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      BLAKE:

      

      I don’t have one home. I have approximately thirty-nine of them scattered across the country and the globe. My family’s hotel chain is my life. Unlike most people, my morning commute happens by plane. No trains or cars for me. If all goes according to plan, I will have even more homes soon. I move anonymously from property to property, checking on our people and reporting back. I’m always on the move, always on my way to the next site. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Until I meet Aston, and suddenly, I want to stay.

      

      ASTON:

      

      I come from nothing, but I’m determined to make something of myself. So what if I’m a virgin? I don’t have time for men or relationships. If my boss could pull himself up by his bootstraps to become one of the richest men in the country, surely I can carve out a decent living for myself at his company.

      Meeting a guy who was actually worth my time isn’t part of my plan, even one who looks like Blake and is smart to boot. When he checks in as a guest in my hotel, the plan isn’t to get involved with the hot, mysterious businessman.

      Then the company makes an announcement that could change everything. It’s more important than ever to buckle down and work hard.

      I guess it’s true what they say, though. Life really is what happens while you’re busy making other plans.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      “Excuse me, could I have one of those?” I asked. The flight attendant glanced down at the stack of newspapers in her arms, a surprised expression crossing her features before her pink lips curled into a flirtatious smile.

      “There’s a news channel on board, number fifty four.” She bent down lower than necessary, giving me a glimpse of the lacy black bra underneath her uniform. Her breasts brushed my bicep as she reached for the controller in my armrest. “Here, let me help you with that.”

      A couple of years ago, I would have leaned into it. I would have smiled back and taken her to a hotel room as soon as the plane touched down. Not anymore.

      Shifting a bit so my arm wasn’t in the way of her ample chest anymore, I smiled politely and nodded at the newspapers. “I prefer getting my news from the papers.”

      The flirtatious smile faltered before she straightened up. “Of course sir. The Times?”

      “One of each, please. Thank you.”

      She shuffled through the stack, then handed me three different papers.

      “Anything else I can get for you today, sir?” She batted her long lashes, thrusting out her hip a little. The name tag on her uniform told me her name was Carol.

      Carol was pretty and clearly interested, but I wasn’t. “I’ll take a Macallan on the rocks.”

      It was after lunch. Still too early to be drinking, but I needed it. Carol nodded and walked down the narrow aisle to get my drink, handing out more papers to the other passengers in first class as she went.

      Settling back in my seat, I unfolded The Times. The paper rustled as I snapped it open. I paged past the gossip section, but not fast enough to miss my brother’s face smiling up at me from the page.

      The headline was one that I saw at least once every couple of months. Danny loved the attention that went along with being who we were as much as I avoided it. Today’s headline speculated about my brother dating Madeline Thompson, a hotel heiress in her own right.

      I shook my head. Danny, Maddy and I all grew up together. Our fathers, despite being rival property magnates, had been friends for years. Danny and Maddy both adored being in the public eye. I knew there was nothing between them, but I also knew they thrived on headlines and society gossip.

      Carol delivered my drink and I gulped half of it down, relishing the smooth burn of the alcohol. My brother was going to be insufferable later. No doubt being the subject of an article in The Times had made his already enormous head swell another size or two.

      “Aren’t you too young to read newspapers?” Carol asked, hovering near my seat with another welcoming smile.

      Sighing inwardly, I nodded. “I’m an old soul, I guess. Thanks for the drink.”

      My eyes drifted away from her brown ones back to my paper. Taking the hint that I wasn’t in the mood to be social, she frowned and took off.

      I scowled at Danny’s picture for a second, then went in the search of the real news. For the next three hours, I devoured the papers before pulling out my laptop to get some work done.

      Too soon for my liking, the Captain’s voice crackled over the speakers. “Good afternoon folks. We’re going to be starting our descent into Florida in the next few minutes. We hope you enjoyed the flight with us today and that you’ll choose us when you travel again.”

      I was already booked on this airline for a flight out tomorrow, much to my father’s chagrin. He never understood why I preferred to fly commercial instead of taking the company jet. Neither my dad nor my brother understood why I chose to stay under the radar, out of the public eye, keeping mostly to myself.

      Luckily, they’d given up on trying to talk me into changing my mind. As the Chief Financial Officer of one of the biggest hotel groups in the world, they thought I should enjoy the perks more. But being CFO was enough for me. I didn’t want or need the rest of it.

      Heat and humidity hit me in the face as soon as I stepped out of the airport terminal. “Fucking Florida,” I muttered under my breath, heading toward the rental car company I always used. Why my dad chose Tampa for the company headquarters never made sense to me, but he loved it here.

      Something about being able to work and still live the retirement lifestyle. It made zero sense, but it wasn’t my logic or my decision. At least he didn’t expect me to live here, or even to spend a lot of time here.

      I spent my time traveling between our hotels all around the country. I worked from hotels and planes, hardly ever sleeping in my own bed. It suited me perfectly.

      After spending fifteen minutes in the express line to rent a car, I made my way through the throngs of people in the airport and found the Mercedes I’d rented out in the lot.

      

      Once I was on the road, I blasted the air conditioner in the car and turned the radio all the way up. Rock music poured out of the speakers. I let the pounding bass wash over me, relaxing the knots in my shoulders.

      My father’s office was in an imposing building downtown. It was one of the only properties we owned that didn’t double as a hotel. Just the sight of it had the pleasant buzz from the music flowing right out of me. I used to love it here, but I had really grown to hate this state. I didn’t know what the issue was, but being here made me really uncomfortable, like somehow my skin was on too tight.

      Reaching for my collar, I pulled it away from my throat and rolled my neck from shoulder to shoulder. My suit was tailor made for me and up until I landed in Florida, it fit me like a glove. Now it also felt too tight. Like my skin, it was choking me. Making me itch.

      A car horn blared at me as I slowed to a near crawl before pulling into the parking lot. Frank, my dad’s favorite security guard, waved me through the boom with a friendly flick of his hand. I returned the gesture, half wishing I could stop and chat with him. But my dad was waiting.

      I glanced at the clock on the dashboard, realizing that by taking my time to get here I was officially five minutes late. I hated being late nearly as much as I hated where I was. Growing up with one of the most successful men in the country as my father, I had learned a lot about business. One of the first lessons I learned was about timeliness. Time is money and nobody liked losing money.

      Gunning it through the lot, I parked in my designated space and jogged across to the elevator. Unlike most execs, dad didn’t have a corner office. He had a large rectangular space in the middle of the floor with a massive balcony overlooking the ocean. Glass stackable doors made up one entire side, in his words, to let in ‘plenty of natural light.’ On days that he felt like it, the doors were opened completely so he could feel like he was working outside.

      I arrived on his floor and dashed through the first slit in the elevator doors as soon as it appeared. My feet sank into plush carpeting as I made my way to his office.

      “Good morning Norma,” I greeted his secretary, an old battle ax of a woman who’d been with him since the beginning of time.

      She lifted a white eyebrow and peered at me over the rim of her glasses. “You’re late Blake. Best go in quickly, Danny’s already been in there a while.”

      I groaned, as I’d been hoping to beat my brother into the office. I actually liked my dad, so it would have been nice to have a few minutes to catch up. Guess I should have thought about that before taking so much time getting here.

      “Get in there,” Norma instructed sternly. “Before Danny’s fanciful ideas have a chance to seep into the old man’s head.”

      A soft chuckle I couldn’t hold in burst free. There were less than a handful of people in the world who would talk to or about my father that way. I loved Norma for it. “You’re right. Before we know it, we could be moving our headquarters to the moon because it would generate more publicity.”

      The corners of her mouth twitched up. It was Norma’s version of a smile. I counted my interaction with her as a success and added the smile to my mental scoreboard before sweeping into dad’s office.

      As Norma said, Danny was already in there. Like me, he was wearing a tailored suit that ran several thousand dollars. His was black to my charcoal, his hands shoved into his pockets. Pausing his pacing down the length of the office, he turned to look at me. “Blake, there you are. I was wondering when you were going to grace us with your presence. Dad and I were just talking about launching a new campaign. I have a social media strategy devised and I want to drive morale internally by setting in motion a promotion drive.”

      Right down to business then. That was okay by me. Danny and I didn’t make small talk often. We both preferred getting to the point. No fake niceties exchanged that neither of us cared about anyway.

      My dad, who had been absently harrumphing and murmuring while pouring over paperwork swept his glasses from his face and stood up, extending his hand to me. “Good to see you boy. How have you been?”

      His iron grip closed around my fist before he pulled me into a brief, one armed hug.

      “I’m good, Dad. You?”

      I released him and stepped back. Grey blue eyes searched mine, questioning before he nodded with satisfaction and went back to his chair. “I’ve been busy. What do think of this social media campaign Danny’s babbling about?”

      I didn’t have to look at my brother to know his own blue eyes would have narrowed to thunderous slits at my father’s choice of words. People often said that Dad could have easily been mistaken for our older brother with the similarities between us. Jet black hair, and piercing blue eyes with gray undertones, only Dad’s had lines around them that ours didn’t have. Not yet, anyway.

      Danny would get them soon if he didn’t watch the scowling. I shrugged, lowering myself into a soft, black leather chair. “You know I don’t like social media, but Danny’s the marketing guy.”

      “I swear you’re twenty-eight going on eighty,” Danny said. “Social media is the way of the future. Fuck, not even the future. It’s here now!”

      Shrugging again, I ran a hand through my hair and winked at Dad. “At least I’m a handsome eighty.”

      My father chuckled and went back to his paperwork. “Neither of you have a clue about being or even pushing eighty.”

      “Neither do you.” I shot back. Dad was only in his late fifties.

      “I still know a damn sight more than you boys.”

      Danny walked to the chair next to mine, leaning over with his palms on the backrest. “I’ll take that as a yes for the campaign, then. Moving on. The promotions, I have a candidate in mind for the new general manager position.”

      “As long as it’s not the manager of the New York property, I can probably get behind it,” I told him, reaching for my laptop in the bag beside my chair. New York was one of the reasons I had to come see my father.

      Danny’s head swung to face me. “It is the New York manager, actually. Dustin’s a friend of mine, and he’s been with the company for a long time. He deserves this.”

      I scoffed, firing up my laptop. “What he deserves is to go to prison.”

      Dad finally looked up from the sheaf of papers on his desk. “What do you mean?”

      His tone took on an icy edge. Dad knew me well enough to know I didn’t just say things like that, or make wild accusations. I was damn good at my job and he trusted me.

      Pulling up the file I needed, I set the laptop down on his desk and turned the screen to face him. “Dustin’s been stealing money from us.”

      “What?” Danny snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous. I just told you, he’s a friend. He wouldn’t do that. Your math must be off. Run the numbers again.”

      Irritation shivered up my spine. Thank God Dad was in charge, and not Danny. “I’ve run them again already. Three times. Your friend is a thief.”

      “Fuck you.” Danny spat. “He’s not a—”

      “Gentlemen.” My father interrupted in no uncertain terms. Danny shut up, but kept his glare on the back of my head. “Blake, I’ll take a look at this. But Danny, come on, you know better than to question Blake’s numbers.”

      “What I know is that he’s just being full of shit to block Dustin’s promotion,” Danny thundered.

      “I didn’t even know you wanted to promote anyone before I set foot in this office. Why would I randomly carry around evidence that someone’s been stealing from us on the off chance I could use it to block a promotion you propose?”

      “I said I would look into it.” Dad said, looking from Danny to me and back again. I sighed, biting back the urge to punch my fucking brother in the face. He had a way of bringing out my inner teenage Neanderthal. “I wanted to talk to you about California, Blake. The property is doing well, but not as well as it should be.”

      “Now there’s a manager you should be looking at then,” Danny interjected. Dad silenced him with a stern look.

      “I hear the manager is wonderful, actually. I want Blake on the ground to assess the situation. The property is due for a visit anyway. None of us have been there this year.”

      If it meant getting out of Florida sooner than expected, I was in. “Sure, I can go check it out.”

      “Better get going. The sooner you get there, the sooner you can start ruining someone else’s life.”

      I stood, fishing my phone out of my pocket. Time to change my ticket. Danny was right about one thing, the faster I got out of here, the better.
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      The lobby was quiet at this time of the morning. Slowly but surely, a small trickle of people were making their way from the bank of elevators to my left across the lobby to the breakfast area. I was proud to say our breakfast area was one of the best Palo Alto had to offer.

      The hotel basically sat on the beach and while having bacon and eggs—or an egg white omelet for the more health conscious—clients could enjoy the magnificent view. The sparkling blue ocean lay to one side and great city views to the other.

      I’d even had a hand in arranging the tables on the outside deck so everyone would have something pretty to look at while getting fueled up for the day ahead. I tried to make every guest feel special and welcomed, from the Silicon Valley business guys to the Stanford students needing some grease to cure their hangovers. Making sure their breakfast came with a view was only one way I tried to achieve my goal. When I got promoted to manager of this property, the California branch of the McAllen Hotel Group, I swore to myself it would be my personal mission to make sure every guest left happy. A tall order, but so far I thought I was doing okay.

      Smiling, I greeted the few very early bird guests walking past my perch at the front desk and tidied up the bits and pieces of stationery littering the Caesar stone quartz countertop—left behind by the night shift.

      “Do you ever go home?” Tiffany’s exasperated voice asked from the doorway behind me that led to the staff area in the back.

      I turned to face my best friend. She was fiddling with her name tag, trying to place it in its rightful place above her heart while mussing her curly hair with her free hand. “I went home for a couple of hours, but there’s a high-end client coming in today. I wanted to make sure his room was ready on time.”

      She rolled her vibrant green eyes and shook her head, making her fiery curls bounce. “I don’t understand why you go above and beyond for this company every damn day of the week.”

      It wasn’t the first time we’d had this discussion. I gave her a pointed look and greeted an elderly couple celebrating their fiftieth wedding anniversary this week. “I do it because the guests deserve our best. Besides, it also happens to be our jobs.”

      “Our jobs are to come in on time and do what we get paid to do. They don’t pay us to come in early to make sure every room is ready. That’s housekeeping’s job. It’s what Sheila and the girls get paid to do,” she said, smoothing out her navy blue skirt as she logged into the system for her shift as the front desk clerk.

      “We’re all a team, Tiff.” I knew I sounded like I paid too much attention at our last staff retreat, but well—I had. More than that, I enjoyed my job and I worked hard because I didn’t want to be stuck in it for the rest of my life. The McAllen Property Group was huge. The kind of place a girl could do well for herself if she put some muscle into it.

      “Sure, we’re a team working our butts off to make a billionaire even richer. Face it Aston, you’re nothing but another brick in the wall to the guys at the top. Another employee number they’ll never put a face to.”

      In a company the size of McAllen, it was probably true. What was rare about our company though was that the CEO did actually care about his employees. Or at least he made an effort to fake it really well. “That billionaire you’re referring to is rich because he worked day and night to make it happen. You never know, it could be me next.”

      “You think you’re going to become the next property billionaire by working in a hotel?” Tiffany propped a hand on her hip and arched a perfectly plucked brow. “Stuff like that doesn’t happen in real life. You should relax a little and come out with me tonight?”

      “It does happen in real life. It happened for Mr. McAllen. You know his background, it’s a real rags to riches story. I respect him, he started out with nothing but look at where he is now. He has a hotel in almost every state and we’re expanding internationally. We’re more than employee numbers to him, but let’s say we really are just numbers, I still want him to know mine.”

      “Think what you want, but they’re just going to get rid of us all one day. That’s how these big companies work.” She scooted back to hop onto her stool. “You never answered me about tonight.”

      “I’m working tonight,” I told her. “The quarterly report came in early this morning. I want to read through it and see where we rank.”

      “We’re one of the smaller hotels, so there is no way we’re anywhere near the top. Come out with me instead.” She flashed me a wide smile, twirling one of her curls between her fingers in a way that told me she was in the mood to cause trouble. My suspicions grew stronger when she batted her lashes next. “Please come out with me. We need to get your mind off work. I’m seriously worried about you. You’re my friend and you work way too hard. You’re only twenty-six, there’s plenty of time to work on world domination.”

      “I don’t want to dominate the world.” I shook my head, but I was unable to hold back a smile. Tiffany and I were polar opposites. ‘Girls just want to have fun’ was her mantra and she spent every spare penny she had in pursuit of it. She was the fun to my serious, the Meredith to my Christina. But Christina and I knew when it was time to be serious. “I only want to dominate this job.”

      Tiffany’s eyes crinkled at the corners as she tried to suppress a laugh. “Why don’t we find you a guy to dominate instead? You need to get laid, it’ll take your mind off of work.”

      A loud crash at the revolving doors in the front of the lobby caught our attention. Both of our heads pivoted to the source of the noise. A group of guys wearing fraternity shirts came tumbling through the doors, shoving each other and laughing. Their sneakers squeaked on the polished marble floors.

      One knocked into a standing vase and I cringed and waited for the crash when it hit the floor, but the doorman managed to grab it just before it toppled over. He got knocked on the head by a few of the flowers from the arrangement, but he’d saved us from having to salvage them all from the floor.

      The frat guy didn’t acknowledge Fred at all. He just swept past the poor doorman and punched his buddy on the shoulder as they headed toward us. I sighed, a group of rowdy frat guys checking in always caused trouble, which was the last thing I was in the mood for, but clearly these guys wouldn’t care.

      Tiffany, on the other hand, straightened up and checked her lip gloss in the reflection of the computer monitor as she nudged me with her elbow. “Perfect timing. Some might even call it divine intervention. What are the odds of them appearing right at this moment? Just think—one of them could be the guy who finally pops your cherry. The time has come, girl. Take your pick first, but personally I like the look of the blond one in the back.”

      I scoffed. The blond one in the back looked as much like a stereotypical frat boy as the rest—floppy hair, preppy clothes and sunglasses indoors. “There will be no popping of my cherry by any one of these idiots. Even if I was behind your plan to get me laid, I would never give it up to any of these guys.”

      “You don’t know, one of them could be Prince Charming,” she argued, a megawatt smile lighting her eyes when one of them winked at her. Not the blond in the back, but a taller, wider one with brownish curls. He sauntered over to the desk and slapped a black credit card down onto it.

      “Three suites, sweetheart.” His voice was nasally and his eyes rimmed with red. He wasn’t totally unattractive, but he did nothing for me. Tiffany was insane if she thought I’d be getting it on with him or anyone else in his motley crew of floppy hair and brand names.

      “Welcome to the McAllen. Let me check on the availability of our suites for you. Could I have your id, please?” It was standard procedure to ask for identification with credit cards, but Frat Guy didn’t look too happy about it.

      He rummaged around in his pockets and fished it out. “Here. We need those suites, honey, stat.”

      Arrogant asshole. But he was a guest and that meant he, like everyone else, deserved my utmost best. “Of course, sir. We’ll have you in your rooms in no time.”

      Tiffany accepted his identification and frowned. “I’m sorry, sir. Your initials don’t match those on the card.”

      “Because it’s my dad’s card,” the guy drawled, rolling his eyes like Tiffany was daft for not knowing. Irritation buzzed around in my belly. This guy was a massive dick, who probably had a very small one judging by the way he was acting.

      I might have no experience in the sex department, but I had it on good authority there was some truth to the theory that men who acted like this usually had something to make up for. Guys like him also validated my decision to focus on my career instead of dating. I wasn’t hanging onto my virginity for any reason other than I hadn’t yet found a guy I thought was worthy of giving it up to, and I didn’t have time to waste searching for one. Especially since most of the guys I met on the occasions I did go out were too much like this one.

      Tiffany got the frat guys through the checking in process, flirting shamelessly as she did so. They were eating it up until she slid their room keys over. Lead Frat Guy shoved them back across the counter. “Junior suites? Are you kidding me? I want the real deal.”

      Tiffany’s eyes slid to the side, seeking out mine. Stepping forward, I picked up the key cards and rounded the counter. “I’m afraid these are the only suites we have available on short notice. I’m Aston, the manager here. Let me show you to these rooms, they’re stunning. You’re going to love them.”

      “We ain’t junior, sweetheart. We don’t want the junior suites.” God, this guy was such a dick. The junior suites were only that in name. They were bigger than my apartment and were super luxurious. The guy definitely had something to make up for if he was being such an asshole about the names of rooms he wasn’t even paying for.

      “I assure you sir, the junior suites are some of the best we have.” There was also nothing junior about their price tags either. The guy’s dad was going to have a real hefty bill to foot by the end of their stay. Another reason why I had to treat them well, the way I would want to be treated. But that was something I did anyway. My mantra was to treat everyone the way I wanted to be treated.

      “We’ll have some complimentary champagne sent up as soon as you’re settled. They might be called the junior suites, but they’re large enough to accommodate each one of you in your own rooms and the balconies are lovely.”

      “Lovely.” The guy repeated sarcastically, shooting his buddies a look over his shoulder. I was pretty sure he rolled his eyes too, but I ignored it.

      Just breathe, Aston. They’ll be out of your hair in five minutes. “Excellent, follow me please.”

      It ended up taking fifteen minutes before I was back downstairs with Tiffany. As expected, the guys were dicks about their rooms but chose to stay after some more bowing and scraping on my part.

      All they really wanted was their egos stroked. Pathetic. All because of the names of their rooms?

      Tiffany grinned when I got back to the front desk. “The blonde was hot, wasn’t he? Did you get an invite back to their suites later?”

      “I did. Multiple times. I turned them down, of course,” I said firmly. No way was I setting foot near those guys unless I absolutely had to.

      Tiffany looked crestfallen. “Why? Sure, they’re complete asses but they also had some asses that were really tight. Come on girl, you’ll feel so much better once you get laid. All relaxed and happy.”

      “I doubt if any of those guys know how to get the job done well enough to make any woman relaxed and happy,” I retorted. “They’re nothing but bad examples of what their daddy’s money can do, Tiff. I appreciate the sentiment, but there’s no way I’d ever go to bed with men like that. It’s a hard pass from me.”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “Fine, but tomorrow’s another day. I’ll find you a guy. This discussion is not over.”

      It never would be. “I’ve got to get back to work, so let’s hit pause for now. We can label this talk as ‘to be continued’ and set it aside for now.”

      “I’m holding you to that,” she called, as I pushed through the door to the staff area where my office was located. “Just you wait, Aston Brier. We’ll get you laid yet!”
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      Just my luck, I missed the last flight to California yesterday while I was going over some numbers with Dad, so I was stuck spending the night in Florida after all. At least our property here made a mean pancake.

      Tomorrow I would go back to healthy choices, but today I wanted my pancakes. I stretched out on the king-sized bed and reached for the phone to call room service before I’d even opened my eyes. A definite advantage to practically living in hotels was never having to worry about fixing your own breakfast.

      Once my food was ordered, I rolled out of bed and rubbed my eyes as I headed to the bathroom. I was useless before a shower in the mornings.

      This hotel property, one of the three we had in Florida, was the first hotel dad had owned. It was an older building than most of the rest, but it had been redone to fit in with the comfortable modernist feel of the chain as a whole. Dad’s vision was to create beautiful hotels with every luxury he could afford to put in them, while retaining a homey, comfortable environment.

      What he wanted had been difficult to achieve in decorating the spaces, but he searched for an interior designer until he found someone who could and did make it happen. The room I favored in the Florida property was on the top floor and faced away from the ocean. It was one of the smaller rooms, but I was only one guy so it was more than big enough for me.

      Blackout curtains hung in front of a wall of windows with a small lounge and dining area in front of them. I grabbed a bottle of water from the mini fridge and downed it, tossing it in the trash as I turned on the shower.

      By the time I was done brushing my teeth, steam was pouring out of the shower. I stepped into the hot water and hung my head forward to get the steady stream pounding onto my shoulders. I definitely needed a massage after my go-around with Danny yesterday, but I didn’t have time to get one now, so the shower was going to have to do.

      I rolled my head from side to side, stretching my muscles as the water beat down on them. Dealing with Danny made me tense as shit. I tried everything to get an immediate flight out, but Dad intervened. He still needed to go over some stuff with me and Danny insisted on staying as well.

      My brother was the public face of the company, and as the eldest son, he would be handed the keys to the kingdom someday. I didn’t want the keys, I only wanted to do what I had to do. Let him deal with the public, the marketing, and people in general.

      It only pissed me off when he insisted on sticking his nose into my business on the pretense of needing to know what was going on company-wide. His staying with me and dad yesterday had nothing to do with needing to know what was going on. He was determined to promote his friend and insistent I screwed up the numbers, despite being shown the evidence that I hadn’t.

      Fuck him. Our father was on board with the investigation into the New York manager. Danny could launch his internal promotional campaign. By the time it ran its course, Dustin would be long gone and whoever deserved the next promotion would get it. It was the least of my worries.

      The water worked its magic on my tense muscles, but it wasn’t enough. I briefly considered jerking off to help me relax, but my pancakes would be delivered too soon. Reaching the point of no return only to have a waiter yell, ‘Room Service!” would ruin it for me.

      As I stepped out of the shower, I heard a knock at my door. Room service, exactly as I thought. “Just a minute!”

      My suit for the day was already out of its bag and hanging by itself on the rail in the closet. I pulled on my pants and was buttoning my shirt as I went to get the door. It could only be room service waiting on the other side, so I wasn’t too worried about shoes or my jacket.

      My mouth watering for my breakfast, I yanked open the door as I fastened the last button on my cuff. To my surprise, it was my father standing on the other side of the door, not a waiter with my breakfast.

      “Blake, I’m glad I caught you.”

      He brushed past me into the room, not stopping until he reached the windows. With his back still facing me, he made a vague gesture at the view. “You know there are ocean front rooms available.”

      “I prefer this,” I told him, walking over to the coffee station in the room. Dad didn’t love the instant stuff, but at least we carried a pretty decent instant brand in all our rooms. He was still facing the window when he started talking.

      “I know you prefer flying under the radar, but getting a nice room isn’t a crime.” The glorious smell of coffee permeated my nostrils when I added water to the mugs. Hello caffeine my old friend.

      I looked around the room while I stirred. “This is a nice room.”

      “They are all nice, I suppose. I just can’t help feeling you might like it here more if you stayed in one of the penthouses.” When he finally turned around to face me, he seemed tired.

      “It’s not the room, Dad. The room is fine. What’s really going on?” It took a lot to wear my dad down, but something was weighing on him.

      “Wouldn’t you like to stay in one place for a while?” He paused, pushing his glasses up onto his forehead to pinch the bridge of his nose. “I’m worried about you, son. Always on the road, always traveling, never taking the time to stop. I wish you would consider just taking a break every once in a while.”

      The corners of my mouth pressed in. I’d always hated seeing my dad worried. It was an occupational hazard, given that he was now the CEO of a multinational company, but it had only been us and him for years.

      Danny was always more focused on what people thought about the public image of our dad than the man himself. It left me to be the one to take care of the man behind the business.

      Traveling didn’t bother me. It never had. I checked in with my dad often, and spoke to him at least once a week. I didn’t realize the traveling was a problem for him. “I love doing what I do, Dad. You don’t have to worry about me. I don’t need to stop or take a break at all.”

      A grim smile crossed his features. “I know, I don’t have to be concerned, but I am. Settling down wouldn’t be a bad thing. Choosing one place to call home. A place where you wouldn’t have to drink hotel coffee or order breakfast through room service.”

      I laughed, shrugging. “I love ordering breakfast through room service. I don’t need to cuddle with the guy who delivers it and I can get whatever I feel like every morning instead of having to eat whatever is put in front of me.”

      “Don’t you miss having a place to go home to at the end of the day?” I’d never seen my dad like this. I knew he still felt guilty about our mom leaving him because of the business. She had no qualms about taking the money it made him, but claimed she couldn’t play second fiddle to a company.

      Dad never really got over it, or her. Danny and I both suspected he dated casually, but like me, he kept his private life private. I knew he hadn’t been in a serious relationship since Mom left. He’d never gotten onto me about entering into one either.

      “You don’t have to do this. I’m happy, I promise. The thing is Dad, if I ever did choose someplace to settle down—it wouldn’t be here.”

      “I know, and I wouldn’t ask you to settle here. You’ve made your feelings about the state very clear, though I don’t understand it. You say you’re happy, but I don’t want you to waste your life without ever taking the time to find someone to share it with.”

      So, this was about Mom. I exhaled on a deep breath, letting my cheeks puff with air for just a second before releasing it.

      A part of me wondered whether this was the right time to talk to him about Mom. It was time he let go of his guilt and move on with his life. Fuck, it was long past time and had been for a while.

      The blue smudges under his eyes told me he’d been working too hard again. I thought it yesterday, too, but knew there was no point in talking to him about it. Especially not while Danny was there.

      All I could do was be there if he ever decided to talk to me about whatever it was that drove him to work as hard as he did. I’d always thought it was because Mom left him for the company. I wondered if in his mind he had to keep pushing the company because he had failed to do so with their relationship.

      I ended up letting it ride. I wouldn’t push him. “Like I said, Dad, I really am happy. I don’t need to settle down and I don’t need a woman to fulfill me.”

      Sighing, he nodded and finally took a sip of his coffee when he sat down. “I’ve never hounded you boys about marriage, but I’m starting to feel like maybe I should have. Not all marriages end up like Mom’s and mine did. I just want to see you both happy. I’d like to still be able to walk by the time you get married and I sure as hell want to meet my grandchildren. Mom and I might not have made it work, but plenty of other people do.”

      “I think the national divorce rate says otherwise.” I appreciated that my dad didn’t hound my brother and me about our relationships and I hoped to hell that wasn’t about to change. I had abandoned the man-whorish ways of my youth a few years ago, and while I wouldn’t mind companionship, my lifestyle didn’t really allow for relationships. But I meant it when I told my dad I was happy with my job the way it was. I would hate to have to start justifying my life and the way I chose to live it. I also wasn’t anywhere near ready to talk to him about marriage and grandchildren. No way. “Thanks Dad, but you don’t need to worry.”

      For a second, I thought he was about to push the issue but then he let it go. “Maybe California will change your mind about settling down. When are you flying out?”

      I glanced down at my watch. “About four hours. Just a warning though, I’ve been to that property many times and so far, nothing about California has got me thinking about settling there either.”

      There was something different in my father’s expression, but I couldn’t place it. Hope maybe? He stood up when another knock sounded at the door. Finally, my fucking pancakes! Unless it was my brother coming for a heart to heart. Honestly, I’d had my fill of deep conversations for one morning.

      My father opened the door and thankfully, a waiter was waiting behind it with my breakfast. Turning before he left, my father gave me a quick wave. “You never know, son. Something could be different about it this time. Enjoy your trip.”

      With those cryptic words, he left. Unless he was talking about a California located in a parallel universe I hadn’t yet visited, nothing could possibly be so different it would convince me to give up what I already had. And it definitely wouldn’t convince me to settle down there.
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          Aston

        

      

    

    
      “Please tell me you aren’t planning on working late again?” Tiffany came bounding into my office exactly one minute and thirty seconds after her shift ended. She had a ratty backpack over her shoulder and had already changed out of her uniform—a navy pencil skirt and white blouse—into a pair of cut-off jeans and a green tank that matched her eyes.

      I eyed the pile of papers lying next to my laptop. The hotel was looking for a new supplier for cleaning supplies and a couple of the couches in the lobby needed to be replaced. I had a ton of other stuff left to do, but none of it was urgent.

      My high profile client was checked in, we hadn’t heard another peep from the frat guys since I sent up the complimentary champagne, and there didn’t seem to be any other problems with the guests that needed my attention.

      “No, I don’t think I will. I’m beat.” Staying late was a way of life for me, but my feet were aching in my new stilettos, my eyes were burning from staring at my computer screen for too long and my three hours of sleep the night before was catching up to me. The night before that I only had four.

      Tiffany’s smile spread from ear to ear. “That’s exactly what I was hoping you were going to say. Come on, I’m going to the beach and you are coming with me.”

      I shook my head so hard I almost gave myself whiplash. “Not a chance. I’m going home and going straight to bed. The only stop I would consider making is in my bathroom for a long, hot bath.”

      Tiffany stuck her freshly glossed bottom lip out and crossed her arms. “When was the last time you were outside during daylight hours? All work and no play does more than make Aston a dull girl, you know. You also need some vitamin D. Some of the staff members are starting to wonder if you’re actually a vampire.”

      I laughed. “They are not. They see me outside on the pool deck all the time.”

      Sliding open my bottom drawer, I pulled out my purse and started gathering my things. It wouldn’t take me long. My phone was lying next to me on my desk and there were only a few other items I used during the day that I needed to pack up.

      My office was in a state, at least by my standards, but I could tidy it up tomorrow. The office I called my own was a glorified broom closet and while I loved it, it only took about fifteen minutes to clean from top to bottom.

      It was an office in a true minimalist style. The walls were a pale gray with only a clock and a noticeboard up against them. The only furniture was my desk, a couple of chairs and a side table with a fake plant on it. A perpetual item on my to-do list was to pretty the place up a bit, but in the couple of months it had been my office, I hadn’t found the time.

      Tiffany fell into step beside me once I locked my door. “Okay, but when was the last time you were outside for fun and not work? The beach is fun and if you’re not going to let me get you laid, this is the least you can do.”

      I didn’t agree with her last statement, but my mind was preoccupied with the question before. When was the last time I’d been to the beach? It was a good question. I was there a couple of weeks ago to organize a fundraising event for one of our guests, but that was for work and it was night time.

      Truly, I hadn’t always been the workaholic I was now. I’d never been a slacker either, but I used to make time for fun. My promotion to manager was something I had worked toward for almost two years. It became the thing that drove me, the thing that occupied all my time. Since the promotion, I was more focused on work than ever before.

      Truth be told, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been to the beach for fun. Imagining what the warm sand would feel like between my toes, and the waves gently lapping over my feet, I changed my mind about going right home.

      “Okay, I’m in. Your car or mine?” I asked, but Tiffany was already linking her arm with mine and leading me to the parking lot out back where she parked. One of the perks of my promotion was parking in the executive lot. It was only a couple of paces closer to my office than where I used to park, but it was in the opposite direction of Tiffany’s car.

      She clasped my arm tight and waved a finger in my face. “I’m not taking any chances with you deciding to go home on the way there. I’m driving, and we’re staying for at least a couple of hours.”

      A couple of hours was much longer than I’d been planning on staying, but she was right. Left to my own devices, I probably would find a reason to come back to work once I’d had a little break, or to go home to get to bed early so I could be back at work even earlier in the morning. No, better to go with her. It was time for some me-time for a change.

      “Your car it is. We’re going to have to stop so I can buy a suit and stuff though.” Tiffany nodded and started telling me all the gossip among the floor staff about a new chef I’d hired. It was exactly what I needed to shut me off from work—mindless chatter and laughing with my friend.

      Half an hour later, we’d made a quick stop so I could buy what I needed, and just like that, we were pulling up at one of the quieter beaches on the outskirts of the city.

      “I’m so glad you decided to come with me. I really didn’t feel like working on my tan alone and it’s been forever since we spent some girl time together.” Tiffany gathered a small beach umbrella and towel from the back of her car, grabbed a water bottle and pulled a cap on. We walked to a public restroom so I could change into my newly acquired beach wear, buying some sodas from a stand nearby once I was done.

      Tiffany chattered nonstop and kept my arm linked with hers like she was afraid I was going to take off on her. I followed her onto the beach and as soon as I felt the sand between my toes, I knew I’d made the right decision.

      We weren’t even sitting down yet, and I already felt myself relaxing in the company of my best friend. It felt good. I could practically feel my batteries recharging. “I’m glad I came too, Tiff. Thanks for convincing me. I needed this.”

      Spreading her towel out on the sand, she dug a shallow hole for the umbrella and lifted an eyebrow as she looked up at me. “You know what else you need? A good orgasm that is not self-induced.”

      “We’re continuing that discussion now, huh?” I groaned. Just when I thought this was going to be a nice, relaxing afternoon. Maybe I was wrong and I shouldn’t have come. Or maybe I could distract her. Unlikely, given that Tiffany seemed determined to have this out with me. But I had to give it a shot. “Isn’t this nice weather we’ve been having?”

      Tiffany smiled like she knew something I didn’t, then called me on my tactic immediately. “Oh no you don’t. You aren’t getting away from this that easily. Seriously, why are you so afraid of being with a guy? They don’t bite. Well, not hard anyway. Unless you want them to, that is. Some guys can be convinced to be into that if you are.”

      “No thanks. I definitely don’t want to be bitten.” I sighed and flopped down on the towel I had spread out beside hers. If we were going to be having this conversation, there was no reason I shouldn’t be comfortable while doing it. “I’m not afraid. It’s not like I haven’t thought about it. I just haven’t found the right guy yet.”

      A tiny line appeared between her eyebrows. “Are you waiting for marriage?”

      “No, not really. But would it be so wrong if I was?” Sometimes, it felt like marriage was never going to happen either. What if I waited for marriage and died a virgin? Would that be so bad? I didn’t think so. I had a pretty trusty vibrator that had helped me through some stressful times. No guy could be that effective.

      Her eyes widened. “Not at all. I just didn’t figure you for the type, and I’ve known you long enough that I feel like I would have known if you were.”

      I released a heavy breath. She did know me well enough. “I’m just waiting for a guy who isn’t a complete tool—like those frat guys today. I might have found him by now if I didn’t work so hard, but honestly, I would rather work than spend my days looking for a guy.”

      Tiffany drew her knees up to her chest and looped her arms around them, staring off over the ocean. “Do you want a career rather than a family?”

      She didn’t say it in a way that made me feel insulted. The question sounded sincere. “Not necessarily. I would love to have both as much as anyone else, but I haven’t had too much time to think about it. At the moment, I feel like entering into a relationship would end up with me being one of two things—a sugar mama, or controlled. I’m not interested in being either of those things.”

      “It doesn’t have to be that way. Besides, for the immediate future I was only asking about sex. Not marriage, not now anyway. I’ve dated plenty of guys who didn’t see me as a sugar mama, and who didn’t try to control me. Why would you think they all would?”

      “There might be some of them who aren’t like that, but like I said, I don’t have time for that search right now.” Born and raised in California, I hadn’t done much traveling. While Tiffany might have dated plenty of guys who weren’t like that, most of my friends only had those kind of stories to tell. It didn’t paint a convincing picture for trying to date around here.

      “Or maybe I’m just in the wrong state for that search right now,” I mused, watching a couple of children playing near the shore. “I haven’t heard the greatest things about the availability of men in this city lately, and I’ve been too busy to venture away from work anyway.”

      Tiffany threw her head back and laughed, shaking it at the same time. “Isn’t it great that you work in a classy hotel where men from all over the world come for a stay?”

      Actually, it was great. I just hadn’t thought of it that way before. Why hadn’t I? The hotel was the perfect place to find a suitable candidate to mess around with if and when I wanted to. It would mean I wouldn’t have to leave work to find a date, which was good since my apartment was the only other place I spent any time. It also meant I could keep focusing on my career, because the guy would only be in town for a short while.

      It was an interesting point. I didn’t plan on throwing myself at every out of state man who arrived at the hotel, but it definitely was a point to keep in mind from now on. “Way to go, Tiffany. I think you just broadened my horizons a bit.”
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      California, sweet California. Although I didn’t get out to this property as often as I liked, it had always been one of my favorites. It was a small hotel, but it was popular and really did feel like a home—to me, anyway. Having thought about my talk with Dad on the plane, I still didn’t want to settle down in one place for good, but I wouldn’t mind spending a couple of weeks in California.

      The people, the vibe, the weather, the food. Everything was better here than it was in Florida. It helped that my family was far enough away, but not so far that I couldn’t get there if I needed to.

      Compared to some of our bigger hotels, the lobby here was downright cozy. It had the big windows and panes of glass for walls like most of our hotels did, but it seemed warmer because it was smaller.

      I made mental notes of things I noticed while walking in. Part of my job when I visited the properties was to report back on general impressions and things I thought we could improve in order to attract more business. Quality assurance.

      The first thing I noticed was the sign out front. It wasn’t as eye-catching as it used to be, before some of the bigger hotels in the area sprung up. It seemed dull. We were in the process of rolling out bigger, improved signs anyway. I’d approved the budget just last week. This property would have to be added to the list of the ones being swapped out first.

      Some of the bright red couches in the lobby were looking threadbare. Another thing I would have to approve a decent budget for. The front desk of the lobby sat right up against the back wall, next to a glass panel providing a pretty damn awesome view of the sun setting over the ocean.

      Behind the front desk was a velvet lined wall filled with clocks telling the time in half a dozen states and countries where McAllen had hotels, and had a hidden door leading to the back where the staff had their break rooms and offices. A pretty redhead stood behind the desk, staring intently at her computer screen. Whatever was on the screen was apparently more interesting than a guest, since she hardly looked up when I entered the doors.

      My eyes narrowed briefly. Part of our policy was that all staff should be warm and welcoming from the moment a guest stepped in the doors. Attentive front desk staff was crucial in that aspect. I wouldn’t make any snap judgments though. It was probably near the end of her shift and most guests wouldn’t expect, or even notice a smile as soon as they entered the lobby.

      When she did look up, she blinked a couple of times before her lips curled into a wide smile. Almost non-existent lashes batted as I neared her. “Welcome to the Palo Alto McAllen. Are you checking in?”

      Her tone bordered on flirtatious, which was worrying, but not entirely surprising. Danny and I both inherited the best physical traits of our parents. It wasn’t being immodest to say I was used to being hit on, even by our staff. Especially since most of the staff had no clue who I was when I first arrived. My reservations were always made under Mom’s maiden name, and all my credit cards had both.

      Dad and I arranged it that way so I could observe the hotels before the staff found out I was coming. It was no use visiting the properties when we could never see what they were really like without the VIP treatment I got once they found out who I was.

      “Yes, I’m checking in. I have a reservation under Carlton.”

      The clerk, Tiffany, according to her name badge, smiled and started clacking away on her keyboard. “Okay, Mr. Carlton. I have you in a Superior Double Room for five nights. Is that correct?”

      “Yeah, but I might be staying longer. Is that a problem?”

      She narrowed her eyes in concentration, scrolling through the information on her screen. “It’s no problem. If you’re willing to pay for a sixth night up front, I can upgrade you to a suite at no extra charge. Interested?”

      “Sure.” I handed her my credit card and was about to ask about the facilities when the door behind her opened. A woman I definitely hadn’t met before stepped through it, coming up to stand behind Tiffany.

      From her uniform, I could tell she was the manager. She wore black instead of navy and had a soft smile on her face. Hers was very unlike the one Tiffany was wearing, which seemed almost predatory in comparison.

      Long, dark brown hair was swept back from her face with those clip things women used to keep their hair from getting in their way. It tumbled past her shoulders in a wavy curtain and the ends caressed her waist.

      “Good afternoon, sir. I’m Aston, the manager here. Let me show you to your room.” Her voice was smooth and velvety, like melted chocolate over creamy ice cream.

      My mouth went dry when our eyes met. Hers were light green, almost the color of new blades of grass in spring. I shook off the physical reaction to the beautiful woman and forced my lips into a polite smile. “Thank you.”

      Was she what Dad was thinking about when he said something might be different in California this time? Because she was certainly different than the last manager of the property. He was a brash mid-westerner who we fired for taking bribes from suppliers.

      When Aston rounded the desk to escort me to my room, I extended my hand. “Blake. Nice to meet you.”

      Her hand was small and warm, but her grip was firm. Another smile lit her eyes. “You too, Blake. We hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us. Please let me know if you need anything to make your stay more pleasant.”

      My mind flew to the gutter. I could think of at least a dozen things she could do to make my stay more pleasurable, none of which involved performing the duties in her job description. I pushed the thought away. I was here to work, not play. And I was definitely not here to fuck the hot new manager.

      Aston started walking to the elevators and I followed, but not before noticing the way her hips swayed slightly when she walked or how her ass looked in her skirt. I couldn’t help it. “Have you been working here long?”

      She looked mildly surprised by the question, but handled it effortlessly. Of course, I could log onto my laptop and pull up her employee file. I would know everything there was to know about her in seconds, but I wanted to hear it from her.

