. Darien had been desperate to pull her into his arms all day, but he’d stayed patient until this moment. He couldn’t wait for their honeymoon to start so that he would spend every waking moment with her.

“I picked out this lingerie for you. What do you think?” Rachel stood at the bottom of the bed wearing a soft-pink-bra-and-panty set. Under the dim moonlight from the window, her skin looked like soft porcelain. The urge to peel off the small bits of fabric with his teeth consumed him.

He’d been hard all day and had been anticipating this moment when he could finally sink into his bride and find release. However, the urge to make it last was also testing him.

His wedding day couldn’t have been more perfect. Surrounded by everyone he loved, he’d felt so proud to be standing by Rachel’s side. He hoped that he would remain at her side forever.

“Come here,” he murmured.

With a wicked smile, Rachel crawled her way up his body, stopping just short of touching him. There was a mischievous glint in her eyes, making them look like they were glowing in the dark.

“What are you going to do to me tonight?” she asked.

“Everything,” he promised as he caught hold of her wrists and pinned her to the bed. Her tinkling laughter in his ear made him grin as he nipped and kissed his way down her slender throat.

Her little gasps made him even harder. It would be hard to control himself, but he was going to put her pleasure before his.

Slowly and sensually, he made his way down the length of her body, parting her thighs with his hand. The pink lace gave him glimpses of her soft flesh beneath, teasing him.

Through it, he licked her, moistening the fabric before using it to tease her clit. It would be insensitive of him to simply remove it when he knew that she had spent so much time picking it out for him, so he used it to heighten her pleasure, rubbing it over and over against her until she gasped out his name. “Darien!”

“Shh, I’m just getting started.”

He slipped a finger inside, feeling how wet she was. As his cock hardened further, he used his tongue to make her cry out even more.

“Darien,” she panted as she grabbed hold of his hands. Fingers clasped together, he made her climax with his tongue, making her moan his name over and over again.

Unable to control himself any longer, he tugged her panties aside and mounted her. The hot, wet clasp of her sex made him groan out loud, and as he started to move his hips, he felt his control slipping.

“I love you,” he whispered over and over again. He couldn’t wait for their future together and all the memories they would make. Now that he had Rachel by his side, he had everything he needed right here.

When his release hit him, Darien cried out, spilling all his heart and soul into her. He hoped that Rachel never doubted his love for her. Whatever hardships stood in their way in the future, he hoped that they could face it together.

Many people thought that getting married was the end; it was a time to settle down in life and live peacefully. But that wasn’t how Darien saw it. This was only the prologue, the first page of their love story.

For them, their story was just beginning.


EPILOGUE

One year later . . .

Rachel had never seen such a beautiful bride in her entire life, but as she stood in the crowd surrounded by her friends and family, she couldn’t be any happier as she watched her best friend, Natalie Dare, walk down the aisle.

After everything that they had been through, she was happy to see Natalie and Brandon back together. Despite the secrets and the lies that had torn them apart, their love for each other had managed to survive, making this her favorite wedding that she had planned for a client by far.

Beside her, Darien leaned into her and whispered in her ear. “Are you gonna cry?”

Rachel didn’t realize until now, but her eyes did feel a little misty. She blinked quickly and glared at him. “No.”

His chuckle sent a shiver of pleasure up her spine. She loved that he teased her. It was impossible to be in a bad mood when he was so playful.

In her arms, a small sound escaped. “Uh-oh,” Darien whispered. “Don’t tell me you’re the one who is going to cry.”

“She’s a baby,” she argued. “What do you expect?”

Rachel gazed down at the little bundle of joy in her arms. She couldn’t believe that she had a daughter now.

Kanon Dare was born only three months ago. Rachel had wanted to name her after her late mother and Darien had no qualms about it. She wished that her mother could’ve met her daughter, but she knew that she was looking down at them from her place in heaven.

It made Rachel feel safe knowing that she had a part of her mother with her and she couldn’t wait to be able to tell little Kanon about her grandmother sometime soon too.

As Kanon let out a shriek, Rachel tried to quiet her. However, the infant didn’t care that a wedding was in process and cried out even louder. “I’ll be right back,” she said as she rose to leave.

“Wait, let me come with you.”

She loved that Darien was always interested in helping her. He seemed just as enamored with Kanon as she was. He loved holding and playing with her. He loved feeding her and changing her diaper. He was the perfect father in every way.

“But won’t Natalie be upset if you leave her wedding?”

“Don’t worry about my sister. She’ll understand.”

True, Natalie was very kind and understanding. It was one of the qualities that she loved about her sister-in-law. “Okay, fine. Can you get me the diaper bag?” she asked. “Kanon just probably needs to be changed.”

“Sure, no problem. I’ll be right back.”

While she waited, Rachel hummed a song to soothe the baby. Despite being a mother for only three short months, she’d gotten quite used to this. It was crazy to think that just a few years ago she had worried about her home and being alone. But now she had all that she could ever dream of.

She had a beautiful, healthy young daughter. She had a growing family that she adored. And she had the most handsome, kindhearted, and understanding husband a woman could ask for.

It’d all taken some time, patience, and a lot of hard work, but Rachel realized that there was no need to worry after all. Everything that she had dreamed of having was now hers. All she had to do was trust herself and continue to put her heart in everything that she did. As a result, good things had started happening all on their own.

If someone had told her that she would be here a year ago, she wouldn’t have believed them. She never thought that she would sleep with someone she just met or try to win a bride over with a drinking game. But because she hadn’t stopped herself from stepping out of her comfort zone, things had started to change for her. Now, she believed that anything was possible for her.

When Darien returned, he was the one who changed Kanon’s diaper. Rachel watched on as his hands moved quickly. In the beginning, his efficiency surprised her, but she guessed that she shouldn’t have been so surprised. Darien had always been really good about taking care of people.

Kanon’s face brightened as she gazed up at her father and it was clear to her that she loved him as much as she did. “There you go,” Darien said as he picked her back up and handed the baby to her. “All nice and clean.”

“Thank you.”

“We should get back to the wedding. We don’t want to miss my little sister’s big day.”

“You ready?” she asked Kanon.

The baby let out an adorable little giggle, melting her heart. With a happy baby in her arms, they returned to the wedding hand in hand. From this day forward, Rachel could look forward to her own happily-ever-after with a man she could love and cherish and a baby to have and hold.
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