      “I’ve been at the hotel for a few years, but I’ve only been the manager for a couple of months.” She stopped in front of the elevators to press the call button. Her fingers were slender, her nails painted with an elegant French manicure. “Have you visited our hotel before?”

      “A few times.” There was no need to tell her who I was just yet. It was better if she didn’t know for now. Once the staff found out, they usually huddled around me constantly. I enjoyed the part of my job where I was anonymous. Just another guest. “Are you enjoying your new position?”

      A low ding signaled the arrival of the elevator car. Aston motioned for me to walk in ahead of her, but I stepped back and nodded for her to enter first. Again, she looked surprised. It made me wonder how other guests treated her. Strangely, the thought that they were rude or didn’t treat her well annoyed me.

      She entered the car and pressed the button for the top floor. I paid so much attention to her from the minute I saw her that I didn’t even know which room Tiffany put me in. The fuck? I never got that distracted.

      Aston folded her hands in front of her as we rode up and finally answered my question. “I love being the manager here. It’s a beautiful hotel and a great company to work for.”

      It was a good answer. Aston impressed me. Everything about her was professional, yet warm. She was exactly what we looked for in a manager. Polite, kind. Not overbearing. She was different than the other managers I dealt with. And Danny wanted to promote Dustin over someone like her? He was insane if he thought I was letting that happen. Although, my brother had a tendency to get a little insane when it came to getting what he wanted.

      “What brings you to California?” She asked as we arrived on my floor.

      We walked down the carpeted corridor and stopped at a door on my left. An ocean view suite. “I’m here for business.”

      An electronic beep sounded as Aston swiped the key card over the reader. “I heard you mention to Tiffany that you might be staying with us longer than planned. If you need any information about the area, restaurant suggestions or anything at all, I’ll be near the desk.”

      “I appreciate that, thanks.” Wheeling my bag into the room, I noticed she didn’t follow me inside.

      She stood at the threshold and peered inside, probably discreetly checking to ensure everything was in order. “Enjoy your stay, Blake.”

      With a final smile, she pivoted and headed back to the elevator. I released a deep breath as I watched her walk away. The sway of those hips was mesmerizing. It made me wonder what it would feel like to have her on top of me, those hips moving in time with mine.

      My dick liked the thought way too much. Reaching out, I shut the door firmly and loosened my tie. I left my bag standing near the door and tossed the tie onto the bed before planting my hands on my hips and walking out onto the balcony.

      Breathing in deeply, I let the fresh, salty air clear my mind. The sun dipped low over the horizon, an orange ball of fire that made the ocean glow. California wasn’t so bad. I definitely wasn’t going to mind spending a couple of weeks here.
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      Damn that man was hot. He was tons better looking than the arrogant frat guys, with none of their attitudes. He couldn’t be more than a few years older than they were, but compared to him they looked like adolescent boys. Blake, on the other hand, was all man.

      Tall, well-spoken, confident. He radiated strength and power. A lot of times with men around my age, it looked to me like their suits wore them instead of the other way around. Almost like they hoped the suit made them look as powerful as they wanted to feel, as they hoped to be seen.

      Blake was different, he wore the suit. The suit didn’t wear him. It seemed right on him, made especially for him, but more. Almost like the fabric itself clung to him, wanting to be in his presence.

      The air of cool confidence he exuded was unmistakable. The magnetism of a man who knew who he was, what he wanted and how he was going to get it. And he probably got it all the time, whatever it might be.

      His attitude alone would have made him one of the most attractive men I had come across in a long time, even without the tall, ripped body or the gorgeous eyes. Granted, I couldn’t be sure about the body given that it was covered in fabric, but from what I could tell, he definitely put in his hours at the gym. And those eyes—swoon!

      Early in the mornings on cloudy days, a ray of sunshine would break through over the ocean to paint the water a silvery blue. That was the color of Blake’s eyes. A grey blue hue that seemed almost inhuman, more like that of a demigod. The son of Poseidon.

      Often, goods looks were accompanied by arrogance. Intolerable arrogance sometimes. Most of the businessmen who checked into the hotel were too self-important to even acknowledge the staff here as human. Blake, for all his obvious wealth and authority, wasn’t like that.

      It had taken me by surprise that he seemed genuinely interested in me. Fine, he was only making small talk, but it was refreshing to have a guest take interest in my job and whether I enjoyed it or not. The only time I got asked about my job was typically when someone was yelling at me, asking if I wanted to lose it because they’d been put into the wrong room or had been served cold eggs.

      Most people, men included, wouldn’t let me walk through doors ahead of them, always allowing me to step back since I worked here. Blake though, was ever the gentleman.

      I had to clasp my hands in front of me during the ride up on the elevator to keep from poking him to see if he was really real. Especially after the door closed and his scent filled the elevator. It was an expensive, masculine scent. Spicy, but woodsy. Intoxicating.

      He was the first man I’d met who I thought about as too dangerous to escort into his room. Not because I was afraid of him doing anything to me, but because I would be disappointed if he didn’t. I wasn’t the kind to fantasize about an attractive guest throwing me onto the bed and ravishing me, but the thought crossed my mind when we walked to his room. Although I had nothing to compare it to, I briefly wondered what it would feel like being underneath a man like him.

      Shit, all I needed was cheesy music and I’d have constructed a bad porno in my imagination all in the time it took to walk the couple of yards between the elevator and his room.

      I had to get a grip. Maybe Tiffany was right and I needed to get laid more badly than I realized. Taking a breath, I shook my head and walked back to the front desk. I had to get back to work.

      Tiffany watched me like a hawk as I crossed the lobby. As soon as I reached her, the inquisition started. “So that’s what you like? I must say, you have fantastic taste. Expensive, but fantastic.”

      I rolled my eyes, chuckling. “What are you talking about? He’s just another guest. A good looking one, sure. But that doesn’t change anything.”

      He’s just another guest, I reminded myself. Thank God Tiffany couldn’t read my mind or she would’ve known my indecent thoughts about said guest not a moment before.

      “Is he from around here?” I knew immediately where she was going with her question and knew I had to shut her down now or I’d be spending the next week telling her he wasn’t the one I was going to give it up to. No matter how alluring the thought of him ravishing me on that bed may be.

      “No, he’s a traveling businessman, but don’t get any ideas. A man who looks like him probably has a girlfriend in every city he visits and a wife on each side of the country.”

      Tiffany scoffed, then started giggling. “He probably could have, but I just don’t see him doing it. He was too polite for that. Plus, we’re only looking for someone for you to have sex with, remember? You said nobody from California, and he’s not from here.”

      I lifted both eyebrows and crossed my arms. “I didn’t mean I was going to try and sleep with every guest not from California. That would take me from 0 to 1000 in one month flat.”

      Tiffany laughed. “Well, I think he’s perfect. He’s definitely the hottest prospect around here.”

      We lowered our voices as another guest entered the hotel. As she made her way to Tiffany, I muttered. “Oh please, I’ll probably never even see him again.”

      She gave me a look that told me she disagreed, but turned to help our customer. While she was busy, I pulled up our statistics for the week and started going over any special requests when an awareness pricked the back of my neck. It was the strangest feeling, but not in an unpleasant way.

      When I looked up from the computer, I saw Blake crossing the lobby. He’d taken off his waistcoat, jacket and tie and rolled his sleeves up to his elbows. If I were in a cartoon, my tongue probably would have rolled out of my head.

      It was unfair for one person to be that beautiful. The crisp white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar and, now uninterrupted by the blue tie and black suit, contrasted perfectly with his tanned skin and pitch black hair.

      I watched him walk up to us, admiring his perfect bone structure, angular jaw and the precisely measured way in which he moved. His gait was long but graceful, and his eyes, while seemingly focused on mine, still seemed alert to everything going on around him.

      Whatever the man did for work, I doubted he ever missed a trick. The corners of his lips turned up into a smile when he got to the desk. “I was wondering if I could take you up on that offer of telling me where I could go grab a bite to eat.”

      Despite his intimidatingly good looks, it was surprisingly easy to talk to him. “Sure, what are you in the mood for?”

      I felt heat rising into my cheeks and felt like shoving my foot in my mouth when I realized how domestic that question sounded. It didn’t seem to bother Blake though. “Whatever you recommend. As long as it’s not vegetarian and doesn’t have too many foreign spices on it, I’ll eat it.”

      “Okay, so you want meat?” Oh my God, what was wrong with my mouth?

      One corner of his mouth pressed in like he was trying to stop himself from laughing. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

      My cheeks flushed again and I turned to get a city map from the rack behind me to hide my embarrassment. I unfolded the map slowly to allow the heat on my skin to die down before lifting my head to face him again.

      I spread the map open on the counter and grabbed a marker to show him the route to take. “Dave’s makes an excellent steak. It’s only about a five minute walk from here.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll give it a try.” For a heart stopping second, I thought he was going to ask me to have dinner with him. His eyes lingered on mine and it looked like he was about to ask but he didn’t. “Thanks for the recommendation.”

      When he left, Tiffany bumped my shoulder with hers. “You two are so cute together. You should have offered to take him to dinner.”

      Blake walked through the revolving doors and I watched him walk down the sidewalk with a pang. A part of me wished I had offered to take him to dinner, but there was probably almost no chance that he was single even though he wasn’t wearing a ring.

      “Maybe you should follow him.” Tiffany said. Turning my head, I narrowed my eyes and tried to determine if she was being serious. She was smiling, but not in an ‘I was just kidding’ kind of way.

      “Are you crazy? I can’t follow him.” Tiffany was a confident enough girl to pull off something like that, I wasn’t. To me, I would feel like I was stalking a random guest who only wanted a dinner recommendation. Come to think about it though, that was exactly what it would be if I did follow him. Stalking.

      “Of course you can follow him. He wanted you to follow him.” Tiffany said, jerking her head towards the maps. “I saw the way he looked at you while you were getting that for him. That man wants you as much as you want him. Go on, I’ll cover for you.”

      “No. No way. Thanks for trying, but I couldn’t do that.” As attractive as he was and as appealing as it sounded to have dinner with someone like him, following him and inviting myself to dinner just wasn’t me.

      He was too hot for a virgin newbie like me anyway. He was probably used to girls who knew the kama sutra by heart and could suck like vacuum cleaners. Even if I somehow mustered the courage to ‘accidentally’ run into him at the restaurant, I would never be brave enough to get naked with him.

      Hell, supermodels would probably be shy about exposing themselves to someone like him. Although, he was probably dating one of those supermodels.

      Tiffany looked like she was expecting me to change my mind and run after him. Not happening. “Again, he probably has a girlfriend, and besides, he’s not interested in me at all.”

      Yup, he wasn’t interested in me at all. I had to remember that. He’s just another guest.
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      Sifting through thousands of unanswered emails, I waited for the conference call from my father and my brother to come in. It was a beautiful, typical California day outside with clear blue skies and warm weather. I, however, was cooped up in my hotel room waiting for our weekly briefing to begin.

      It was day four of my weekly hostage situation, aka Thursday. I worked almost every weekend, but I was looking forward to taking this weekend off. Danny and I had been at loggerheads more often than not this week and I needed some space away from him, or away from my computer rather—which is where it seemed he lived when I wasn’t physically close by.

      The call came through when it was supposed to, almost to the minute. My father was nothing if not punctual. His face popped up on my screen first, followed shortly by Danny’s, in its own window. As far as I knew, my brother was in Arizona this week.

      “Blake. How’s California?” My father asked.

      “Still standing. The hotel is doing well, but I’ve noticed a few things we need to talk about.”

      Danny leaned forward, glare burning into me from thousands of miles away. “Like what?”

      I returned his narrow eyed glare. “Some of the furniture is dated, for example. Nothing for you to worry about.”

      His eyes slid to the ceiling before rolling back to his camera. “So deal with it. Our father doesn’t have time to deal with every tiny thing in every tiny branch.”

      Dad cleared his throat loudly and looked between the two of us on his screen. “Your father is still here, listening. Cut it out. We have business to discuss. Blake, we’ll do the briefing and then you and I can talk about the branch. I have a couple of questions about it anyway.”

      I didn’t want to cut it out. I wanted to have it out, but my dad was right. We had business to attend to and didn’t have time for immature pissing contests. Even though Danny would always try and get into one. “Let’s get started with the briefing.”

      My dad nodded and breathed out a relieved sigh. “First things first, Danny and I have been talking about these promotions he suggested when we talked in Florida. We are going to go ahead with them. It’s that time of year when everyone is getting tired and we need to motivate some of our employees.”

      Fucking Danny. He might have convinced dad that the promotions could be used as an incentive, and they could have, had he not been using them to push his own agenda.

      I had no problem with an internal campaign incentivizing people to work harder by promising to promote them. In fact, there were a lot of our employees that deserved promotions. Aston, for instance, jumped to mind at the very top of the list.

      However, there was only one spot as the Group General Manager, and I had no doubt Danny had promised it to Dustin.

      Whatever. Let the campaign launch, I wasn’t going to let anyone be promoted into a management position at the executive level if they didn’t deserve it. I would deal with my brother later.

      “That’s a great idea, Dad. I’m sure they’ll all be very excited. We have some excellent people within the group who deserve a shot at a position like this.” We would be launching the campaign in respect to more than one position, sure. But the only one at executive level would be that of the Group General Manager, which meant that would likely be the only one we would end up fighting about.

      “Some deserve a position like this more than others.” Danny spat my way, his eyes shooting daggers at me through the camera.

      Two could play that game. “Yes, some do. I can think of at least five of our branch managers who would be terrific at a higher level.”

      Dad looked pleasantly surprised that I wasn’t arguing with Danny. “Wonderful news. Get their names to me as soon as possible. I’ll want to make sure that they all apply. I’m excited for this campaign, I think it’s about time we started hyping people up internally.”

      “I agree.” I said. Danny’s eyes were narrowed to slits by now, it was clear the conversation wasn’t going quite the way he wanted it to. Danny being Danny, he quickly rectified that. “We’ll be having a press conference later this afternoon to announce our new strategies. This round of promotions and the opening at the executive level will be one of the announcements I will make. If you get any press calls, redirect them to me. I’ll deal with the media.”

      “Of course.” I wanted to roll my eyes so badly it almost hurt. Danny always dealt with the press, he knew exactly how I felt about them. There was a reason why I’d gone through all the effort to carefully conceal my identity. I was perfectly happy with him being the face of the company and the McAllen group as a whole.

      “Have fun with your press buddies. I’ll be sure to send them to you if by some miracle one decides to phone me.” It would be my pleasure not to have to deal with the press fallout after the announcement is made. I wouldn’t have thought that companies like ours making announcements like these would cause such a splash, but somehow they always did.

      “After the announcement is made, there is likely to be a barrage of questions from our employees.” Dad said, getting the conversation back on track. “I’ve asked human resources to designate someone who will answer on our behalf. Be careful not to provide any direct answers to staff members. We want the process fair and I don’t want anyone saying one of us made them false promises afterward.”

      I snorted while trying to hold back a laugh. I loved how Dad could just work these things in sometimes. He never made it sound like he was berating or targeting one of us, yet both of us always knew which of us he was talking to.

      Danny opened his mouth to protest, but Dad deftly cut it off while pretending not even to notice that he had done so. “Any questions, Blake?”

      “Yeah. One. What does any of this have to do with me? Danny is doing the announcements and human resources are managing the questions.” It wasn’t like my father to include things like this in the weekly briefing if they didn’t affect both of us.

      Dad nodded, smiling like a professor who appreciated a question from a student. “Yes, we have everything handled on our end. But you have an excellent network of people on the ground level you can reach out to. I want you to help us gauge how the branches are reacting.”

      Technically, this wasn’t part of my job description. But hey, it was our company and I often had to do things outside of my regular duties. “Fine, I’ll make a couple of calls and send through reports as I get them.”

      “Fantastic. I want to know how people are responding to this.” My father liked having his ear on the ground. He was a respected CEO not only because of his business sense, but also for the way that he treated his employees.

      His eyes slid to Danny’s screen on his computer. “Blake and I need to talk about a few more things, Dan. You’re excused. I’m sure you have a lot of preparation to do before the conference this afternoon. Keep me in the loop.”

      “Fine, we’ll talk later. Bye Dad. Cheers Blake, try not to let the numbers get away from you.” The screen went black where his face used to be before I could retort.

      Dad sighed. “He’s quite convinced you are wrong about his friend.”

      “I know, but I’m not.” After my run-in with Danny in Florida, I’d gone over all the evidence again. I was still confident his friend was stealing from the business.

      “I don’t doubt it, but let the investigation run its course. There is no need for you boys to keep arguing about it.” Dad had been mediating between us since we were young, but I didn’t need him to do it now. I vowed not to keep getting into this with my brother, because it was business not personal. We disagreed on enough issues, and sooner or later the investigative report would come back and prove I was right anyway.

      Dad shuffled a few papers on his end and picked up a file labeled California. “How are things going over there?”

      “Looking good. I’m in the process of compiling a complete report but this branch is in good shape generally.”

      “Have you met our new manager there yet?” So Dad did remember about Aston.

      I considered asking if he had met her or if he’d ever seen how beautiful she was, but I didn’t want to give him hope that I was taking his advice about looking for someone to share my life with. “Yeah, I did. I liked her. She’s really personable. A great find.”

      He smiled, then lifted his glasses to rub his eyes.” Good. That’s good news. I just wanted to check on her.”

      “Why are you checking on her? You don’t usually do that with new placements.”

      “No, I don’t. She had very little management experience at a former employer, and none in her time with us. She came highly recommended though. I was just checking to make sure it was the right move to put her in that position.”

      “She didn’t strike me as having little management experience. From what I’ve seen since I arrived, she is well liked and seems to be coping well.”

      “I figured as much since we haven’t had many staff complaints about her, but it’s an important job and she’s still young. Younger than you, even.”

      “Are you worried about it?”

      “A little,” he admitted. “There are some people who thought they were better candidates for the job. I just wanted to be sure she was the right fit.”

      “If you ask me, based on first impressions, of course, she is a great manager. But if you’re worried, I can keep an eye on things. I can try to get closer and see what I can find out.”

      Dad flashed me a grin, suddenly no longer seeming worried. “Would you? That would be good. Set my mind at ease that I did the right thing.”

      “I’ll get right on it.” Dad and I talked about the improvements I’d noticed so far that needed to be made to the California property and then he signed off.

      I worked for another couple of hours before realizing it was almost time for Danny’s conference. Remembering my promise to my father, I decided to go watch the announcement downstairs. It would allow me to gauge the reactions of the staff members watching first-hand, but would also give me an opportunity to get closer to Aston.

      If she was smart, she would realize that the announcement was going to cause her to be inundated by applications for several of the promotions available in California. It would be interesting to see how she handled the news.

      With that in mind, I grabbed my phone and wallet and headed down to the hotel lounge. There were only a couple other people in the lounge, but there were quite a few employees milling about. I overheard two women talking about the notification that went out company-wide earlier, informing the employees about the press conference.

      Apparently, I’d made the right decision coming down to the lounge to watch the news conference, since some of the employees seemed to have the same idea. Aston walked in a couple of minutes after I did. A gorgeous, genuine smile spread on her lips when she spotted me. “Blake. How are you enjoying your stay with us?”

      “It’s been pretty good. Room service is fast and I love the views.” I glanced down at my watch and realized that the press conference was about to start, but no one had switched on the TV yet. “Could you turn on Channel five, please?”

      “Of course.” She strode over to the TV and complied with my request without asking any questions. Danny’s face filled the screen almost immediately. He was wearing his charismatic grin that the press usually ate up.

      Immediately, I knew he was going to play this conference up. I better brace myself. He was definitely going to be dramatic about it. The article in The Times must’ve reminded him how much fun it was for him to be talked about publicly.

      A hush fell over the lounge when the employees saw who was on screen. Well, well, well, let the games begin.
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      Tiffany and I gathered in front of the TV. Blake came to stand next to us. A handsome man appeared on the screen and most of us in the lounge went quiet. Tiffany gasped. “Oh my God, that’s Danny McAllen, the big boss’s son.”

      I frowned, wondering what could be so important that one of the McAllen’s themselves would be making the announcement. I didn’t follow society gossip much and I hadn’t met any of the family in person since I started working for the McAllen group. “Have you met him?”

      Tiffany shook her head. “Can’t say that I wouldn’t like to. He’s damn good-looking isn’t he? And can you imagine how rich he is?”

      I suddenly became very aware of Blake standing right next to me. He probably hadn’t known who Danny McAllen was either, but he still didn’t need to hear Tiffany make those kinds of comments about the guy.” Tiffany!”

      She glanced at Blake, but shrugged. “What? I bet he’s loaded. I would sleep with him for a portion of his money, even if it was just a small portion.”

      Seriously? We had a guest standing right next to us, but Tiffany didn’t care. I shot her a look but she simply smirked and winked at me. “You know, I bet that for all his money he probably has a very small dick.”

      My eyes flew wide open, but Blake snorted beside me. He didn’t say anything. “Tiffany!” I admonished, but I knew it wouldn’t make a difference. The girl said whatever she wanted to say and she never apologized for it. I’d had to deal with several guests to smooth things over after she said something they found insulting. Not everyone got or appreciated her honesty and dry sense of humor.

      I snuck a glance at Blake to see how he had taken her comment, but he no longer seemed to be paying attention to us. His eyes were glued to the TV where Danny McAllen had started the press conference.

      He was standing behind a podium in front of one of the other McAllen Group Hotels. I wasn’t sure which one, I’d missed the introduction while Tiffany was talking. He was in the process of giving a broad overview about the company and then moved on to his announcement.

      “As you know, McAllen Property Group is one of the fastest growing hotel chains in the country. We have hotels in almost every state and we plan on changing that to every state within the next five years. We’ve also been expanding internationally and we will be increasing our global footprint with three more properties scheduled to go up within the next three years.”

      Jeez, I didn’t know if Tiffany was right about his dick. But he certainly was one. I might never have met him, but he seemed to have the same arrogance those frat boys and so many of our businessmen guests had.

      “As the company is growing, so is our workforce. Obviously, it’s very important to us to make sure that our valued employees know how valued they are. We are launching a round of promotions today which will be taking place on a company-wide basis. Any of our employees are eligible to apply for any spot if they meet the selection criteria on the advertisement. This is regardless of where in the country or even where in the world you might be stationed.”

      This part of his announcement caused a round of murmurs around the lounge before somebody shushed them so we could hear the rest of the announcement. “We’re also going to be making a big investment into a social media chain. Technology is the future and McAllen plans on staying with the times.”

      Tiffany scoffed beside me. “And just where are they getting the money for this big investment? I’ll tell you where. They are going to start making cuts. We’ll all be out of jobs soon.”

      Was she right? I dismissed it when she’d mentioned the other day how we’d all be out of jobs soon, but now I wasn’t so sure. “Do you really think so? He did say the workforce was growing, maybe the company is doing well enough to hire new people, promote those of us already here, and expand into social media. I read the quarterly report just the other night, the numbers looked good,”

      “Good enough to support this kind of expansion?” Tiffany clearly didn’t believe it. I caught a few of the murmurs around us. She wasn’t the only one worried about losing her job. Looking around the lounge, she sighed. “In this economy, we’re lucky enough to have these jobs. I mean, I don’t love mine nearly as much as you do, but it is a job.”

      To Tiffany, working the front desk at the hotel really was just a job. It paid the bills and that was it. “Maybe you should apply for one of the promotions.”

      She waved me off, scoffing. “No, I wouldn’t get a promotion even if I applied. I don’t want to anyway. A new job means more responsibilities and starting from scratch to learn how everything works. I don’t want that.”

      “But you’re worried about losing the job you have. A promotion would mean you keep working at McAllen.” I pointed out.

      Sucking her thin lips into her mouth, she released them slowly. “If I got a promotion, I would still only keep working here for now. This is what I meant when I told you the company didn’t care about the little people. They care about their bottom line, not their bottom staff. Making a big announcement of promotions, expanding to more states and into social media? It’s all to make themselves more money. They don’t care if a few of the little people lose their livelihoods because of it.”

      “Jeez, Tiff.” I glanced at Blake again. He was still watching the TV, seemingly following the ads in the break. There was no way he couldn’t hear what she was saying though. I was worried about a guest hearing her talk this way, but Tiffany wasn’t deterred.

      And to be fair to her, Blake didn’t look like he cared about hearing her rant about the company she worked for.

      Even so, it was unprofessional. “Maybe we should continue this discussion later. How does that sound?”

      “No need.” She hopped off the stool she was sitting on when Danny McAllen came back on the screen. “I’ve said what I needed to say. Let’s hear what more of what he has to say.”

      We turned our attention back to the TV just as Danny started talking again. “This is an exciting time for the McAllen Group. We urge all our employees to join us in celebrating these new developments and we hope to be seeing you all in a McAllen Hotel someday soon.”

      When he started taking questions from the reporters at the press conference, Tiffany stuck out her lower lip. “I take back what I said. I wouldn’t sleep with him for all the money he has.”

      “Really? If Danny McAllen were to walk through our doors right now, you wouldn’t be interested if he offered you say, a million dollars?” My teasing question was out before I could stop it.

      Horrified to have spoken that way in front of a guest, I turned my head to apologize, but when I saw Blake chuckling into his drink, I decided it was okay to have slipped just this once.

      Tiffany feigned a shocked expression, letting her mouth hang open and bringing four of her fingers up to cover it.

      “Me? Sleep with someone for money? Never. I’m not a prostitute,” she said primly before letting the act go. “But seriously, I would say no. The guy’s obviously a dick. I don’t need to meet him to see that. Did you see his smile? He looks like a shark. Sleeping with him would definitely come back to bite you in the ass. And not in the good way I mentioned the other day. Am I right?”

      To my surprise, she was looking at Blake for an answer. He laughed and nodded his agreement. “He is a dick, but I’m more interested in knowing what kind of good way there is to bite someone in the ass. Care to enlighten me?”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks when I realized he was waiting for me to answer. Tiffany walked away as soon as he agreed with her. I guessed she considered her point proven and in a classic mic drop move, she glanced back at me with a smirk. “It’s nothing. Just a joke we made a little while ago. I’m sorry about her. She should never have said all those things. Would you like another drink? It’s on me, to make up for my friend and slightly wayward employee.”

      Blake frowned, tilting his head questioningly. “Why? You have nothing to apologize for. Neither does she. She has good reason to feel the way she does.”

      I still didn’t like how unprofessionally we had acted in front of him by talking about it, but since he didn’t seem to mind I decided to let it go. Beating myself up over it was useless. I apologized, I tried to make it up to him and he said not to worry. That was all there was to it.

      “Thanks for understanding.”

      His mouth curled up into a slow, beautiful smile. “No problem. Are you okay? Your friend was pretty vocal about how upset she was, but you haven’t said much.”

      “I’m fine. I don’t think they’ll get rid of us all.” My eyebrows pushed together as I frowned. “At least I hope not. I have faith in this company, it would be awful if it turned out to be as soulless as all the others.”

      He nodded. “Do you think you’ll apply for any of the promotions?”

      Would I? I didn’t know. “I’m pretty happy where I am at the moment. I’ll look at the positions available of course, and who knows, maybe I will apply for one. I just don’t know.”

      The lounge started emptying out around us. I looked up at the clock, surprised to see we’d been in here almost an hour. “I should get back to work. Thanks again for understanding. I’ll see you around.”

      I turned to go, but Blake caught my wrist. His touch was gentle, sending a low hum of electricity from my wrist all the way through my body. Goosebumps raised the hairs on my arms. It even made my nipples stand up.

      Crap. I hoped he wouldn’t notice.

      When I faced him again, he let me go. A part of me yearned to grab his hand again. I liked the feel of his skin on mine. It was the perfect combination of soft and rough. Callouses on his palms, but only warm skin for the rest.

      “Before you take off, I wanted to ask if you would like to have dinner with me tomorrow night.” Those gorgeous eyes burned into mine. I was caught off-guard by the question. I’d been so convinced he wasn’t interested in me that I really hadn’t seen it coming.

      He waited patiently for the shock to subside, a small grin playing on his lips. He knew the effect he had on me.

      Bastard! But he was a very hot, very intriguing one at that. “Sure, why not? I’ll be at the hotel anyway.”

      “Perfect. I hear you have a great restaurant onsite on the deck upstairs.” Man, this guy had confidence in spades. I probably should have taken a minute to think about what I just did. I’d agreed to a date with a guest of the hotel.

      Fleetingly, my mind went over our employee policies. I couldn’t think of any saying it was against the rules for me to date a guest. Besides, since the beach trip with Tiffany had reminded me that I actually used to have fun from time to time, I wanted to have more fun.

      And what was more fun than a date with a gorgeous, charismatic man? Well, except for a bath and an early night.

      Nothing. Nothing was more fun than the prospect of a date with this man. I swept my misgivings over agreeing from my mind.

      “I’ll meet you there at seven?” I said, pushing ahead with the plan.

      Blake flashed me another smile. “I’ll see you then.”

      “Yeah.” I replied, not even bothering to hide my grin. “Yes, you will.”
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      Going to dinner with the managers of our hotels was something I did quite often. It was one of the tools I used to gauge how they really felt about the company. But this was the first time I’d found myself trying on my third shirt before heading out.

      Getting dressed for dinner with Aston felt different than it usually did when I was grabbing dinner with a manager. That felt like work, this felt like a date.

      One of the girls I’d dated once told me blue shirts made my eyes ‘pop.’ Looking in the full-length mirror in my walk-in closet, I decided I agreed with her. The color of my shirt did bring out my eyes.

      And you sound like a fucking girl.

      Fuck it, I decided. I was wearing the shirt. The other two looked just fine too, actually. I didn’t even know why I cared. I shouldn’t have cared.

      This was a business dinner. Aston was coming to the restaurant after her shift. She might not know it was business for me too, but that hardly mattered. I wasn’t lying to her, and I wasn’t interviewing her without telling her or anything. I just wanted to get to know her better.

      Okay, so I wanted to get to know her better to report back to the biggest boss she had, but I wouldn’t get her in trouble. That wasn’t the way I rolled. I got to know the managers a little better, reported back on strengths and weaknesses and gave suggestions about how they could improve.

      After fastening my cuff links, I pulled on my shoes and left my room without looking in the mirror again. It wasn’t a date. I’d already spent too much time looking in the mirror while getting dressed. It didn’t matter what I wore. Just like it didn’t matter what she wore.

      At least, that was what I told myself until I saw her walking into the dining room in the restaurant. She’d come straight from her shift and she hadn’t changed, judging by the name tag still clinging to her dress, but she looked beautiful. She looked more and more beautiful each time I saw her.

      The black dress she was wearing was simple. It dipped low enough in front to reveal a hint of cleavage, but not so much that it was unprofessional. The same could be said for her legs. The dress was long enough not to be inappropriate for work, while still showing off tanned, toned legs. Legs worthy of the large sums Tiffany had joked about turning Danny down over. Now the image of those legs wrapped around my hips had me totally distracted.

      I stood up when I saw her arrive. My mother may have left when I was young, but my father had raised a gentleman. Dad was old school and he raised his boys to be the same way. A couple of the lessons got lost on Danny, but I remembered them all.

      Watching her cross the room to our table, I couldn’t help but be slightly awed by Aston. I happened to know she’d just worked a nine hour shift, but would never have guessed it if I hadn’t known.

      Her hair was pulled in a low bun at the nape of her neck. Some tendrils had escaped during the course of the day and kissed her collarbones, just like I would’ve liked to do if this was an actual date.

      It didn’t help that the restaurant was quite romantic at this time of day. Massive windows looked out over the sun now setting over the ocean. On the tables, candles were already burning in glass orbs, casting shadows in the dim lighting that hung overhead.

      Deep red table cloths were draped over the tables, with crystal glasses on top of them just waiting to be filled. Waiters were dressed in penguin suits and all seemed ready for a busy shift. The entire setup felt like a damn date.

      One of the waiters stopped Aston to talk. An uncomfortable feeling hit me in the gut when she laughed at something he said. It couldn’t be jealousy. I had nothing to be jealous about. Pushing it aside, I watched as she nodded in my direction and closed the distance between us.

      “You’re right on time,” she remarked.

      I grinned, pulling her chair out for her. She frowned slightly, as if the move surprised her, then smiled and sat down. “Punctuality is the key to success.”

      “I thought that was hard work,” she said, her eyes sparkling with humor in the candlelight.

      Shaking my head, I explained. “It’s punctuality. Working hard doesn’t mean you’ll be successful, it just means you’ll be tired most of the time.”

      Aston laughed. “And being on time means you’ll be successful?”

      “It means you’ll give yourself the best shot to be. If you show up late for anything work related it leaves a bad taste in people’s mouths. They’re less inclined to give you the shot if there’s a bad taste in their mouths.”

      She inclined her head. “True. Tell me, what is it you need a shot for? You said you were in town for business, but you never told me what business.”

      Watch your step, McAllen. “I do quality assurance and finances for a company.”

      Aston’s eyes widened. “Impressive. What company?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked, then steered the conversation away from me. I was here to get to know her. “It’s not important. What about you? Have you decided if you’ll apply for any of those promotions?”

      “Not yet. My career is important to me. If I decide to apply for another promotion, it’ll have to be at the right time. I’m just not sure this is it.”

      Interesting. “Why not?”

      “I’ve only been in my current position for a few months. I’m doing really well at it, I think. I’m happy and challenged. I don’t know if I’m ready for another change yet,” she admitted. “Enough about me. Tell me about you. Do you enjoy quality assurance and finance?”

      “Does anyone enjoy finance?” I grinned.

      She bounced her head from side to side. “Probably not. I enjoy having finances, if that helps.”

      “That’s the only part anyone enjoys, I think.” I told her honestly. I was good at numbers, I always had been. It didn’t mean I particularly enjoyed them. “The quality assurance part of my job isn’t so bad. I enjoy that.”

      “Really?” She leaned forward, nodding when a waiter appeared and offered her water. We ordered our drinks and the man left to get them. Scotch for me and white wine for her.

      When he was gone, she turned her focus back to me. “What exactly does quality assurance entail? I’m sorry if that’s a stupid question, but I just don’t really know. I’ve never met anyone in that line of work before.”

      I briefly explained that part of my job to her, making sure to keep my answer as short and sweet as possible. Our drinks arrived and we ordered our meals. We both opted to skip the appetizers and go straight for the main courses.

      We each settled on a seafood platter. One of the pros about being at the ocean was the seafood. I always made sure to get my fill while I was here. Aston and I kept talking as we waited for our food. Talking to her was just so easy.

      Conversation flowed effortlessly between us. I was supposed to be getting to know her and asking her questions, but she wasn’t having it. She kept me engaged all through dinner. “Okay, so that’s business, college and school covered. What about family, do you have any siblings?”

      “A brother.” I told her. Though she didn’t know exactly who I was, I didn’t lie to her about anything. “We’re not close anymore. We used to be, growing up. Nowadays we argue about everything. What about you?”

      “I have a sister,” she said, taking small sips of her wine while we talked. “We’re not that close either. Tiffany is more like a sister to me now. She’s my go-to whenever I need anything. Advice, to complain, to celebrate.”

      “It’s important to have friends like that.” I didn’t really have any close friends anymore. Work and traveling had turned me into a bit of a loner. I had plenty of acquaintances, but not many friends. “Are you originally from California?”

      She nodded. “Born and bred. I’m ashamed to say I haven’t seen much outside of it actually. You must see the whole country while you’re traveling for your job. What’s that like?”

      I’d seen most of the world while traveling for my job, but that wasn’t the question. “It’s amazing. I love it. It can be hard sometimes, since I don’t have much of a home base, but I’m used to it. The idea of settling down in one place seems a little foreign to me.”

      “I can’t imagine what that must be like,” she said. “I would love to do some traveling, even if it was for work. At least I’d get to see more of what’s out there. The furthest away I’ve been from home is San Francisco.”

      “That’s a beautiful city.” Another place in California I didn’t mind. “If you could go anywhere, where would it be?”

      “It is a beautiful city, but it’s not Paris. That’s where I would go, I think.”

      I waved my hand. “Paris isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      Aston laughed and signaled the waiter for another glass of wine. “Is that your way of saying you’ve been to Paris without sounding like you’re bragging?”

      “Maybe,” I grinned. “Did it work?”

      “Not at all.” Her eyes crinkled as she tried to hold back a smile. God, she really was gorgeous.

      The waiter arrived with our food. Garlic, lemon and spices filled the air, it smelled heavenly. Then Aston moaned when she took the first bite of her fish and the sound distracted me so much I might as well have been eating sawdust.

      When our dinner was done, Aston leaned back in her seat and finished off her glass of wine. “So Blake, this has been fun but tell me, why did you really ask me out tonight?”

      It was a sticky question. She was a great girl and I didn’t want to lie to her, but I also couldn’t tell her outright what I was doing. “I just wanted to get to know you, that’s all. You had fun?”

      “I did have fun,” she said, swallowing the last sip of wine before setting her glass down. She eyed me for a long minute.

      I wasn’t one to get self-conscious, but she was making me feel that way a little. “Do I have parsley in my teeth or something?”

      She shook her head. “Or something. Since we have a little time, could I show you something?”

      “Well, well, well, color me intrigued. I’m in,” I agreed. “Let me just take care of the check, I’ll meet you out front.”

      Surprisingly, for a business dinner, I’d had fun, too. I wondered what she had in store for us next.
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      Blake followed me out the back entrance of the hotel with no questions asked. I appreciated his trust, but I was confused by it. Despite having asked him why he really asked me to dinner, his answer didn’t make sense to me.

      He just wanted to get to know me? Why?

      I was hoping that showing him my happy place would make him open up a bit more. Though we talked all through dinner, I got the feeling he hadn’t really wanted to talk about himself. I didn’t get any bad vibes from him and I didn’t think he was lying to me, but I suspected there was more to it than just wanting to get to know a hotel manager in a city he was skipping out of in a couple of days.

      Traffic was light on this side of town after sunset, but we could hear horns blaring and cars racing by on the main street in front of the hotel. Soundlessly, we made our way up the path that led through the hotel’s gardens and to the trail leading up the hill beside it.

      The path and trail were lit by domes of light on knee high stands placed every couple of yards. We walked at a comfortable pace. Blake was quiet, taking in the gardens and the ocean beyond. When we hit the trail, he paused. “We’re going hiking? I should’ve worn better shoes.”

      Amusement lightened his tone. I shot him a grin over my shoulder, lifting one of my feet to show him my pumps. “You’ll be fine. It’s not much further.”

      “If you say so,” he said, taking off up the trail. I hurried after him, catching up a couple of steps later. Side by side, we made our way up the hill. Just a few minutes later, we made it to the top.

      The cliff side we were on overlooked the ocean. The moon was hanging low and cast a silver sheen over the calm water, highlighting the swells as they rose.

      “Wow,” Blake whistled. “It’s beautiful up here.”

      I nodded, walking over to a boulder I liked to sit on while I watched the sea. I pulled off my pumps and planted my feet on the warm rock to take a seat. “It’s my favorite place in the whole hotel.”

      “I can see why.” He came over and sat down on a lower part of the rock, bending over to remove his shoes. “Do you come up here often?”

      I bounced my head from side to side. “As often as I can. I try to come out here at least once a week. It helps me relax and clear my mind.”

      Blake’s socks and shoes were off. He scooted back on the rock until he was sitting beside me. “To get your mind off work?”

      “Yeah.” My job wasn’t that stressful, but some days were worse than others. Difficult guests, altercations between staff members, new ideas to chew over. I came out here to think about all of it. “Sometimes it’s to get my mind off work, sometimes it’s to clear the clutter so I can focus on work.”

      Nodding slowly, he looked out over the water. “It’s a hell of a spot to have handy for that kind of thing.”

      “Where do you go to think?”

      Chuckling softly, he shrugged. “There’s no one place I can go, really. Next time I’m in California, I’ll come here.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I joked. “It’s my spot.”

      “I’ll make sure you’re not using it before I come up,” he agreed solemnly, his lips curled up at the corners. “You take your job very seriously.”

      “Isn’t that how you should take your job? Seriously?” Many people didn’t work hard, but that wasn’t an option for me. I wanted to take pride in my work and give it my best each and every day. I couldn’t do less than that. I would never forgive myself if I ever lost a job because I didn’t give it my best.

      Blake’s head tipped up to the blanket of stars stretching out in every direction above us. “You’re right, but not everyone takes it as seriously as you do. Have you always been this way, or is it your new position motivating you?”

      Lifting my hand, I tilted it first one way then the other. “A bit of both. I worked hard to get to where I am and I’m hoping if I keep it up, I’ll get further.”

      “At the same company?” he asked, turning his head to look at me. My answer seemed important to him. I could see it in his eyes.

      Strange. “If they’ll keep me on, then yes.”

      “Why this company?” His brows knitted. “Have you ever considered expanding your horizons?”

      Again, the question seemed important. An idea took shape in my mind, and it made more sense to me than the answer he’d given earlier. Angling so I faced him head on, I confronted him about it. “Are you trying to get me to come over to your company? Is that what tonight is really about?”

      He pulled his head back in surprise, shaking it as he dropped his chin. “Not at all. I told you, I just wanted to get to know you better. I’m not trying to headhunt you. I’m not in human resources and even if I was trying to poach you, I would’ve told you.”

      “Oh.” Well, there goes that idea. “Why all the questions about my job and the company then?”

      “I’m curious. And it seems important to you, so I figured it was a good place to start if I really want to know who you are. You seem really loyal to your company. The other day when your friend was mouthing off, you were more worried about it being said in front of a guest than you were about your job.”

      I hesitated. Blake was a nice guy, but as easy as it was to talk to him I had to remember he was still a guest. This wasn’t some random date I could unload on. “I don’t want to bad mouth the company.”

      “Why not?” He seemed determined to get into my head, to really get to know me. In that moment, under the stars and with the vast ocean spread out in front of us, I wanted him to really know me. So he was a guest, but I could tell him how I felt without unloading. I just had to be honest without sounding whiny.

      Easy enough, since I didn’t really have anything to whine about. My career was on track and I didn’t think we were really going to get fired just because some people were getting promoted and the company was expanding.

      “I don’t want to bad mouth the McAllen Group, because I don’t think anything bad about it. The truth is that I love working here. For such a big corporation, it still feels a bit like a family owned business. I guess that’s because it is. Did you know our CEO is still the original McAllen?”

      Blake kept his eyes on the ocean. “Yeah.”

      A little thrill of passion made its way up my spine. If Blake knew a bit about the company, maybe he would understand why I felt the way I did about it. “The man is a work horse. Rumor has it he opened our headquarters in Florida so he could live the retirement lifestyle when he’s not working, but that’s almost never. He’s a self-made man. He was born with nothing and now he’s one of the most respected businessmen out there. It’s an honest to God rags to riches story. I think he still works so hard because he refuses to go back to where he started, and that resonates with me. I get that.”

      Angling his head, Blake slid his eyes to mine. “He’s a man to respect, all right. You’re actually passionate about the company, aren’t you?”

      My head bounced up and down before my brain had even fully processed the question, because there really was no question about it. “I could’ve been stuck in some soulless hole with no prospects so easily. One decision in my early twenties could’ve changed everything, but somehow it all led me here.”

      “I’ll understand if you don’t want to tell me, but why does McAllen’s story mean so much to you?” It was inevitable he was going to ask me that. The fact that he understood that I might not want to tell meant he also understood how personal the question was, but I didn’t mind it.

      A strange need for him to get to know the real me behind the name badge and the manager title had taken hold of my heart. The questions he was asking, the way he was asking them, it all made me feel like it was important to tell him the truth.

      I had no idea why. Maybe it was the chemistry I felt with him, or that he was the first man to show this kind of interest in me in a long time. Or maybe it was something else, but my senses were on high alert and my instincts were screaming at me to be honest with him.

      “I told you earlier I was born and raised in California, but I didn’t tell you I was born into poverty and raised with next to nothing. Mr. McAllen’s work ethic, and his eventual success because of it, means so much to me because I feel like I’m the same. Sure, I’m no billionaire by a long shot, but I’ve worked my way to where I am from nothing. He reminds me of me.”

      Blake was quiet for so long I worried I had overshared. It was possible I’d only imagined the connection between us and he was only being polite by asking those questions.

      But then his hand moved slowly toward mine on the warm rock. It landed right next to mine, with the side of his pinkie finger brushing lightly against my skin. The feel of it sent a shiver through me. His hand was warm and firm. The gesture felt like he was trying to be there for me, offering me something to hang onto if my memories of childhood brought on a tide that threatened to drag me under.

      I was fine though. I didn’t advertise my past, but I wasn’t ashamed of it either. It made me appreciate what I had now so much more. I appreciated Blake’s silent offer all the same. It showed an emotional intelligence I wouldn’t have expected from a man who looked like him, especially one who was obviously not hurting for money.

      Everything about him, from his shoes to the way he carried himself spoke of wealth. In my experience with the rich people who stayed here at the hotel, they never seemed to be very emotionally in touch with those around them.

      Again, Blake was different. I wouldn’t have guessed a man like him had a softer, understanding side. I wondered how many people he allowed to see it. Or maybe I was overthinking the move and his hand had simply gotten uncomfortable where it was.

      The man was making me second guess myself. It wasn’t a feeling I was used to. For a second, I wished I could run his actions by Tiffany. She knew men much better than I did.

      Blake startled me from my inner monologue when he spoke up. “Why did you bring me out here?”

      Just as he asked the question, I caught a shooting star from the corner of my eye. Right on time. “Look over there.”

      I raised my hand and pointed in the direction I’d seen it fall. Sure enough, another followed. “Isn’t it magical?”

      “It sure is,” he murmured. “Do you bring all your clients up here?”

      This time, his question took me by surprise. Heat crept into my cheeks. I considered bending the truth just this once, but decided against it.

      Taking a deep breath, I made my confession. “No, you’re the first person I’ve ever brought up here. It’s my spot. I’ve always wanted to keep it that way. Until tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      “Yes Dad. I sent those numbers over earlier this morning.” It was only eight and a Saturday, but my father never rested.

      Looking into his tired eyes through the laptop screen, I decided to point out to him that he probably should rest a little. “This isn’t urgent, why don’t you go back home, get in bed and get some sleep?”

      He scoffed, shaking his head. “Are you saying I need my beauty sleep? Heads up, son. I’m not tired, I’m getting old.”

      Chuckling, he rifled through some papers on his desk. “You’re not old, Dad, but we all need sleep sometimes.”

      “You’re not sleeping,” he said, without looking up from the paperwork. “While I’ve got you, I wanted to talk to you about Danny’s social media campaign.”

      I bristled, remembering the staff’s reaction to the announcement. “What about it?”

      “I know you’re not invested in the idea, but I need you to get on board.” He gazed at the screen imploringly. “This is a big move for us, Blake. Your brother thinks it will take the business to the next level. We can’t do that if one of our own doesn’t believe in it.”

      “I call bullshit.” I watched as my father’s eyes widened. I always gave it to him straight, but sometimes it still managed to surprise him. “You don’t need me to buy into this. You’ve already decided to go ahead and you know I’ll never do anything that’ll hurt the company. Besides, I never speak out publicly anyway, so what does it matter?”

      “It matters because you’re my son,” he said, stubbornly. “Your heart needs to be in it if we’re going to make it work. It’ll mean more work and some sacrifice for us all. Anything worthwhile always does.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” I snapped. Keeping my cool was a skill I mastered years ago, but Tiffany had been right to be worried about the money. I knew better than anyone what the company’s financial position was. Danny had all these big ideas, but he never gave any thought to the cost of them.

      That was my problem. I would have to find the money to finance his grand schemes somewhere. The announcement had already been made, but I had no idea how big he intended the campaign to be until after the proposals came through. Which only happened after he made the announcement.

      Sneaky fuck. He knew I would have objected if I’d know how much it was going to cost us before he announced it to the world. He also knew after he went public with it, it would be much more difficult for me to put a stop to it.

      “I don’t understand.” My father frowned. “Why are you worried?”

      “Where are we getting the money for this, Dad? The expansion plans have been part of our budget for years, but this crap? We haven’t budgeted nearly enough for marketing to cover the cost of this. Danny knew that, so how did he propose we pay for it.”

      My father’s eyes fluttered closed. Bad news was coming, I could feel it in my bones. “We’re going to have to make some cuts.”

      Motherfucker. “Why wasn’t I told about this before?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t know about it before either. Danny assured me everything was in order, but in the long run it will be worth it, Blake. You know I would never take company-wide cuts lightly. It’s not ideal, but everyone does it.”

      “That’s not you talking, it’s like Danny speaking out of your mouth. Everyone does it? Jesus. We’re talking about people’s livelihoods here.” A ball of anger ignited in my stomach, immediately followed by guilt.

      Not twelve hours ago, I listened to Aston rave about my dad and now he was pulling this shit? While I listened to her talk, I felt a sense of pride I hadn’t felt in forever. I’d been so proud of my dad, about what he’d accomplished. I was proud of the company I helped build and that the way we ran it inspired such passion and loyalty in at least one of the people we employed.

      But it was a fucking sham. Thanks, Danny.

      Dad squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, irritation igniting in his eyes. He was billionaire Wayne McAllen now, not Dad. “Do you think I don’t know that? Trust me, I’m acutely aware of the human cost this campaign will have, but Danny is convinced it will push us up the ladder. I agree with him.”

      “Push us up the ladder at what cost?” I squeezed my eyes shut. Their ball was rolling. There was nothing I could do about it, but if I was going to fight to keep the cost and cuts to a minimum, I had to know exactly what I was fighting against.

      “All cuts will be made at lower levels at branches that will be able to absorb the extra work. It will be seamless, and the business will be able to continue as usual.”

      My spine straightened. “Business as usual for us, but what about the people who get cut?”

      “We’ll offer them fair severance packages. This is business, Blake. It’s how things work. And that’s not Danny talking, it’s me,” he said forcefully. “If this does push us up the ladder, eventually we’ll be able to employ even more people. The cuts are necessary to put us in a position to do better for those we already have and when it’s all said and done, to be better for the people we end up bringing in.”

      I sighed. “You’re really trying to preach the ‘greater good’ to me on this? We have to fire people now so we can employ more later?”

      “It will be beneficial in the long run, my boy,” he insisted.

      Resigned to the reality that this was happening despite anything I said, I did something I hardly ever did. I conceded the battle to win the war that was coming. “Fine, I’ll play ball but for the record, I don’t think this is going to help us.”

      “Duly noted,” he said, then made a concession of his own. “No cuts have been made yet, you can rest assured I will evaluate where they will be made very carefully. I’m not going into this blindly. I won’t fire anyone unnecessarily. Our people will be taken care of with good severance packages and references. I would never leave anyone high and dry.”

      Grudgingly, I had to admit that he sounded like himself again. It wasn’t only Danny’s influence, he really did believe this was necessary and for the best. The way he was talking, I had to respect him again. He hated having to do this, but he also thought he was acting in the best interest of the company.

      “Okay, we’ll talk when the time comes to start assessing who is staying and who is going. In the meantime, go get some sleep. Please?”

      He relaxed, shedding the billionaire and slipping back into Dad. “I’ve got a few more things to take care of at the office, but then I’ll go home. I can’t promise I’ll sleep, but I’ll go play a round of golf or something. I miss feeling the sun on my skin.”

      “Do me a favor and don’t talk only business while you’re out on the course?”

      His blue eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Do me a favor and take your own advice. Get out of that hotel room and do something other than work this weekend?”

      “My thoughts exactly. You’ve got yourself a deal.” My night with Aston last night jumped to mind. It was for work, but it ended much more personally than I thought it would. Under those stars—I would be lying if I said I hadn’t wondered what she would look like naked in the moonlight. I would also be lying if I said my interest in asking her all those questions was purely professional. The more time I spent with her, the more it became about the girl and not the manager.

      Dad signed off our Skype call, hopefully to wrap up work and get out on the golf course. Keeping my promise to him, I only worked for another couple of hours before I ventured out of my room. I ran into Aston in the lobby where she was talking to a couple of women about the spa in the hotel.

      Waiting for her to finish up next to a stand with some pamphlets for local attractions, I picked up one for Busch Gardens, an African-themed amusement park with thrill rides and animal-viewing areas.

      I wondered if Aston liked animals, then I pushed the thought away. I wasn’t here to look for date ideas. The women she was speaking to thanked her and walked away. Aston was about to head back over to the front desk when she saw me.

      A wide, warm smile spread on her lips. “Blake. Not holed up in your room working I see?”

      “I think you know better than anyone here that I do get out from time to time,” I teased before I could stop myself.

      This girl really got to parts of me I hadn’t even had time to think about for months. Joking and teasing wasn’t really part of my repertoire any more. Aston giggled. “Good to know. Where are you off to? Would you like some suggestions?”

      Her gaze drifted to the brochure in my hand. “The rides there are fun, if that’s the kind of thing you’re into. Not as great as some of the other parks in Florida, but pretty decent.”

      “Oh. This.” I folded the pamphlet and slid it back into its place. “I was actually just using it to distract me while I waited for you.”

      Where the fuck did that come from? It was true, but I hadn’t meant to tell her. I flashed a sheepish smile and hooked my thumbs into my pockets. Aston’s smile softened and her eyes dropped to the ground. When they met mine again, there was a look of pleasant surprise in them. “Why were you waiting for me?”

      “I need to get away tonight. Are you working tomorrow?” I had no plans for the rest of the day and night, but all I knew was that I needed to get out. If Aston could come, it would only be more fun. Whatever it was I ended up doing.

      Unfortunately, she nodded. “I work almost every day.”

      “Damn.” I hadn’t really expected she would be available, but it would have been nice to do something with her. I was kind of over being alone this week. “What about tomorrow night?”

      “I’ll be here, but I can make some time.”

      Ideas raced through my mind. There was more than enough time to decide later what we would do. “Meet you in the lounge tomorrow night at seven?”

      “I’ll see you there,” she agreed.

      Another night with Aston. I wasn’t sure yet if it was business or pleasure, but I was already looking forward to it.
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      Saturday dragged on and on after Blake left the hotel. I kept an eye out for him, but by the time my shift ended I hadn’t seen him again. I’d spent the afternoon struggling to concentrate on work. After only one evening with the guy, I was giddy with excitement to see him again tomorrow night.

      I’d never been so tempted to abuse my position and skip out on work as I had been when he asked me earlier what I was doing tomorrow, right after telling me had to get away tonight. He didn’t exactly invite me to go with him wherever it was he was going, but if he had I didn’t know that I would have said no.

      It was a good thing he didn’t though, work had to come first. My real work, not entertaining a guest. Only the one guest in particular, that was.

      I was in my office finishing up for the day when Tiffany knocked on my open door. “Knock-knock. Are you ready to get out of here yet? We finally get to go home.”

      Shutting down my computer, I picked up my purse. “Ready if you are.”

      After making sure I had all my things and switching off the lights, Tiffany and I walked out together. “Any big plans for tonight?”

      I shook my head. “Not for tonight.”

      Tiffany stopped walking and tilted her head, putting her index finger on her cheek. “Wait a second. The way you said that—does it mean you have big plans for tomorrow? Because I ask you that almost every weekend and your answer is always a very firm no.”

      I smiled coyly. “I might have some plans for tomorrow night.”

      She squealed and thrust her fist in the air. “Victory! I knew you’d come around sooner or later. Who is he?”

      “Who said there was a he?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be toying with me. There is most definitely a ‘he.’ So who is it?”

      “Do you remember that hot Blake guy who checked in about a week ago?”

      “No way!” She squealed, excitement lighting up her green eyes. “You have a date with him?”

      Grinning like a cat who got the canary and the cream, I nodded. “We went out to dinner last night upstairs here at the hotel. Earlier today he asked me out again.”

      “Have you decided what you’re going to wear yet?” Tiffany demanded, sounding like she had just asked me the most important question in the whole world.

      I shook my head. “Last night, I went in my work clothes and he still asked me out again. Somehow, I don’t think anything I’d wear tomorrow could be as boring as this.”

      I ran my hand up and down the black pants suit I was wearing. Obviously, it wasn’t the same outfit I was wearing the day before, but she got my point. She made her opinion known immediately. “There is no way I’m letting you meet him in the same clothes you wore for work.”

      “I did last night.” I pointed out again.

      Tiffany shrugged, then grabbed my wrist and dragged me towards the exit. “That’s because last night, I didn’t know about it. Today, I do. We’re finding you something proper to wear. Leave it to me. He’s not going to know what hit him.”

      An hour later, Tiffany was on a mission at the mall closest to the hotel. All around us, shop assistants were carrying mannequins into their stores in preparation to close down for the night. We’d been dashing in and out of stores since we arrived, but we scanned through them so fast I was in a bit of a daze.

      Tiffany frowned when we got to the doors of a shop she hoped we’d find a dress in. “Damn, it’s already closed.”

      “Does this mean we can go home? I’m sure I can find something to wear at home.” It was late. The shops were closing down or already closed. We were going around in circles, not finding anything. “It’s a lost cause. We’re wasting our time.”

      “It’s your fault,” she pouted, crossing her arms and staring longingly into the closed shop. “You should have told me about your date much earlier.”

      “We were working earlier.”

      She shrugged. “We could have left. This is much more important.”

      “Finding me a dress for a date is more important than our jobs?” I lifted my eyebrow, shaking my head. “I’d rather have a job than a date. Plus, I already told you he’d be fine with whatever I was wearing.”

      “Fine is not wowed. A guy like that, you want to wow him.”

      I cocked my head. “Yeah? Why is that? Shouldn’t he be wowing me?”

      “He should.” She nodded. “But it’s a two way street. He has to wow with the plans, you have to wow with the dress. It’s like an unwritten rule.”

      “There’s a rule stating the girl only has to look pretty?” Sure, I knew people dressed up for dates, but this was getting ridiculous. “Let’s just admit defeat and go home. If there’s a next date, I’ll throw in a little extra make up to excuse wearing something I already owned to this one.”

      “That’s not how it works.” She pouted some more, but then reluctantly followed me when I started for the exit.

      We wound our way past the trash cans, fake plants and other last minute shoppers until we got back to Tiffany’s car. She paused as she was getting in. “We’re not giving up yet, you know.”

      I nearly started crying in frustration. “Every place is closed Tiff, come on. Please, let’s just go.”

      “We’re going all right, but you’re not going home. We’ll find something for you to wear at my place. I have some killer dresses.”

      “Okay.” I groaned. Going to her house beat wandering around in malls. Besides, I wasn’t going to change her mind. I would be home and crawling into bed much earlier if I played along. And honestly, I really did want to look nice tomorrow, despite all my protests about finding something to wear.

      I thought I looked good in the clothes I wore to work and happened to think the dress I wore to our first dinner was a knock out, but now Tiffany had the idea of wowing him stuck in my head. Nothing I owned was exactly ‘wow’ material.

      Going through Tiffany’s closet would be a lot more fun after a long day than trudging around the mall. I hated malls anyway.

      Traffic was light on the way to her apartment, a studio that always looked like the aftermath of a hurricane inside. I stepped over a scarf, surveying the bits and pieces she had covering almost every surface.

      “Hurricane Tiffany was out in full force again this morning.”

      She laughed, lifting her hands in front of her. “What can I say? I didn’t have time to clean up and I couldn’t find an outfit last night.”

      Walking to her small kitchen, she looked at me over her shoulder. “Water? I have some wine in the fridge if you’d prefer that and maybe some coffee somewhere, but those are your choices.”

      “Water is fine.” Tiffany slept at her apartment, but she hardly ever ate here and she practically lived on the streets. Being cooped up indoors at work all day, I knew she preferred to be outside the rest of the time. Even if she was just sipping coffee at a sidewalk cafe or chatting with the street vendors she walked past.

      After filling two glasses of water, she led me to her bedroom. “Sit anywhere.”

      I cleared a space on her bed and sat down, holding my glass in my lap with both hands. “Okay, do your worst.”

      “You’re going to regret that.” She said gleefully, and started rifling through her closet. I would have thought it would be empty with the amount of clothes strewn everywhere, but it was still bursting at the seams.

      Muttering under her breath, she yanked a blue dress out and draped it over her arm. “Voila! What do you think?”

      I choked on my water when I realized the neck line dipped all the way to where my belly button would be. “No. Absolutely not. Hopefully, he’s not planning on taking me stripping on our date.”

      She narrowed her eyes at the dress, thinking. “It’s not that revealing.”

      “What?” I scoffed. “It only just covers the basics, and that’s if you don’t move too fast.”

      She laughed, dropping the dress on the floor and stepping over it. “Fine, be a prude. For the record, that dress has gotten me laid more than once.”

      “I’m not trying to get laid.” I pointed out. “I’m not sure he’s the right guy for that.”

      “Pity,” she sighed. “Doesn’t mean I’m giving up on you yet. You like him enough to have agreed to a second date, so there must be something there.”

      “He’s great,” I agreed. “Things are so easy with him, but I don’t know him that well. I just really hope he isn’t pretending to be someone he’s not.”

      She nodded, pulling out another dress. This one was a deep red with a sweetheart neckline and a skirt flaring out from the waist. It was about knee-length. There was something almost whimsical about it, with the flowing material and lacy bodice.

      “That is beautiful.” The words came out of their own accord, but they needed to be said. The dress deserved as much.

      “Victory!” Tiffany smiled and handed it over. “That one will wow him for sure. Try it on.”

      Standing up from the bed, I took the dress and ran my hands over the smooth fabric. “I agree. If this doesn’t wow him, it’s because he’s too used to being wowed by supermodels and socialites.”

      “You’re overthinking this date,” she told me. “Stop worrying about who he might be used to dating or whether or not he’s the right guy to pop your cherry. He’s sweet, gorgeous and interested. Just have fun with him and see how it works out.”

      I sighed, carrying the dress into her bathroom to try it on. She was right. Whatever happened, I was going to focus on nothing but enjoying myself. I was going to just have fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Waiting for Aston in the lobby, my palms were slightly sweaty and my heart was beating too fast. It surprised me that I was nervous. I didn’t get nervous. Not anymore. I certainly hadn’t been nervous before a date since high school.

      Still, I wasn’t even sure that this was a date. I kept telling myself that I was getting to know Aston because that’s what I’d promised Dad I would do. But deep inside, I knew asking her out again had nothing to do with my promise to my father.

      I asked her out again because I wanted to spend more time with her, but I didn’t know what that meant. I was determined not to worry about it tonight. I was leaving it at two people who enjoyed spending time together.

      Exactly at 7, Aston walked into the lobby. I’d thought my heart was beating fast before I saw her, but that was nothing compared to what happened when she finally appeared.

      She was wearing a dress that seemed like it must have been designed to test the strength of my heart and the control I had over my dick. She was breathtaking. A vision.

      The dress fit her like a glove, but in an effortless way. It didn‘t look like she was trying too hard the way many women did. She was sexy and beautiful, but with an understated elegance that was a cut above.

      Her hair was loose and fell in waves to her waist. She wasn’t wearing so much make-up that she looked drastically different, but it was still more than I was used to seeing on her. Her eyes were done up to look smoky and her lips were painted to match the red dress.

      I had never seen her looking anything like this. If she had been intentionally trying to give me a cardiac episode, she had damn near succeeded.

      Smiling shyly, she walked up to me. “Right on time. You ready to go?”

      I cleared my dry throat and commanded my cock to calm down. “Ready when you are. You look amazing, by the way.”

      Red tinged her cheeks, and her eyes dropped to the ground momentarily before lifting back up to meet mine. “Thank you. So do you.”

      Seeing her, I couldn’t even remember what I was wearing. I might as well have been naked. “Unless there was something specific you felt like doing or eating, I wanted to take you somewhere.”

      “Let’s go. The last time we had dinner was my turn for a show and tell. It’s up to you now. I’m curious to see where you take me.”

      “Nowhere you’ve already been—I hope.” I’d racked my brains to come up with somewhere new for a native Californian. I really hadn’t wanted to take her somewhere she’d been with other dates.

      Aston’s eyebrows pushed together. “You think I wouldn’t have been there before? Born and bred around here, remember?”

      I winked playfully. “I remember everything about you, but I would be very surprised if you know this place.” Actually, it was lucky I’d even remembered it.

      Aston nodded, “If you say so, but now I’m really curious. Should we go?”

      Without thinking about it, I reached for her hand and folded it in mine. Aston tensed and I nearly drew back, but then she laced her fingers between mine. My cock twitched at the feel of her soft skin against mine. Ignoring the hit of pure lust shooting like a drug through my system, I grinned. “Let’s go.”

      The place I had in mind was walking distance from the hotel. That was how my mom found it years ago. She told us she went for a walk and stumbled onto it. I found out years later it was a walk she took after a massive fight with my father because he’d worked through the night again.

      In his defense, it was two nights before the grand opening of the California property. Dad insisted on personally overseeing everything about our openings back then. Nowadays, he let me and Danny handle most of it, but he still kept close tabs.

      First impressions last, he always said. To this day it was vitally important to him that those impressions be nothing short of incredible. I didn’t tell Aston any of this as we walked down the street. I knew I was going to have to tell her who I was soon, but I was still enjoying the anonymity.

      Things would change between us as soon as she knew my last name. I wasn’t ready for that. I was enjoying my time with her too much.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” She asked, nudging my shoulder with hers.

      I gently squeezed her hand. “I was just thinking about my family.”

      Just because I wasn’t ready to tell her who that family was didn’t mean I wanted to lie to her. She peered up at me. “Is everything okay with them? You looked a little sad there for a second.”

      I grinned. “Everything’s fine. The place I’m taking you to reminds me of my mom. I used to go there with her all the time while we were here.”

      “Do you still go there with her?” It was such an innocent question with such a damn complicated answer.

      I shook my head. “No, not anymore.”

      Stopping in front of the non-descript door, I gestured toward it. “Here we are.”

      She looked at the door dubiously, then back at me. “What is this place?”

      “Wait and see.” I reached for the handle and opened the door, motioning for her to precede me.

      Stepping inside, Aston gasped quietly. Her head swiveled as she took in the interior. It was a hole in the wall Taco place with no sign out front. The owner told us years ago he didn’t advertise. He got by on word of mouth and apparently, getting by was enough for him.

      The dining room was dark, with only old Moroccan style lamps providing dim light. A worn, red carpet was beneath our feet. The walls were dark wood paneling with rugs and Mexican paintings hanging from them.

      An odd assortment of tables were scattered unevenly around the space. Like the décor, the tables were a mixture of whatever the owner’s wife found interesting. Some were round, some square and some rectangular.

      There were antiques, plain looking chairs and tables and a few newer ones I didn’t remember from the last time I was here. There were only a few other diners. A few of them looked up when we entered, but almost immediately went back to their own conversations.

      A young man wearing a baggy white button up shirt approached us. “Party of two?”

      “Yes,” I told him. I hadn’t bothered to make a reservation. I knew there would be a table available for us. “Just the two of us.”

      Aston beamed up at me. “I adore this place. It’s so cute. I can’t believe I didn’t even know it was here. You were right, I haven’t been here before.”

      The waiter showed us to a small, round table near the only window in the place. “Please, have a seat. I’ll be right back to take your order for drinks.”

      He placed two square menus down on the table, then left to fetch the complimentary plate of nachos they put on the table. “You like it?”

      Aston nodded, her eyes darting around as she took it all in. “It’s adorable. I love it. How did you know it was here?”

      “I told you, I used to come here with my mom.”

      “So she told you about it?”

      I nodded. “She found it one night while she was taking a walk. We never ate tacos anywhere else if we were in California.”

      “Where is your mom now? Does she live around here?” It made sense that only someone who lived in the area would find a place like this, but my mom had been lucky enough to see people leaving when she walked past.

      I wondered if that kind of luck was still on her side. “Honestly? I don’t know where she is. She could live around here, but I wouldn’t know. I haven’t seen her or spoken to her in years.”

      Aston’s gaze broke away from mine. “I’m sorry, Blake. I shouldn’t have pried.”

      “You didn’t pry,” I told her. “It was a perfectly reasonable question.”

      There was sadness in her eyes when she brought them back to mine. “I suppose, but I’m still sorry. It must be shitty to be reminded of someone who abandoned you.”

      I hadn’t told Aston about my mom abandoning us. There could have been a hundred other reasons why I hadn’t spoken to the woman for so long. It was uncanny how accurately Aston read the situation. It made me wonder if she was in a similar situation. “What about your parents? Do you talk to them often?”

      She shrugged. “Not that often. We’re not close.”

      It didn’t look like she wanted to keep talking about her parents either. I was curious about why, but I didn’t push it. I hadn’t exactly volunteered much detail, I couldn’t expect her to. Instead, I changed the topic.

      “If you could eat only one food for the rest of your life, what would it be?”

      Her lips curled into a vaguely relieved smile before she pressed her lips together as she thought. “After tonight, I think I’m going to say tacos if they taste half as good as they smell.”

      I laughed, breathing in a whiff of the spicy scented air. “Good answer, because they do taste as good as they smell.”

      Any lingering awkwardness from the conversation we didn’t have about why we didn’t want to talk about our parents dissipated after that. We fell back into the easy rhythm of the other night and didn’t stop talking except to practically inhale our food when it came.

      Aston completely relaxed was a sight I could get used to. Her eyes sparkled in the soft light and laughter was like music to my ears. She had an easygoing manner to her, and before I knew it, the waiter approached us with the check. “We’re going to be closing soon. I hope you enjoyed your dinner and that you’ll be back soon?”

      “Absolutely,” Aston said. “You’ll be seeing a whole lot more of me. I’m definitely going to be making up for what I’ve been missing out on.”

      The waiter broke out into a wide smile. “This is good news. You will tell your friends about us, yes?”

      “Yes,” she agreed enthusiastically. “You’ll be seeing me again soon. Unfortunately, Blake doesn’t live around here. I’ll have to mail him some tacos once he’s gone.”

      Gone. I didn’t even want to think about leaving her yet. “I’ll be around for another couple of days at least. I’m sure we’ll come back before I leave.”

      Surprise flooded Aston’s features before she lit up with a smile. “We will?”

      “We will,” I told her, handing my credit card over to the waiter. After I paid, Aston and I started walking back to the hotel. “Do you sleep in your office or can I give you a lift home?”

      “Sometimes I do sleep in my office,” she admitted. “But I won’t tonight. Don’t worry about me, my car is parked in the staff lot.”

      “It doesn’t feel right not to see you safely home.” I wanted to kiss her so badly it physically hurt. An added benefit of walking her to her door would be to see if she felt it too. Saying goodbye in a hotel lobby wouldn’t present the same kind of opportunity.

      “I’ll be fine,” she assured me. We made our way down the quiet sidewalk. Every part of me ached to invite her up to my hotel room, but Aston didn’t seem like that kind of girl and I wasn’t the kind of guy who tried to force a woman into anything.

      Electricity zapped between us as we walked. It wasn’t intentional, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from touching her. A graze of arms, a brush of hands. Eventually, I gave up trying not to touch her and took her hand again.

      Aston melted into my side as soon as I did, grasping my hand with my both of hers. All too soon, I let her go when we reached the revolving door and the doorman welcoming us back to the hotel.

      She turned to face. “Well, I guess this is it. Thank you for dinner, it was amazing.”

      “It was.” I wasn’t talking about the food so much as spending time with her. It looked like she wanted to say more, but then she just smiled.

      “I’ll see you around?”

      “Tomorrow,” I promised. There was a moment where I came within an inch of kissing her, but then she turned and hurried away. Something told me it wasn’t to get away from me, but to keep herself from agreeing if I asked her to come upstairs with me.

      But we weren’t there yet. Aston wasn’t some random, nameless girl I could fuck and forget about. And if I did get to fuck her, it would be a long time before I forgot about her.
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      “Tell me everything about last night.” Tiffany demanded at lunch time. She carried a paper bag with the logo of a Chinese place nearby on the front. “I brought food, so you don’t have excuses to get out of taking our entire hour to give me every detail.”

      I smiled coyly, winding a lock of hair around my finger. “Details about what? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Throwing me a mocking glare, she heaved into a chair. “You already forgot I loaned you that smoking hot red dress for your big date?”

      I rolled my eyes. “It wasn’t a big date. It was just a date.”

      “You didn’t seal the deal with Blake?” She pouted, disappointment shining in her eyes.

      Remembering how much I wanted to ‘seal the deal’ with him was slightly embarrassing. “Seal the deal? Do you people still use that?”

      “I’m taking that as a no.” She cracked her chopsticks apart and picked up a carton of food from the bag. “You wouldn’t be so grouchy if you had done the deed.”

      Her eyes widened. “Unless—unless it was a yes but he was really bad. Is that it?”

      “What?” I laughed. “No. He was amazing.”

      When her eyes grew even wider and her jaw went slack, I clapped my hand over my mouth. “Wait! I didn’t mean it like that. He wasn’t amazing in bed, we didn’t sleep together. Just the date. It was amazing. He’s a nice guy.”

      Tiffany’s shoulders shook with laughter. “You must have it bad for this guy if he’s got you tied up in so many knots.”

      Was that it? Was that why I was feeling so giddy the whole morning? I did like him. Maybe he did have me tied up in knots. “Yeah, maybe. I had an awesome time with him. He took me to this little taco place right around the corner that I never even knew about.”

      “Taco place? Close to here?” A line appeared between her eyebrows as she thought. “I didn’t know there were any decent taco places around here.”

      I nodded. “Exactly. That’s what I’m talking about. It was really sweet of him to take me there. I think the place means a lot to him.”

      She sat back in her seat and cradled her food as she got comfortable. “See? Those are the kind of details I want.”

      For the rest of our lunch hour, I told her all about Blake and our night together. Whenever I tried to skip over any detail, she made me go back and tell her. I even broke down and told her how much I wanted the night to end up in his bed. “The chemistry between us is off the charts for me. I wanted him more than I’ve ever wanted anyone. Things with him just feel so natural.”

      “Did he kiss you?” She leaned forward in her seat, her eyes intent on mine.

      I shook my head, disappointment rising in me. “I thought he was going to, but then we got back to the hotel and nothing happened.”

      “What do you mean you got back to the hotel? He didn’t take you home?” She was scowling indignantly as she spoke. “I thought you said he was a perfect gentleman all night.”

      “He was,” I insisted. “He offered to take me home, but since I met him here my car was still in the lot out back.”

      “You know I love you, right?”

      I frowned, not following where the question was coming from. “Yeah?”

      “Then you know it comes from a place of love when I tell you that you’re an absolute idiot. Of course he wasn’t going to kiss you in front of the hotel. He’s a gentleman, and he wouldn’t want you to look unprofessional by making out with a guest in the lobby.”

      “Oh my God,” I groaned. “I am an idiot. I was so caught up in our night together and in him that I didn’t even think about it.”

      “Good thing he was looking out for you.” Excitement sparked in her eyes. “I’m pretty sure if you had taken him up on his offer, you would have been kissed last night.”

      “You really think so?” I asked softly. I hated that I knew so little about men. I’d never considered it useful knowledge, but right now my lack of knowledge bothered me.

      I really wanted him to kiss me, so much that when he didn’t I considered making the first move. But then I worried about what would happen if he didn’t want to kiss me, and what might happen afterwards if I did.

      Tiffany glanced at the clock on my wall and jumped up. “Look at you, overthinking it again, right? Next time, just take the opportunity when it presents itself. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, determined that on our next date I would find out once and for all if he did want to kiss me back. “Are you walking back to the lobby now?”

      She nodded, sighing deeply. “Sadly, I have to get back to work.”

      “I’ll walk with you. I need to check up on a few guests before I go to my meeting with the IT department.”

      “The IT department?” Tiffany asked, looking confused. “We have one of those?”

      I gave her a sidelong look. “Calling it a department may be a stretch. We do have two IT guys who work in the office behind the business lounge. You honestly didn’t know?”

      She shook her head. “That feels like something I should have known. Do you know how many times I’ve taken my cell phone to the shop for them to help me? If I’d known we had our own nerd herd, I never would have done that.”

      My reply died on my tongue when we hit the lobby. Blake was marching toward the front desk, his wheelie bag rolling behind him and his jacket over his shoulder. Since I was here when he checked in, I happened to know it was the only luggage he had.

      My heart sank to my feet. He was leaving. When he reached the desk, I couldn’t help myself. “Where are you going?”

      Annoyance and frustration were evident in his blue eyes. I hoped it wasn’t with me. “I have to go back to the office for a few days. They need me in Florida by this afternoon.”

      So this was it. A part of me jumped for joy that I hadn’t slept with him last night. It would have broken my heart to have lost my virginity to him one night, only for him to be gone by the next.

      Tiffany stiffened beside me. Just minutes ago, we’d been talking about the possibility of another date with him and now he was leaving.

      The expression in his eyes softened. “It’s just for a few days. I’ll be back very soon, before you even realize I’ve gone.”

      I wanted to believe him, but I didn’t know if I could. It didn’t feel like it. But it wasn’t like I could break down and bawl my eyes out. Instead, I stepped forward and offered him a friendly handshake. “We hope you’ll choose to stay with us again when you return.”

      It was stiff and formal. He didn’t even bother with my friendly handshake. After a strange look, he gave his head a small shake. “Of course I will. See you soon.”

      Tiffany and I watched him go. Tears burned the backs of my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. She put a hand on my shoulder and shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry. I know you liked him.”

      “That’s okay. Clearly, I was the only one who thought our date went so well. It’s for the best that he leaves now, before I get even crazier. Sooner or later, I would have had myself believing he wanted to date me.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. I already thought he did want to date you.” The conviction in Tiffany’s voice was flattering, but she was obviously wrong, despite what we both believed.

      I must have made up the chemistry I felt between us or something, or maybe I was the only one to feel it. Sure, he said he was coming back, but would you believe that? He said himself that he never settled anywhere and practically lived in hotels and airplanes. I was stupid to think that he might really like me. Even more so to have been secretly fantasizing about what it might be like to date him.

      “I must have done something wrong. Last night, he said he was in town for at least another couple of days. The date must have sucked if it was so bad that he is changing his plans and running away—just so he wouldn’t have to ask me out again while he was in town.”

      “You don’t know that’s what he’s doing,” Tiffany objected.

      When I gave her a look, she shrugged. “What? You don’t know that’s what he’s doing. For all you know, he really did get called back to his office. Besides, he’s a traveling salesman or whatever. They are not generally the kind you can put your faith in.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, she was right again. He wasn’t a salesman, but he was a traveling businessman. It wasn’t that I was looking for a relationship, not necessarily.

      It just would have been nice to know if he didn’t want to see me again. I had to stop overthinking it. The fact of the matter was that he was leaving, and I probably wouldn’t ever see him again.
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      Motherfucker. I was going to ring my damn brother’s neck the second this plane touched down. Fuck being mature or professional. I was knocking him on his ass before the sun set on Florida today. He was crossing a line he shouldn’t have crossed at this time.

      When I woke up this morning, I was actually happy for the first time in a long fucking time. And then I checked my emails. The fucker knew I was in California, but I wasn’t letting him get away with what he was proposing now.

      My rage kept simmering until I reached my father’s office. I knew he and Danny were in a meeting, but I didn’t give a fuck what I was interrupting. I burst through the doors like a hell hound on fire.

      “What the fuck are you thinking?” I asked, as I stepped into my father’s office. My gaze zeroed in on Danny’s. While he looked surprised to see me, he didn’t look surprised by the hostility of my question.

      “I’m thinking about what’s best for this company. What are you even doing here?” Danny had the nerve to sound annoyed by my interruption. “Dad and I are in the middle of discussing business.”

      “Are you serious right now?” I spat at him. “I didn’t fly all the way back to this shit hole to have a casual chat with you about how the Yankees are doing this season. What I need to discuss with Dad is business too, like how the fuck we’re going to remove you from having any kind of power to make decisions in this company.”

      “Hold on a second, Blake,” my dad said, standing up to plant himself between Danny and I. “I’m assuming you are talking about the email. It was just a proposal.”

      My eyebrows shot all the way up on my forehead. “Just a proposal? It wasn’t just a proposal. The email I got was clear that the decision had been made.”

      Our father put one hand up against my chest. “Danny and I have already discussed it. A final decision hadn’t been made, but I am considering it.”

      “You’re actually considering this bullshit proposal?” I couldn’t fucking believe it. “Why the change of heart? Just last week, you and I were talking about upgrades that had to be made at the California property to increase our business and footprints there. Now you want to start the cuts the company has to make in California?”

      “Blake—”

      I shook my head, stepping back so my father’s hand fell from my chest. “Not only do you want to start the cuts in California, but you are considering giving the biggest promotion we have available to Dustin? The guy is a fucking thief. You promised me an investigation, not a promotion.”

      Danny jumped up from his seat and tried to get around our father to me. “Watch what you fucking say about my friend. He is not a thief. I confronted him. He hasn’t been stealing from us. He says there has to be a problem with your numbers. I agree with him.”

      “Oh, because prisons are full of people who take full responsibility for their crimes once they’ve been confronted with them. I’m so sorry, it must have been my mistake then.”

      “I don’t give a fuck that you’re being sarcastic. It was your mistake. Fix it. You are defaming a good man’s name and you’re withholding a promotion he deserves.”

      “Bull shit. He does not deserve it. I told you once and I’ll say it again. The only thing he deserves is to go to prison for stealing. Even if my numbers were wrong, which they are not, we have many other managers worthy of consideration for that promotion.”

      Danny huffed out a short breath. “What? You want to add in the names of the women you’ve been fucking?”

      “What are you talking about?” I scoffed. I hadn’t fucked a single one of the managers. Sure, I couldn’t get my fantasies of sleeping with Aston out of my head, but I hadn’t so much as kissed her.

      Danny laughed dryly.” Did you really think you could keep all those dinners you have with our managers from me?”

      For a second, my heart stopped. I thought he was referring to Aston. It wasn’t because I minded him knowing I’d been on a few dates with her. I did mind him blocking her from receiving the promotion I wanted to nominate her for on the incorrect assumption that it was only because I had slept with her.

      Then I realized he must’ve heard about all the dinners I’d been having with the managers of the different branches I visited, to check in with them for Dad. “Jesus Christ, you’re an idiot. When I visit a property we haven’t been to for a while, I take the managers to dinner to check in on the branches in a more informal setting than a meeting.”

      Danny’s head swung to Dad. “Is that true?”

      Dad nodded.” Blake’s been helping me build a network of people for us on the ground level. I’ve mentioned it before.”

      “Doesn’t change anything,” Danny said. “There could be a dozen managers who might also be eligible for this promotion. But I’m telling you, none of them deserve it as much as Dustin does.”

      “And I told you earlier,” Dad glared at Danny. “We’ll table his promotion until the investigation against him is completed.”

      “His promotion?” I studied my dad carefully to determine whether he was high or was in the process of growing a second head. “Please tell me you didn’t promise this knucklehead that his friend would get the promotion as long as he didn’t steal from us.”

      Danny smiled smugly. “He did.”

      “I see nepotism is alive and well in this company,” I mumbled, wondering whether it was me or Danny who was adopted, because fuck knew, we couldn’t biologically be brothers.

      Dad raised an eyebrow and gave me a stern look. “It has nothing to do with nepotism. If the man is innocent, he deserves a chance, just like anyone else does.”

      “Are you going to tell me next that everyone in California deserves to lose their jobs to the cuts first, just because I happened to be there this week? Because you know that’s why he proposed we start there. You need to remove him from the chain of command, Dad. He’s going to destroy the company you spent your life building.”

      “Oh, I’m going to destroy it?” Danny yelled. “If there’s anyone who’s going to be responsible for the company’s downfall, it’s your lying ass. We’re going to get sued for millions the way you’re running your mouth about good people stealing from us.”

      “Let Dustin try to sue us. I know I’m right. Soon enough, you’ll know it too. Mark my words. If anyone is going to lose us millions, it’s you for proposing to cut a branch that’s doing well and costing us good people who can help us make more money unless you fire them for no good reason.”

      “It’s for a great fucking reason. Our expansion is the best reason to get rid of people. It’s us or them, Blake. What don’t you understand about business? You stay ahead of the curve, or you’re out.”

      “Yeah,” I snorted. “I get that, but we’re already ahead of the curve. If you start treating employees like chess pieces instead of people, you’re in trouble. Callously cutting people from a branch where they’re still needed? That will get us in real trouble.”

      “When did you become such a humanitarian?” Danny asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. His face was red, a vein throbbing in his forehead.

      Our anger was palpable. It pulsed and danced in the air between us, creating a combustible mixture of rage that had been building for weeks.

      I flexed my fingers, balling them into fists. “I’m not a fucking humanitarian. I’m trying to be reasonable. You want to expand into social media, we need to make cuts. I understand, but doing it this way will lose us the respect of the people on the ground. It will spread like a cancer through this company. We won’t be able to control the backlash.”

      Dad dropped his hands from where they were still hanging in the air, ready to separate us again. He gave me a long look. “You really think that?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think it, I know it. I was there when the announcement was made, remember? People weren’t excited and incentivized by the promotions, as much as they were scared about what the expansion plans might mean for their jobs. It’s already started the mistrust in the company that I was afraid of.”

      Danny’s nostrils flared. “Let them be scared. What the fuck are they going to do about it?”

      “That’s not how we treat our people, Daniel,” our father said firmly. He turned his eyes back to mine. “We’re going ahead with the expansion, which means cuts will have to be made. You and I have already had that out. But say I’m not willing to go ahead with Danny’s proposal right away, how do you suggest we proceed?”

      If I knew my father, and I liked to think I did, he already knew exactly what we had to do. Asking me was a way of making me feel heard, but he was also gauging how I would proceed under the circumstances.

      This was a prime learning moment, as he referred to it. I sighed, knowing that this was my chance to make my final stand in this battle. Once my father decided what he was going to do next, there would be no more swaying him.

      “Hold back on announcing the cuts,” I said, then glared at Danny. “And don’t make any firm decisions about the promotion before the investigation is complete.”

      “The California branch isn’t doing as well as most of the others, Blake. Their numbers are good, but not great. Danny might have focused on them because you were there, but your going there has shone the spotlight on them first, unfortunately.”

      “They can do better,” I insisted. “Give them a grace period before any final decisions are made. There is some fat that can be trimmed company wide. Let me look into those numbers while we allow California to show what they’re made of.”

      Dad scratched his chin with his fingertips, his gaze focused on the ocean. “A grace period, huh?”

      “This is absurd, Dad,” Danny interjected forcefully. “Half an hour ago, you were ready to pull the trigger. Don’t let Blake and his bleeding heart change that.”

      “My heart is only bleeding for your lack of business sense, brother,” I snapped.

      Dad gave both of us a warning look. He’d come to a decision, I could see it in his eyes. “That’s enough from both of you. Let’s say I’m willing to give California time to turn it around, how long will it take you to look into that fat we can trim?”

      I did a quick mental calculation of our branches and employees. Most of them, I’d visited this past year. My memory was fresh enough that I was convinced I could get it done quickly. “A couple of weeks at most.”

      “Good,” Dad said. “I’ll expect those numbers by the end of the week. Have you submitted the names you want to be considered for the promotion?”

      “I’ll have my list of candidates in your inbox by the morning.” I told him. My list stood at seven possible candidates. I only had to reread my notes to whittle it down to three. “I’ve reviewed every aspect of their performance. I will include a thorough justification statement for each candidate.”

      Dad looked impressed, and he nodded slowly. “That sounds reasonable. Danny, I would like a justification statement from you for your friend as well. We can’t be promoting the man simply because you like him. It’s not good business.”

      If I hadn’t been over my fit of immaturity, I would have fist pumped. Danny looked at me like he wanted to dismember me limb from limb with his bare hands, but he nodded. “I can justify his appointment. As I said, he’s the best candidate, and it’s not just because he’s my friend. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.” I muttered.

      “Enough.” Dad’s eyes fired bolts of lightning at me. “All right. I’ve considered both sides. This is what we’re going to do.”

      I filled my lungs with air, and it stayed there as I waited to hear the outcome of the battle I’d flown to Florida to fight in person. Please God, let it have been worth it.

      “The California branch has two weeks to show improvement in their numbers. Blake, since you’ve advocated for them, I expect you to go back and stay there until their time is up. I’ll expect daily reports.”

      “And the promotion?” Danny asked.

      “We’ll hold off on that for two weeks as well,” Dad said. Danny snorted. I breathed out a sigh of relief. “But in two weeks, gentlemen, we’re announcing both the cuts and promotion. Get your ducks in a row, because after that there will be no more delays.”

      Two weeks. It wasn’t long enough, but that was all the time there was. I glanced at Danny, issuing him a silent challenge. Let the games begin, brother.
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          Aston

        

      

    

    
      Lying in my bed last night, I decided to put Blake behind me. The chances were overwhelming that I would never see him again, despite him saying he would be back soon. In the months since I started at the McAllen Group, this was the first time he’d been in California. It could be months before his business brought him back.

      As hard as it was, I was going to have to relegate him to the far recesses of my mind, and pull him out as a fond memory from time to time. No doubt I would be seeing him in my fantasies on the occasions I brought my vibrator out to play.

      But I couldn’t spend my days thinking, wondering or wishing things were different. I had work to do. The furniture I had procured last week was arriving today and there were lots of special guests checking in, not the least of which was the elderly couple standing in front of me in the lobby.

      The man was slightly hunched over, but he beamed at his wife like it was their wedding day. “It’s our sixtieth wedding anniversary this week, you know?”

      I did know. Their daughter told us when she made the reservation for them, which was why I was waiting to greet them in the lobby. “In today’s world, that is a remarkable achievement.”

      The woman, who looked exactly like the picture of a grandmother with her coiffed hair and big rimmed glassed, nodded her agreement. “That’s not to say there weren’t rough times. There were a few times I thought it was over, but we never stopped fighting for each other.”

      She looked down at her husband with so much love, it made my knees feel slightly weak. There was nothing I loved more than love—I was a true romantic at heart. “But here you are now, sixty years later, and still going strong.”

      “I can’t believe it.” The man’s light blue eyes misted over. “I didn’t think I stood a chance with her when we met.”

      My heart melted. “Why wouldn’t you stand a chance? Look at you. There’s not a man in this world who could love her like you do.”

      The woman dabbed at a tear in the corner of her eye with a handkerchief her husband had handed to her without having to be asked. If that wasn’t love, I didn’t know what was. “Or another woman who could love him the way I do. But you know, I just didn’t know if love would be enough in those early days.”

      “What do you mean? You’re perfect for each other.” I knew I was gushing, but these two were just too cute. I couldn’t help myself. How could either of them have doubted that they were the perfect match?

      The man gazed at his wife adoringly. “I never thought I would be enough for her. She was this gorgeous young woman with suitors lined up around the block. Any man would’ve been lucky to have her, I still don’t understand why she chose me.”

      “Nonsense.” The woman swatted him lightly on the shoulder. “If anyone thought they weren’t enough, it was me. You should’ve seen him. I’ll have to find a picture for you while we’re here. He was just the most handsome man, and he was successful. He had that rare confidence not paired with arrogance. He was extraordinary.”

      Her words hit me like a punch in the gut. I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about Blake anymore, but what she said described him to a tee. I shouldn’t have let him just walk away. I should’ve said something more to him before he left, and gotten his number at the very least.

      I could get it from the hotel’s database, but that would put me in the stalker category again. Trying to push him out of my mind, I focused on my guests again. They were still talking about how they felt about each other when they first met.

      “I never thought he would be mine,” the woman said. “It was like a dream come true on our wedding day, and he’s been making my dreams come true ever since.”

      Tears jumped to my eyes. They were too precious, these two. “That’s a wonderful story. You must be anxious to get checked in so you can start celebrating. Let me get you your room key.”

      “Thank you, darling.” The man said. “We’d appreciate that.”

      I walked with them to the front desk, where Tiffany was waiting with a sappy smile. She must have overheard everything we said. Rounding the desk, I whispered, “Upgrade them to a suite, they deserve it.”

      She nodded and immediately changed the room selection on the system. With a few strokes of her fingers, they were checked in and ready to be escorted to their room. I was about to walk them up myself when movement at the door caught my eye.

      My jaw nearly dropped when I saw who it was. Blake.

      Tiffany saw him too. Her eyes widened with surprise. “Go. I’ll find someone to walk with them.”

      I hastily said goodbye to the couple, and told them to let me know if they needed anything. I made a mental note to send them something special. Once I was done, I strode over to meet Blake halfway across the lobby.

      “You’re back.” It was a stupid comment to make, but I honestly hadn’t believed he would be. He looked tired, and agitated, but he smiled.

      “I told you I was only needed at my office for a couple of days,” he said, reaching over to give my hand the briefest squeeze. My skin zapped and zinged where he touched it, sending a shiver up my spine.

      “I know, I just—” I trailed off. “I didn’t know if you’d be back.”

      “I don’t blame you after the way I left,” he told me. “Please don’t hold it against me. I promise you it was really important business I had to attend to. I would never have left like that otherwise.”

      “I believe you.” And I really did. Maybe it made me an idiot, but I wanted to believe he was telling me the truth. I believed he wouldn’t have left so abruptly if he didn’t absolutely have to. He’d given me no reason to doubt him, especially now that he was back.

      “Good.” Relief seeped into his expression. He stood his wheelie bag up beside him, resting on its handle. “Does that mean I’m forgiven?”

      “There was nothing to forgive.” I meant it. He was a businessman. It made sense that business would drag him away. He said goodbye, told me he would be back, and here he was. “How long can you stay this time?”

      A thundercloud passed over his features, settling as a strange fire in his eyes. “Two weeks at least, but they’re going to be busy. Speaking of which, we need to talk.”

      What? Fear took root in my stomach. Something about the way he said it alerted my ‘spidey senses’ which was troublesome. We weren’t dating, so ‘we need to talk’ couldn’t mean he wanted to break up with me. But I knew enough about men and relationships to know those words never meant anything good.

      “We are talking.” Why was my voice so damn squeaky?

      Blake gave me an understanding smile, edging a few inches closer to me. Just like that night under the stars, it was like he was trying to be there for me. Like he understood when I needed someone to hang onto and wanted to be that person.

      Just like the old man understood when his wife was going to get all teary and handed her the hankie in advance. I pushed the thought away fast. That couple had been married a decade longer than half a damn century. Whatever unspoken understanding there was between me and Blake, it was nothing like theirs.

      It couldn’t be. Could it?

      “It’s not about us, Aston.” He spoke reassuringly. Maybe he did know exactly what I needed to hear.

      The knots in my shoulders relaxed. “Of course not. That would imply there is an ‘us.’ So talk then, I’m listening.”

      “Not here,” he said, then narrowed his gaze to lock it with mine. “Apparently there’s something else we need to talk about too, but let’s talk about everything tomorrow. Can we talk tomorrow?”

      “I’m working, but I can meet you after?” Not for the first time with Blake, I wished I could blow everything off but him. “I can try to get off earlier.”

      He shook his head. “No, don’t do that. Do what you need to do. I’ll meet you down here at seven again?”

      “Seven it is,” I agreed. I was dying to know what he wanted to talk to me about. He looked so serious that I doubted whatever it was would be good, but it couldn’t be that bad. If it wasn’t about ‘us,’ there was nothing truly bad he could say. Nothing I could think of, anyway.

      Blake nodded, tipping his bag on its wheels. “I better get up to my room. Work calls my name loud and clear.”

      I frowned. “Up to your room? You never checked out?”

      His eyebrows pushed together, questions in his eyes. “No. Why would I? I told you I would be back soon. I was only ever leaving for as long as I had to. My work here is far from done.”

      “Oh.” There was nothing else I could say. He never even checked out. Tiffany and I probably should’ve checked that before I decided I would never see him again. “Do you still have your key card and everything?”

      It was a lame question, but the best I could muster. I was so relieved to see him again, so surprised that it turned out he’d been totally honest and upfront; and so optimistic after hearing the old couple’s story, I felt like I would faint from the mix of emotions.

      Blake’s lips curled into a smile that made me want to throw my arms around him and bury myself in his chest. Perhaps let him bury other parts of his anatomy in me in an act signifying love instead of lust.

      But I was only thinking that way because of the story told by the sappy couple. They had my mind all mushy with their love story. What Blake and I had was a budding friendship, barely a solid ‘like,’ nothing even remotely resembling love. Though there was a whole lot of chemistry, and lust, from my side at least.

      “I have my key card, thanks,” he said, drawing me out of my ridiculous thoughts. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, Aston.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” I told him. Not only was I super curious to know what he wanted to talk to me about, but I was also excited at the prospect of spending more time with him. I knew he was back for business and not for me, but it felt like maybe just a small part of him wanted to be here because I was. And that was enough for now. I knew he would have to leave again eventually, but I didn’t care. He came back for me once, kind of, maybe he would do it again.
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          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Aston wasn’t in the lobby when I got there. Fuck.

      I scanned the room again. There was an elderly couple holding hands on a bench near the front doors. The man kept glancing at the doors like he was waiting for something, then looked back at his wife. Well, presumably she was his wife. Both of them wore plain gold wedding bands and the way they looked at each other was sickeningly sweet. She had to be the wife.

      There were a few other people milling around, but none of them was Aston. She said she forgave me for leaving so suddenly, but maybe she hadn’t. Damn.

      I really needed to talk to her. We were already a day into the two weeks we had, there wasn’t any time to waste. I was also anxious to see her. Being away from her these past two days had me on edge, for some fucking reason.

      So, I had to see her, then somehow find a way to talk to her about what needed to be done. Preferably without telling her who I was, because I couldn’t afford to have her losing trust in me or needing a few days to adapt to the knowledge that I was actually one of her bosses.

      At the same time, I had to tell her we only had so much time to raise the numbers for the branch while not lying to her. And I had to do it all with Danny breathing down my fucking neck. I reached for my tie, pulling it and my collar away from my throat. The damn thing was choking me again.

      I couldn’t just stand here waiting. I had to go find her. I turned toward the door behind the front desk. She was working today, so the first place to look for her would be her office.

      Just as I started for the door, I felt a tap on my shoulder. Spinning around, I found Aston standing behind me. She was wearing an apologetic smile and another black dress that made my pulse race. “Sorry I’m late. I got caught up with some stuff I needed to have done for tomorrow.”

      I grinned, hoping I didn’t look as relieved as I felt. “No problem. I just got here myself. Are you ready to go?”

      “Where are we going? Do you have another hidden gem up your sleeve?”

      Shaking my head, I motioned to the elevator. If all went according to plan, the night would end in my room. And not in the fun way.  I had the numbers ready so I could show her while we talked. I thought about taking my laptop and the two binders full of information along to dinner, but I was afraid that might be taking things too far.

      I had to approach this carefully and tactfully, but quickly. We had a lot of work to do and not nearly enough time to do it in. “Sadly, I don’t. I thought we could have dinner here in the hotel. How does the deck sound?”

      “Sounds good. The chef makes a killer steak salad,” she said, falling into step beside me as we headed to the elevator. “How was your trip?”

      “Infuriating, but productive.” If only she knew how damn infuriating. If I was going to stay sane over the next two weeks, I had to stop thinking about it though. “How are things here?”

      “Busy,” she said, smiling. “As always. Our star guests this week are a couple spending their sixtieth wedding anniversary here. I chatted with them yesterday, they’re adorable. I upgraded them to a suite, they were so excited when they saw it.”

      Adorable or not, I was going to have to talk to her about upgrading people who couldn’t pay very, very soon. It was a personal touch I wished we could provide to all couples or people celebrating special occasions, but the California branch couldn’t afford to do it. Not now.

      But, dinner first. Then we would talk. I was forming a game plan about how to approach the topic without deceiving her as we spoke. “I’m sure they loved it. How long are they staying?”

      The elevator arrived on our floor and I stepped aside for Aston to exit first, then followed behind her to the deck. “They’re staying until Friday. I’m hoping they extend their stay for the weekend. They’re so sweet.”

      I almost cringed. We would need that suite by the weekend if everything went according to plan. I’d already spoken to marketing about sending out social media blasts about the property. I might not like social media, but I knew I needed to harness its power if I was going to get this done on time. Especially the free services it provided.

      “I’m sure they’re eager to get home. They must have a truck load of children wanting to celebrate with them.”

      She looked pensive when she answered. “You’re right. They definitely have a daughter, she booked this week for them.”

      I hoped she was paying full price for whatever room they had actually booked, as douchey as that sounded. We couldn’t afford to give them a discounted rate and a suite, as much as I would’ve liked to.

      Aston and I were seated on the deck outside. The last rays of sun dipping were low over the ocean, and the candles were out in full force already. A soft breeze rustled Aston’s hair, but she had it pulled back so it wouldn’t get in her way.

      We each ordered the dish of the day, a steak salad just like Aston had suggested. Our waiter poured glasses of wine as we got caught up. When our salads arrived, it was time for me to get down to business.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      Aston looked up from her salad, swallowing the bite she had just taken. “Yeah, I’ve been kind of nervous since you mentioned that.”

      So was I. “Don’t be. I hate to do this to you when you’re off the clock, but it’s about work.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Work? I thought you said you weren’t trying to poach me for your company.”

      “I’m not trying to poach you.” I assured her. “I do own stock in the company you already work for, though.”

      “Really?” Surprise filled her eyes. She picked up her glass and took a big gulp of her wine. “Okay.”

      “I’ve been looking over the numbers for the company, for this branch in particular.” She sat back in her chair, eyes locked with mine.

      “Okay. I don’t really know how I’m supposed to respond to that.”

      “You don’t have to. I just need you to listen.” Here goes nothing. “The California branch is the lowest performer of all the big branches at the moment.”

      Her voice cooled. “I looked over our numbers just the other night when our quarterly report came in. We’re not under performing.”

      “I know, but given the possibility of cuts like we talked about the other night after that announcement was made, I thought you should know. Overall, the branch is doing well. But it’s not doing well enough.”

      “What are you saying? I compared our numbers to other hotels in the area. We’re on par,” she said stubbornly, but I could hear a hint of fear creeping into her voice.

      “I’m saying that if you want to avoid cuts, we need to do something to push your numbers. The sooner, the better. I’ve got all the information ready for you in my room, if you’d like to see for yourself.”

      Branch managers got sent the numbers for their branches once every four months. The report Aston saw wouldn’t have shown where they rank overall in the company. The information I had would show her everything. Including some stuff she probably shouldn’t see if I didn’t want her to panic, but she needed to realize how serious the situation was.

      Aston pushed back her chair, her salad mostly untouched. “Let’s go. Show me. I’ll do anything I can to avoid cuts here. If what you’re saying is true, I need to get to work to improve the numbers immediately.”

      “It is true. And I agree, which is why I wanted to bring it to your attention. Let me get the check, then we can go.”

      I motioned to the waiter, charged our barely eaten meal to my room and led Aston upstairs. The door to my suite had barely closed behind her when she was marching to the workstation I had set up overlooking the balcony and the beach below.

      She pointed at the two files I had open to the California information. “Is this it?”

      I nodded. “It is. Go ahead and have a look, then I’ll answer any questions you might have.”

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, sitting down and getting right to work. She studied the papers, blanching when she got to the parts printed in red. “Fuck. This doesn’t look good for us, does it?”

      “It doesn’t.” I could never be accused of not being a straight shooter. I walked over to crouch down beside her. It looked like she was going to faint. “But that doesn’t mean it’s over. I’ll help you and we’ll turn it around. We’ll do everything we can to save as many jobs here as we can.”

      Her green eyes searched mine, burning into them. “Why are you doing this? Why would you show me this or offer to help? It’s not your problem, or your job. It’s mine.”

      Wasn’t it obvious? “I’m doing this because I care about you, Aston. You’re the best damn manager this hotel chain has, but you ended up on the smallest ship in the fleet. It’s not your fault.”

      Despite the circumstances, a small smile played at the corners of her mouth. “You care about me?”

      “Of course I do.” Still staring into those burning emerald orbs, I lifted my hand to brush a strand of hair out of her face. She leaned into my touch, her eyes fluttering closed for a second as I tucked the hair behind her ear.

      Her lips parted slightly, so pink and inviting. I couldn’t help myself. I’d been wanting to kiss her for too long. The moment was the perfect opportunity served on a silver platter. No way was I letting it pass.

      Leaning forward, I brought my lips to hers slowly. She had plenty of time to move if she wanted to, but she didn’t. Her eyelids grew heavier, turning her expression sultry. Her lips connected with mine, as soft as they looked.

      My hand moved to the nape of her neck, holding her to me. Her lips parted for me on a quiet moan. The sound woke my cock, making it as hard as it had ever been. It pressed into my trousers, straining to get out.

      My tongue slid into her mouth and she accepted it, stroking it with her own. I groaned, holding her closer to me. Aston kissed me, hesitantly at first, like she was unsure of herself. I pulled back. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”

      She brought both her hands to my face, stroking my cheekbones with her thumbs. “You did exactly what I wanted you to do.”

      This time, she kissed me. I let her take control because I sensed she needed to. When she opened up, deepening our kiss and relaxing into it, I took it back. Tugging her off the chair, I pulled her onto my lap.

      Her legs hooked around my waist. She was straddling me exactly as I’d imagined it that first day when I watched her walk away, noticing how her enticing ass swayed when she walked.

      I planted my hands on her hips, squeezing before I let my fingers travel to her back. They met the cold metal of her zipper and I traced it all the way to the silver bump that told me I’d reached the end.

      Aston moaned again, then sat up. The weight of her ass was on my cock. I desperately wanted all the layers between us out of the way, but something in her expression caught my eye. “What’s wrong?”

      “There is something you should know before we carry on.” Her voice was raspy, her breathing coming fast.

      “Okay?”

      She took a deep breath, looking me right in the eye. “I’m a virgin.”
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      Blake blinked up at me. “What?”

      “I’m a virgin.” Electricity crackled through my entire body as soon as his lips hit mine. I’d almost decided not to tell him, but he had to know before things went any further.

      Desire flowed like a living thing between us, taking hold of every rational thought. But then Blake pulled away abruptly, sliding out from underneath me. “Fuck, I’m sorry. Good night, Aston. I’ll see you tomorrow.

      I grabbed his wrist when he started to get up from the carpet and his eyes snapped to mine. No more than a second passed before he was on me again, kissing me like he couldn’t stay away. When we broke apart, I cupped his chin in my hand. “No, please don’t be sorry. I want to—do this. With you. I just thought you should know.”

      He drank in my expression and then Blake tugged me towards his strong chest and kissed me like I’d never been kissed before.

      Without breaking the kiss, he picked me up off the floor and carried me over to the bed. It was only once my back hit the hard mattress that our frantic kisses turned gentle. Roaming and exploring as he dipped his tongue possessively into my mouth.

      He kept his body to my side, but I’d already felt how much he wanted me. As soon as he pulled me onto his lap, I’d felt the evidence tenting his pants. It sent a powerful thrill through me, knowing I could have that effect on a man like him.

      His hands skated across my sides, my stomach, avoiding the areas I so desperately wanted him to touch. I moaned and arched my back, trying to call attention to my aching nipples.

      “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to take it slow,” he whispered against my skin. “We don’t need to do anything tonight. We can take all the time we want.”

      I could feel him, hard as a rock against my thigh. It was sweet of him to say we could wait, but I’d waited long enough. “No, I told you. This is what I want. You are what I want.”

      He brought a hand to my face, stroking my warm cheek with the back of his fingers. “I don’t want to do anything you’re going to regret tomorrow. If you want me, I’m yours. But I don’t mind waiting.”

      “The only thing I’ll regret is not doing this with you.”

      Blake groaned, screwing his eyes shut and grinding his jaw, his pulse beating in his neck. Holding himself back. I needed him to get out of his head, to persuade him I was ready to give myself to him.

      Gently, I extricated myself from our tangled limbs and slid off the bed. His eyes followed me hungrily. I reached behind my back and tugged on my zipper, feeling it start to give. I pulled it down slowly.

      “I’m not a child, Blake. You don’t need to worry about me or whether you’re making the right decision. I’m making the decision. I’ve never met anyone I wanted as much as I want you, and that’s why I’m still a virgin. I don’t expect marriage or even a relationship, but I’ve wanted my first time to be with someone I would never forget. Someone I really, truly wanted. That’s you.”

      His eyes grew wide when my dress came loose. I let it fall to the floor, revealing the lacy black bra that I was wearing underneath. Thank God I like wearing nice underwear, even if it was just for myself.

      Standing before him in my matching underwear, his gaze dipped to my breasts, lingered, then dropped to where my thighs met, roaming to linger on my pussy before coming back up to my face.

      By the time they met mine again, the hesitation from before was gone. Those stormy blues were hot and filled with raw lust. Wetness pooled in my center under his heated eyes. My clit began to throb dully. If he could do this to me with just a look, I shuddered to think of what he could do with what he was packing in those pants.

      My heart pounded, but I wanted more of that look. It made me feel like the sexiest woman alive. I craved more of it. Reaching behind my back, I unhooked my bra and let it slide down my arms.

      Blake sucked in a sharp breath. I took it as my cue to climb onto the bed, raising a leg over his lap so that I was straddling him again. “I want you, Blake. So damn much. Say you want me too.”

      In order to drive home my point, I moved my hips and moaned when I felt the swell of his cock beneath me. “I want to hear you say it, Blake. Unless you don’t want to.”

      Our eyes met, caught. Suddenly, he grabbed my hips and rolled us so I was on my back. “Of course I want you. Christ, you drive me out of my damn mind.”

      “Good, then we’re on the same page. What are you waiting for then?” Every bit of self- consciousness I worried I would feel when I was naked with him disappeared. All I knew was that I wanted Blake. Badly.

      He covered my jaw with soft kisses, then moved down to my neck. I shuddered at the feel of his butterfly kisses against my skin. Moving down to my chest, he sucked a pebbled nipple into his mouth.

      His hand slid to my lacy panties. “It’s a good thing my self-control is the stuff of legends or I would’ve taken you right there on that rock the first night we went out.”

      “Really?” I whimpered. I never would’ve thought a man like him would’ve been thinking about sex with me. Especially not risky, outdoor sex where anyone could’ve seen us together. The thought made me even hotter. The dull throb became more insistent. I rocked against the hand cupping my mound.

      “Trust me, okay? Just relax, I’ve got this.”

      I nodded, but I was close to going mad with need.

      “I’m gonna to give you what you want, Aston. But you need to trust me to know when. I have to be sure you’re ready. Otherwise I’m going to hurt you and I don’t want that.”

      He pressed down on my clit. My panties were in the way, but I could feel the heat of his skin on me. I cried out, unable to hold back from the pleasure flowing though me from that one brief touch. “Blake, please.”

      He licked a path between my breasts, all the way up to my mouth and kissed me senseless as his hand finally dipped into my panties, his thumb circling my clit as one of his thick fingers slid into my folds.

      “Oh fuck, you’re so tight,” he groaned. “I can’t wait to feel this on my cock, but we’re going to have to relax you first.”

      He certainly succeeded at it. His hands reduced me to a shivering, moaning mess. My hips rocked and bucked against him, but his strong hands kept me right where he wanted me.

      He kept going until I saw fireworks and white light, feeling like I was about to fly off the bed if it wasn’t for him anchoring me to it.

      Stopping just before I succumbed to the pleasure, he groaned against my mouth. “I think you’re ready, am I right?”

      “God, yes.” I whimpered. “Please, I need you inside me. Now.”

      I’d never felt so empty. It was like I needed him to make me whole again, to provide a piece I didn’t even know I was missing.

      Blake practically ripped the suit he had on from his body. When he was naked, he stood in front of the bed and let me look at him, like I’d done. His body was absolute male perfection, just like I thought he would be. He had hard ridges on his abdomen and narrow hips that tapered down to a thick, long erection that saluted me like it would never go down again.

      I was practically panting for him by the time he crawled back onto the bed. He reached over to pull a condom from his wallet, then rolled it on so fast it was like he was competing for a prize.

      Positioning his cock at my entrance, the broad head nudged me open. Blake looked deeply into my eyes, muscles tight with restraint. “Are you a hundred percent sure about this?”

      I nodded. “A hundred and fifty. Stop teasing me.”

      He let out a low growl and pressed his lips to my neck. Gently, his hard cock pushed against my seam. He slid in slowly, watching every facial expression closely.

      “Fuck, so tight” he breathed, still moving slowly. So damn slowly.

      A sharp tug pulled at my insides, then the head slipped in. It was followed by a burst of pain as he pushed further and broke my hymen. It wasn’t nearly as painful as I expected it to be.

      The incredible fullness of having him inside me outweighed any pain or discomfort I felt. Clinging to him, I ran my hands through his hair and down his corded back muscles.

      When he was all the way in, he stopped to let me adjust to the feeling of having him inside me. His eyes were blazing with need, but he didn’t act on it, keeping still. “You doing okay?”

      “No. Move. Please move,” I whispered, rocking my hips against his.

      He groaned. Finally, his resolve broke and he started moving. Sure, steady strokes licked every sensitive, swollen part of me. He moved slowly, but it was the most incredible feeling.

      Pleasure cascaded through my body. The only thing that existed was the feeling of him inside of me, his body on mine, his deep breathing and low moans in my ear.

      Blake rocked into me rhythmically, perfectly. Too soon I felt the pressure start to build in my core. I trusted his promise that he would give me what I needed, to release the tension he was winding up inside me.

      His breathing was ragged and needy, but he was gentle. Still taking care not to hurt me. Keeping up his delicious pace, he drove me higher and higher until my world shattered into a million pieces. The tension released. My first mind-blowing orgasm ripped through my body with the force of a beautiful thunderstorm.

      But he wasn’t done with me yet. Blake kept going. He stroked me through it with reassuring murmurs that I couldn’t quite make out. When I finally broke through the storm, he was staring at me with heavily lidded eyes. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous when you come. Think you have one more in you?”

      “I think I’ll manage,” I breathed. There was nothing I wanted more.

      Cradling my hips in his hands, he rolled us over. “Take what you need, Aston. Use my cock to make yourself come.”

      Holy crap. Dirty talk. So that was how it worked when you did it right. I always thought it was a bit tacky, but from him it made me feel hot, and desperate to make him feel as good as I did. I followed his instructions, ignoring the slight burn from the constant friction at my opening.

      I anchored my knees on the sides of his hips and started riding him, getting carried away by the pleasure of all the new ways he was hitting me. The muscles in his thighs started to tremble and his hands moved to my thighs, gripping hard as he drove into me more forcefully.

      Clearly, he was getting closer and closer to the edge and it sent a rush of power through me. I was the one who did that to him. Knowing I responsible for his pleasure drove me right back to the edge.

      Blake brought one of his hands to my head and pulled me down, bringing my lips to his. He nipped at my bottom lip when his eyes suddenly glazed over. He started shaking, moaning loudly.

      His orgasm poured into me, and I felt his cock twitching deep inside me. It was the most exquisite feeling, catapulting me into an orgasm that exploded through my body like a firework. Pleasure sparked in each and every part of my nerve endings, lighting a fire that lit me up from the inside out.

      It felt like it lasted seconds and hours all at the same time. I didn’t know how long it took us before we started catching our breath, but when I came to again, he pulled me into a long, deep kiss and looked at me, concern coloring his eyes. “You okay? I’m sorry I lost control a little towards the end. I couldn’t help it.”

      I set his mind at ease by wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him in for another kiss. “I’ve never been better. Seriously. That was awesome. I think I’m going to become addicted to that feeling.”

      “Happy to be of service anytime.” Blake grinned and gently rolled us over so we separated. He bent down to smack a playful kiss to my lips. “Let me take care of this, I’ll be right back,” he said, referring to the condom.

      “Okay.” He was gone just a moment, then he jumped back into bed with me. I rolled onto my stomach, resting my head on his chest and staring out over the dark balcony. Reality was creeping its way back into my consciousness.

      I hated to shatter the moment between us, but the words were out before I could even think about holding them back. “What am I going to do about the cuts?”

      “I’ll help you, but we’ll start first thing tomorrow. For tonight, I just want to fall asleep with you. Let’s worry about tomorrow, tomorrow, okay?”

      I released a contented sigh, snuggling against his warm skin. “Deal.”
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      The first rays of sunshine crept over the horizon when I opened my eyes. I blinked, catching sight of a sea of auburn spread out on the white pillow beside me. Aston.

      My lips curled into a smile. She was still here. I half expected to wake up to find her gone. In the heat of the moment, I worried she would regret what happened as soon as it was over.

      But she looked serene in her sleep. A soft smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, causing the slits on her eyes to curve up.

      Christ, she was fucking gorgeous. I made it a rule not to be with virgins, but I couldn’t resist her. I nearly started crying when she told me, sure she was going to put a stop to things. I really hadn’t expected her to ask me to be the one to do it, but I felt strangely honored that she placed that amount of trust in me.

      Today, it was time to return the favor. I was going to do everything in my power to help her raise the branch’s numbers. I wanted California to do well. To be on top. For her. Because I knew what it meant to her.

      Burrowing my head into the pillow, I watched her sleeping form. I didn’t generally go for sleepovers. Then again, I usually had to run to my next flight.

      With Aston it was different. I liked having her here. I liked waking up to her sleeping beside me. But that was probably just because I liked her in general. She was a phenomenal woman. Beautiful, smart, funny, confident. The full package.

      When she stirred, I rolled out of bed and fixed two cups of coffee after pulling on my underwear. As the aroma of the fresh coffee spread through the room, Aston woke up.

      A shy smile spread across her face when she saw me and she arranged the sheet so she was fully covered. “Good morning. Please tell me that is coffee I’m smelling.”

      I held up the two mugs. “Am I your hero?”

      Giggling, she nodded. “Coffee and orgasms? What more could a girl ask for?”

      My head tilted as I pretended to think. “To wake up in Paris?”

      “Good point,” she laughed. “But you’ve just removed yourself from hero status.”

      “Damn.” I carried the coffee over to the bed and handed her a mug. “At least I made the list for possible hero status.”

      “Better luck next time,” she smiled, sipping her coffee. “So, almost hero, we have work to do. You promised you would help, so where do we start?”

      “With a shower,” I told her. Seeing the look of disbelief on her face, I grinned. “I can’t think before coffee and a shower.”

      The light streaming into the bedroom hit her in a way that made her look almost angelic. For a second, I considered going for round number three but she was right. We had too much work to do.

      “Another good point,” she said, taking a big gulp of coffee. “I’ll have to go get changed at home and meet you back here.”

      “Sure thing. Give me a buzz when you get back and I’ll meet you in the lobby.” Aston finished her coffee and went home to get dressed for work. After I showered and did the same thing, I went over the list of ideas I had for the branch and started prioritizing them in my head.

      About two hours later, I got a call from Aston, summoning me downstairs. She looked radiant when I walked into the lobby. A surge of pride hit me right in the gut, because I was taking credit for some of that radiance after the night we had together.

      Her damp hair fell in loose waves past her shoulders. She wore another black dress, as she was required to do for work, but this one was short and flowing, and showed just enough cleavage to get my blood pumping again.

      Later. I promised myself. For now, I had to get my head in the game. And I would, just as soon as I let her know where my head was at right now. “You look good enough to eat.”

      And fuck if I didn’t want to do just that. Blood rushed to her cheeks. “Thank you.”

      I could fucking kick myself for not getting a taste of her while I had the chance to do it, but I was too desperate to get inside her and I hadn’t had the heart to deny her when that was all it seemed she wanted. There would be a next time though. I would make sure of that. And then I would get my taste.

      But I couldn’t keep thinking about it now. “Are you ready to get started?”

      “I’m ready when you are. Should we go to my office?” Without waiting for me to reply, she started turning and curled a finger for me to follow her into the back.

      We rounded the front desk, drawing a curious glance from Tiffany. Aston waved her off and pushed through the doors that lead to the staff area.

      We walked down a narrow passage with grey carpeted walls. There was nothing opulent about this part of the building. It had grey walls and rectangular lights that hummed with electricity overhead.

      Aston stopped at the door about halfway down and produced a single key on a keyring with a small teddy bear on it. “This is it. Be prepared. It’s not exactly big.”

      I already knew that. We tried to ensure that the staff was comfortable, but hotels were hotels and the majority of the space belonged to the guests.

      “Don’t worry about me. At least you have an office. I have a laptop bag on the plane.”

      She cocked head. “You have your own plane?”

      “You know what I mean.” Well, the company had its own plane. But it wasn’t mine and since I never used it, I didn’t feel the need to clarify.

      Aston unlocked the door to her office and let me inside. It really was small. Plain and simple, with no clutter or heaps of photographs on the walls.

      She sat down behind a desk and motioned for me to have a seat too, then she fired up her computer and looked at me expectantly. “Well?”

      “We need to start by looking at ways to draw in more customers. Pictures on social media, ads in local papers, running promotions on longer stays and organizing a couple of events that we can pull together quickly to attract people are some of the things we need to get started immediately. The sooner the better.”

      Aston’s eyes narrowed. “How much sooner?”

      “Within the next couple of days.” It was a big ask, but we had reinforcements in the staff and frankly, no other choice. As it was, this was a ‘Hail Mary’ pass on my part. If we didn’t get this done, the jobs in California were on the chopping block.

      “Okay. I’ll organize a staff meeting later today and get all hands on deck, but we may still need more than a couple of days to pull together and advertise even one event,” she said. I liked that she wasn’t being overly optimistic or pretending that this was going to be a breeze. She was being realistic and wasn’t making promises to try and impress me, even though she now knew I was a stockholder.

      “What else do we need to do?” She jotted down a few notes on a pad in front of her, then looked up at me again. I also liked that she used an actual notepad to make notes, and not the app on her phone or computer. It was turning out that I liked pretty much everything about this woman.

      Focus, Blake. “The furniture in the lobby is outdated. We need to—”

      “I’m already on that. I’ve had some new couches delivered with a few other odds and ends. We just haven’t had time to swap it out yet.”

      I nodded slowly. “Couches are a start, but the lobby needs to make a statement and the one that it’s making right now isn’t helping.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that we need to speak to some of your colleagues to ask them to stay late or come in early so we have enough hands to make the changes that need to be made.”

      She made another note. “Done. I’m sure we’ll get enough volunteers. People want to help if it means saving their jobs.”

      “We can hope.” Because without their help, we were dead in the water. “We need to change things around in the lobby to make it look new and inviting. Fresh.”

      Again she jotted down what I said, but then she looked at me questioningly. “How do you know so much about all this stuff?”

      “We don’t really have time to talk about me right now. Just trust me, can you do that?”

      She paused, but then nodded. Biting her lip, she looked down at her notes. “I think we’ve established that I trust you.”

      “Yeah, I guess we have.”

      “Right. Okay. I’ll send out the email about the staff meeting now.” She wheeled her chair closer to her computer and started tapping away at the keys. “What’s next?”

      “We’re going to need temporary signage out front. Advertise stays at the hotel, meals at the restaurant. Anything you can think of to draw the attention of people passing or driving by.” Marketing was really more Danny’s strong point than mine, but I’d put in some calls and gotten a few ideas we could get started on immediately.

      “Our budget is going to be tight. We didn’t have much money allocated to this kind of thing to begin with, never mind the kind of drive you’re talking about right now.”

      Shit. Of course this was going to come up. “Don’t worry about that. Let me take care of it.”

      She gave me a strange look but didn’t ask any questions, even though I could see she had many and desperately wanted to. “Okay, but later we talk about you. Deal?”
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      Blake and I walked around the lobby. Every so often, he would point out something we needed to do or change. Being the dutiful manager I was, I noted down all of his suggestions in the spiral notebook I used to manage and document staff meetings.

      He was pointing at a flower arrangement, telling me we should look into cutting costs by ditching the fresh flowers we had delivered weekly. But I’d already made a note of it. I would bring it up at the meeting later.

      I couldn’t really concentrate on what he was saying anymore. Not because he didn’t have good ideas or because I didn’t appreciate his help, but because I was too wrapped up with second guessing myself and the choices I’d made.

      While I didn’t regret sleeping with him, I was really starting to question what exactly it was he did at this point. Whenever we talked about it, he was intentionally vague. A finance guy who did quality assurance when he had to, that was how he explained it to me on our first date.

      Back then, he explained the ins and outs of his job and I didn’t question him. I wanted to, but in hindsight realized he always changed the topic back to me. I chalked it up to the fact that he thought talking about his job would be boring and since we were literally at my job on said first date, it made sense to talk about mine. About the hotel.

      I was starting to wonder if it was really all that simple though. A finance guy who did quality assurance on the side wouldn’t know this much about the hotel business. He wouldn’t have so many ideas for marketing and drawing in guests, and he certainly wouldn’t be spending so much time helping me improve numbers I didn’t even realize were quite so dire to begin with.

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one getting suspicious. Tiffany approached us earlier and was helping move things around in the lobby. My ears perked when I heard her confront him. “What did you say it was you did for a living again? You sure know a lot about the hotel industry.”

      “I just want to help.” It felt like that was his standard response. That and ‘I want to get to know you.’ More recently, he’d added ‘just trust me’ to his repertoire. For some inexplicable reason, I did trust him.

      Hell, he was officially the only person on earth who had intimate knowledge of my damn vagina. But this wasn’t about trust.

      It was about the undeniable knowledge that despite what I’d done with him, there was a lot about the man I didn’t know. He promised we would talk later, but I wasn’t sure I could wait.

      Blake shrugged in response to Tiffany’s question. “I practically live in hotels, and business is business. At the very heart of things, most industries are fundamentally alike.”

      “I disagree.” Tiffany flipped her hair over her shoulder and followed him when he tried to walk away, presumably to the next piece of furniture he wanted to move just so. Or maybe to finally move the rack of pamphlets advertising local attractions. He mentioned wanting to move it closer to the door earlier. “You know too much about this industry for it to be just because business is business. As for living in hotels, most of our guests are frequent flyer businessmen. None have ever offered to help us like this.”

      “Maybe it’s because none of them have been here when the company announced some pretty big changes were coming,” he replied dryly, heading over to the pamphlet rack. Tiffany followed, and so did I.

      “Maybe.” She didn’t look convinced, and sure enough, she stuck to her guns. “But I think it’s more than that.”

      Buzzing sounded from Blake’s pocket. Deftly, he pulled out his phone and motioned for us to give him a minute. Frustration and exasperation mingled on his features when he checked the caller id. “This better not be about Dustin.”

      I only heard his strange greeting to whoever was on the other end of the line before he walked out of earshot. Tiffany mumbled beside me. “Saved by the bell.”

      “Would you ease up on him?” I was dying to hear his answers to her questions, but above all else he was still a guest at our hotel and she was being rude. “He’s just trying to help.”

      “So he keeps saying,” she mused, narrowing her eyes on his back where he stood facing the windows at the far end of the lobby. “Wanna pretend we’re moving that couch next to him so we can hear what your mysterious guy is up to?”

      “He’s not my guy,” I protested. “And no, we’re not eavesdropping.”

      She shot me a look. “Why not? We have a much better chance to learn something real about him from hearing that conversation then by having one of our own with him.”

      “Maybe, or maybe we’ll just end up hearing one side of a conversation we can’t make sense of and piss him off in the process by listening in on a conversation he clearly doesn’t want us to overhear.”

      She started for where he was standing anyway. “That’s exactly my point. He doesn’t want us to overhear it, which is why we should be trying to.”

      Hurrying to catch up to her, I put my hand on her arm. “What if he gets so pissed off he stops helping us? Whether we know why he knows so much or not, he’s got good ideas. We need him.”

      “Yeah, but why is he giving us this kind of help? And for free. People get paid a fortune to consult on jobs like this,” she argued, glancing in his direction.

      He hadn’t turned around, but as if he could feel us coming he moved all the way to the corner. Away from any furniture we could’ve been pretending to move. “He told me he has stock in the company, that’s why he wants to help.”

      “Stock in the company means the McAllen Group as a whole, not our branch. If we really are the smallest of the big branches, that means our numbers probably don’t even make the tiniest ripple on the kind of money the group shareholders make from the company. He still shouldn’t care this much.”

      “He cares about me,” I said quietly. “That’s what he told me the other night.”

      For the first time since her tirade started, Tiffany paused. “Now that makes more sense. A lot more.”

      Her girly side reared its head when she leaned in closer to me. “Those are the kind of details I want more of. I can’t believe you won’t just tell me all about it.”

      “I told you this morning, we’re at work. For whatever reason, Blake chose to share those numbers with me and I think we’re in real trouble. The kind of trouble that could cost us our jobs if we don’t figure it out.”

      She sighed. “True. Fine, I’ll wait for the juicy details. For the record, you’re going to pay for making me wait—with very specific details. Nothing is off limits, got it?”

      “Got it.” I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I also needed her to drop the subject. Right now, since Blake had turned around and looked like he was getting ready to end his call. “For now, can we please focus on using the help he’s offering to try and save jobs?”

      “We can,” she agreed. “But I’m telling you, his offering to help us is about more than him having stock in the company. Caring about you makes more sense, but it still doesn’t bring all the pieces together.”

      “Why not?” It didn’t sit right with me either, but I needed to hear it from someone else. A part of me thought I might be overthinking because of my personal connection to him.

      She lifted her hand, counting on her fingers. “Firstly, because he’s supposed to be here for work, but he’s spending a whole weekday working on this with us.”

      I had also thought about that one. What kind of businessman—or any working person—could part with his whole Thursday to help a girl he had sex with once? None I knew of. “Second?”

      “He has all this inside knowledge about guest patterns and what will draw more guests into our hotel. That’s not exactly knowledge every businessman has, despite what he says.”

      Another point I thought of. It didn’t look like I was overthinking things after all. “Anything else?”

      “He disappears for a day, then gets back and suddenly has files full of information pertaining to our branch of the company all ready to go, so he can convince you to make immediate changes? It just doesn’t smell right, regardless of how delicious he smells himself.”

      He really did smell good. I got a look at his bottle of cologne in his bathroom before I left his suite. I knew it cost a ton, but I was seriously considering buying a bottle to spray on my sheets before I went to bed. I couldn’t remember the last time I had slept so well as I had next to him. It might have been the orgasms though, not just the way he smelled.

      Plus, I couldn’t afford a bottle of that cologne. And it would be super creepy if I actually did spray the stuff on my sheets just so I could feel like he was close by. Like the kind of creepy I might have to go to therapy for, and I couldn’t afford that either.

      Tiffany was right about the situation not smelling so good. I didn’t think about it while I was there in his hotel room, but I realized on the way home it seemed like too big of a coincidence that he just happened to have our branch’s numbers on hand to discuss with me. I hadn’t even gotten around to telling Tiffany he had told me not to worry about the budget for all the changes we had to make.

      There were possibilities, of course. He might’ve been thinking about me while away on business and decided to have a look at the company’s financials since he knew we were worried about our jobs after the announcement was made.

      He was a numbers guy, after all. And he had stock in the company, so getting their financials would probably have been pretty easy for him. He might even have had them all along and was only prompted to take a look because of the circumstances.

      It was a perfectly plausible scenario, but somehow I didn’t think that was it. I didn’t have any more time to mull it over though, since he was walking back toward us.

      Just before he reached us, Tiffany leaned in to whisper. “Don’t worry. I’m going to find out what his deal really is.”

      Before I could tell her not to bother, that he and I were going to be having this talk later if he kept his promise, she bounced away from me to greet some new guests waiting at the front desk. Blake started after her. “Everything okay?”

      “Everything’s perfect. Are you ready to carry on?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do it. I had a couple more ideas while I was on the phone. It’s going to end up being a lot of work though, we’re probably going to have to spend the week working on it.”

      If it meant he was staying at least another week, I was in. Somewhere in all of those hours we would have to spend together, he was going to have to make time to tell me exactly what was going on.
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      Three straight days of working nonstop with Aston and her team was paying off. Breakfast on Saturday morning was packed and people were still streaming into the lobby. I sat on one of the new couches, waiting for Aston to finish up with a meeting.

      We still had a lot of work ahead of us, but I was satisfied so far. California had a lot of potential. I didn’t know why we hadn’t paid this kind of attention to it before. Three days of focused, driven promotion of the branch and there was already an increase in traffic.

      And the company hadn’t even really thrown its weight behind the branch. Not yet, anyway. In my next report to my father, I was definitely telling him that this could, and should, be one of our biggest branches.

      With Aston at the helm, this branch could make a turnaround for sure. Fuck making cuts here, we should be looking at increasing their capacity instead of decreasing it.

      The increased traffic made Aston a lot busier, but I enjoyed seeing her on top of her game. She was a remarkable woman and it was time she got acknowledged for it. And not because of our personal history. She really was a damn good manager.

      Guests in the hotel adored her and she deserved it. She made sure to welcome as many people as she could personally, she was on call whenever she was needed and seemed to have a way with even the most difficult guests. Everyone walked away from her smiling.

      It was fucking impressive to watch her in action. It was also incredibly sexy. Some men might get off on their women being mild and submissive, but I wasn’t one of those men. Give me a powerful, successful woman in her own right any day. I was man enough to handle it.

      Even just thinking about watching Aston doing her thing threatened to make me hard. Combined with the memories I had of what she looked like when she came, I was having a tough time keeping myself from popping a damn boner every time I saw her. It was almost worse than my teenage years.

      My only saving grace was thinking about work whenever we were in public together. God knew there was enough work to think about. My primary task during the two weeks I had to turn things around was focusing on that, but that didn’t mean my regular work wasn’t piling up.

      Burning the midnight oil became nothing more than a song I loved earlier this week. Staying up to all hours of the morning trying to catch up on work was now my usual. It didn’t need its own name or term anymore.

      But it would all be worth it. I knew Dad was going to be as impressed with the branch as I was. I reviewed some of the very preliminary increases in the numbers just this morning, and they looked good.

      Danny and Dustin could also kiss Dustin’s promotion goodbye. No way was he getting it after what Aston was pulling off here. It would be a fucking travesty if he did. The man sat on his ass all day and ordered his staff around.

      He was nothing compared to Aston. He shouldn’t even have been a blip on the same radar. Dad would see things my way, I knew he would. Danny might have been blind to anyone but Dustin, but Dad wouldn’t be.

      Aston didn’t know it yet, but her hard work here was going to pay off in a big way. She told me she wanted a future in this company, and that she thought it was the kind of place where a girl like her could go far, and far was exactly where she was going.

      If it were up to me, I would’ve simply handed her the promotion on a giant silver platter this morning. And not just because I thought she was seriously sexy while she was doing her thing. My feelings for her didn’t factor in to my opinions of her professional performance at all.

      She was a fucking rock star. She deserved to rise to the top and I looked forward to seeing her there. It was only a matter of time.

      I was so lost in thought that I didn’t even see her enter the lobby until she was standing right in front of me. Wearing a black pantsuit with a ruffled white blouse, she looked like the utmost professional. The powerhouse of a woman I was learning was hidden inside her.

      Her hair was pulled back into a bun on top of her head and her face was almost bare of makeup. Beautiful. She really was stunning. She was also smiling expectantly at me. “Well, Mr. Slave Driver, I hope you’re proud. Your hard work is running me ragged.”

      I grinned at her, standing up from the couch so I could look right into those green eyes. “You’re all the more gorgeous for it.”

      She flushed. “Thank you, but seriously. I hope you’re proud, because all of this is because of you.”

      Making a sweeping motion with her arm, she gestured at the guests clamoring in the lobby. “Well Aston, I may have helped get them in the doors, but your personality is what’s going to keep them coming back and telling their friends to do so too.”

      “This is crazy,” she said. There were stars in her eyes as she surveyed the bustling room. “I can’t believe what we’ve pulled off in such a short period of time. You were sent by angels, you know that?”

      Only if she called my father an angel. He was a cool guy, sure, but he was far from being an angel. And my brother sure as shit wasn’t. As the other main reason I was here, he was the furthest thing from an angel I could think of.

      “Let’s just call it luck, shall we?”

      She pouted playfully. “Call it whatever you want, but it’s just flat amazing.”

      “It sure is.” I wished more than anything I could ask her to lunch and tell her she got the promotion. To finally come completely clean and tell her who I was.

      But none of those things could happen. I knew she was too busy for lunch, I had to discuss the promotion with Dad before I could say anything, and telling her who I was now would derail our speed on the work front.

      I considered throwing Dad’s rule about not making any promises about the promotion out the window. She had it in the bag as far as I was concerned and I was sure I could make Dad see things my way.

      The results from Dustin’s investigation would be coming in any day now. When they did, he was out. As was Danny’s chances of choosing a different candidate for the promotion. That left my candidates and Aston was definitely right at the top of the list.

      She was a shoo-in. But I couldn’t tell her yet. It wasn’t only Dad’s rule holding me back. We had procedures in place for announcing promotions. Procedures I helped write, so I knew their value better than anyone.

      Since lunch was the only one of the things I wanted that I might have a chance at getting—if I could convince Aston to sit down for half an hour to eat—I was about to ask her when my phone rang. The damn thing kept interrupting our conversations.

      I ignored it. It was a Saturday, after all. The office could get along without me for one afternoon and it could only be work calling. “I hear the chef upstairs is preparing a special seafood dish for lunch, care to join me?”

      My phone started buzzing again. I reached into my pocket and silenced it without even pulling it out. Whatever it was, it could wait. I knew I owed a call to the manager of the Dubai property, but I’d already spoken to him earlier. The report he wanted wasn’t ready yet.

      Aston glanced at the pocket holding my phone. “Don’t you want to get that? I need to check on those women at the desk, I’ll be right back.”

      She rushed away from me, smiling as she welcomed the guests. I was about to follow her, but just then, the damn phone went off again.

      Annoyed, I yanked it out of my pocket. I expected to see the number of the Dubai branch on my screen, but Danny’s infuriating face was there instead.

      Frustrated, I slid my thumb across the screen. “I’m in the middle of something.”

      “Blake.” One word and I knew something was wrong. “Walk out of whatever you’re in the middle of right now.”

      His voice was off. Danny didn’t get shaken. The man could be standing in the middle of an earthquake and he wouldn’t be rattled, but he was rattled now. My blood went cold. The tips of my fingers went numb. I’d never heard him like this before.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I dreaded his answer. I knew it was going to be something bad. For all our disagreements, Danny wouldn’t have been fucking around with me.

      I heard him barking orders to someone on his end of the line, then he was back. “It’s Dad.”

      My heart dropped to the molten center of the earth. “What about Dad, Danny?”

      “He’s in the hospital.” My already cold blood froze. It felt like my heart couldn’t pump it any more. My whole body felt like it turned to ice. “He had a stroke earlier this morning. I know you’re busy in California, but—”

      “I’ll be on the next flight out.” I promised him, though it felt like everything was a blur. My own voice sounded foreign to my ears. My tongue felt too big for my mouth. “How bad is it?”

      “We don’t know all the details yet, but it’s not good. Just get here, okay?”

      “Okay.” There was no question about it. I wasn’t even sure whether I’d hung up on Danny before I was scrolling through my contacts to book my flight.

      If I’d been thinking clearly, I would’ve felt worse about leaving Aston in the lurch. We were in the middle of a giant overhaul of the branch that provided her livelihood. But I wasn’t thinking clearly. The only thing I could focus on now was Dad.

      The mental image of him lying in a hospital bed, connected to tubes with pipes plugged into his veins haunted me. It jumped into my head unbidden and refused to leave.

      I didn’t have all the information yet, but I didn’t need it. I only needed to get home.
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      The hotel was insanely busy and I loved every second of it. I finally felt like I was doing my job and not simply being a placeholder management used to keep everyone happy.

      I was making a difference, and trying to save people’s jobs. It was an amazing feeling.

      As curious as I was about how Blake knew everything he knew, I couldn’t deny that I would never have pulled this off without him. He was not only the one who brought the need for these changes to my attention, but he was also the one who was instrumental in making everything happen. With everything going on, we hadn’t had a chance to talk yet.

      Since he’d asked me to lunch, I was hoping we could take the little bit of time we would have to finally get to that talk. There were a couple of things I had to check on in my office before I could give him an answer about lunch though.

      Pulling up my emails, I checked on the arrival time of the new coffee we’d ordered to stock the rooms with. Blake somehow made a deal where we got the coffee and shout outs on the supplier’s social media page.

      How he got the things done that he did amazed me. The man had some serious contacts, by the looks of things.

      I was so absorbed in thinking about him and wondering how we’d gotten so lucky to have someone like him in our corner that I didn’t notice the knock on my door at first. It became more insistent until I finally called out. “Come on in.”

      I hoped whatever it was wouldn’t take too much time because I really wanted to be able to tell Blake we could go to lunch. It was strange since we were spending so much time together, but I missed him.

      We were hardly ever alone anymore and when we were, we were working. I wanted some one on one time with him.

      I blinked in surprise when it was Blake who stepped into my office following the knock. “Something’s come up. I need to go back to the office.”

      My gaze snapped away from the computer at the ragged sound of his voice. There was something wrong. When I really looked up at him from more than just the corner of my eye while I was busy, I did a double take.

      There was no color in his cheeks and his eyes were wide and slightly wild. “What’s wrong?”

      His jaw was tight as he ground his teeth. He put a hand up against my doorframe, but it was balled into a fist. “I just need to get back to the office. I’m leaving today. Now. If you need me for anything, I’ll be on my cell.”

      Without another word, he turned and walked out of the office. I got up and tried to follow him, but by the time I made it to my door he was already pushing out of the back exit. An exit I had never shown him, but I was too worried to think about how he knew it was there now.

      I stared at the door he disappeared through. He didn’t really answer my question when I asked what was wrong, but I knew something was. Very, very wrong.

      Not for the first time, I wondered if I would ever see him again or if that dramatic exit was the last I would see of Blake. I had a bad feeling about the way he left. It was too abrupt. I hadn’t seen his bag with him, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t already packed it.

      Spinning around, I rushed to the front desk. I needed to know if he checked out before he left. There had to be some clue somewhere about what was going on.

      Sure, he said to call if I needed anything from him. But somehow, now didn’t seem like a good time to bombard him with questions.

      I was nearly at the staff door to the lobby when Tiffany came barreling through it. In her haste to get wherever she was going, she almost slammed into me. When she saw who she bumped into, her eyes grew wide.

      “There you are! I’ve been looking for you.”

      I frowned, there was something unsettling in the way she was looking at me. She grabbed my arm and started dragging me to my office. “I need to talk to you in private.”

      “Okay, okay. I’m coming.” I told her, shuffling along behind my friend. She was moving with a rare urgency for Tiffany.

      When we reached my office, she closed the door with a decisive click and spun around to face me. “Remember when I told you I was going to look into Blake?”

      A shiver of apprehension ran through me. “Yeah? Why?”

      “I looked into him,” she said, pausing for dramatic effect. “You’re not going to believe what I found.”

      “What is it?” Whether I was ready or not, I was about to find out what Blake had never got around to telling me about himself. A part of me wanted to tell her to shut up, that I wanted to speak to him personally about whatever it was.

      The larger part of me couldn’t wait another minute. I was nervous, worried about him and anxious to know why Tiffany was acting the way she was. The internal debate between the two sides only lasted a minute.

      There really wasn’t a question about it. Despite the extra work we were doing, there had been ample time for Blake to talk to me himself. I’d asked him over and over again and he’d never given me a straight answer. I vowed to let him explain, if there was anything to explain, but I had to find out what Tiffany knew.

      She strode to my desk and leaned her butt onto it, folding her arms. A knowing smile played on her lips. “You’re not going to ask me how I found this out?”

      Seeing as it was Tiffany, I stopped myself from throttling her for playing coy at a time like this. I would miss talking to her too much if I murdered her. “No, just tell me what you found out.”

      She pouted her lips, disappointed in my lack of indulgence of her theatrics. The fact she had even asked set me on edge. “Seriously? I do some major super sleuthing and you don’t even care about the process.”

      “I don’t, just tell me. Please. He just burst in here, told me he had to go back to the office and then practically ran out the door. I’ve had enough drama for one day. What is it?”

      Tiffany frowned at the wall in the direction of the outside exit door. “I hope he’s okay. For more reasons than just because you’re into him. We could all be in trouble if he’s not.”

      “Business has been doing amazing the last few days, so don’t worry about whatever trouble we might be in and just tell me already.” Maybe I wouldn’t miss her that much. I hoped I wouldn’t, but if she didn’t tell me soon, I was going to explode.

      There was a severe shortage of creative murder weapons in my minimalistic office, so my bare hands would have to do. “I swear Tiff, if you drag this out any longer I’m not going to be responsible for my actions.”

      “Fine. Fine.” She threw her hands out to her sides as if she was surrendering. “I Googled him. I looked up his details on our system and you won’t believe who he really is.”

      My voice rose several octaves and became a little shrill. “I’m on the verge of chucking you out of my office and just looking him up myself. It’ll be faster than having to listen to you drag it out any longer.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh fine, it’s just that I never know things before you do. I was trying to savor the moment. Guess I’ve had my fun, so, drum roll please.”

      I glared at her. She lowered her hands to my desk and tapped out a quick beat with her fingers. “His full name is Blake Carlton McAllen.”

      “Mc—” My mouth went completely dry. “McAllen, as in—”

      Tiffany beamed at me. “Yup. As in McAllen Property Group McAllen.”

      “You can’t be serious.” This had to be a joke, right? There was no way I gave up my virginity to an actual honest-to-God billionaire. A billionaire who also happened to be my boss’s, boss’s, boss’s son. Somewhere very high up in the hierarchy of the company, anyway. No matter the details, it made Blake one of my bosses. One of my biggest bosses. “There’s no way.”

      “It’s true,” she said, peering at me like she was a teacher trying to guide a lost child. “Blake Carlton McAllen. He’s twenty-eight and the Chief Financial Officer of the group.”

      “But he’s in quality assurance, too.” There had to be some kind of mistake. The universe couldn’t possibly be this cruel.

      Tiffany nodded. “His company profile says he’s finance and quality assurance.”

      “How could I not have known who he is?” I wasn’t really asking her, I was really directing the question to myself. I lived and breathed for my job. I knew every wrinkle on Wayne McAllen’s face.

      Then it dawned on me. I hadn’t known what Danny McAllen looked like the other day on TV when he made the announcement either. I’d never really paid much attention to the McAllen boys.

      It was their father I admired, their father I worked for and respected. I kind of always wrote off his sons as boys born with silver spoons in their mouths. A part of me always resented that they were born with the world at their feet while I had to work for the very cheap shoes on mine.

      Theoretically, I knew one day the company would belong to one or both of them. But it was supposed to be at some abstract point far off in the future. I hadn’t really thought or cared about it, because my focus was on their father.

      He was the man I thought I had to get to. I worked hard to get his attention, so he would know my name and hopefully one day promote me.

      Tiffany shrugged, oblivious to the anguish I felt when I realized what I had done. “Anyone would’ve missed it. His bio on the company profile has a very small, kind of outdated picture.”

      “I feel like such an idiot.”

      She came to my side immediately, catching on to where my thoughts were racing to. “Don’t. According to the all-knowing internet, he keeps a super low profile. He avoids the press at all costs and there are very few pictures of him online. I mean, there are still hundreds of pictures, but nowhere near as many of him as his brother.”

      “But Tiff, I—” I couldn’t believe it. I had slept with the son of the owner of the company I worked for. I was horrified. I worked so damn hard, and now it could all be for nothing. “I slept with him.”

      The last sentence came out as a whisper. I couldn’t find my voice. What had I done? I hadn’t really been planning on applying for the round of promotions they announced, but if I had applied I didn’t stand a chance of getting it now.

      If it ever came out that I’d had sex with Blake, everyone would think I slept my way to the top. My reputation would be ruined.

      Worse than that, I might have ruined my future at the company. What if he thought I’d lied to him about being a virgin and that I was really just a big slut trying to get with him for his money or his fame? Or even the promotion?

      What if I’d ruined the opportunity in this company I worked so hard for? Tiffany slung an arm over my shoulders. “Maybe you should call him.”

      Maybe? No. Not maybe. I had to call him. I had to find out what the hell was going on. It was very possible that my entire future depended on it.
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      It was late by the time I landed in Florida. My mind was in a daze. It felt like I was stuck in a bad dream. I replayed the morning over and over again in my mind, trying to change the way it ended. But it never changed.

      All I could hear was Danny’s voice telling me our father was in the hospital. That he’d had a stroke and I had to come home. To my dad’s home, anyway. I didn’t really have a home anymore. I guess I thought of Florida as home because that was where my father was.

      If anything were to happen to him—my throat threatened to close up. Breathing was hard enough as it was without those kinds of thoughts.

      It felt like it took ages to get to the hospital, but in reality it was only a matter of hours. Unless my watch was broken and it had, in fact, taken as long as it seemed.

      The roads were quiet this time of night around here. Dad’s neighborhood was one of the quieter ones and the hospital Danny told me they were at was right on the outskirts.

      It was dark except for the pools of light created by the high street lamps. My cabbie didn’t say much. When I hailed him at the airport I gave him the name of the hospital and he obviously sensed my need to get there fast and quietly.

      I couldn’t manage small talk. Not now. I could barely manage thinking. Images of my father and his tired eyes the last few times we had Skyped swam behind my eyelids every time I blinked.

      Guilt weighed heavily in my stomach. I should have known he was working too hard. I should have leaned on him more to take time off. I should have—fuck. There were so many things I should have done differently.

      I shouldn’t have been so focused on Danny’s announcement and saving the jobs in California. It all seemed so trivial now. Not saving people’s jobs, of course, but my personal involvement. I’d been so absorbed in trying to take care of other people’s families that I neglected my own.

      Could have, would have, should have—none of it was going to help my dad now.

      The cab turned a corner and suddenly, the hospital was looming up ahead. I swallowed. Whatever was waiting for me in that building—I had to be ready. I wasn’t sure I really was.

      This was the last place I thought I would be tonight when I woke up this morning. Life was a bitch sometimes.

      We were just pulling up outside of the hospital when my phone started buzzing. Afraid it was Danny calling about Dad, I ripped it out of my pocket.

      A sigh of relief escaped me when I saw it was Aston calling, not Danny. Using my thumb, I pressed the button on the side of my phone to silence it. I couldn’t talk to her now.

      I owed her an explanation and she would get it. Later. Once I knew what was going on with Dad. I felt bad about taking off on her again, but there was no way I could’ve stayed in California.

      Waiting to get updates from Danny would’ve killed me. Besides, I was pretty sure Dad would give me an extension on the two week deadline to turn the branch around under the circumstances.

      Vowing to call Aston later, I shoved my phone back in my pocket at the same time that I handed a fist full of bills to the cabbie. “Thanks.”

      “Good luck, man,” he said. I barely heard him as I slammed the door behind me. Danny had told me which room my dad was in. With tunnel vision, and focused only on getting to my father, I ignored the front desk and all the people milling around and made my way through the bright interior.

      I followed the signs to the intensive care unit, willing myself to be prepared for whatever I found there. Stopping outside the closed door, I sprayed my hands with the disinfectant spray attached to the wall outside and donned the protective coverings for my shoes and mouth in a dispenser next to the ward.

      Taking a deep breath, I lifted my hand and depressed the bell of the locked ward. There was one tiny window in the door and I watched as a heavyset nurse came to open it. “Yes? Visiting hours are over, son. You’ll have to come back in the morning.”

      “I’m Blake McAllen, my father is—”

      Recognition sparked in her eyes. “Wayne McAllen. Of course. I was told you’d be arriving late. You have good timing though. The doctor is in with your father now. He stopped by for his last rounds of the evening. Follow me.”

      “Thank you.” My voice was barely above a whisper. I stepped into the unit and the smell of disinfectant and whatever else combined to make that familiar combination so unique to this setting assaulted my already fragile senses.

      Glass cubicles formed private rooms inside the unit. The curtains were drawn inside all of them, shielding the patients from view.

      When the nurse stopped outside one of the cubicles, she motioned to the door and I knew he was right inside. I took another deep breath, but nothing could have prepared me for what I was about to see.

      A wall of monitors stood behind the hospital bed, lights displaying my father’s vital signs and God only knew what else flickering on the screens. My father was not a small man, but the bed seemed to dwarf him tonight.

      He was lying beneath stiff white blankets. Unconscious from the looks of things. His chest heaved with every breath he took and thick tubes protruded from everywhere, attached to the machines behind him.

      A white haired man stood next to the bed. He looked up from a clipboard he was holding when I entered the room. “You must be Blake. I’m Dr. Richards. I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

      I wondered how many people he had said that to. And how many of those family members left the hospital with only memories of their loved one.

      On auto pilot, I shook his hand. “How is he?”

      The doctor gave me a grim smile. “He’s not good, son. I won’t sugar coat it, he’s in bad shape. We’re doing all we can for him, of course.”

      My heart stuttered. “Of course. Do you have any information about what happened yet? My brother said it was a stroke.”

      The doctor nodded. “It was definitely a stroke. We won’t know the full extent of the damage until he wakes up, but with the test results we have, things aren’t looking too positive.”

      I blinked. This wasn’t possible, but plenty of evidence that it was all too real was right there in front of me. It was absurd. Surreal.

      There was a clenching sensation in my chest. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuuuuuuuck. This couldn’t be happening. “Is he going to—”

      Doctor Richards shook his head sadly. “We just don’t know. It’s not looking good, but we can never say anything for sure in these situations.”

      The curtains rustled behind me and I turned to find Danny standing in the doorway. He didn’t look much better than I did, but there was a cold look in his eyes. A detachment I didn’t like. Like me, he was still wearing a suit.

      The people in the hospital must have thought we were crazy, both of us showing up to the intensive care unit on a Saturday night looking like we were ready for work on a Monday morning.

      Danny nodded to me. “Blake. Thanks for coming.”

      Thanks for—Jesus. What did he think this was? A fucking meeting? “Of course I would come. Our father had a goddamn stroke.”

      “Yes.” He looked at Doctor Richards. “Any changes?”

      The doctor shook his head. “Not since this afternoon. We’re running more tests, but the results won’t be available until the morning.”

      “Is there anything we can do to speed them up?” Danny asked, frustrated. He ran a hand through his hair.

      Again, the doctor shook his head. “These things take time, Mr. McAllen. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Will he have regained consciousness by then?”

      Another head shake. “I can’t say for sure, but I’m reasonably certain he may not. If he does, depending on the state he’s in, we may need to medically induce a coma anyway.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered. This was bad. Really fucking bad.

      Danny gave a swift nod. “Very well. In that case, I need to talk to my brother.”  Doctor Richards nodded his head and left us alone.

      “Talk?” It had to be business related. Danny was in that mode, I could see it the second he stepped into the room. “About what?”

      “I’ve just gotten back from the lawyers. There’s some stuff we need to sign, verifying Dad’s state.”

      “What?” This a nightmare. It had to be a fucking nightmare. “Sure. I’ll do what needs to be done. What are we going to do though?”

      That was the several billion dollar question. Danny handed me an envelope. “There’s the stuff you need to sign. In the meantime, while Dad’s here and unconscious, I’m taking control of the company.”

      “Already? It’s been less than a day, Dan. Give the man a chance.” This was insane. Danny couldn’t possibly be this hungry for power. It wasn’t even Monday yet.

      I understood that the show had to go on, but this? In this way? “I’m not sure that’s the right thing to do, not yet.”

      Danny shrugged. “I’m not sure I care about your opinion. One of the largest companies in the country can’t be without a captain at the helm. Someone needs to step up and take responsibility. I’m that person.”

      Holy Mother of God. This really was happening. “Danny, we—”

      “We need to move forward. It’s in the best interest of the company and its shareholders. I now represent those interests.”

      “You’re serious?”

      He nodded, a dangerous gleam entering his eyes. “As a heart attack, or a stroke, apparently.”

      If we weren’t in an intensive care unit, right beside our comatose father, I would’ve knocked him the fuck out. My hands balled into fists. “Move forward how, Danny? What do you plan on doing?”

      The smile he gave me made my stomach turn. “What we should’ve done last week. I’ve given the order to go ahead with the cuts in California, there’s nothing you can do to stop it now. Oh, and also, I’m promoting Dustin. Everything will be as it was supposed to be.”

      Shit. I should have seen this coming. My heart sank to the floor. I couldn’t let Danny get away with this. What the fuck was I going to do?
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      “How’s it going today, Dad?” I sat down beside the bed in the intensive care unit, checking the wall of monitors hanging behind my father. It had to be the world’s most depressing headboard. The machines beeped and blinked rhythmically, the only sound in the glass bubble that was my father’s bedroom for the time being.

      I touched my hand to his forehead.

      It was clammy, cool.

      My stomach rolled. I hated seeing him this way. The man was a titan of industry, a legend whose name was associated with success and spoken with the highest regard the world over.

      It was getting harder to remember that with each passing day. Lying in his metal framed hospital bed, he was wasting away right in front of my eyes. More worrying still was that he hadn’t yet opened his own.

      It was day three of my own personal hell, waking up to come spend the day with a man who wasn’t even conscious. The doctors still couldn’t say if he ever would be again.

      We were playing a waiting game, waiting on a man I’d never had to wait on before. He was always there, always right on time. Beep. Beep.

      I could only hope he was fighting whatever fight was raging inside him with as much vigor and courage as he’d fought every other day of his life. Because this wouldn’t be the last day of his, it couldn’t be. Except it could.

      Reaching for his hand, I rested mine gently over it. I had to keep talking to him. “It’s a scorcher of a day outside. We’re headed into a heat wave.”

      The only reply I got was from the machines, their incessant low beeping. Normally, I probably would’ve gotten annoyed with the sound, but I took comfort in it instead. As long as that beeping was there, it meant my dad was still alive. Because I might have thought otherwise just looking at him.

      His usually strong hand lay still beneath mine, totally motionless. It looked so frail compared to even only a week ago when I last saw him.

      The doctors said we had to stay positive, but it was hard. With as little information as they could give us about his condition and the damage done to his brain by the stroke he’d had just a couple of days ago, staying positive was as hard as finding a snowflake in Florida in the middle of this heatwave.

      Fucking impossible.

      But apparently there was a chance Dad was still in there and could hear us. For that reason, the doctors said we should talk to him like he was here, because he might be.

      It was a fucking depressing thought. He might be there, and might be able to hear us. It killed me to me think he might not, and that the dad I talked to just a couple of days ago might be gone forever.

      Not many days ago, he was one of the healthiest men I knew. I couldn’t remember the last time he even had the flu, and now this.

      Over the weekend, I read up about strokes. They were nasty, potentially fatal events with devastating consequences. Blood flow to the brain was interrupted or reduced, depriving it of oxygen and nutrients. It could lead to paralysis, difficulty talking or thinking, and a whole host of other side effects. And that was if he even pulled through.

      My father’s brain had created and managed a company larger than most people would even have been able to imagine. It had created an empire.

      To think that the brain could have permanent damage—it was unimaginable. Surreal in the most awful sense of the word. A future where my father didn’t have control over parts of his body or his brain wasn’t one I could fathom. Nor was a future without him in it at all.

      Early diagnosis and treatment were apparently key. No one knew exactly when my dad collapsed, but there was only ten minutes after his last meeting before Norma, his secretary, went into his office and found him.

      He was admitted to the hospital less than an hour later. The doctors assured us this was a good thing. They told us his chances of recovery were much higher because of the prompt treatment he received.

      I held onto their assurances with both hands. It wasn’t much, but looking down at the shell of a man lying on the bed in front of me, I would take what I could get. Since early intervention was the only good news the doctors had been able to give us, I was leaning on it heavily to try to stay positive.

      Rubbing my eyes, I willed his to be open when I looked back down. But they weren’t. Fuck.

      To make matters worse, if that were possible, my brother was on the warpath. Before I even knew of my father’s condition, Danny was already speaking to his lawyers.

      Since no one knew when, and if, our dad would wake up, someone had to take control of the company. Since Danny was second in command, that person was him.

      I always knew he would eventually take over. It wasn’t a position I envied, but it also wasn’t a position I saw him occupying so soon.

      He wasn’t ready. Dad knew it and I knew it. Danny wasn’t ready to take care of anyone’s interests but his own. He still had too much left to learn about leading one of the biggest companies there was in our industry.

      To be fair, I had a lot left to learn myself. Danny and I practically grew up in the company. I remembered playing next to Norma’s desk when I was six years old. But that didn’t mean I knew all there was to know about it.

      The difference between Danny and I, was that I knew and acknowledged where my abilities were lacking. Danny didn’t.

      He thought he knew all there was to know, better even than our father did. Danny was frustrated with the decisions Dad had been making the last few weeks. Now that he’d taken control of the company, it wouldn’t be long before he started ‘setting things right.’ His version, not mine.

      We had very, very different point of views of what was right and what was wrong when it came to the company at the moment. It scared me shitless to think of what Danny was going to do now that he was in charge. If he did what I thought he was going to do, we were headed for trouble.

      “Wake up, Dad,” I murmured, gently squeezing his cool hand. “You have to wake up soon, you hear me? You can’t leave us yet.”

      Again, there was no response. I kept on talking to him though. I wasn’t giving up on him. Not now, not ever.

      “The McAllen Group needs you, Dad. I need you. Danny needs you too, whether he knows it or not.”

      I took a deep breath. Jesus, this was hard. “Come on, Dad. I need you to wake up. If you wait too long before you wake up, there won’t be anything left to save. You built this company from the ground up, but Danny’s going to tear it down from the inside out if you don’t wake up soon.”

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t exaggerating. I knew the plans my brother had for the company. Some of them anyway. They weren’t good.

      The company Danny envisioned wasn’t the one we already had. He thought it was too old fashioned.

      Out with the old and in with the new, he told me once when we talked about the company. To him, hotel chains were fast becoming outdated. He was convinced the age of hotels was coming to an end.

      According to him, there would always be some people who would choose to stay in a hotel but that number would keep dwindling with the advent of options provided by things like Airbnb.

      Danny wanted to expand into the world of technology. He said that was the future for business, and we needed to get a piece of the pie. He’d already convinced Dad to expand into social media, but if it were up to Danny, he wouldn’t stop there.

      And unfortunately, it was up to Danny for now. The damage he could cause to the company if he were left unchecked could be catastrophic.

      He could bury the company as Dad and I knew it forever, claiming to be in the pursuit of better things. More sustainable things, as he called it. He didn’t believe hotels were sustainable anymore due to other options being available.

      I didn’t agree. To me, new wasn’t always better.

      The hotel chain we had was already big and it was getting bigger. We were expanding both nationally and internationally at the moment. We didn’t have the resources to be expanding beyond the property market as well as within it at the same time.

      As it was, our planned expansion into social media was already threatening the jobs of some of our current employees and the continued existence of some of our smaller properties. In my opinion, it was Danny’s expansion plan that wasn’t sustainable, not the hotels. If it were up to me, I would be focusing on turning those properties that could have been doing better around.

      Cutting our workforce was a last resort in my mind. I wasn’t interested in cutting jobs, I was interested in retaining what we had and creating more. The McAllen name was linked to every person who worked for us, every property we had. Danny didn’t see it that way.

      To him, the people were expendable. The money and expansion into the things he saw as our future were the only things that were important. I didn’t give a fuck about immediate expansion, especially not on the scale he was proposing.

      In the company’s current financial position, our two points of view were mutually exclusive. We couldn’t have it both ways. The company couldn’t afford it.

      Dad and I never talked about it outright, but by his actions I knew Dad supported my stance. We couldn’t expand at the expense of our current business.

      He had been willing to make some compromises, such as the social media expansion. Danny convinced him some cuts were justified in the interest of the company, but what Dad saw as some and what Danny saw as some wouldn’t be the same thing.

      With Danny at the helm, I was afraid the days would be numbered for our smaller properties, as well as the jobs of the people employed in them.

      Danny wouldn’t reshuffle, he would fire. The order to go ahead with immediate cuts hadn’t come down yet, but I knew it was coming.

      I could feel it in my bones.

      Sighing, I looked up at the machines keeping a constant vigil over my father. It was disheartening to see no change in his vitals. If he could hear me, surely there would’ve been some kind of acceleration of his heart rate or something.

      Beep. Beep. Beep. The machines taunted me with their consistency.

      Better that than not beeping at all, I reminded myself. Take comfort in the consistency.

      I brushed Dad’s hair back from his forehead. “I’m going to do my best to keep Danny from hurting your company Dad, to keep it the way you wanted. But I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to hold him off, so you have to wake up. You hear me?”

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      “You’re going to be okay, Dad.” I promised him, hoping to every deity out there it was a promise I could keep. “I’ll make sure of it. Just keep fighting. I will, too.”

      The next couple of days weren’t going to be easy. Today was Danny’s first official day on the job. I expected my fight was going to start within the hours. Two hours, max.

      I was startled when my phone started buzzing in my pocket. I felt so isolated in the curtained glass box we were in, I completely forgot I carried the outside world in with me on my phone.

      Half afraid it was Danny, I shifted in my seat and pulled the buzzing thing out.

      Relieved, I saw that it wasn’t Danny calling. It was Aston.

      Guilt overcame relief. I’d been sending her calls to voicemail since I left California. I would call her back, I just didn’t know what to tell her yet. Sliding my finger across the screen, I sent her to voicemail again. The outside world could wait another hour.

      Just one more hour with Dad without any interruptions, then I would get back to it.
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          Aston

        

      

    

    
      Sighing, I tossed my phone down onto the bed beside me and let my back fall to the mattress. I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my palms. I was so damn tired, but I couldn’t sleep anymore.

      Sleep was getting harder to come by the longer I didn’t hear from Blake. At first, it was worry about my job that kept me up at night. Sleeping with the son of the owner of the hotel was the single most unprofessional thing I had ever done, and I hadn’t even known it at the time.

      I was terrified I was going to get fired for being the worst manager the hotel chain had. I told Blake the truth about being a virgin before we slept together, but jumping into bed with a guest wasn’t a great first impression.

      Another worry was that he didn’t believe me about being a virgin. At first, I wondered if he was avoiding my calls because he thought I slept with guests all the time and was processing the paperwork to have me removed from my job.

      There was nothing in our company policies that specifically prohibited me from having an intimate relationship with a guest—I went back and checked—but he wasn’t just any guest. The only reason I could think of for him not revealing his identity was that he checked up on branches anonymously so he could get the real scoop instead of the rosy picture any branch would create if they knew the bosses were coming.

      My sleeping with him, as just another guest, didn’t paint the picture of professionalism I would have liked for corporate to see. I spent the first night after he left kicking myself over and over again for allowing such a lapse in judgment. I would spend the rest of my life berating myself for all the hours I’d spent with Blake.

      For a person who prided herself on being the utmost example of a hardworking professional, it had been my biggest mistake ever. And it happened with the worst person possible.

      Next to Wayne McAllen himself, of course. That would have been infinitely worse.

      In the days since he left though, my worry about my job and lapse in professionalism morphed into worry about Blake. He had looked terrible when he came to tell me he was leaving that day. I asked him what was wrong, but he never gave me an answer.

      All he said was that he had to go back to the office and to call him if I needed him. Well, I did call him. Many times. Each time, I got his voicemail.

      The longer I didn’t hear from him, the more I became convinced something was wrong. Something other than my job being cut because of what I’d done.

      Surely, the paperwork to have me fired wouldn’t have taken this long. I also doubted he looked the way he did before he left because he slept with the manager of one of their properties. He knew who I was when it happened, after all.

      Days had passed between losing my virginity to him and his leaving, so that couldn’t be why he looked so worried when he came to say goodbye.

      In the back of my mind, I was still afraid his abrupt exit had something to do with us sleeping together. But logical reasoning led me to conclude that something else was going on. The timeline just didn’t make sense if it was about us.

      Having convinced myself I wasn’t out of a job just yet, I grasped at other reasons why he could be avoiding me. I had half a dozen theories, but no way to test any of them.

      The uncertainty was driving me a little nuts. I pulled the covers over my head and burrowed deeper into my bed. It made me feel safe.

      Until I heard knocking at my front door. I froze, then told myself I was being silly. Blake didn’t know where I lived and even if he looked it up in my employee file or something, he would hardly come to my house personally to fire me. At least I didn’t think that was how it worked.

      I’d never been fired before though, so I really couldn’t be a hundred percent sure. Another barrage of knocks sounded at my door. “Aston! It’s me. Get your lazy ass out of bed and open the door.”

      Every muscle in my body relaxed at the sound of Tiffany’s voice. My best friend worked the front desk at the hotel. If I was getting fired, she wouldn’t be the one to give me the news.

      I rolled over and dropped my feet onto the floor, stumbling out of bed. “Coming!”

      My apartment was comfortable, but small. Thirty seconds after I left my red and purple bedroom, I opened my front door. “Come on in.”

      I stepped aside and Tiffany came barreling in. She was carrying two takeout cups of coffee. I reached for one, plucking it out of the cardboard carrier tray she was holding. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Oh, I know.” She eyed my pajamas. “Unicorns and cupcakes, huh? Very mature. I like it.”

      I scoffed. “You’re just jealous.”

      “Very,” she said with a nod. “I actually love those, but seriously, are you okay? You never called me back yesterday.”

      Rats. “I completely forgot. Sorry, I’ve been a bit—caught up.”

      “Still sulking over Blake?” Sympathy clouded her green eyes.

      I shook my head. “I’m not sulking, I’m worried.”

      Walking over to my living room, I plopped down on a couch and crossed my legs, cradling my coffee with both hands in my lap. Tiffany took a seat kitty-corner from me, mirroring my position. We always sat in the same places, in the same way. We had spent hours talking just like this.

      “Have you heard anything from him?”

      Taking in a deep breath, I released it slowly. “Not yet. I called him again earlier, but he didn’t pick up.”

      “Kudos for calling.” Tiffany nodded approvingly, sipping her coffee. Her flaming curls were pulled up into a messy bun at the very top of her head. They bounced with her movement. “I’m proud of you for reaching out, I know you’ve been worried since I told you who he was.”

      “I am, but whatever is going on with him must be important. He told me to call him if I needed him, but he hasn’t answered. He’s not the kind of guy to just blow someone off. Something must be going on.”

      “Just keep trying to get a hold of him,” she told me, pointing her coffee cup at me. “This is exactly the kind of guy who you should be with.”

      I tilted my head. “Not that I disagree, but why?”

      Sighing, she gave me a look that told me I was obviously missing something. When I didn’t react or catch on immediately, she sighed again. “Because my dear, innocent, oblivious friend, he’s hot and rich. Plus, you said he told you he cares about you. That’s a trifecta, which means you have to keep trying him until he picks up.”

      “I don’t care about his money.” Since I learned who he was, I guessed Tiffany thought I was imagining myself in fancy dresses on his arm at charity events. That wasn’t me though. And she knew it, but I knew her well enough to know she couldn’t help dreaming about that now. That, and perhaps the possibility that I would invite her to said events so she could meet a billionaire of her own.

      The last thing I’d thought of since finding out who he was, was his money or what his having it could mean for me in a future where I might see him again. “Honestly, I don’t give a hoot about it. I’m making my own money. I’d give all of his just for him to call me back though. I’m really worried about him. I just want to make sure he’s okay.”

      Rolling her eyes, her lips curled into a smile. “You would only care about that. It’s one of the things I love most about you, but keep your friends in mind too and keep calling him because he’s rich. He’s bound to have some rich friends hanging around just waiting for me.”

      “I’ll keep calling,” I said, crossing my heart to seal the promise, then lifted an eyebrow. “But not because he’s rich. If I ever see him again, I’ll ask about a friend for you though. Only because I love you too.”

      She winked. “That’s all I ask. So, now that we’ve got that settled, what do you want to do today? It’s been ages since we had a day off together. I was thinking we could go to the beach again and then maybe catch a movie later. There’s a new romantic comedy I’ve been dying to see.”

      I smiled apologetically. “That sounds great, but I was actually going to go to the hotel.”

      “It’s our day off,” she whined. “The hotel will still be there tomorrow, but my tan is fading fast. It might not be there tomorrow if I don’t touch it up today.”

      “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to, but I need to go in to make sure things are running smoothly. We can’t afford any mishaps right now.” Our position was too precarious. It made more sense to me now why Blake showed me the numbers for our branch compared to the rest.

      Obviously, he was worried there were going to be cuts made if we didn’t start performing better immediately. He wouldn’t have taken time out of what had to be a super busy schedule to help us improve our performance otherwise.

      Tiffany, as the first person to have been afraid we were going to lose our jobs, had to understand why I wanted to go to work despite it being my day off. She rocked her head from side to side, then shrugged.

      “Fine. I’ll come with you.” She motioned to her shorts and tank top. “I’m going to have to borrow some clothes though. Since I’m not going on shift, I’m not bothering with going home to get my uniform, but I can’t exactly go to the hotel in beach wear.”

      “Mi casa, su casa.” I lifted the coffee cup to my lips and took a long sip. The liquid had cooled some, but it was strong and bitter. Perfect. “I’ll go shower. Help yourself to anything in my closet.”

      Tiffany whistled when we got to the hotel. “This is the busiest I’ve ever seen it.”

      “Yeah,” I whispered. The lobby was packed. There was a queue of people standing outside the breakfast area, a throng of more guests waiting by the elevators and a small crowd clamoring around the front desk.

      A thrill of satisfaction ran through me. Surely there couldn’t be cuts when the hotel was busier than ever. And I did this.

      It was the most rewarding feeling I’d had in a very, very long time. But I couldn’t take all the credit. There was one person I had to thank for all this. Blake. And he wasn’t even here so I could. The feeling that followed my realization wasn’t nearly as pleasant as the one I’d had just a minute before.

      Please let me get a chance to at least thank him for this. I owed him that much.
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      That was my second night in a row in the same clothes, I realized when I woke up.

      Awesome. I was becoming a hospital hermit. I was even starting to smell like the hospital. For two days, I kept promising myself I only needed another hour or so with Dad.

      After the hour or two passed, I decided to stay just another hour or two. And round and round I went. Two days later and I still hadn’t gone anywhere.

      I groaned and shifted on the chair next to Dad’s hospital bed. The same chair I spent the night only semi-sleeping on. A spring was sticking into my ass. I smelled like hospital and shit. My muscles were stiff.

      Tonight, I really had to go to the hotel and get some sleep in a real bed. Stretching my arms, I rolled my head to the side just in time to see Danny parting the curtains to walk into the room.

      “Rise and shine, Blake.” Danny had clearly slept better than I had. He was looking shiny, clean and new in a gray morning suit and a cup of actual coffee, not the flavored dishwasher I’d been drinking here at the hospital. “Wake up, little brother. It’s time to get back to work.”

      “Fuck off,” I mumbled, hooking my arm over the railing of Dad’s bed and resting my forehead on my elbow. “I’m going back to sleep.”

      “No.” Danny’s voice was sharp in the tiny glass bubble. I flinched, waiting for a reaction from Dad. There was none. Danny cleared his throat and shut the door to Dad’s room quietly behind him. “Get up. I’m being serious. It’s time to get back to work.”

      I flipped him off, burying my head under my arm when it came back down. “Jesus, it’s only your second day in charge and I’m fed up with you already.”

      Danny snorted. “You were fed up with me before I even took over.”

      Forming a gun with my hand, I pretended to fire. “Right on target. What do want, Dan? What’s so damn urgent it can’t wait until Dad gets a little better?”

      Finally, I lifted my head to look at him. When I saw the look in his eyes, I wished I kept my head down. The suspicion I had about what he was going to do was about to prove true.

      “I had a meeting this morning. We’re going to go ahead and make some cuts at some of the smaller McAllen Properties.” I should have found someone to bet with that the cuts were going to be one of his first moves. I wouldn’t have bet on them being the very first, but I still would’ve won something.

      God knew I could have used the win to help bolster me through the next few days. “Dad gave California some time, Danny. Are you really going to go against his wishes as your first act in charge?”

      He shook his head. “I said some of the smaller branches. California has their stay for the next few days, but you’re going to have to go and share the bad news at the other branches. Cindy emailed you a list.”

      I checked my phone. “I have over two thousand unread emails, it’s going to take me some time to find hers.”

      “No, it’s not.” He crossed his arms. “You and I both know you can find her email in less than ten seconds, so find it. I’m going to need you on a plane today. We’re bleeding money at some of those branches. There’s no time to waste.”

      Tired of looking up at him, I stood. “I’m not leaving today, not with Dad like this.”

      I dropped my eyes to father’s frail form. Danny was quiet for a minute. “I know you don’t want to leave him, bro. Trust me, I hate to even ask you this, but one of us needs to go do it and I’m needed here.”

      To his credit, he managed to sound like he really was sorry. It was a crock of shit, though. Neither of us had to be personally present for cuts to be made, but Danny wasn’t done. “The company needs this, Blake. You know what the numbers are saying better than I do and we can’t afford to be losing that kind of money. You wouldn’t be doing this for me, you’re doing it for Dad. So he has a company to come back to.”

      “Are you seriously trying to use my empathy for our father by telling me I’d be doing this for him?” I asked, totally incredulous.

      “I’m not trying to use your empathy against you, I’m telling you the truth. If you and I don’t do something about this, there’s not going to be much for Dad to come back to.”

      “The numbers aren’t worse than they were last week. If this was what he wanted, he would’ve called me when he still could. Don’t pretend like this is for him now that he doesn’t have a voice anymore. I’m not leaving him like this.”

      Danny released a heavy breath. “Dad’s going to be fine, Blake. He’ll be okay. When he gets back, I’d like to be able to give him good news.

      I opened my mouth to ask him how telling Dad we’d made cuts he didn’t ask for was good news, just as the doctor walked in. He heard the last part of Danny’s sentence and smiled. “It’s good to hear you boys took my advice and that you’re staying positive.”

      Danny grinned. “Our father is a strong man. This thing won’t beat him.”

      Doctor Richards lifted his tablet in Dad’s direction. “We just got some more test results back and I wanted to give you the news immediately. I think your dad is going to be okay. There’s no telling when he’ll wake up, but we’re expecting it will be soon. The results look better than we expected.”

      “You hear that, Blake? He’s going to be fine.” Danny repeated what the doctor said proudly, almost like he was responsible for Dad’s progress.

      My brother was really getting on my nerves, but this wasn’t the time or place to get into it. Instead, I smiled at the doctor. “Thank you for letting us know, Doctor. That’s good to hear.”

      “You’re welcome. It’s always a pleasure to share good news.” He walked to one of the machines, pressing buttons until the screen changed to show him some kind of information. He made sounds under his breath before turning back to us. “Everything looks good. There’s really nothing more you boys can do here for now. Your Dad is going to survive, but once he wakes up he’s going to have a lot of recovering to do.”

      Elation swelled in my chest at the words. Dad was going to survive. It was the best news I could remember getting—ever. “Should we start making arrangements with a recovery clinic or something?”

      A part of me hoped he said yes. If he did, I could take care of that and the cuts would either have to wait or Danny would have to do it his damn self.

      “That’s not necessary just yet. We’ll have to wait until he wakes up to determine his exact state and what kind of assistance he may need. He may have to stay here at the hospital for a while longer, or he could even go home with a nurse after a few days.”

      If I knew my dad, it was going to be the latter. “I’ll start looking for nurses then.”

      “That won’t be necessary either, son,” Doctor Richards smiled kindly. “If that is the option we decide on once he’s awake, the hospital can provide you with a nurse. We have many excellent nurses who take care of our outpatients at their homes.”

      Danny shot me a triumphant look that made me want to punch him in the face. Or the balls. “Dad doesn’t need us for now, then?”

      The doctor inclined his head. “He’s going to need a lot of support once he’s awake. My advice to you would be to get some well-deserved rest now while you can.”

      His eyes drifted to mine before he continued. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a suit that crumpled, son. You need to take care of yourselves now. That way you’ll be at your best and ready to help when your dad wakes up.”

      “We need to take care of Dad’s company, too,” Danny said, locking his gaze to mine. “There are some difficult things that need to be done. We should take care of that before Dad has to. I’m sure he’s going to have to keep calm and out of stressful situations once he’s discharged.”

      Doctor Richards nodded his agreement. Traitorous bastard. “He’s going to have to steer clear of anything too stressful during his recovery. Even minor things can sometimes stress out patients in his situation much more than usual. Too much stress will have him back here in no time.”

      I shoved a hand into my hair. If Dad had to avoid stress, I was actually going to have to do this. “I hear you, Doc.”

      Nodding to Danny, I grabbed my jacket from the floor beside my chair. I didn’t even notice when it fell. Dusting it off, I said to my brother, “Fine, I’ll pull up your list and get right on it. I’m not doing it for you, though. I’m doing it for Dad. He doesn’t need this shit between us in his life when he wakes up.”

      Danny didn’t question me. He didn’t have reason to. He was getting his way, if not for the reasons he might’ve hoped. Either way, I would obey his fucking orders. “I’ll keep you updated with what’s happening here on the ground.”

      “Thanks.” I hated to leave, but I would do what needed to be done. I was a good soldier that way. Hand me my weapons, and I would march off into any war for my dad. My weapon of the day was the list Danny’s secretary had apparently sent.

      I would make the cuts I needed to make, but no more than that. If I was the one at the branches, at least the final call would be mine to make.

      After gathering my stuff and saying goodbye to Danny and the doctor, I headed out of the hospital for the first time since the night the cabbie dropped me off. In a way, I was hugely relieved to be leaving Florida for a little while. I would be back as soon as my dad opened his eyes, but it would be nice having something else to focus on again for the time being.

      When my feet hit the pavement outside, I stopped and inhaled the fresh sea breeze. It tasted like salt and freedom. My eyes drifted across the parking lot in search of a free cab.

      They rested on one that was just pulling up. I started toward it, looking left and right before jogging across to where it was parking. A woman opened the door and got out.

      She was dressed in all black and was even wearing a hat. We had gotten good news that morning, but I guessed it was the opposite for her.

      My heart went out to her but I couldn’t help sending up a silent thank you that we hadn't received the same news she did this morning. She rushed past me and as she did, the strangest thing happened. I felt a lingering flash of familiarity.

      She was gone before I could get a good look at her or pass along my condolences for her obvious loss. I hopped in her cab just as she was racing through the hospital doors.

      As I asked the driver to take me to the airport, I dismissed the memory of the connection I felt to the woman. There were far more important things that needed my attention right now.
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      Tiffany and I were both manning the front desk on Monday afternoon. With the influx of guests we were experiencing after implementing all the changes Blake had helped with and suggested, we were going to need extra front desk staff at peak times.

      One person working by herself wasn’t enough anymore. I helped when I could, but more guests meant more work for me, too. I also couldn’t work our systems as fast as she could.

      I was working as quickly as I could to get guests checked in, but it felt like my line was longer every time I lifted my head. It seemed like the ad I took out at the airport as well as the free shuttle service between the airport and the hotel was paying off big time.

      Both of those things were Blake's ideas and I still hadn’t thanked him for either. The hotel was busier than ever and still getting better and busier yet.

      At the rate we were going, I had no doubt that our mediocre numbers will have shot through the roof by the time they were reported again. I handed a key card to a sharply dressed woman in front of me and gave her a friendly smile. "We hope you have a pleasant stay. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do for you."

      If all of these guests ended up taking me up on my offer to do whatever I could to make their stay more comfortable, I was going to be running around for the rest of my life. Luckily, so far the complaints weren’t increasing along with the guest numbers. I was really proud of the staff for how they were maintaining our quality of service despite having so many more guests.

      Now all we had to do was to keep it up. A feat which was much easier said than done.

      When Tiffany and I were finally done checking in the latest crowd of people, she turned to me with a pouty smile on her face. “I think we may have to take some of what Blake did down. I'm not sure exactly what it is that is attracting so many people, but this is too much work.”

      I rolled my eyes, chuckling at my friend. “Think of it as making up for all those days you got paid without doing too much for your money.”

      Tiffany laughed. “I liked those days. I miss them, actually.”

      “I prefer it this way.” I told her. I wasn’t just saying it either. I was really proud of what we'd accomplished in just a little more than a week. Most of it had been Blake’s ideas, but my staff and I were responsible for building on them and getting them implemented so quickly.

      We had all worked together like a well-oiled machine these last few days. We were a great team and every single person had made a valuable contribution. I made a mental note of telling Blake this when I saw him again. There wasn’t a person on my team we could afford to lose.

      Though I hadn’t heard from him after he left, I was sure he would be back. Deep down in my heart, I knew that as soon as whatever situation had called him away was resolved, he would be back to see me.

      Okay, so he might also be back for his suits. I learned after he left that he had never checked out, and according to housekeeping, his stuff was still in his room. It reaffirmed my belief that something terrible was happening.

      If he left without checking out or even packing up his stuff, it had to be real bad. Having decided that he probably needed some time to deal with whatever it was and also knowing that he would call me back eventually, I hadn't called him again.

      If he wanted to talk, he would call. In the meantime, I worried about him but I kept it to myself. The last thing I needed was for the staff to find out that Blake McAllen himself was not only a guest in the hotel, but that he left because there were problems somewhere. It would start a panic to impress him when he got back and if word of trouble spread, they would lose their focus.

      No, I would hold down the fort until he got back. When I knew what was going on, I would share what I had to with the staff. The problem might not even be work related. There was no use worrying everyone when we didn’t know what was up.

      There was still a lot I didn’t know about Blake. He could easily have been called away on a personal issue which didn’t involve any of us at all. I wasn’t going to read into the way he left before I had more information. It wouldn’t do anyone any good.

      Pushing my thoughts about Blake away, I turned to Tiffany and started explaining why I liked the hotel being busier. As I turned, the low male voice of a reporter on the television behind her grabbed my attention.

      “In business news this afternoon, we’re talking about the McAllen Property Group,” the man said. I stilled. Something about his expression made my palms clammy.

      “Is he talking about our company?” Tiffany’s eyes grew wide when she spun round to face the television.

      Nodding, I replied. “I think so.”

      “Turn it up,” she demanded, her eyes glued to the screen.

      Being closest to the television, I reached up and hit the volume button on the side of the screen a few times. I didn’t turn it up too much, for fear that the entire lobby would hear.

      Since the report was on the news, I had no doubt everyone would hear about it sooner or later anyway, but I wanted a chance to prepare for whatever was coming.

      The reporter on the business news desk was a young guy, maybe my age, with short cropped blond hair and an ill-fitting suit. I wondered if the guy knew his dramatic pauses were going to give me a cardiac event if he didn't spit out whatever it was he had to say.

      “The company has been in the news recently for making announcements about some big expansion plans. We already know they are expanding their footprint both at home and internationally by adding a few more properties to their growing collection, as they announced awhile back. The company also surprised investors recently when it announced plans to expand into social media."

      “Get on with it,” Tiffany urged the reporter. She took a few steps closer to the television and glared at the guy the way men sometimes did while watching sports—like the reporter was a referee who made a bad call.

      It would have been funny if I wasn’t even more anxious to know what was coming than she was.

      “Danny McAllen, son of CEO Wayne McAllen, spoke at a news conference this morning where he shocked the business world once again by announcing that the company was kicking off a round of major cutbacks. The eventual heir to the throne of one of the major hotel groups of our time said the family was saddened by the necessity to make cutbacks at some of their branches but stated that the sacrifice was necessary in order to further the interests of the company.”

      Tiffany gripped the edge of the marble counter of the front desk. “I told you. I told you they didn’t give a fuck about us and that we would all be out of jobs soon. Looks like I was right."

      I ignored her comment for now, listening as the reporter continued. No doubt I would be buried in questions from the staff as soon as word of this spread. I didn’t want to miss a thing the reporter said.

      “There has been speculation all day about whether this will be beneficial for the company, as Mr. McAllen seems to believe. Sacrifice is sometimes necessary for big corporations, but it can also be a symptom of bigger problems. We’ve rounded up a panel of experts and will be discussing this announcement with them after the break."

      “Did you know about this?” Tiffany asked, hurt coloring her eyes.

      I shook my head in disbelief. A travel ad filled the screen, but it hardly registered. I was stunned. I couldn’t believe what they were saying on the news.

      Major cutbacks?

      Surely Blake would have warned me if there were significant cutbacks in the works that would make the evening news. Although, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that this could be the reason he left so abruptly and couldn’t tell me why.

      A cold chill traveled down my spine. Discreetly, I scanned the lobby. So far, so good. There wasn’t a horde of angry staff members descending on me—yet. I had to brace myself for it, though.

      But I could get through this. I just had to stay calm and gather as much information as I could. Dealing with bad news was part of my job. I was prepared for this. In theory, anyway.

      Tiffany was staring at the television, looking like she was in shock when the reporter appeared on screen again. He was no longer standing in front of his green screen but was seated at a half moon type table with five other people around it.

      They looked exactly as I might have imagined experts on a business news show might appear. There were two men and three women, all competing to be the smartest and stuffiest looking member of the panel.

      They were discussing Danny’s announcement with the superiority and aloofness of people who didn’t have a worry in the world. One of the men was outlining some of the group’s most recent moves before adding, “They’ve been making some uncharacteristically risky decisions recently. Wayne McAllen has always leaned heavily on the conservative side. It was about time for them to start branching out, but I must say I’m surprised they are doing it at the expense of some of the current branches.”

      The woman seated next to him nodded her agreement. Her hair was pulled into a severe bun at the nape of her neck and her turtleneck sweater looked tight enough to choke her. “Dave, I think a lot of us have been expecting the younger generation within the company to start showing their influence and when the announcements started rolling in, I couldn’t help but wonder if that is what we are seeing here. Making the decision to announce major cutbacks for a company of their size is tricky. Personally, despite what Danny McAllen believes, I don’t think this decision will further the interests of the company at all. It’s bound to cause panic within their staff and among investors. With cutbacks, people always wonder what’s really going on.”

      There was a round of nods from all the experts seated at the table. Another woman chipped in, “I agree with Mary. It definitely won’t be beneficial to the company in the long run. I firmly believe it will end up hurting them.”

      The camera panned back to the man who spoke first. “Indeed, it will hurt them. Depending on what they are offering these people, it could end up costing them too. Perhaps the expansion plans are happening too soon, or too fast. Whatever the reason, this isn’t the way a financially healthy company acts. It’s also very unlike Wayne McAllen to make this kind of move so publicly. One wonders if the staff even knew what was coming. Mr. McAllen is known for his stellar and fair treatment of his employees. The company is bound to take a knock because of this sudden turnabout in their modus operandi, if nothing else.”

      The discussion continued for another couple of minutes before the camera moved in close to the reporter as he was telling his guests and the viewers they were out of time for the day.

      Then he offered his own final comment. “There you have it, folks. The consensus on whether this latest move by Danny McAllen will be beneficial to the company is a unanimous thumbs down from our guests today. We are all in agreement when we predict this uncharacteristic move to ultimately hurt the company.”

      Tiffany and I turned to each other as the closing music began to play and the show ended. Her eyes were brimming with tears. “Do you know if they are talking about our branch as well?”

      Completely dumbstruck, I shrugged. “I don’t know yet, but I am going to find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      What a fucking week. I was no stranger to firing people, and it was by no means one of my favorite things to do, but it was something that needed to be done from time to time. Since I was usually on the ground level out among our employees, I was often the one who had to do the deed.

      This was different though. Firing one person was nothing compared to going around having to tell managers responsible for hundreds of people that their branch was on the chopping block.

      The sun was shining in Houston, but it felt like there was a thunder cloud hanging over me inside the hotel manager’s office. He was one of the managers I had never met before, but I knew from his reports that he was a relatively meek and mild man.

      He got consistently okay reviews from guests and his staff alike, and appeared to be something of a yes man. That didn’t make my job here any easier, but then again, nothing could.

      I took a sip of the water he had fetched for me and fixed a solemn expression on my face before I broke the news. “I’m sure you’ve heard by now that the company is making some cutbacks.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, apprehensively.

      Of course he’d heard. Danny, my attention whore of a brother, didn’t wait for the wheels of the plane to lift off out of Florida before he called a press conference. I still didn’t quite understand why he did it or what his game was, and hadn’t known about it until I watched it with the rest of the world.

      On the one hand, it made my job easier because all of the affected managers I’d spoken to so far had already known what was coming when I gave them my real name. Many of the ones I had met over the past week were shocked, while others burst into tears or anger the second I set foot in the door.

      Justin Brown, the Houston manager, hadn’t done either of those things when he learned who I was. He simply smiled and offered me a glass of water. He was jumpy, though, and his pupils were a little dilated.

      “You know,” he said. “I didn’t even know Wayne had two sons. In fact, I didn’t know he had any until that press conference the other day where y’all said there were promotions coming."

      “I prefer anonymity,” I told him. “It’s only in times of desperation where I tell people who I really am.”

      Justin nodded like he understood completely. “Desperate times do call for desperate measures.”

      “Very true.” My hand itched to rifle through my hair and my eyes begged to drop from his big trusting brown ones. But I didn’t do either of those things. I was the one delivering the bad news. The least I could do was to do it without letting the man see how much it affected me to have to give him the news.

      He deserved empathy and compassion, not someone who couldn’t look him in the eye when he dealt a death blow to the branch. “I’m afraid the Houston branch is one of those branches where cutbacks will have to be made."

      Justin’s brown eyes filled with sadness. He fidgeted with his fingers in his lap. “I thought it might be. Thank you for coming all the way out here to tell me.”

      “It’s the least I can do. I wish I had better news for you.” Justin nodded, looking like he was on the verge of tears.

      I spent the next hour going over our plan and associated policies with him. It was a tough conversation to have and it didn’t get any easier the more times I had it. Justin listened carefully, but his eyes kept drifting to the window.

      Naturally, he was worried about having to break the news to his staff, wondering how he was going to handle all the different reactions that would be coming his way. When I was done explaining the process, I gave him the next step.

      “We’ll be sending you a list of employees who will be separated. It’s best to get them all together in one room and deliver the notice. Make sure you’re clear and concise and that there’s an easy route to the exit so they don’t have to see their colleagues after the news has been broken.

      Justin nodded, but his heart wasn’t in it. His eyes were fixed on a cloud outside before they shot back to mine. “Isn’t there anything we can do to reverse the decision? Just give us some time. We have good people here, Mr. McAllen. They don’t deserve this.”

      I agreed wholeheartedly, but I couldn’t let him know that. It would give him hope that the cutbacks might be canceled, and that wasn’t happening. “Unfortunately, there is no more time. We’ll give you all the support we can from the head office and we’re working on putting together generous severance packages for the people we have to let go. Part of your duties will also be to provide them with letters of recommendation. You can make it much easier for them to find a new job if you put some thought and detail into your letters.”

      It was all bullshit and I knew it. A letter of recommendation could only do so much, and it wasn’t nearly enough.

      Justin simply nodded, resigned to their fate. “I’ll get it done, sir.”

      By the time I left the Houston property, I was fucking exhausted. Justin had made it too easy for me, and somehow, that made me feel worse than with the managers who put up more of a fight. I sighed, sinking into the black leather seats of the car that waited for me outside the building. After leaving Florida to begin this terrible trip, I caved on my usual aversion to private travel and called my dad’s pilot and the travel department of the company. Knowing what the week held for me, I knew I would be too tired and not in the mood to drive myself or to deal with flying commercial.

      Both were things I ordinarily didn’t mind doing, but not this week. This week, I didn’t want to see any more people than necessary, like I would at the airport and I spaced out so much thinking about my dad and the work I was doing, that I would have been a danger on the road.

      Without the need to say a word, my driver pulled away from the Houston property and headed back to the airport. He navigated the traffic effortlessly while I stared out at the city. I hadn’t spent much time here and I would have liked the chance to explore some, but I wanted to get back to Florida.

      I had tirelessly motored through the list Danny’s secretary had sent me and was finally on my way back to Dad. As far as I knew, there had been no change in his condition, but I wanted to be there myself.

      Besides, where else was I going to go? My job out on the road was done for now. My family and work were now both back in Florida.

      My head fell back onto the seat and my eyes closed just as my phone started ringing. The low groan fell from my lips. What the fuck now?

      My mood tanked even further when I saw it was my brother calling. “I just finished up being used and I’m on my way back to you now."

      Danny cleared his throat. “Actually, that’s why I’m calling. I reviewed the list that was sent to you and there was one property left off. I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to go through one more round before you can come back. Besides, Dad is fine. There hasn’t been any change yet.”

      “What do you mean there was one property left off the list?” As soon as he said the words, I knew what was coming. I also had a sneaking suspicion it was no accident that the branch in question hadn’t been on the initial list. Danny knew I would put up a fight about this one. Dad had given them time and I wasn’t doing a single thing until that time was up and the latest numbers reviewed.

      Danny confirmed my suspicions when he said, “Palo Alto. Before you say anything Blake, this needs to be done.”

      “Nope,” I meant it. “I’m heading back to the office. I’m not making any more cuts until I’ve seen the numbers.”

      Danny made an exasperated sound. “I looked over the numbers. I know you and Dad discussed this branch, but it needs to be done now.”

      “It’s not happening, Danny. I need to review the numbers myself. If I determine it needs to be done after that, then so be it.”

      “If you insist on looking over the numbers yourself, I can email them to you. We need to get this done. We need to get it over with as soon as possible. Dragging out the cuts isn’t doing anyone any favors, especially not the people at that branch. They will have heard the news and are probably sweating bullets. Put them out of their misery.”

      Trust Danny to see it as doing a favor for the people who are about to get cut. There was a point in their somewhere, but I still wasn’t going forward with the cuts until I was personally satisfied that they needed to happen.

      “It’s not that simple, Danny. If it needs to be done, fine, but I want to look at those numbers first.”

      He sighed, “Just get to the property. I’ll email you the numbers and you’ll see that I’m right. Get it done.”

      If it needed to get done, I would do it. After I saw the numbers. In the meantime, I would be happy to get back to California. Aston had been on my mind in every spare moment since I left. I was curious to see what they had gotten done at the branch in my absence, and I was looking forward to seeing her again.

      The driver pulled up to the airstrip and opened the door for me before getting my wheelie bag from the trunk. The bag was filled with new stuff I picked up for the week. It would be good to get back to my own clothes as well.

      “Good afternoon Mr. McAllen,” Henry said. He’d been my father’s pilot for many years. “Where are we going next?”

      I paused, considering going to Florida before heading to California. But if Danny was emailing me the numbers and there was no change with Dad, it would be a wasted trip. “Palo Alto, please.”

      The pilot nodded and went off to make the necessary arrangements. Once I was in the plush leather seat on the private corporate jet, I pulled out my phone and turned it over in my hands.

      I debated on whether to call Aston to give her a heads up that I was on my way back and about what might be coming. I still hadn’t returned her calls. I owed her an explanation in person, not a phone call as an afterthought while I was already on my way.

      Pocketing the phone, I decided against calling. I would see her soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Aston

        

      

    

    
      The sun was setting over the glittering turquoise ocean beyond the wall of windows in the lobby. The orange ball of fire was just kissing the horizon, signaling the end of another busy day. On my way back to the front desk from dealing with a problem in the restaurant, I stopped next to the windows to take in the view.

      I was dog tired, but in the best possible way. Seeing the hotel bustling and finally reaching the potential I knew it had all along was invigorating. The challenge would be to keep it up. To keep coming up with fresh ideas and getting our name out there.

      Wishing for the hundredth time that I could to talk to Blake about it, I sighed. I longed to talk to him about any number of things, but I still hadn’t heard from him. Since I now knew about the cuts being made, I knew he was dealing with a lot. Not wanting to be annoying or a nag, I left him be and didn’t call again. I would hear from him soon enough.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t wish that ‘soon enough’ was today, though. But he had to be even busier than I was. My email inbox had been flooded with company messages about the cuts. There were emails from managers of the branches where cuts had already been announced, assurances from the company that it was not cutting jobs because of financial distress for healthy, successful branches, plus several ranting emails from employees who had been cut.

      It was complete chaos and I was avoiding reading most of the messages because the rants against the company made me both mad and sad. I was mad at some of the things being said about the company, but I understood it. Reading the pleas from employees trying to fight for their jobs was simply heart wrenching. The outpouring of emotions coming through my email must be nothing compared to what was happening in Blake’s.

      I felt for him, as much as I wished I would have heard from him. In the back of my mind, I kept wondering if our branch was next. My only solace was that I had faith in Blake. If we were in the line of fire, I felt sure he would have given me a heads up.

      It made me feel marginally better. Maybe our improved numbers had saved us just in the nick of time. It wasn’t impossible that we could be safe.

      Blake had been on my mind even more since I heard about the cuts. Well, I was thinking about him a lot before then too, now I was even more concerned for him. From what little I knew about his job, I knew he traveled a lot. It stood to reason he would know many of the people affected and might even have been the one who had to do the dirty deed.

      He’d been there for me a couple of weeks ago, helping me to improve our branch in an effort to save it, and I wished I could return the favor and be there for him now. In spirit, I was. It was also another reason why I wasn’t pressuring him by continuously calling.

      There were still a lot of things to clear up between us, and the lingering worry that I had screwed up my future with the company by sleeping with him. But I didn’t really think that anymore. When the time came, I could speak to him.

      In the meantime, I would do my job and keep things on track at the branch. I stared out at the flares of color streaking the sky as the sun set. It was a beautiful sight.

      Resolving to appreciate the view by grabbing a cocktail on the deck with Tiffany after our last few tasks of the day were done, I set off to find my friend. My heels clicked on the marble floor as I made my way across the relatively quiet lobby.

      There had been another group of guests to check in late this afternoon, but I’d shown them to their rooms while Tiffany was tallying up just how many of what types of rooms we had left open. She smiled when she saw me approach.

      Her tired green eyes were tinged slightly red and her hair was coming loose from the braid she had it in, but her smile was happy. “We had another great day.”

      “That’s awesome. I really can’t believe how many more people we’re attracting.”

      “Neither can I, honestly.” She shook her head, then chuckled. “I could have done without that drunk guy demanding the honeymoon suite this afternoon, but at least he provided some entertainment.”

      I groaned, giggling when I remembered how the man insisted his new wife was on her way to meet him here. He wore no ring, no reservation and no wife in tow, but he seemed convinced she would be there in no time.

      It wasn’t the first time we’d gotten a guest like him. It was funny and sad at the same time. It took all kinds to make a world and we had them all. Especially since we started getting busier, we were getting in more characters. It made things a lot more entertaining, Tiffany was right.

      “Are you ready for the night time checks?” I asked, rounding the desk to grab a couple of documents I’d printed earlier.

      Tiffany nodded. “Already busy. We’ve only got one suite available for the rest of the week and we’ve got no more superior rooms.”

      “None? Really?” Excitement bloomed in my chest. This was as close to full capacity as we’d been. “That’s fantastic.”

      “It really is,” she agreed. “There’s no way corporate will make cuts to our branch with how well we’ve been doing, right?”

      “I don’t know,” I mused. Flipping through my documents, I found a graph I had made showing the sharp spike in our recent bookings. I handed it to Tiffany for a look. “This should be enough, but I guess there is no guarantee.”

      “Did you send them this?” She lifted the graph, her cheeks flushed with pride. “If you haven’t, you should do it. Numbers don’t say things as clearly as this does. They need to see the numbers shooting through the roof, not just one or two changed numbers on a spreadsheet.”

      “The guy who reviews those numbers is the same one who helped us achieve this.” It was hard to remember sometimes just who Blake really was. It still felt kind of surreal to me to know he was one of the top three people in the entire company.

      It was one thing to have suspected he was rich and powerful from the first moment I met him, but it was something completely different to know just how rich and powerful he actually was. Memories of what he’d been like when we slept together came rushing at me.

      The way his muscles tensed and quivered above mine, how his eyes screwed shut when he was overwhelmed with pleasure. Wetness pooled between my legs at the thought. It sent a thrill through me to know I could do that to him.

      But now that I knew just who I had brought to his knees when he crawled onto the bed with me, I was in awe that my body could reduce a man like him to a trembling, moaning mass of pleasure.

      Tiffany brought me back from my naughty trip down memory lane when she cleared her throat. “Earth to Aston. Do you want to go do your checks at security so we can get out of here sometime before midnight, or are you planning on sleeping in your office again?”

      I shook the lusty haze fogging up my brain away. “Sorry. I was thinking about—our numbers.”

      Tiffany smirked. “Our numbers? Sure. Okay, if you say so. I’m pretty sure from that face you were thinking about the guy behind the numbers, but let’s not split hairs about it now.”

      Heat crept up my neck to my cheeks, but I conceded. “Let’s not split hairs about it.”

      She laughed. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to be able to tease you about a guy like this? Forever. That’s how long. Forever!”

      “You’ve only known me for a couple of years,” I pointed out.

      Tiffany rolled her shoulders. “So? I thought we weren’t splitting hairs about minor details.”

      “Let’s stick to that,” I agreed. “Weren’t we talking about the branch?”

      “Yes,” she chuckled, but the smile faded from her lips as she glanced at the graph still in my hand. “Do you think we’ll have any cuts given how productive we’ve been these last few weeks?”

      “I hope not.” The last of my dirty thoughts disappeared at the somber expression on Tiffany’s usually cheerful face.

      “Let me go check in with Ned, then grab my stuff before I go home. We really just need to get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      Tiffany nodded as I went to go check in with our head of security. He assured me that everything looked quiet and that there shouldn’t be any problems tonight. It was pretty much the same conversation we had every night.

      After I left the security control room, I made my way down the hall to my office. Most people had already gone home, and my footsteps echoed in the narrow passageway. As usual, I only had a few things to gather from my office and I was done, switching off the lights less than a minute after I entered.

      Almost back to the door leading to the front desk, I heard a familiar voice in the lobby. My heart stuttered to a stop before it started beating double time. I strained my ears as I picked up my pace.

      Could it really be? Or were my ears deceiving me? It sure sounded like Blake’s voice coming through the drywall. I pushed through the door, excited and anxious at the same time.

      Blinking fast, my lips spread into a wide smile. My ears hadn’t been deceiving me after all. Right there in the lobby, only a couple of yards away from me stood Blake.

      The man was somehow even more handsome than I remembered him to be. His short dark hair had grown just a little since the last time I saw him, and there was a shadow of facial hair growing on his strong jaw. Dark blue eyes framed with thick black lashes were fixed on Tiffany.

      They flicked to me when he heard the door opening and a slow smile curled on full lips when he saw me. “Aston.”

      Stunned by his sudden presence, my feet were rooted to the spot for just a second and my mouth went completely dry. “Blake. Welcome back.”

      Welcome back? Who did I think I was speaking to? This was his hotel, not mine. I was a bit confused about how to act around him now but decided to just treat him the same. He didn’t know yet that I knew who he was, and it didn’t really matter, did it?

      “You’re looking much better than you did when you left,” I remarked, hoping I could still speak to him like that despite the fact that I now knew he was one of the big bosses.

      He breathed out a sigh. “Thank you. I’m so sorry I left without an explanation. I was actually hoping to catch you while you were still here tonight. We really need to talk.”

      My heart beat kicked into overdrive and I couldn’t stop the excitement blooming in my chest. I’d been waiting to hear those words from him for over a week, and I was finally going to get to spend some time with him.

      Sure, we would have to get business out of the way first, but I was hopeful that after that we could get back to being just Blake and Aston. “I need to talk, too.”

      He motioned to the bag standing behind him. “I was hoping we could do it in private and I have to go drop this off in my room. Do you want to come up with me and then we can make a plan from there?”

      I nodded, trying to ignore the girly thrill running through me at being invited to his room. I was a grown ass woman, but even grown ass women could be excited about something as simple as being invited up to  a single, hot, and ridiculously powerful man’s room, right? With a glance at Tiffany’s broad smile, I knew that cancelling our plans wasn’t a problem. “Sure. Let’s go.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Aston’s scent, a vanilla mixed with something slightly floral, permeated my senses. She smelled so damn good.

      I swiped my key card over the reader and pushed open my door. Everything was exactly as I left it and walking in even felt a little like coming home. It was a feeling I hadn’t had for the longest time.

      Aston followed me inside. Her footsteps were muted by the thick carpet, but I could feel her behind me. Finally, alone with her, I gave in to the urge I’d been fighting since I first saw her downstairs. Rolling my bag to the side, I turned, grabbed her wrist and tugged her into my arms, wrapping them tightly around her.

      Breathing her in, I closed my eyes. “Fuck. It’s so good to see you.”

      Surprised by my sudden move, she was stiff for one terrifying second where I was afraid she was going to push me away, but then she relaxed into me. She burrowed into my chest, her thin arms coming up to form a vice grip around my waist. “It’s not bad to see you either. Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” Was I? Not really. She wouldn’t be either once she heard what I had to say, but there was no getting around it. It had to be said.

      It was time to tell her who I was and what their branch might be facing. And I would do it tonight, I just wanted a couple of minutes of relaxing with her before I did. A few minutes before I unleashed a storm, I wasn’t sure we would be riding out together.

      “Have you had dinner yet? I haven’t and I’m starving.”

      Slowly, like she didn’t really want to do it, she released me. “If you want we can grab something from the kitchen?”

      “Yeah.” I was glad she hadn’t suggested going to one of the restaurants. I really just wanted some time alone with her, especially given what I had to tell her. I didn’t want to have to break the news in a crowded dining room. “Let’s do it. Is there somewhere we can talk while we eat?”

      “You mean other than in here?” She looked around my room, then frowned. “There are some conference rooms on the ground level we can go to after we hit the kitchen, I guess. None of them are booked for tonight.”

      “Sounds good.” There was a reason I didn’t want to eat in here. I wanted to have this conversation with her on neutral ground. If she wanted to come back to my room with me after, I wouldn’t complain. But it was important to me that she did it after having all the facts.

      Aston led me to the hotel kitchen, making small talk by filling me in on all I had missed while I was gone. She told me how much busier the hotel was and how all of our efforts were paying off. I was glad to hear it. Danny hadn’t emailed me the latest numbers yet, but if they were as good as Aston was making it sound, there would be no cuts necessary here.

      I let her do most of the talking for now. Soon enough it would be my turn and there would be a hell of a lot for me to say then. I followed her down the back stairs of the hotel, staying a step or two behind her, admiring her ass on the way.

      Just because there were some serious things to talk about didn’t mean I hadn’t missed looking at her. Her narrow waist was encased in a fitted black top that ended just above her ass, which was perfectly showcased in a pencil skirt I wanted to peel right off of her.

      Christ, I wanted her bad. I wanted to explore every inch of her body and caress every last bit of her smooth, milky skin. My cock thickened at the thought of running my hands over that ass, along her shapely hips.

      The back staircase was deserted. Most of the staff had gone home for the day and guests didn’t typically use these stairs. It would be so easy to pin Aston against the wall, to take her right here.

      But I couldn’t.

      We had to talk first. After our talk, well, I could hope—I ran stats and figures through my head until my dick got the message that now was not the time, then tried to figure out what Aston was busy telling me about.

      “The shuttle service was a stroke of genius,” she was saying. Oh, right. She was updating me on the branch. “And the specials in the restaurants have brought in so many more people.”

      “That’s good news. Have you reported the latest numbers to head office yet?” There. My head was back in the game.

      Aston nodded, crossing a landing to push through the doors on the lower ground level where the kitchens were. “I’ve been sending them in every week. Twice last week, since they increased so dramatically.”

      “I’m proud of you,” I told her honestly, as smells from the kitchens started filling the hallway we were in. Garlic, bread, seafood, chicken. They mingled in the air, creating a mouth-watering aroma that made my stomach growl.

      Aston flashed me a smile over her shoulder. “Thanks, but I would never have gotten it right without you.”

      When we got to the kitchen, the Chef offered us the chicken that was the meal of the day and bagged it up to take with us. “I want to know what you think of the food, Ms. Manager. It’s divine, I just know it, but I need to hear it from you.”

      Aston giggled at the portly, jovial chef and nodded her head up and down. “But of course. Everything you make is delicious.”

      He waved us out of the kitchen after making us promise to deliver honest feedback and we made our way back up one flight of stairs to the conference room. Once we were settled, my mind started racing. I had no idea where to start telling Aston everything I needed to tell her.

      Searching for the right words, I looked around me. We were seated around one of the smaller conference tables in a room that was glass on three sides. Outside the windows, there were palm trees swaying in a light breeze. They were lit up by streetlights situated along the promenade. Beyond it was the golden beach and the dark ocean.

      I considered asking Aston to take a walk with me after dinner, to tell her on the beach instead of in a conference room. But I didn’t want to stall anymore. It was time to come clean.

      Now or never. I took a deep breath, wishing it could have been never. But that wasn’t how I rolled.

      “I haven’t been completely honest with you,” I started, expecting more of a reaction than the one I got.

      Aston calmly chewed her food, glancing down at the table before motioning for me to continue. The words came out in a rush. “My last name isn’t Carlton. Carlton is my mother’s maiden name and my middle name. My real last name is McAllen. I’m Wayne McAllen’s son.”

      There, I said it. I waited for surprise to color her features or for a burst of anger to come. I half expected her to call me a liar and to run from the room screaming. Instead, she didn’t look surprised at all.

      If anything, she looked relieved. “I was wondering when you were going to tell me.”

      My jaw threatened to drop. “You knew?”

      She nodded, embarrassment flashing in her eyes.

      “After you left, Tiffany looked you up,” she admitted. “I was going to wait for you to tell me everything yourself, but then she found out and I just couldn’t wait anymore.”

      She wasn’t making excuses. She was fessing up, her tone factual. I didn’t mind that they looked me up. I would’ve probably looked me up too.

      As surprised as I was though, it was going to make tonight much simpler that there was one less bomb I had to drop on her. It also meant I wasn’t going to have to deal with the anger I was preparing for, which was always a bonus. I’d had plenty of anger this week. There was enough in the tank to last at least a decade.

      “Where did you go?” She asked, eyes darting between mine and her food like she was still embarrassed about looking me up. “You wouldn’t tell me before you left.”

      I grinned sheepishly. “I couldn’t. Not without telling you who I was, and I didn’t have time to tell you everything.”

      “Why not?” Curiosity burned bright in her eyes. I could see it had cost her to hold that question back for so long. I appreciated her giving me space. More so now that I knew she had found out who I was so soon after I left.

      I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to show the restraint that she had under the circumstances. It was also obvious to me that she’d kept her mouth shut about it around the hotel. No one I saw acted any differently around me tonight than they had before.

      No one knew about Dad yet, but I could trust Aston with the full truth. I answered her question honestly. “I got a call from my brother that morning when you went to the office. He said our Dad had a stroke and they didn’t know if he was going to survive. I had to get to him.”

      Aston gasped, her eyes growing wide. “Of course. I’m so sorry. What—is he okay?”

      “He is,” I nodded, then sighed and dragged a hand through my hair. “Or I guess he will be. He’s still unconscious, but the doctors say he’ll survive. They’re expecting him to wake up any day now.”

      “Shit.” Aston breathed. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to go through that, but I’m glad he’s going to be okay.”

      She turned her head to the window, mulling something over before sliding her gaze back to mine. “Can I ask you why you’re trusting me with this information? The public obviously doesn’t know. It would have been all over the news by now if they did.”

      I inhaled deeply. It was a damn good question. One I didn’t even fully understand the answer to. I gave her the best one I had. “I know you’re not one to run to the media or the staff with the news. I trust you.”

      Her eyes narrowed as a line appeared between her eyebrows. “Why? How can you trust me with something like this? I mean, no offense, but we don’t really know each other that well.”

      “I know you well enough.” I told her, trying to explain as best I could. “I spend my life reading people. I know who you are.”

      She held my gaze for a long moment. Something passed between us. Intangible, but still it hung thick in the air.

      I wanted to lean forward. To kiss her until she was breathless. The moment felt right for it. She knew who I was and why I’d left, and she was still here. Aston’s lips parted, green eyes burning into mine.

      But then she ripped them away and started asking questions about my life and my job. The rest of our dinner passed in a blur of being completely honest and candid with a woman for the first time in a very long time.

      It felt good, surprisingly good. Being with Aston felt as natural as breathing to me, so when our food was done, I took a chance and hoped she would take it with me. “Do you want to go back up to my room? We could have a drink or something?”

      If I got my way, it would definitely be ‘or something.’ Aston bit her lower lip, thinking before she agreed. “Okay, I could use a drink after the last couple of days.”

      Back in my room, I headed for the minibar. Aston walked to the windows, staring out for a beat before she turned to me. “About what you said earlier, do you really think you know who I am?”

      Her question surprised me. She hadn’t reacted before and I thought talking about all that was behind us. Before I could answer her, she closed the distance between us and pressed herself up against my body. Our eyes locked, then she was pushing up on her toes and sealed her mouth over mine to kiss me like the ship was going down.

      Where the hell did this come from? I didn’t care though. It was exactly what I wanted, so I wound my arms around her waist and let go of everything outside this room. I was done talking for tonight and it looked like she was too.
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      Holy crap! I did it. I actually did it.

      I had no idea where the courage to do it came from, but I had wanted to kiss him all night. Out of nowhere, I saw my opportunity and I took it.

      It felt so brazen, so bold. So freaking terrified and yet so damn turned on. Blake seemed to be drinking it in though, like a dying man who found a spring in the desert, so I kept kissing him.

      The tables turned when he brought his arms around and took what he wanted from me. I loved every second of it.

      His tongue stroked mine possessively, low noises of pleasure coming from the back of his throat as he explored every nook and cranny of my mouth. His hands traveled up my sides, running up my back and into my hair.

      Changing up the pace of his kiss, it turned hungry. Frenzied. We clawed at each other, desperate to get to each other. My fingers fumbled with his shirt, stupidly reaching until I found the hard nubs of his buttons.

      He did the same to me, his hands much surer and defter than mine. Within seconds, my shirt was open and he was pushing it off my shoulders to the floor. Bending down, he pressed kisses to my jawline, my throat, my chest.

      He walked us backward until my knees hit the bed. Lifting me off my feet, he leaned me back onto the bed. His lips hardly broke contact with my heated skin.

      I moaned as he sucked a nipple into his hot, wet mouth. “Blake.”

      “Just relax, babe. Let me take care of you.” He continued licking and kissing a path down my stomach. Heat spread through my body as his kisses lit me up, causing my nerve endings to spark and come alive as he pressed his lips against me. I held nothing back from him.

      I was putty in his very capable hands. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pushed my chest against him. My hands tugged at his hair as he grabbed my ass, lifting me. Reaching for the zipper on my skirt, he tugged down and threw the offending item off the bed along with my panties.

      Sitting back, he finished the job I started and shrugged out of his shirt. When he reached for the button on his pants, my heart nearly stopped. Too slowly, he undid it. His zipper came next. I watched, fascinated with the way his muscles rippled as he moved until he was butt naked in front of me.

      When he crawled back onto the bed, we were skin to skin. It felt incredible. His hands traveled to my thighs and he squeezed them. He positioned himself over me until I felt his impressive erection pressing hot and slick at my entrance.

      His hands were on my hips, his eyes wild as they searched mine. “You sure about this?”

      “Consider it the last part of your apology for leaving so fast,” I moaned. Rolling my hips, I desperately sought out friction. I needed him inside me so badly it hurt.

      Blake groaned loudly and guided himself into me, way too slowly for my liking. But his muscles were tight with restraint, so I knew he was setting the pace for my benefit. “Stop holding back.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he gritted out, cupping my face and kissing me deeply. I melted against him, winding my legs around his hips to give him better access.

      Fire kindled in my stomach. I rocked against him and he slammed into me, a deep growl ripping from his chest. I cried out as he began to move with sure, steady strokes.

      Each one filled me in the most perfect way. His hips moved in a precise rhythm, never once breaking pace. He groaned against my lips. “You feel so fucking amazing. So wet. So hot. So fucking tight.”

      I met his thrusts with wild abandon until he was steadily pounding my body, like a piston, over and over. He stretched me out in the most delicious way, rubbing every nerve, every sensitive inch of me. Heat spread through my veins, and tiny bursts of white light exploded behind my eyelids.

      “Blake, please.” I was so close, but I needed more. Which was exactly what he gave me. Reaching down between us, he pressed the rough pad of his thumb against my clit. Circling it and adjusting the pressure until it was just right. My body started shaking and I clung to his shoulders, using him to anchor me as pleasure started pouring over me. My pussy tightened and clenched down on him.

      “That’s right baby, come for me,” he groaned, his muscles tight and quivering. I went flying over the edge with his next thrust, soaring on mind blowing pleasure.

      He rode me through my orgasm and stilled above me with a devilish look in his eyes, still hard as a rock inside of me. It was then that I realized I had gone flying over the edge alone.

      Blake claimed my mouth with his and kissed me hungrily and so hard that our teeth gnashed together. We spent the next few hours fulfilling fantasies I didn’t even know I had. I lost myself in him, surrendering to the mind-blowing pleasure that thundered through my body as he moved inside me.

      He was different this time. More dominant it seemed, less reserved. Last time, he let me take some control, but this time the control was all his and I happily let him have it. It was totally worth it. I was pretty sure I heard angels singing a few times.

      By the time we fell back to the mattress, my head and my heart were both racing. Blake tucked me into the crook of his arm, my head resting on his shoulder. My heart raced after what had been the most intense orgasms of my life, though admittedly my experience was limited. My head though, it was racing for a different reason. I’d never felt a connection like this to any man before, but I couldn’t forget who he was. Not completely.

      My naked body might have been pressed to his, but there was still a lot between us. So much I didn’t know. The most pressing of those questions was about the cuts. He didn’t mention the press conference or the cuts at all tonight, but it was never far from my mind.

      Blake kissed my forehead, his thumb stroking my hip. “Stay with me tonight, will you?”

      My eyelids were already heavy, and truth be told, leaving was the last thing I wanted to do. “Yeah. Yes, I’ll stay.”

      I could ask him about the cuts. His guard was sure to be down, and I needed to know. But I also just needed to be with him. I’d waited so long for a moment like this with him that I couldn’t bear to ruin it by bringing up work.

      The question was on the tip of my tongue when I decided to swallow it. I was going to allow myself to simply be in this moment with him with no distractions. We’d both had a rough few days. We deserved a break.

      Tomorrow, I would get my answer. For tonight, I was going to drift off to sleep in the arms of the man I cared about. Period.
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      When I woke up, Aston was still sleeping in my arms. Her hair was splayed out across my chest and shoulders, her one hand resting on my heart.

      Her breasts brushed against my side as her chest rose and fell in a gentle rhythm that told me she was still fast asleep. I relaxed my head back against the pillow. No way was I moving and taking the chance of waking her.

      If I could have, I would have drawn the blackout curtains to make the night last for the rest of the day. The sun was rising over the ocean, making the water shine like a mirror and illuminating the bright blue sky.

      Unfortunately for me, the new day brought its own problems. I didn’t want my bubble of peace with Aston to burst. I honestly didn’t want the night we had together to end, so I lay completely still, stroking her hair as I tried to figure out what the best way would be to give her the news.

      If the Palo Alto numbers came back the way Danny was convinced they would, I was going to have to tell Aston that we were going ahead with the cuts here. After everything they had done these last weeks to increase their numbers, it would be terrible to have to tell them that the cuts were going ahead anyway.

      The reality was that they technically still had time. The last time we spoke, Dad gave them two weeks before he would reassess whether the cuts would have to be made at this branch. The time wasn’t over yet, but no reassessment done by Danny would be fair.

      If my last conversation with my brother was anything to go by, his mind was already made up. He had no intention of honoring the time Dad gave the branch, or the promise that their performance would be reassessed thereafter.

      To him, it was a done deal. All that was left was that I had to break the news to them. That was why he sent me here after all, to get the cuts over and done with as fast as possible.

      We were facing quite a bit of backlash over the decision to make the cuts following Danny's press conference and I knew he wanted it to be over. As it turns out, he loved attention from the press so long as it was positive. But the way the business analysts on the news and business programs had been saying the cuts would hurt the company in the long-run was annoying him.

      He wanted the dirty work to be done so he could put the negative publicity behind him. Palo Alto cuts or no, I didn’t want the negative publicity behind us just yet. Danny deserved every word that was being written about his press conference.

      It should never have been held. Frankly, the cuts should never have taken place. At least not until Dad was with us again and could weigh in on the decision. I understood that Danny was nervous because we didn’t know when that was going to happen and the expansion plans all needed cash injections now, but my anger toward my brother was growing.

      Aston was still breathing steadily beside me and I wanted nothing more than to stay in bed and hold her all day, but I couldn’t lie still any more. I needed to check my email, to see if Danny had finally fulfilled his promise and sent me the numbers.

      The uncertainty and feeling like I was still holding something back from Aston were killing me. I needed to know.

      As gently as I could, I extricated my limbs from hers and slid off the bed. She let out a few quiet little moans and I froze, waiting for her to go back to sleep.

      A few seconds later, she released a dreamy sigh and wormed her head onto my pillow. When her breathing evened out again, I knew she was still sleeping.

      Silently, I padded over to my laptop to check my emails. There was still nothing from my brother. I had a sneaking suspicion Danny was going to try and sneak the numbers around in such a way that his friend in New York would be able to keep his job.

      The results of the investigation into the New York branch should be available and ought to have been reported by now, along with the new Palo Alto numbers. If the New York numbers proved me right, which they would, Danny wouldn’t come right out and admit it.

      Knowing him, he would believe his friend over the numbers and insist the investigation was wrong, just like he kept insisting I was. For as long as Danny could keep those numbers away from me, Dustin would keep his job.

      Unfortunately for Danny, I wasn’t going ahead with the cuts in Palo Alto until I saw those numbers, so we were at a stalemate. It wasn’t going to make my brother very happy, but I just didn’t give a fuck.

      I sighed, logging out of my email. There was no point in sitting there staring at the screen until the numbers came through. Aston stirred, rolling over to face me with a soft smile on her face.

      “Good morning.”

      I walked over to the bed, sitting on the edge. “Hey sleepyhead. Sleep well?”

      She nodded, then yawned and stretched out. To my greatest regret, she kept the sheet over her sexy body as she extended her arms up to the headboard.

      Covered or not, she was so damn beautiful. Her eyes closed as she stretched, a lazy smile lifting the corners of her lips when she relaxed again. I really didn’t want her to leave. But it was morning.

      Chances were she was going to have to leave, but then a thought I liked popped into my head. “Do you think you would be able to take the day off and spend some time with me?”

      Surprise widened her eyes. She frowned and sat up on the bed, still making sure the sheet covered her. “Really?”

      “Really.” Waiting for that email all day would drive me crazy. As would sitting around waiting on word about Dad. There were a lot of other things I had to get caught up on, but it could wait. I needed a day. “I need to clear my head. It’s been a rough week.”

      She pushed her eyebrows together. “And you want to clear your head with me? Sounds a little counterproductive. Wouldn’t you rather be alone?”

      “I’ve been alone all week, so no. It wouldn’t be counterproductive at all.” Any time spent with her couldn’t be anything but wonderful. Aston was great at taking my mind off things, probably because half the time I was with her we were completely occupied in mind blowing sex.

      “Okay. I need to check on a few things, but I’m willing to take the day with you,” she said, smiling before she added, “I’ll meet you back here in two hours, tops.”

      Exactly two hours later, Aston and I were walking down to the beach together. It was a beautiful day, made even more so by the radiant girl beside me. She was dressed casually in a blue sundress and sandals with shiny little studs on them that caught the light as we walked.

      We didn’t hold hands, but she stuck close enough to my side that I could smell the vanilla scent of her shampoo. She peered up at me, rose gold framed sunglasses covering her eyes. “So, want do you want to do first on your clear-your-head party?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t really plan for this, but how about we just keep walking for a while?”

      “Sure.” She grabbed my hand and jerked me off the promenade toward the beach. “But if we’re walking, I want the sand between my toes.”

      Chuckling, I followed her. “I can do you one better. How about the waves at your ankles?”

      “I knew there was a reason I liked you,” she said, then flushed. “I didn’t mean—oh, whatever. Yes, let’s go walk along the shore.”

      Aston kicked off her sandals while I rolled up my pants. She took my hand again, her sandals dangling from her fingers in the other. The water was warm, the waves lapping gently at our feet. It was still early, but there were already a few other people scattered along the beach.

      “Have you heard any news about your Dad?” Aston asked, pausing to scoop up a shell. She rinsed it in the water by our feet before straightening up again.

      I sighed and shook my head. “Nothing new. They warned us it could take time though. No one can say exactly when he’ll wake up.”

      “That must be torture,” she said quietly. She wasn’t pushing me to talk, simply showing interest.

      Suddenly, I found myself wanting to talk to her about it. “Those first few days were the worst of my life, hands down. I stayed at the hospital with him, slept in a chair next to his bed. Every time I dozed off and woke up again, I felt the same shock that he was just lying there sleeping.”

      “I can’t even imagine going through something like that.” She paused, then wound her arm around my waist.

      My arm automatically curled around her shoulders before we kept going. “I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. I kept expecting him to wake up, to show some kind of sign that he could hear me. But it never came.”

      “If he’s still unconscious, why did you leave?”

      Shit. I didn’t want to lie to her, but I also didn’t want to worry her before I saw the numbers. I also needed to have a serious conversation with my brother about what was going on at the company before I made any more cuts. Eventually, I decided to tell her the truth without going into too much detail.

      Telling her why I decided to leave was the important part of the answer anyway, not what I had to do after I left. “My dad spent his life building this company. There was no way I could let it get damaged in any way while he was stuck lying in that bed. As much as I wanted to stay with him, I couldn’t abandon my job and leave everything up to my brother alone. There wouldn’t have been the same company for my dad to come back to if I had.”

      “No offense, but I think your brother is a douche.”

      I laughed. “You’re not the only one, but he had a point. I couldn’t just hang around the hospital when the company needed me. I might’ve stuck around if the doctor didn’t come by to tell us the test results were looking good.”

      “What did they say?” Concern weighed her voice down and I remembered when we first met that she told me how much she respected my dad. It hadn’t occurred to me that she genuinely might care about his condition, but it did now.

      I squeezed her shoulders. “He’s going to be okay. Like I told you last night, they said he would survive. We just don’t know what to expect when he eventually wakes up, but they said he should make a full recovery with time.”

      “That’s good,” she said. “I hope he wakes up soon. The entire company needs him.”

      Pausing, I took a deep breath and stared at the vastness of the ocean. “I know.”

      Fuck, no one knew better than I did how much the company needed him. There had been a pit in my stomach since I left the hospital that morning. Thinking back to it still made me feel a little sick. A large part of my heart stayed back in that room with Dad and I wouldn’t have it back until he was.

      “Leaving him behind was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done,” I admitted. I didn’t know why I was telling her all this, but it was like the words were begging to be said. “My only consolation is that I didn’t leave him behind for good. The doctors have to be right, he’ll be fine.”

      Talking about that morning, the woman I’d seen exiting the cab flashed in my mind. I had a gnawing feeling about her, something I couldn’t shake. “When I was leaving, I saw this woman entering the hospital. I didn’t get a good look at her face, but there was something so familiar about her.”

      Aston frowned, looking up at me. “Do you think she was there to visit your dad?”

      “No,” I replied quickly, but then I realized I didn’t know. Maybe that was it, maybe I recognized her without realizing it at the time. “My dad hasn’t really dated anyone seriously since mom, but I guess she could be a friend of his or something. Maybe I’ve met her somewhere in passing. It’s not impossible, I’ve met so many people with him.”

      “Do you think she could be related to you? If she was familiar, maybe she’s an aunt or someone you haven’t seen since you were little.” It made sense. My dad was an only child, but he did have cousins we hadn’t seen for years.

      “It could be, I don’t know.” The more I talked about it though, the more I thought Aston could be right. At the time, I thought she was there because someone she knew was—gone. But if she was an estranged family member, learning about my dad being in a coma after having a stroke would’ve been a good reason to look like you were in mourning.

      We stopped walking when we reached a point, both lost in our own thoughts. Aston withdrew her arm slowly from my waist, turning to face me. “Earlier when you said the company needed you—it was to make the cuts at some of the branches, wasn’t it?”

      Damn it. I knew this was going to come up, I was just hoping for some more time with her before it did.
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      I could only just make out Blake’s eyes beneath the aviator sunglasses he had on. They widened slightly when I asked him about the cuts. So it was true then, I could tell from just that one slight movement that it was.

      While I waited for him to answer, I tried to brace myself for the inevitable news. Blake lifted a hand to his hair, running it through until it came to a rest at the nape of his neck. He lowered his eyes to mine, then gave his head a small nod.

      “Yeah, it was. I’ve been going around this week to the branches that haven’t been cutting it these last few months. It was brutal, but I would rather have it be me than anyone else who had to do it.”

      He didn’t say it out right, but he didn’t have to. What he meant was that he would rather be the person to go out and make the cuts than have it be his brother. I didn’t know his brother from a bar of soap, but from what little I had heard about him and had seen of him on the news, I understood why Blake felt the way he did.

      Blake had been going around making cuts all week and now he was here. “So, what about this branch, is that why you’ve come back?”

      Dragging his hand from his neck through his hair again, he lifted his shoulders. “I can’t give you an answer to that yet.”

      “What do you mean?” Hope rushed through me. It was faint, since I would have preferred to hear him say with certainty that no cuts would be made, but at least he didn’t break the news right here.

      “I’m still waiting for the latest numbers for this branch. I can’t tell you yes or no before I’ve seen them.” My heart leapt. If he was waiting on the latest numbers, we still had a chance.

      “I understand.” It hadn’t escaped my notice that he was the one who warned me about the numbers in the first place. Without him, we would undoubtedly have been given our marching papers right away.

      It still didn’t mean we were definitely safe though, which reminded me of the vow I’d made to myself about my team. “The people who work here aren’t only employees to me. They are my friends. I know every single one and they’ve all done a great job, especially these last few weeks. Everyone is a team player, and no one is expendable.”

      Blake nodded, taking my hand and winding my fingers through his. “I know, trust me. I am and will keep doing everything I can to avoid any cuts being made here. I've minimized the cuts everywhere else as much as I possibly could. I have no doubt my brother isn’t going to be happy when he sees the numbers, but I’ve made sure to retain as many people as I could.”

      If any other person in Blake’s position had said that to me, I wouldn’t have believed them. Coming from Blake though, it was different. I could see in his eyes how much it hurt him to have done this. “What about here? What are you feeling about the numbers?”

      Blake shrugged, shaking his head. “I can’t say anything for sure, but with the numbers you’ve been putting up and how much they’ve increased, you shouldn’t be in trouble. I’ve insisted on the very latest numbers before any decisions are made.”

      Gratitude for his early warning flooded me. He was right. Our numbers had increased drastically with the new measures we’d put in place, which would give us a fighting chance.

      Or more accurately, give Blake a chance to fight for us. Without the increases, he wouldn’t have had a leg to stand on. But I knew he would take care of me and my people as best he could. I knew that now that he had the chance to help, he was going to take it.

      Blake turned in the direction of the hotel and extended his hand to me. “We should probably be getting back. I need to check my emails to see if there’s anything from Danny yet. We can also grab something to eat once we get back.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep anything down.” I touched my hand to my stomach. All this talk about cuts made me feel queasy.

      Blake squeezed my hand gently and paused to turn and cup my cheek. Sincerity burned in his eyes when they met mine. “Listen to me, you are a fantastic manager. I’ve seen a lot of managers this week and I spend a lot of time travelling between the branches. There is not a doubt in my mind that you are one of the very best we have. You have the ability to make this the number one branch, regardless of what happens in this round of cuts. I know you will turn this branch into one of our greatest success stories.”

      His confidence in me made my heart swell. “Well, not to sound arrogant or anything, but I do believe I am damn good at my job.”

      For the first time since we started talking about his Dad, a grin spread across Blake’s gorgeous face. “Yeah, you are.”

      “But I would feel responsible if people got cut here. It’s impossible not to. If our numbers weren’t good enough to keep everyone on, that’s on me. I should have made changes sooner.” The truth hurt, but it didn’t make it any less true.

      This branch was my responsibility and if we ended up having to make cuts, it was because I hadn’t put two and two about our numbers together soon enough.

      I checked the reports religiously, but it turned out I’d been doing it with blinders on. “Mea culpa. Mea maxima culpa.”

      Blake looked surprised when I used the Latin phrase. I read it in a book once, and it just sort of stuck with me. But then he shook his head. “It’s not your fault. Really. You’ve only been the manager here for a couple of months. There was nothing you could have done before you were made the manager, and even after, your numbers were growing. They just didn’t grow fast enough through the reporting period. Again, not your fault.”

      “I should have seen it earlier.” I could kick my own ass up and down this beach all day long for missing it. “If I’d had more experience, I would’ve figured it out before you had to show me.”

      “But remember, the branches don’t get sent the same numbers I do,” he reminded me. “Trust me, Aston. You’ve done everything right. There are people at fault here, but you’re not one of them.”

      “Even so. It’s my branch, my people, my responsibility. Promise me that if the cuts have to made, you’ll let me tell them and do it my way.” Most people probably would’ve begged to let Blake or someone else from corporate deliver the news or have asked for corporate protocol so they could try to absolve themselves from any blame.

      But that wasn’t me. If it came down to cuts being made, it was up to me to make them. The least I could do was to try and soften the blow. Whether it was policy or not to do it, I intended on promising anyone affected that I would hire them back as soon as I turned the branch around.

      And I would turn it around. There was no doubt about it. I would take whoever remained and work tirelessly until we got the go-ahead to increase our staff component again.

      I promised myself I would set this right if the worst did end up happening. It didn’t matter whether it was my fault or not. Ultimately, assigning blame wouldn’t do anyone any good.

      The only thing that would help was to boost our numbers so much that Danny or whoever else at corporate calling these shots would have no choice but to agree to let us hire people back. In the meantime, I would give them the best references I could and give glowing recommendations to anyone applying for a new job.

      Blake seemed to sense where my mind had gone. “Of course you can do things your way. I’ll be there to support you if that’s what it comes down to. If you want me there.”

      I shook my head, taking a deep breath to strengthen my resolve. “No, I’ll do it alone. It will make it worse for them if you’re there.”

      He nodded. “Okay, but let’s cross that bridge when we get there, shall we? No matter what happens, I know you’re going to persevere and show the company and everyone in it that California is a force to be reckoned with. You’re going to make this the best branch we’ve got.”

      “I won’t rest until it is.” If not for my sake, then for everyone else who already had lost their jobs at the company and everyone who might. The waiting was going to kill me. “When do you think we’ll know?”

      Blake stopped walking when we reached the promenade. Clearly, he wanted to wrap up our conversation before we got back to the hotel. It was looming just ahead of us, filled with people who had no idea of the secret that would weigh me down until I knew once and for all whether their livelihoods would be safe.

      “I expected to have gotten the numbers from Danny by now,” he said, staring thoughtfully in the direction of the hotel. I could see the wait was bothering him, too. He really wasn’t some kind of soulless corporate warrior like the people on the news were making the McAllen family out to be at the moment.

      His eyes drifted up and down the white and glass facade of the hotel before sliding back to mine. “There’s more going on back at the head office than I can tell you. If Danny doesn’t send me those reports by tomorrow, I’m going to have to go back to Florida. So you’ll either have your answer tomorrow, or I’ll go get it for us.”

      The force with which he answered the question surprised me. It was so easy for me to be with him that it was hard to remember who he was sometimes. At moments like these though, it was impossible to mistake him for anything but a powerful, formidable businessman.

      The way that his shoulders squared and his chest became somehow broader, the steel in his tone and the fire in his eyes. He transformed from the easygoing guy he was with me into the authoritative man I knew he was raised to be.

      It was quite something to behold. He turned his gaze to me, eyes narrowing in thought. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Same thing I do every day, Pinky. I’m working.”

      A smile quickly crossed his lips and disappeared just as fast. “I’m pretty sure I would be the Brain, not Pinky. Either way, if I have to go to Florida tomorrow, would you come with me?”

      My head snapped back in surprise, both my brows jumping to my hairline. “You want me to come to Florida with you?”

      “That’s what I said,” he grinned. “Come on, you’ll get to meet my fantastic brother. And better yet, you’ll get my company for another day.”

      I laughed when he waggled his eyebrows as he said it. “As much as I would love to meet your douche—I mean charming brother, I’d better not go anywhere right now.”

      He sighed, playful again. “You sure? It would be a lot more fun for me if you came along.”

      “Sorry, but you’re going to have to entertain yourself,” I told him ruefully. I was flattered that he asked, and I would have loved a tour of our head office from him, but there were too many things keeping me here for now. “There’s too much to be done here. I better take care of the branch while I still have it.”

      He sighed but nodded resignedly. “I understand—next time?”

      “For sure.” I only hoped I would still have a job when that next time rolled around.
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      It was cloudy when I woke up the next morning. Cloudy with a chance of kicking my brother’s ass if he hadn’t sent those numbers yet. Rolling out of bed, I headed straight for my laptop.

      I was done waiting for him. The email would either be there or it wouldn’t, but I wasn’t waiting for Danny to call the shots anymore.

      He and I were going to have a serious talk today. Sighing, I rubbed my eyes and stretched my arms above my head while I waited for my computer to fire up.

      Danny had another thing coming if he thought I was making any further cuts without a fight. While some cuts had been justified, I was becoming more convinced than ever that what Danny ordered had been excessive.

      It no longer felt like Danny wasn’t sending me the numbers because he forgot or was busy. It felt like he was keeping them from me on purpose. I thought it was just about New York, but I was starting to suspect it was more than that.

      It was taking too long for it to only be about New York. Danny thought he had the run of the place now that he was ostensibly in charge, but this was too much. I was the finance guy. Danny holding back the numbers was either about hiding something or it was a power play. Today would be the day I found out which one it was.

      I opened my emails, scrolling through hundreds of unread messages. But none of them were from Danny. “Fuck.”

      My blood was threatening to boil. My brother had reached my last nerve. I was tired of the game he was playing. Tired of him fucking me around. I couldn’t sit still, couldn’t just wait around anymore. Jumping up from my chair, I strode over to the window and pulled both my hands through my hair before scrubbing them over my jaw.

      The sun broke through the clouds, sending shards of light skittering over the gray ocean. There were people walking along the beach and a couple of braver ones out on the water kiteboarding. I hardly saw any of it as I stared out of my window. The world around me barely registered.

      I needed to talk to my brother, and it wasn’t going to be a fun conversation. With Dad in the hospital and still unconscious, we couldn’t really afford any more strife or upset in the family. If Danny and I had a huge blow out, it could make things very difficult until Dad woke up.

      The last thing the company needed was turmoil or uncertainty, such as two of the highest-ranking members not speaking to one another. But it couldn’t afford any more bad press or unnecessary cuts either.

      I was stuck between a rock and hard place. A very hard place. I had to choose whether I was going to crash into the rock today or stay put in the hard place. There wasn’t really a choice though, I had to speak to my brother.

      Sighing, I walked over to the nightstand and grabbed my phone. Deciding to make the call on the balcony, I strode out just as the call connected. “There’s no news on Dad yet.”

      “Good morning to you, too.” I said it sarcastically, taking a deep breath of fresh air in an attempt to quell my irritation. I had to at least try to keep the conversation civil.

      “I’m busy, Blake.” He replied on a heavy exhale, clearly impatient. “What do you want if it’s not news on Dad’s condition?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the numbers you promised me days ago. Or about a hundred other work-related things I could need from the Acting CEO of the company I work for.” I flexed the fingers on my free hand, afraid that if I squeezed my phone any harder, I was going to crush the thing.

      “Smartass.” A crinkling sound came over the line before Danny’s muffled voice shouted to someone in the background before he came back on the line. “In case you haven’t noticed, I really don’t have time for chit chat, and I don’t have time to get those numbers to you.”

      “Danny—”

      “Listen to me, I’m running the whole damn company right now. All you have to do is to just let the manager know to make the cuts. Got it?” I bristled at his tone, hating how he spoke to me. We used to be close once, but the older we got, the more Danny started getting high on publicity and power.

      It made us grow apart, though God only knew when we got to the point where he thought he could order me around like he owned the damn place. Not even Dad spoke to our employees that way.

      “I got it, all right,” I fired back. “But I’m not doing it.”

      “It’s your job, Blake. It’s not that hard. March your lazy ass over to the manager’s office and tell them they’ve bombed their numbers and we have to make the cuts as a result. I already did half your damn job by doing that press conference. They should already know, so just go tell them they’re on the list.”

      I leaned against the railing, gripping it hard. There was rain coming in over the ocean. The air smelled of it, the storm being carried to land on a light breeze. I watched it approach, feeling my mood darken as fast as the sky was.

      “There’s only one problem with your suggestion,” I told him, getting more aggravated by the minute. “They haven’t bombed their numbers. This hotel is overflowing with guests. Without seeing them, I can’t say if the numbers are up or down.”

      “Just do it, Blake.” My brother seethed, his voice dropping an octave or two. “Fuck the numbers. I’m telling you it needs to be done, so do Dad a favor and get it done.”

      “Don’t play that card with me. I wouldn’t be doing Dad a favor, I would be doing one for you. Now, usually I wouldn’t mind, but I’m not yanking people’s livelihoods away on a whim you can’t even justify with actual numbers showing that it’s necessary.”

      Danny spat out a string of curses. “Could you just do this one fucking thing, or do I have to drop everything else and come over there to do it myself?”

      “No.” It took everything I had to keep calm, but I managed it. Only just. “That won’t be necessary. I’m coming back to Florida to settle this. Today. I’ll see you later.”

      “Don’t you dare come back here before you get it done, Blake. I’ll—” I didn’t listen to whatever threat he was about to make. I was done with him for now. Pulling the phone away from my ear, I punched down on the disconnect button and brought my phone to my forehead.

      I wanted to slam the phone down on the floor or hurl it off the balcony, but I tossed it on the table next to me instead.

      It was about time I stood up to my brother, I realized, as I stared out over the ocean and tried to lower my blood pressure after the call. I had let him use my empathy for my father to get me to do his bidding. I should’ve insisted on seeing the numbers again for all the branches.

      But my head was all fucked up after spending three solid days at the hospital next to my comatose father. Better late than never.

      After a few breaths, my blood wasn’t rushing in my ears anymore. I headed inside and packed up all my stuff. I didn’t know how long I was going to be away this time. I didn’t really want to leave Aston, but I had to go and she didn’t want to come with me. I understood her point of view, but that didn’t mean I didn’t wish she was coming to Florida.

      When I was all packed up, I did a final sweep of my room and went downstairs. As soon as I hit the lobby, I scanned it until I found Aston. She was already at work, despite there being at least another hour before her shift technically started.

      As if she could feel me watching her, she suddenly looked up and smiled when she saw me. I strode over to her, fighting the urge the pull her into my arms. Her smile froze on her lips when she saw my bags standing behind me. “You’re really going back to Florida?”

      “I am.” I tried to ignore the disappointment that flashed in her eyes. If I didn’t, I was going to be tempted to cancel the flight I’d just booked and try to settle this with Danny over the phone. I was regretting my decision to send the corporate jet back when I’d arrived, because now I had to conform to the airline schedule. “I have to go catch my flight. It’ll be better if I talk to my brother in person, and I can check in with my dad while I’m there.”

      “I understand,” she said quietly, then forced another smile. It didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You packed up all your things this time.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. “I’ll be back in about a week. We can talk about everything then, but there will be no cuts made at this branch.”

      At least that put the real smile back on her beautiful lips. “Really?”

      “Really.” I was done being pushed around by my brother. I wasn’t making any more cuts on his behalf, he just didn’t know it yet.

      I watched as light crept into Aston’s eyes, genuine happiness shining from them. “Thank you.”

      “There’s no need to thank me.” I leaned forward a little, just enough to whisper to her without the risk of anyone overhearing. “Come with me.”

      I left my bags exactly where they were, knowing the doorman would get them and keep them for me. I already signaled to him as I was crossing the lobby. I pivoted and took off in the direction of the conference room we’d eaten in the other night.

      On the way back to my room, I’d seen a supply closet off to one side. I remembered wanting to drag Aston into it that night, but it wasn’t the time. Now maybe it was.

      I didn’t have a room to take her back to and I didn’t have time to say goodbye to her the way I wanted to anyway.

      “Where are we going?” She hissed at me when I turned the last corner before the closet.

      “You’ll see,” I said over my shoulder, slowing to check if there was anyone around before yanking open the closet and pulling her in after me.

      As soon as the door shut behind us, I grabbed Aston’s hand and pulled her to me. My lips were crashing down onto hers before she could get another word in. She seemed surprised at first, freezing before a soft moan escaped her and she melted into my arms.

      Her hands were in my hair a second after that, her fingernails dragging over my scalp. She was so soft against me, her lips eager and hungry. She tasted like coffee and mint, and the vanilla of her shampoo smelled heavenly.

      My cock swelled until it was rock hard as I devoured her lips. Aston didn’t seem satisfied with only kissing either. She started grinding against me, her one hand at the nape of my neck and the other tugging at my hair.

      I groaned, seriously considering pushing her up against the wall and taking her right here right now. But I had to stop. Now, before I lost control.

      It nearly killed me to do it, but I broke off the kiss. Lifting my head away from hers, I cupped her cheeks in my hands. “I didn’t want to leave without giving you that.”
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      My cheeks were hot and my lips stung a little. My heart was beating so wildly it felt like it was about to blow a hole in my chest. I pressed my hand to my heart, feeling it beat madly as I tried to calm it down.

      Blake slipped out of the supply closet with a final, comparatively chaste kiss and was gone. I stared at the door, wishing he would decide to forget about his trip and come back to me instead. But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. It was too important to go to Florida, for his family’s sake as well as that of the company.

      Meanwhile, my hair was probably a mess and my whole body felt hot. It would never fail to amaze me what Blake could do to me with just a kiss. If he wasn’t going to take care of the itch he caused, I wondered whether there was any way I could get away with doing it myself.

      But I pushed that thought out of my mind. I was at freaking work. There was no way I could do something like that right now. It was just going to have to wait until later.

      Before I went back out there though, I was going to have to pull myself together. My staff couldn’t find out I’d been off in a supply closet making out with a guest. I’d worked far too hard to get them to respect me.

      The teasing that would go along with being found out would be insufferable. Plus, more than a few of them would take my involvement with a guest as a green light to do the same. Despite the risk of being hypocritical, I couldn’t let that happen.

      There wasn’t a mirror in the closet, but I undid my ponytail and combed my fingers through my hair just in case my hair looked as messed up as I thought it did. My flushed cheeks were enough of a giveaway that I’d been up to something as it was. I didn’t need messed up hair as well.

      Once I’d caught my breath and got my sea legs back, I peeked out of the closet and checked left and right. It looked like the coast was clear. Breathing a sigh of relief, I stepped out and closed the door behind me.

      I jumped when I heard Tiffany’s voice ring out from nearby, swinging my head around. Tiffany laughed, leaning against the wall a couple of yards away. “My, my. Miss Manager has apparently been a naughty girl. I should remember to let Santa know.”

      Rolling my eyes, I tried to hide my embarrassment about getting busted sneaking out of a supply closet at work. At least it was Tiffany waiting for me and not anyone else. Since she had already been sworn to secrecy about me and Blake, being busted by her was the best of the many worst-case scenarios that came to mind.

      “I’ve been on the nice list for a long time, I’m sure Santa would understand. I’ve also got more than enough time before Christmas to make up for it,” I said, sending her a coy smile.

      “Oh, I hope you don’t. It’s so much more fun being on the naughty list,” Tiffany teased, pushing off the wall to walk beside me when I tried making a quick getaway by taking off in the opposite direction.

      “Why were you waiting for me?” I asked. Tiffany probably wouldn’t be distracted by my lame attempt to change the topic, but a girl had to try. “Did you need anything other than a chance to bust my balls?”

      “Nah, I was just wondering why you were in the closet. Interesting, considering that Blake just left,” she said, flippantly. “You know, your hair looks a little different than it did earlier.”

      “I had to redo my ponytail,” I admitted. “But that’s all you’re getting from me. I don’t kiss and tell.”

      She sighed heavily. “Where’s the fun in that? Besides, I’m willing to bet that kissing wasn’t the only thing going on in that closet. Your face looks like it’s on fire and last time I checked, hair doesn’t need to be redone after nothing but an innocent kiss.”

      The burning heat on my cheeks intensified. It was only a kiss, but as soon as Blake’s lips hit mine, I was ready for so much more and was ready to beg for it. It definitely wasn’t an innocent kiss.

      My body was practically addicted to the guy after just two hits. I wasn’t satisfied with only kissing when the person I was kissing was him. Tiffany was bound to understand, since she had far more experience with the topics of men, sex and boyfriends than I did. Not that Blake was my boyfriend, of course.

      Suddenly, I wanted to tell her all about it. I could use a little advice and Tiffany loved dishing it out. Besides, she was my best friend. Wasn’t this what girlfriends were for? “There was nothing more than kissing unfortunately, but I wanted there to be. Is that normal? I’ve never thought about sex so much before. I’m starting to think there might be something wrong with me.”

      Tiffany giggled and linked her arm with mine. “That’s because you’ve never thought about sex, period. There’s nothing wrong with you. Relax, thinking about it while kissing the guy you’re having it with is totally normal. It would have been weird if you hadn’t been thinking about it. Or it would’ve meant he was doing it wrong and that would have been tragic. A guy looking like him has to be at least decent in bed.”

      “He’s definitely not doing anything wrong.” I smiled, remembering what it felt like to have him inside me. I had to stop that train of thought in its tracks though, otherwise I’d find myself wanting to step back into the closet to do something about it after all. Plus, what I really wanted to talk to her about wasn’t sex. “He’s just so different than I thought he was, you know?”

      “He obviously did something right. I mean, I could tell by just looking at you, but I thought I’d make sure.” She bumped her hip into mine. “What’s going on between you two anyway? He practically ran out the front door like he was trying to get out before he changed his mind.”

      “Did he? I kind of wish he would’ve stayed, but that’s selfish of me. What’s going on between us is a really good question, actually.” It was one I’d asked myself a few times now. I couldn’t avoid the truth about it anymore. Sleeping with Blake the first time may have been about getting my cherry popped by a nice, hot guy who I got along with, but it wasn’t just like that anymore. “We’ve never really talked about it. It’s weird, we’ve talked about pretty much everything else, but we’ve never talked about what’s going on between us. I honestly don’t think either of us really knows at this point.”

      Tiffany’s expression sobered and she lowered her voice, her eyes darting from side to side before she spoke. “While you’ve been talking about pretty much everything else, did you happen to talk to him about the cuts?”

      I gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. A shiver of excitement ran down my spine at the good news I could share. “I did, and we don’t have anything to worry about anymore. Everything is fine for now.”

      She turned her head, giving me a long, incredulous look. “Are you sure? We’re safe?”

      “We’re safe.” Saying it out loud made me smile. A huge weight lifted from my shoulders when I realized the words were true. I trusted Blake and I believed in him. If he said there weren’t going to be any cuts at our branch, there wouldn’t be any cuts at our branch. “We can stop worrying about it, it’s all okay.”

      Tiffany’s lips curled into a slow smile that just kept growing. I knew the possibility of cuts had been weighing her down lately too. In the few moments she wasn’t running around trying to keep up with all the new guests, she wasn’t her usual, bubbly self. Finally, she hugged my side closer to hers.

      “We’re safe. Thank God. My heart wouldn’t have been able to handle not knowing for much longer. It was terrible,” she whispered.

      “It was,” I agreed. “But we can finally get back to work without wondering when the ax is going to come crashing down. We’ve been given a stay of execution for this round of cuts. Let’s hope we never have to worry about it again.”

      She pretended to wipe her brow. “Phew. I’m so happy right now. How about we celebrate with a quick coffee break so you can tell me everything about you and Blake. I didn’t mean to change the topic earlier, I’m still dying to know about the two of you.”

      “No way,” I said, laughing. “I said we can get back to work now without worrying, not blow off our jobs. Speaking of which, I really have to get to my office. I have a million things to get done today.”

      “I’ll walk over there with you,” she said, keeping her arm hooked around mine. “I need to go to my locker back there anyway. We’re going to have to condense the gossip session though. We only have about four minutes before we’ll be at your office. So start talking, and make it snappy.”

      “You have to be one of the most determined people I know,” I laughed.

      “Only when it comes to gossip,” she winked. “So tell me, where was Blake going? I saw him get his bags and head out the door when I was looking for you.”

      I paused, wondering how much to tell Tiffany about what was going on with Blake and his family. What was happening with Danny and Blake’s father was private though. I trusted Tiffany, but Blake told me what was going on in confidence. I wouldn’t betray that confidence by telling her about his father’s health and his brother’s douchey ways.

      Eventually, I settled on the truth without the private details. “He had to go to Florida to talk to corporate. He’s been based out here for a couple of weeks now and had to go back to check in.”

      Tiffany nodded thoughtfully before she gave me another wink and a final hip check. “Makes sense. I guess he’s been so busy here with—work that he had to go out of the state to get back on top of anything but you.”

      “Tiffany!” I checked around us, making sure no one overheard her. No one was paying any attention to us though. “You can’t go around saying stuff like that at work, but since you have, it probably is better for both of our productivity levels that he isn’t here.”

      She giggled. “Now those are the kind of details I want to hear, but since we can’t talk about it at work I guess I’m going to have to wait.”

      Pouting, she took off to her locker. I chuckled under my breath and checked on a few things on my way back to my office. When I got there, the concierge was there to speak to me about a bunch of unruly students causing a racket on the third floor.

      When he left, there was another staff member requiring my attention. The hotel being busier sure kept me a lot busier. I was knee deep in paperwork later on when my phone buzzed with a text from Blake.

      Surprised, I felt a smile cross my lips. I didn’t know what was going on between us, but our relationship had elevated to the point where we were texting. I liked it.

      I’m about to take off. The seat next to me is empty. Wishing you were in it.

      A happy sigh escaped me along with another, even bigger smile. I reread the text, a warm feeling spreading from my stomach to my heart. There was no doubt about it, I was really starting to care about this man. And I really, really liked it.
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      The wheels touched down on the tarmac late in the afternoon. The pilot made the usual announcements, thanking the passengers for choosing the airline, then there was the crush and rush of people trying to be the first to grab their carry-on baggage and get off the plane.

      I remained seated at first, knowing I would get off the plane when I got off of it. There was no point in joining the rush.

      While I waited, I decided on my itinerary for the rest of the day. I had to talk to Danny, but I was going to go see my father first. I couldn’t wait any longer. I hadn’t even smelled the Florida air yet, but I was already more anxious to get to him, knowing just how close I was.

      It was getting late and Danny probably wouldn’t still be at the office anyway. Despite his ranting about how busy he was, he’d never put in the kind of hours Dad and I did.

      There was also no chance in hell he was waiting for me to get to the office since I’d told him I was coming. He made it plenty clear he didn’t want me to. He even texted after I hung up on him to tell me I was wasting my time. No. Danny could wait. Dad was more important than anything or anyone else.

      I had plenty of time to track down my brother, but I hadn’t seen my dad for days and I needed to see with my own two eyes that he was still there. Still okay.

      Pursing my lips, I gathered my things when the rush to disembark the plane was over. Following the tunnel into the airport, I merged with the crowds of fellow travelers and walked on autopilot to the luggage claim. I didn’t need to follow the signs, I knew this airport like the back of my hand.

      After getting my luggage from the carousel, I rented a car and headed out. Traffic was heavy getting out of the airport.

      My father was on my mind all the time. It had been almost a week since I left. Thinking logically, I knew Dad wasn’t awake yet. Whatever was going on between us, Danny would have let me know if he had regained consciousness. A part of me still naively hoped he would be awake when I got to the hospital though.

      I couldn’t bear arriving to the same comatose form I left behind, even though I knew that was exactly what I needed to prepare myself for. I turned the dial in my rental car until I found a local radio station I liked, then linked my phone up to the car and sat back, taking the last few minutes I had to myself before driving into the lion’s den to order my thoughts.

      In less than an hour, I would be back in the thick of things. I was going to need every ounce of mental energy I could muster now to deal with my family. Considering there was only the three of us, I wouldn’t have imagined things in my family ever getting as complicated as they were right now.

      My phone started ringing through the speakers of the car, bringing me out of my reverie. The sight of Aston’s name on the screen in the center console caused a grin that shouldn’t have been possible under the circumstances. Pressing the button on my steering wheel, I connected the call. “Hey.”

      “Hey you.” The sound of her voice in the car instantly relaxed me. I let my head rest against the seat as I navigated myself out of the airport at a near crawl. “Did you get to Florida okay?”

      “I did.” It surprised me how much I liked that she was calling to check if I’d arrived safely. No one in my life had done that before. I supposed that was what girlfriends and moms did, but none of my girlfriends had been the kind of companion who called to check in, and since my mom took off when I was young, there had always been a vacuum in my life where that kind of care ought to have been. “How’s everything going over there?”

      “It’s all good. We’re really busy, but that seems to be the norm now.” There was a well-deserved hint of pride in her voice before it changed and became more serious. “Have you seen your father yet? How is he?”

      Her concern touched my heart in a way not many things ever did. “I’m on my way to the hospital now, but there was no news when I called Danny earlier.”

      “Well, no news is good news,” she mused. “Or so they say.”

      “I’ve heard that,” I told her. “I just hope that they’re right, whoever they might be.”

      Aston’s soft giggle filled the cab, making my body feel warm. She elicited the weirdest reactions in my body. “Still wishing I was there?”

      I still couldn’t believe I’d sent that text about the empty seat. It wasn’t like me to act like a school boy, texting a girl my random thoughts. With Aston though, I couldn’t help it. I saw the open seat next to me, wondered what it would have been like to have her sitting there, and the next thing I knew, I’d sent the text.

      The damage was done and there was no taking it back now. I didn’t think I would though, even if I could. “I do. It’s lonely in this car and a little company would be nice.”

      “Company? Is that all? You could always pick up a hitchhiker.” Her tone was light and teasing, but she was definitely curious to know what I meant. So was I.

      I searched my brain until I found an honest answer for the sake of both of us. “No, that’s not really it. It would have been nice to have you here. Just you. The next couple of days are going to suck. You would have made being here way more fun.”

      She giggled again. “Is that so? And how exactly would I have managed that?”

      Her voice was huskier, flirty. The recognition of that tone, the same one I’d heard from her in bed, was like a fist around my cock, which took notice immediately.

      But as much as I would have enjoyed it, I couldn’t just pull over to have phone sex right now. I tabled the thought for later though. “I don’t know, maybe because I would have had someone to play backgammon and tennis with.”

      She laughed. I could almost see the way her eyes lit up and her eyebrow raised when she did. Damn, she was beautiful. “Backgammon and tennis, huh? I was hoping for something a little more interesting than that.”

      Jesus, Aston being light and flirty was really getting to me. For a brief second, I considered pulling over and risking arrest just so I could hear where the conversation would go if we kept it up. But Aston was at work, and the thought of having to call Danny to bail me out after getting arrested for jerking off in my car killed the moment. That wouldn’t be the greatest way to start the talk I had to have with him.

      “It would have been more interesting than you imagine. Backgammon is a captivating game.”

      She laughed again. “Oh, I can imagine all right.”

      I sighed, I missed her already. Crazy, but true. I couldn’t wait to get back to California and I’d only just left. “Are you sure you can’t come here? I give a pretty spectacular tour of our head office.”

      “I’m sure, but I’ll definitely take you up on that tour next time,” she promised. “Are you at the hospital yet?”

      I checked my estimated arrival time on the navigation system still running on the screen. “Just about.”

      Aston grew serious, pausing before she replied. “Good luck. I really wish I could be there for you when you get in there. I’m about to go into a meeting, but text me if you need me, okay? I don’t know if you know this, but I’m kind of the boss around here, at least whenever a certain heir to the group isn’t around. I can get out of the meeting anytime.”

      I chuckled, but I was sorry we were going to have to end the call. “I’m sure you’re a much better boss than that heir. Thanks for the luck, I’m going to need it.”

      “No problem. Now remember—especially if you feel like ripping your brother’s head off —if you wind up in jail we won’t be getting around to that game of backgammon anytime soon.”

      “Words to live by.” I chuckled at the unlikely exchange. “I’ll do my best to stay out of jail then, but just in case, I feel like I should remind you that conjugal visits are allowed. So surely gaming visits are permitted as well.”

      “Even so, I’d rather play the game with you someplace where I wouldn’t have to get strip searched to visit.”

      “I don’t know much about prison visiting protocol, but I don’t think it involves strip searches,” I told her.

      She giggled, then I heard a door open on her end of the line. “I have to go, so let’s not risk it, okay? The searches, I mean.”

      “You got it. Bye Aston, thanks for checking in.”

      “Anytime,” she said. “Good luck. Speak to you later?”

      “Absolutely.” We hung up just as I was getting to the hospital.

      I ran into Dad’s doctor in the elevator. The guy smiled when he recognized me. “Blake, welcome back.”

      “Thanks, Doc. How’s he doing today?” I wasn’t expecting bad news, but I couldn’t help searching his expression for even the vaguest hint of it. Being back at the hospital set me on edge, made my nerves flare up.

      Thankfully, however, the doctor smiled. “I’ve just come from my rounds. I checked in on him just a few minutes ago. His test results are getting better. He could wake up any day now. Having his wife around sure seems to be speeding up the process.”

      My head jerked back, a deep line forming between my eyebrows. “His wife?”

      The doctor nodded. “She hasn’t left his side for days. It’s the kind of dedication you don’t see very often any more. I even offered her use of the staff bathrooms so she could get cleaned up without having to leave.”

      The elevator ding signaled our arrival on Dad’s floor. The doctor stepped back and allowed me to pass.” It’s good to see you, son. He’s lucky to have his family around him.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about. The only thing I could think of was that Dad had a girlfriend we didn’t know about who was pretending to be his wife so she could hang around. I didn’t know why he would hide something like that, but there was no other explanation.

      When I got to Dad’s room, the same woman I’d seen that day when I left the hospital was sitting next to his bed. She looked up at me and for the first time I saw her face fully. She stood up, her lips curling into a warm smile. “Hello, Blake.”

      I froze, rooted to the spot. It couldn’t be. She was older, her hair was peppered with gray strands that hadn’t broken the jet black before. There were crow’s feet around her eyes and her posture had changed slightly, but there was no doubt in my mind who she was. What the fuck was she doing here? “Mom?”
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      By the time my shift ended, I was bone tired and yet still strangely exhilarated at the same time. The hard work that came with being the manager now that the hotel was so much busier left me exhausted at the end of each day, yet more fulfilled than I've ever been before.

      My exhilaration wasn’t only work-related though. My earlier conversation with Blake left my head in the clouds and my heart beating double time. During that conversation, for the first time I felt like I really knew him and that there was something between us that was real.

      I logged out of my computer and locked up my office, still wishing I could have taken Blake up on his offer. Tiffany was walking down the hall just then, skipping up to me when she realized I had my bag slung over my shoulder.

      "Well, would you look at that? Our fearless leader is packing up on time for once. Hey, what are you going to do now? I’m heading to the beach. Running into you like this makes me think fate wants you to come with me."

      I laughed, about to decline her offer automatically when I stopped. There was really no reason not to go with her. It would be nice to get outside and it wasn’t like I was rushing home to anything.

      “Okay, which beach are you going to? I’ll meet you there.” Tiffany’s eyebrows shot up when I accepted, her mouth dropping open just a few millimeters.

      “I can’t believe you said yes. I had a whole speech prepared to try and convince you, too. You never just agree,” she exclaimed.

      “Maybe I’ve changed,” I shrugged, throwing her a quick wink. “Or maybe all your invitations have just worn me down.”

      “No, as much as I would love to take credit for this, I don’t think this one is on me. Remind me to thank Blake the next time I see him. A couple of orgasms and a steamy tryst in the supply closet have apparently made you a better person.”

      “Going to the beach makes me a better person?” I asked, not sure if I followed her logic.

      Tiffany grinned and shook her head. “Nope, but spending time with your best friend without having to have your butt kicked to do it does.”

      “It was never about not spending time with you,” I told her, realizing that my overworked self might have given her the wrong idea about all those rejected offers. “I love spending time with you. I just ran myself ragged for a while there. I felt like it was necessary at the time.”

      Tiffany reached for the exit door and pushed it open. “I know. Your dedication to your job is probably what saved us from getting caught in the cuts. This push the last couple of weeks might have helped us over the edge, but without you at the helm these last couple of months, we would have been gone for sure.”

      I waved her off. “No, we all did it together. Anyway, the important thing is that we are safe now, and we owe it to ourselves to celebrate and relax for a couple of hours.”

      We reached Tiffany’s car and she gave me a look. “Don’t lie, you’re coming because you’re in a good mood because of Blake.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was being serious or teasing, but it didn’t matter because she was right. I was in a good mood because of Blake. Since he was the one to give me the news that there would be no cuts at our branch, both Tiffany and I were technically right.

      “You say ‘potato,’ I say ‘potahto.’ Are we going to the beach or are we going to stand here all day?” I motioned towards the setting sun, or rather, to where we would’ve been able to see it if not for another hotel blocking our view from this parking lot. “We’re burning precious daylight here.”

      Tiffany nodded, throwing her hands out to the side. “We’re going, we’re going.”

      We met up less than an hour later at a local beach nearby and rushed to watch the sunset with our asses in the sand. Before I was made the manager, we used to do this all the time.

      There were only a couple of other groups of people on the beach at this time. We used to know some of the other regulars who hung out here, but I didn’t see anyone I knew anymore. There were some college-age kids playing volleyball, a couple of couples strolling near the shoreline and a group of people gathering around a guy with a guitar to our left.

      Tiffany pulled two bottles of water out of her backpack and handed one to me after we got settled. “Thanks for coming with me, I've missed doing this with you.”

      “Me too,” I admitted, stretching my arms out behind me and digging my fingers into the sand before I leaned back. “We should start doing this more often again.”

      “I still do it all the time, but yeah. You should start coming with me again,” she said wistfully, staring out at the orange ball starting to disappear behind the dark horizon. “If we still did it as often as we used to, I would have known what was going on between you and Blake.”

      I laughed. “There’s not much more to know that you don’t already. Like I said this morning, I also don’t really know what is going on between us. I did speak to him this afternoon, and he said he wished I was with him, if that counts for anything.”

      Her eyes widened. “Was he saying it hypothetically or did he actually ask you to go with him?”

      I ducked when I saw a volleyball being launched our away. A girl caught it before it even came close to us though. Tiffany was still waiting for my answer. “He asked. He told me yesterday that he was waiting on something and if he didn't get it, he would have to go back to corporate. After he told me he would have to go, he asked if I would go with him.”

      She stared at me, gaping. “And you said no?”

      I nodded. “Now isn’t the right time for me to be away from the hotel. I mean, I wanted to go with him but we are really busy and I couldn’t take leave now.”

      Shaking her head at me, Tiffany wagged a finger in my face. “Listen to me, you’ve given everything to this hotel. This is exactly the right time to take leave. You’ve worked your butt off these last few weeks to avoid cuts at our branch. You’ve now confirmed that there won’t be any cuts made here. This is the perfect time to take some time off.”

      A wave of doubt over my decision came crashing into me. What Tiffany had said actually made some sense. “You really think so?”

      “Of course,” she said. “Everyone will understand if you need to take a couple of days after the last few weeks. You’ve been under a huge amount of stress, but it paid off. You’re respected well enough around here that people will keep working even when you are gone. We won’t let all of our hard work go down the drain just because you take a couple of days for yourself. Go. You’ve earned it.”

      “I do really wish that I could be with Blake,” I told her, wondering if she was right about taking time off.

      The truth was I’d approved leave for many of our staff members recently. A lot of people were taking a break for a few days and I hadn’t thought anything of it before telling them it was fine.

      Tiffany seemed to follow my thought process. “It’s okay to need to take some time off. It’s human, even. If you really wish you can be with him, then what’s stopping you? You can be with him.”

      “But with all the changes we’ve been making—”

      “No,” she interrupted with a stern expression. “Don’t you dare start making excuses. Your team can do this—without you needing to be there. We respect you, we love you. We’d never let all your hard work go to waste, especially not in a matter of a couple of days.”

      “You’re sure about this?” She was convincing me, but I was worried. I knew I wasn’t the glue holding everything together. My team was extremely capable, I simply didn’t feel like I should be leaving at a time like this.

      But Tiffany wouldn’t have it. “I’m one hundred and ten percent sure, and the others would be too.”

      I blinked hard. Was I actually considering this? I imagined the look on Blake’s face if I surprised him. Surely, he would like it. I could be there for him, to support him like he had supported me in the face of the cuts.

      He had done everything he could for me. I wanted to do something for him, and this felt like the perfect choice. The people whose jobs he helped me save were my friends, some of them were like my family. He wanted me with him now that he had to deal with his own family problems and Tiffany was right, I could be there.

      Slowly, I made my decision. I would go to him. “Okay, I’ll tell everyone tomorrow morning and I’ll be out of here by tomorrow afternoon.”

      Tiffany’s head swung to mine. “You’re really going to do it?”

      “I am.” My mind was made up. For all Blake had done for me, I owed it to him to do this. More than that, I owed it to myself. I hadn’t taken a single vacation since I started working for the McAllen Group.

      Knowing where I wanted to go and that I wanted people like Wayne McAllen to sit up and take notice of me, I kept my head down and worked hard. Even the idea of a vacation, as short as it might be, felt strange.

      But I was going to go through with it. “You’re right. I need some time off and I trust you guys to hold down the fort while I’m gone. It’ll only be for a few days.”

      Tiffany squealed and let out a loud whoop. Several of the other beachgoers looked curiously in our direction, but she ignored them all. “I’m so proud of you. You’re doing the right thing. Your first vacation since you started here. I must admit, I’m a little jealous that you’ll be spending it with Blake instead of me, but I’m glad you’ve decided to go.”

      “Me too.” I really was excited. A lot of people would probably question me taking my vacation to be with a guy, but I knew it was for a good reason. Plus, it was more for me as much as it was for him.

      I wanted to go to him. I wanted to spend time with him. He’d spent plenty of time with me in my world. I wanted to go see him in his. And it was about time I started doing things for myself again.

      Looking out over the ocean as the last rim of the sun dipped behind it, I was a little stunned to think that in just twenty-four hours, I would be in Florida. With Blake. Hell yeah.

      I was going to keep it as a surprise for him. I only hoped he would agree it was a good one.
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      Mom? I blinked, and then I blinked again. I kept thinking the woman standing in front of me was going to be gone when I opened my eyes again.

      My feet wouldn’t move. Neither would my legs. It seemed my limbs weren’t responding to the signals my brain was sending them. My hand was still on the doorjamb, my feet rooted to the spot right in the entrance of my father’s room.

      I hadn’t seen this woman since I was a child, but she was smiling at me with her arms extended a little, like she either wanted to squeeze my cheeks or was waiting for a hug. Neither of those things was going to happen.

      Over my dead fucking body was I letting this woman touch me. She left us when I was so young I barely had any memories of her. I could count the ones I did have out on my fingers. We hadn’t seen or heard from her since, which begged the question.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The hopeful smile on her face fell. Her hands dropped limply to her sides, then she started toying with her slender fingers. “I wasn’t expecting a warm welcome, but a simple hello would be nice.”

      “Yeah, hi.” My hand finally moved from the door and I stepped into the room, closing the door behind me. Eyes darting away from my mother’s, I swept my father’s room. It looked exactly the same, down to the last machine.

      A fissure ran through my heart. I hadn’t been expecting much of a change, but I thought there would at least be fewer machines. My mom sighed and gracefully lowered herself back down into the chair she vacated when I came in. “I was told you were here for a few days after he was admitted. As you can see, his condition remains largely unchanged. The doctors have assured me he is healing, it’s simply happening internally.”

      The doctors have assured her? Why the fuck did she suddenly care about him now? She shouldn’t even be in here.

      For years, she hadn’t so much as checked in with any of us. Not when I broke my arm or Danny broke his leg. Not when we were sick, on our birthdays, or even at Christmas. She missed our graduations, our proms and just about everything else. She was present when we were born—presumably—but that was about it.

      What gave her the right to come marching back in now to give me updates on the man she left behind to raise their two children alone? Nothing. She waived all her rights where any of us were concerned the day her feet hit the pavement outside our front door.

      “Why are you here?”

      She dropped her eyes to her lap. When they lifted back to mine, they were glassy, yet there was a hint of determination shining through the tears. “I’m here because your father is my husband and the father of my children. How could I stay away?”

      “You haven’t been concerned about the father or the children in all these years and there is nothing here for you now. I can take care of him. I’ve been doing it for as long as I can remember. As for him being your husband, he hasn’t been that for a long, long time.” My tone was bitter, but I couldn’t help it.

      This woman had balls of steel to be sitting there playing the concerned victim now. She had ripped my father’s heart to shreds when she left. In all these years, he never had even one serious relationship. Not serious enough to introduce to us, anyway. He had been alone for decades, and that was on our mom.

      She tore our family apart and never even explained why. She just—left. That was it. No note. No goodbye, just poof—no more Mom.

      The woman sitting in front of me now was my biological mother, sure, but I no longer had a Mom. She looked up at me, shaking her head sadly. “I know you’re mad at me, Blake. Lord knows I deserve your anger. Once your father wakes up, perhaps we can have a proper conversation.”

      “A proper conversation?” I scoffed. “It’s a little late for that. Frankly, I have no idea what you’re even doing here after all these years, but if you don’t mind, I would like some time alone with my father.”

      “Blake, please. I’m not leaving him.” She leaned forward and grasped Dad’s hand. “And I told you why I’m here. Your father is my husband and he’s in a coma. There is no place else I would be.”

      That was fucking rich. I folded my arms, my eyes shooting daggers at her. “Why now? After everything that’s happened and all the years you’ve been gone, you shouldn’t be here. You have no right.”

      Sighing, she shook her head again before glancing lovingly at my father. She didn’t look away from him as she started speaking again. “I was on the phone to him just before he had the stroke. We were going to speak again the next day. When he didn’t call, I knew something was wrong. I tried to find out what happened, but you boys did an incredible job keeping it quiet. It took a few days before I convinced Norma to tell me what had happened. She was the only person I could talk to.”

      Dad spoke to her that day? I couldn’t believe it. And he was supposed to call her again? Dad never talked about our mom, but I’d always assumed that since she didn’t speak to us, she didn’t speak to him either.

      Apparently, I was wrong. This was easily the most confused I’d ever been in my life. It didn’t change the facts though. Nothing she said could explain away the fact that she left her children behind, never to be seen again.

      Conveniently, she seemed to have forgotten about that one tiny, little thing. She stroked Dad’s cheek, brushing some hair off his forehead. She was so gentle, so loving, and I could see why the doctors bought into her act that she was the ultimate, dedicated wife.

      “As soon as Norma told me what had happened and where he was, I knew I had to come immediately.” She continued quietly, her eyes glued to my father. “There was no way I could stay away while he was lying here fighting for his life.”

      “Why do you even care?” I was getting more exasperated by the minute. “Have you forgotten that you left him more than two decades ago?”

      She kept quiet, closing her eyes as if she was in pain. Breathing in deeply, a sob ripped from her chest. She reached for a handkerchief in the purse beside her chair and dabbed at her eyes. “We need to have a proper conversation at some point in the future, once your father is better. I will take all the rage I deserve from you then, but I do care about your father, Blake. That’s why I’m here, that’s why I’m not leaving. I can be accused of many things, but I’ve always loved him. I can never be accused of not loving him.”

      “Did you just say you’ve always loved him?” Incredulity rang clear as a bell in my voice. The woman had to be delusional if she thought she loved him when she left him the way she did more than twenty fucking years ago.

      But it seemed that she didn’t see it that way. “Of course I’ve always loved him. I was hurt, Blake. All those years ago, I was so terribly hurt. Your father was always so concerned about the business, he worked day and night.”

      To make ends meet! I wanted to shout at her. She was married to the man, surely she knew his history. He came from nothing, he had nothing. He worked day and night then and he still did. He was building a multi-billion dollar company for fuck’s sake. A company that allowed my mother to live in luxury and for Danny and me to grow up with everything we could ever need and more.

      I didn’t remember much about my mom, but I sure as hell didn’t remember her ever turning down a fancy dinner, jewelry or a fur coat. I didn’t say any of this out loud, though.

      This was her show. I was merely a spectator. Ranting and raving at her next to my father’s unconscious form was hardly how my father raised us.

      A sad smile spread on my mother’s thin lips. “He was always so busy, I thought I lost him to that company. He fell out of love with me, or so I thought.”

      I knew better than that. I watched my father pine over her for years. He was a broken man. It was always clear to me that he still adored her, that he loved her more than anything.

      She finally stole her gaze away from him, sliding it over to mine. “We never got a divorce, Blake. Neither of us ever instituted the proceedings. I loved your father fiercely and it turned out he felt the same way, that’s why neither of us ever moved on making our split final.”

      “You left us.” I said quietly, holding her piercing blue eyes with my own.

      She nodded. In a dramatic twist, one of the tears welling in her eyes finally broke free and rolled down her cheek. I was this close to gagging. Her theatrics weren’t going to get to me.

      “I didn’t want to leave you, you have to understand. You, Danny and your father were my life. I never meant to hurt you. I was trying to protect you. I thought it would be easier for you if I never made you have to choose between me and your father.”

      “I just, I can’t even believe what I’m hearing.” Blood rushed to my ears. “Are you honestly suggesting that you believed it would be easier for us if you left?”

      Sighing deeply, she closed her eyes and rolled her head back as she exhaled. “I’m not saying what I did was right, Blake. I thought it was at the time. This is why I know I need to have an honest conversation with you and your brother, to explain what happened. It would be better to do it once your father is awake, but we can do it now, if you’d like.”

      “No. I wouldn’t like.” Anger, confusion and betrayal swirled around inside me like a swarm of angry bees.

      “I know this is hard for you and you don’t understand, but—”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I whispered loudly. It was absurd that she thought she knew a single damn thing about me.

      “No, I don’t. You’re right, but I love your father with all my heart. I always have and I always will. I never stopped loving him. I married him when he had very little and I was satisfied with that. When the company started doing well, money became the most important thing in his life.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. She was wrong. My father was busy with the company, yes, but he’d always been there for my brother and me.

      “The thing about money Blake, is that it’s everywhere. Love isn’t. True love comes around once in a lifetime. Love for a person is only in one place, it’s not everywhere like money. The place where you find love is with the person you have it for. The most intense pain a person can feel is to know where your love is, but to never have it with you.”

      Of course she would blame my father for her leaving us. She hadn’t come right out and said it, but it was clear she blamed him. He was busy providing for his family, she just gave up on it. I didn’t want to stand here and listen to any more of her drivel, I couldn’t.

      Two decades without her and with my father, yet she was trying to convince me she was the one who was hurt. I wasn’t buying it.

      “I have to leave.” I turned toward the door. She started protesting, saying my name. Angling my shoulders so I could turn and look her in the eye, I said the only thing that made sense in the moment. “I have nothing to say to you.”
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      “I want to assure you that I will only be a phone call away at all times. If you need me, call. I only plan on taking vacation for a few days, but if I need to come back earlier, I will.” A sea of faces looked at me from around the biggest conference room we had at the hotel.

      I had called a staff meeting first thing this morning to announce I was taking some time off. While I’d made up my mind to go to Florida, I didn’t want my employees to feel like I was skipping out on them. I needed to make sure everyone knew I was only going for a few days and that they could contact me anytime they needed to.

      Most of the people scattered around the room smiled at me. A few looked just plain bored and were staring out the windows at the beach and ocean beyond. Calling a meeting to talk about my vacation wasn’t strictly necessary and I understood why some people were bored, but I needed people to be assured my leaving had nothing to do with the cuts.

      Smiling or bored now, everyone expressed their support when I first told them I planned on taking some time off.

      “No one calls her back early.” Alaric, a chef at the deck restaurant upstairs had spoken and sent a stare that meant business around the room.

      Low laughter sounded from the staff. One of the doormen standing at the back of the room called out. “Hear, hear.”

      As I waited for the laughter to subside, I smiled. The table in the conference room wasn’t big enough to seat everyone. Those who couldn’t find a seat were standing around the room or leaning against the walls and windows.

      Friendly, familiar faces of those I loved. I owed it to them to be there, even if I was going to be in a different state for a couple of days. We’d all had a rough few weeks with the turnaround of the hotel and threat of cuts hanging over our heads.

      Nerves skittered across my skin. It had been happening since I made the decision to go. I felt responsible for these people and leaving now felt wrong. I took a deep breath to strengthen my resolve. We weren’t in danger anymore.

      Blake told me there would be no cuts at this branch. Everyone deserved a break and I was part of that everyone.

      Forcing myself to stay focused on the fact that it was only for a few days and everything would be fine, I continued. “I wanted to take this opportunity to thank everyone for the hard work you’ve all been putting in. I need you to know that I value each and every one of you.”

      “And we value you, fearless leader,” Sasha, the fitness coordinator, called out from the back. There was a round of murmurs, agreeing with her.

      “Seriously, thank you, Aston. We know you saved our asses,” the head of security said. He was one of the first ones in the room when the meeting started and was sitting right at the front.

      “We did that together,” I told him.

      One of the ladies from the childcare and babysitting service shook her head. “We couldn’t have done it without you. Don’t worry about anything here while you’re gone, we’ve got it handled. You just relax and enjoy your break.”

      “We’ve got your back kid,” Alaric piped up again. “Now get out of here and go have some fun. Lord knows you deserve it.”

      Some of the employees started clapping their hands. I gave a little mock bow and laughed. “Okay, I think it’s time we wrap this up. Please remember to call if you need me. Keep up the good work and I’ll see you soon.”

      On my way out of the room, several people stopped me to wish me a good vacation. When I was done, Tiffany was waiting for me out in the hall. “I told you they respected you enough as their manager to want this for you.”

      “I’m not sure if it’s respect or good riddance,” I joked. “They were so supportive, I’m wondering if they’re relieved to be getting time off from me.”

      Tiffany laughed and waved me off. “Silly girl. It’s respect. Everyone here loves you. You all packed and ready to go?”

      “My bags are in the car,” I told her. “I won’t lie to you though, I keep second guessing myself. We’re fresh off the cutback scare. It doesn’t really feel like the right time.”

      “You’re doing the right thing,” she insisted, grabbing my arm and taking off toward the parking lot. “We are fresh off the scare, but that’s the beauty of it. You saw us through the storm, now you get to go down to the luau deck and soak up the sunshine because it’s over.”

      “The luau deck, huh?” I nudged her. “Maybe I should’ve gone on a cruise instead of visiting Blake. My plane ticket is already booked to Florida, but I could always jump on a ship there.”

      Tiffany rolled her eyes, giggling. “You’re a real hoot today. But seriously, if you were taking a cruise, I would be coming with you. Don’t even think about getting on a ship without me.”

      I shrugged, “I can’t promise anything at this point.”

      “You can,” she said, poking my side and causing me to flinch out of her reach so she wouldn’t tickle me and reduce me to a giggling mess as I was trying to walk out of the hotel. “And you will. Promise me right now or regret it forever.”

      “What are you going to do to make me regret it?” The possibilities with Tiffany were endless, and a little terrifying.

      “How about making sure your coffee is always tepid by the time you get to drink it?” She pushed her little finger against her mouth. “Or providing you with your own personal ear worm guaranteed to sing you a song every morning?”

      I shuddered. “If you try, I’ll just keep singing it back to you.”

      “You wouldn’t.” She bumped my hip with hers. “Let’s make this easy on both of us. Spare me the time and effort of searching for revenge strategies and promise you won’t go on a cruise without me.”

      “Fine. You got it.” Going on a cruise with Tiffany would definitely go on my bucket list, but for this first holiday of mine, there was no where I’d rather be than with Blake. Spending some time with him away from the hotel sounded heavenly, somewhere we could be together openly and where I wouldn’t have to keep running back to work.

      I would finally get to spend some time with him just being me. Sure, we’d still be dealing with the McAllen Property Group since he had to confront his brother and be with his father, but it felt different than being with him here at the hotel.

      Of all the things I was concerned about, there was one that stood out a little above the rest. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing by surprising him? Or should I let him know I’m coming?”

      “Surprise him,” she said, without hesitating. “Even if he’s the kind of person who hates surprises, he’s going to love this one.”

      “I hope so.” I knew where our corporate office was, so my plan was to go straight there and see if I could find Blake. If not, I would move to Plan B. It wouldn’t be as much of a surprise if I had to call and ask him to meet me somewhere, so I was hoping Plan B wouldn’t be necessary.

      Tiffany and I reached my car and I turned to hug her. “Please call if anybody needs anything? Promise me you will. I know you’ll try to handle it yourself first, but don’t. Just call. I need to know I can trust you to keep me updated on everything going on here.”

      “I’ll be in touch if absolutely anything starts to go wrong,” she promised, crossing her heart. “I would stick a needle in my eye, but I don’t have one handy. Besides, that sounds way too painful.”

      “Maiming yourself won’t be necessary,” I said, as I released her, stepping back and opening my car door. “But I’m holding you to that promise, otherwise you might be the one ending up with tepid coffee for the rest of your life.”

      Tiffany gave an exaggerated shudder and then motioned to my car. “Scout’s honor, I’ll call you at the first sign of trouble. Now go. Get on the road. And say hi to Mr. Moneybags for me.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Mr. Moneybags? Well, at least it’s not Richie Rich.”

      She shrugged. “Actually, Blakey Rich was my second choice.”

      Laughing, I shook my head and got into my car. “I like that, but there’s a lot more to him than money.”

      “Fine.” She threw her hands up. “Mr. Hot Stuff then.”

      I groaned. “Hot Stuff? That’s terrible. I’m leaving now.”

      “That’s the point.” Tiffany grinned, turning toward the hotel. “Have fun, Aston. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Love you,” I called out before I closed my door.

      She blew me a kiss, then hurried inside to get back to work.

      My first flight was nerve wracking, but uneventful, though the crowds at the airports were insane. I couldn’t believe there were so many people traveling every day. Feeling like a total newbie, I used the ‘fake-it-til-you make-it’ strategy and hid my nerves successfully.

      By the time I stepped off the plane in Florida, I was completely in the swing of things. Thankfully, I was a fast learner and had managed to get there without making a total fool of myself.

      Save for one incident when we hit a bit of turbulence and I gripped my seat so hard I was afraid I was going to shatter the armrest, I thought I handled the flight like a pro. Proud of having made it without any major mishaps, I made it out of the airport and breathed the air in a different state for the first time in my life.

      A rush of excitement and exhilaration swept through me. It was a day of firsts. First vacation while employed by the McAllen Group, first flight, first time in a different state, and most importantly, first attempt to surprise a man I was pretty sure I was starting to fall for.

      I joined the line at the cab stand, using the time it took me to get to the front to take a look around. There was an astonishing number of people rushing in all directions. I noticed in California that everyone at the airport seemed to be in a hurry and knew exactly where they were going, or appeared to, anyway.

      It was the same here. Horns were blaring, porters were hurrying around trying to get people’s bags, families were saying goodbye or hello and business travelers were barking into cellphones. It was a hive of activity and I loved it.

      If I wasn’t so eager to get to Blake, I would have hung around for a while. Getting coffee and people watching here at the airport was bound to be fascinating.

      I was eager to find Blake though, so I dutifully got into my cab when I got to the front of the line and rattled off the address for our corporate headquarters. When we got to the building, I saw a familiar figure about to go inside.

      My heart kicked into overdrive. It was Blake.

      Luck wasn’t usually on my side, but it sure was smiling down on me today. I smiled, paid the cab driver and got out to intercept him. In another stroke of luck, he turned just before he was about to go through the door.

      As he turned, he looked right at me. At first, I wasn’t sure if he saw me through the people swarming around on the sidewalk. But he did.

      He recognized me instantly, pausing before a huge grin spread across his face. Fears of my unannounced arrival in Florida not being a pleasant surprise evaporated immediately. He was just as happy to see me as I was to see him. Yeah!
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          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Aston? My lips curled all the way up. I couldn’t believe it. She was the second woman I’d seen unexpectedly in as many days, but this one I actually wanted to see. I was moving toward her before I even realized what I was doing.

      I spread my arms wide when I got to her. She stepped into them and buried her head in my chest. I hugged her close and breathed in deeply. “What are you doing here?”

      She lifted her head, her green eyes bright and happy. “You’ve done so much for me, I wanted to return the favor and be there for you for once.”

      I pressed a kiss to her forehead, nuzzling her temple. “You didn’t have to do that, but thank you.”

      “I know I didn’t have to, but I wanted to.” Giving me a dazzling smile, she stood up on her toes and brushed a kiss to my lips. “I can do that now, it feels good.”

      “Not as good as this will,” I lowered my head and sealed my mouth over hers. Her lips were warm and soft, and she tasted like coffee and a sweetness I was learning was all her. She gasped softly, smiling against my lips.

      “You were right, that was better.” She slipped her hand into mine, holding the handle of her bag in the other. I took it from her, starting toward the underground parking lot where my rental car was. When Aston noticed us walking away from the entrance, she frowned. “I didn’t mean to stop you from whatever you were about to go in to do.”

      “I was about to go talk to my brother, but that can wait. He’s not going anywhere.” I could throw down with my brother any time. What I could only do once was to take the girl who flew all this way to surprise me out to a late lunch. “Besides, my day just took a turn for the better. I’m not ruining it again.”

      She pushed her eyebrows closer together. “Again? What happened?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it, but not standing out here on the sidewalk. How about lunch?” Squeezing my hand, she nodded.

      “Is there anything good around here?”

      “There’s a pretty neat hotel nearby,” I grinned. “As it turns out, I’m a regular there. Want to check out your competition?”

      “My competition?” she asked, then it clicked into place. “You mean we could go have lunch at the McAllen here so I can see what another manager is achieving?”

      “If you want.” I thought she might like to see another one of our properties. Aston was a great manager and her branch was doing amazing work. She had obviously taken time off work to come out to see me, but I still wanted to show her how well she compared to one of our more successful branches. Her branch was better now, much better.

      Aston looked surprised, but she nodded. “Bring it on. I’ll give them some pointers.”

      I chuckled when she winked, leading her to my car. The Florida branch of the hotel was only a couple of blocks away from headquarters, and Danny, my dad and I had a standing reservation in a private room at the rooftop restaurant.

      Aston marveled at everything we walked past. She greeted the staff with a friendly smile and seemed to be making mental notes of everything. “This is incredible.”

      “Yours is better.” The Tampa branch was consistent, but they hadn’t improved their game in years. Aston had started raising the bar at her branch as soon as she was made the manager, way before she ever met me.

      The girl was nothing if not modest, though. She shook her head from side to side. “But theirs is so big.”

      “I’ll be sure to tell the manager. That’s what every guy wants to hear.” I risked a wink and hoped I didn’t look like a pervert or a jackass doing it. “But haven’t you heard, bigger doesn’t always mean better.”

      She swatted my shoulder playfully. “I happen to have first-hand knowledge that bigger is pretty damn good.”

      I leaned down to speak into her ear. “You can tell me more about that later, and rest assured I’m going to hold you to it.”

      “We’ll see,” she said, just as we walked into the restaurant. The maître d’ recognized me and escorted us to the McAllen Room. It was smaller than most would have expected, but it had the best view in the house. City, beach, or ocean—you could see it all.

      A waiter came to take our beverage order and left, leaving us alone behind the opaque glass walls that separated us from the other diners. I was grateful for the privacy, another reason I wanted to bring Aston here.

      I was going to have to tell her about my mom and what had happened at the hospital. My father’s health still wasn’t public knowledge and I wanted to keep it that way.

      As if she could read my mind, Aston leaned forward in her chair. “So, it looks like it’s been a long twenty-something hours since I saw you last. What is it that’s weighing you down?”

      “What makes you think something’s weighing me down?” I’d always been pretty good at hiding my emotions, but the way Aston was looking at me made me feel like she could see all the way into me.

      She locked her gaze to mine. “Your eyes are darker. They have been since I got here. Something has to be bugging you.”

      The waiter brought our drinks. I ordered a seafood platter that I thought Aston might like, then waited for him to leave the room before I fessed up. “When I got to the hospital, my mother was there.”

      Aston’s eyes widened, her chin dropping to her chest. “Your mom?”

      I nodded. “Remember the woman I told you about, the one I said I saw arriving at the hospital when I left?”

      “That was your mom?” She sounded nearly as surprised as I had been.

      “Yeah, crazy huh?” I was still processing her sudden reappearance in my life. Talking to Aston about it felt like a good place to start.

      “So she was still there after you got back from your trip?” She asked the question gently while taking a sip of her wine. Her eyes never left mine.

      “The doctor told me she hadn’t left my dad’s side since she arrived. Apparently, she’s even showering at the hospital.”

      Aston’s brows rose. “That doesn’t sound like someone who would just walk out on their family.”

      “My thoughts exactly, but she claims she’s always loved him. She says they were talking on the phone just before he had the stroke.”

      “Did you know they were keeping in touch?”

      I shook my head. “As far as I knew, he hadn’t seen or heard from her since she left us, but it sounds like they have been in touch after all. I don’t know for how long.”

      One thing I really didn’t understand, was why my dad would keep such a thing from us. Danny and I had stopped asking over the years, but we both had a lot of questions for and about her. It used to make our father sad, so eventually we gave up.

      But he knew there were many answers we both needed. If he’d tracked her down or she’d come to him, it didn’t make sense that he wouldn’t have told us.

      Aston titled her head, smiling hesitantly. “What did she say when you asked her?”

      “I didn’t ask, but you already knew that, didn’t you?” I could tell from the way she was looking at me that she knew.

      “I had a hunch,” she shrugged. “Why didn’t you ask? She’s the only one who can give you the answer for now.”

      “I didn’t want to talk to her. She was sitting there spewing all this shit about how she never meant to hurt us and never stopped loving him. After all the years she’s been gone, I couldn’t believe she expected me to buy all that.”

      “It may be good to talk to her after you’ve had some time to think about what you want to say.” Aston told me, her eyes narrowed as she thought.

      “I’m not so sure talking to her is a good idea.” While my father was comatose, my mother could tell me whatever she wanted, and I wouldn’t be able to argue or verify what she was saying. Taking her word for it after all this time just seemed stupid. Especially since I still didn’t know what her angle was.

      It seemed Aston had the same thought. “She has to have come back for a reason, right? If you don’t talk to her, you might not find out what that reason is.”

      “It’s got to be the money.” If she and dad never got a divorce, it meant she stood to become a very, very wealthy woman if he didn’t make it. “She may have come to make sure she didn’t get screwed out of any of it if he died.”

      “I’m not sure.” Aston mused, taking small sips of wine as she thought. “There has to be a way for her to claim against his estate without spending hours next to his bed.”

      I shrugged. “You never know. She has a warped sense of how things work. I mean, she left us behind because she thought it would be easier for us that way. And all because she thought dad worked too hard and didn’t love her anymore.”

      “It probably would be easier just to talk to him about it then,” she said.

      I nodded. “She wants to have a conversation with me and my brother, but it feels way too late for that.”

      “I still think it might be a good idea to talk to her. If not for her, then for you. Would you think about it, at least?”

      Would I think about it? “Can I get back to you on that?”

      Her lips twitched up into a smile. “Sure. Okay, I can take a hint. Let’s change the topic.”

      Our food came a couple of minutes later and it was as good as it always was. Aston raved about it in between talking about her flight and telling me about how she made the decision to come surprise me.

      I felt myself relaxing for the first time since I walked into that room and saw my mother. My muscles unlocked as I nursed my wine and fell into an easy rhythm with Aston.

      When we were done with our food, Aston leaned forward and looked out at me beneath her long lashes. “So, do I get to see your home after I came all this way to see you?”

      “I don’t have a home. I haven’t had one for years because I travel so much. I have a couple of properties, but I rent them out. When I’m in town, I stay here.”

      She cocked her head. “At the hotel?”

      “Yup,” I nodded. “If you want, you can see my room. After all, you did come all this way to see me. I feel like I owe you something to make it up to you.”
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          Aston

        

      

    

    
      He thought he owed me and wanted to make it up to me? I liked the sound of that. We only just made it into Blake’s room before his lips were slanted over mine, soft and firm and hungry. The feel of his tongue licking at the seam of my lips made everything else disappear from my mind in an instant.

      My lips parted, a soft moan escaping before his tongue darted into my mouth, expertly licking and sucking and exploring.

      He tasted just as good as I remembered. Like only Blake could.

      When he kicked the door shut behind us, we were like animals. He was on me in a second, my back pushing into the hard mattress. A soft moan escaped from my lips. Blake’s hips had a mind of their own, rolling against me in a way that made my mind splinter into a million pieces.

      One of his hands dug into my thigh while the other was clamped to my ribs. He had me caged underneath his big body. I had longed to feel like this again since the last time we were together.

      As if I was possessed by him. Enveloped by him.

      I ran my hands up and down the muscles in his back, clawing at the edge of his shirt. Suddenly, I didn’t understand why there were so many layers of fabric between us. I wanted his skin on mine. Badly.

      Blake must have wanted the same thing, because he reached up and grabbed his shirt at the nape of his neck, pulling it off and allowing our lips to part only for the time it took to remove his shirt.

      Before the shirt hit the ground, his lips found mine again and his erection brushed against my clit at the same time as he slid his tongue into my mouth. The man was too good at this. He always managed to give me what I needed before I even knew what it was.

      “Holy crap,” I groaned, arching my back. “Blake.”

      His hands dropped to the hem of my dress. Gripping it, he tapped on my hipbone.

      “Lift,” he ordered huskily.

      I complied. My dress disappeared and I felt a rush of cool air against my skin.

      Moving back, he reached for the button on his pants and kicked them off. The sight of Blake in nothing but a pair of black briefs, towering over me with his eyes clouded with lust and devouring me with a heated gaze was nothing short of delicious.

      For a businessman who travelled constantly and worked so hard, he was only hard muscle and ripped edges. I wanted to push him onto his back and explore every inch of skin. Every time we were together, I discovered new parts of him. New strips of skin I wanted to lick and suck.

      It was exhilarating to know I could, if I wanted. But I didn’t have time now. I wanted him too much. There would be a second round. There always was with Blake. I would get my fill then. He stirred a need in me that must be fulfilled—right now.

      Leaning forward, he ran his hands over my body, starting at my shoulders and working his way down. His nimble fingers unhooked my bra, flinging it away to join the growing pile of clothes on the floor.

      When they returned to my body, he cupped my breasts, squeezing my nipples until he sent shivers down my spine. He caressed me until I moaned, pressing my chest into his palms before he moved them away. They traveled down my sides and around my back to squeeze my ass.

      He groaned as he moved further down and reached for my thighs. “Open your legs for me.”

      I did. I would do anything he asked of me, so long as he didn’t stop. Kissing my stomach with his hot, wet mouth, he drew circles around my belly button with his tongue before moving further down my body.

      He left a trail of fire in his wake as his lips and tongue caressed me. His fingers stroked my thighs, moving closer and closer to my aching center.

      Blake crawled up over me, positioning himself between my thighs. My muscles trembled with anticipation. This was always so good with him, I briefly wondered if it was always so good for everyone else. I couldn’t imagine it was.

      I was dripping wet and he hadn’t even removed my panties yet. The scent of my arousal hung in the air, but I didn’t mind. The way Blake’s eyes grew darker and became heavy lidded meant he needed me as much as I needed him.

      His eyes closed as he breathed in deeply. There was a hunger in them that set fire to my veins when he opened them. It made my clit throb, begging for his attention.

      When he reached down again, he rolled my panties off in one smooth swipe, growling when he found me bare and glistening. “Fuck, I can’t wait to taste you again.”

      His mouth was on me not a second later. Spreading me open with his fingers, he sank his tongue into my core. The surface of his tongue licked me from my entrance to my clit. A finger sank into my aching core as his tongue started to flick across my bud in the same rhythm.

      “Blake!” I cried out.

      His only reply was his fingers digging into my hip as his mouth sucked on my sensitive bundle of nerves. It sent the pleasure center of my brain into euphoria.

      As he sucked on me, his fingers moved faster and faster.

      My body started shaking, my muscles tensing. “Yes, Blake. There, don’t stop.”

      My head and neck arched. My butt came off the mattress as my hips bucked against his mouth. White hot heat wracked my body. Light burst behind my eyelids as my orgasm ripped through me with the force of a freight train.

      Licking me like a man having a meal at a Michelin starred restaurant, he groaned before crawling up my body and positioning his cock at my entrance.

      I spread my legs wider to accommodate his hips between them. I needed him inside me. Now. I’d just had one of the most intense orgasms of my life but if left me aching for more and I knew Blake could deliver.

      He coated himself in my juices, his broad crown nudging at me. I didn’t know when he got a condom on, but I could feel the latex sliding against my skin. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, kissing him and pushing my hips up into his. He didn’t question it, sinking into me with a feral growl. Inch by delicious inch, he fed himself into me.

      I moaned loudly, glad all our rooms offered soundproofing. “You’re so hard.”

      “That’s what you do to me, Aston,” he gritted out.

      My muscles clenched and Blake moaned. “You’re so tight, Aston. So fucking wet.”

      “Blake,” I breathed, looping my ankles to one another behind his back. My shift allowed him to slide all the way into me. He was so deep.

      It was freaking amazing. I couldn’t keep quiet, even if I tried.

      Moving with long rhythmic strokes, he sent me right to the edge. His pubic bone hit my sensitive clit on each thrust. I got louder and louder. My fingers dug into the skin on his shoulders. My thighs started to shake.

      Blake’s jaw clenched, his muscles tight as he picked up the speed of his strokes, chasing his own release along with mine.

      “I’m going to need you to come for me now, Aston.” He grunted. “I’m so close. You feel too good and I’m not going to last.”

      His husky moan was all it took.

      I went flying over the edge with his next stroke. Waves of pleasure crashed into me, spreading from my core to every inch of my existence.

      The muscles in Blake’s back rippled under my hands. He followed me over, whispering my name in my ear.

      Fast breaths came puffing out of my chest when it was over.

      Blake’s back hit the bed as I tried to catch my breath. “Wow. If that’s what I get for coming out to see you, I’m going to quit my job and start following you around like a groupie.”

      He grinned, rolling onto his side and draping his arm around my waist. “That might be fun. We could do our own version of a world tour. I’ll rent a bus with my face on it to take us from hotel to hotel.”

      “Sounds like a blast,” I said, laughing, but it really did sound like fun. I would never really do it, but a girl could dream. Reaching for his hand on my hip, I laced our fingers together. We both fell quiet as we caught our breath.

      When my heart was beating at its regular rhythm and the light sheen of sweat covering my body had dried, I turned on my side to face Blake. I traced the strong line of his jaw with my eyes, lingering on the dark stubs where his stubble was forming a shadow beneath his skin.

      His eyes were closed, but I could tell he wasn’t sleeping. I was learning to read him, noticing small nuances in his expression and tiny differences in the set of his muscles that told me things about him.

      “You’re thinking about your family, aren’t you?”

      He sighed, slowly opening his eyes. “Unfortunately.”

      Trying to choose the right words so I didn’t sound too pushy, I paused. “I think you should go back to the hospital tomorrow.”

      “I think you might be right,” he said, turning his head to lock his gaze to mine. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll go if you agree to come with me?”

      He wanted me to go with him? My heart rate accelerated again. If I went with him, I was going to meet his mom. I knew he wouldn’t exactly think of it as meeting his parent, but that was what it was. “Are you sure? She might want to speak to you in private.”

      “I don’t really care what she wants. I want you with me, if you’d like to come, that is.”

      Being there for him was why I flew out to see him. It was flattering that he wanted me with him, but more than that, he was letting me be there for him. Really letting me in. It was a big deal for him to agree to go back to the hospital knowing his estranged mother would be there and he wanted me with him when he went.

      It meant something. “Of course I’ll go with you.”
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      Aston and I were in my car, on our way to the hospital. Since it was Saturday, traffic was light, and we were making good time down a wide, double lane road. Palm trees swayed in the light breeze outside, splashes of bright green against an otherwise clear blue sky.

      “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?” Aston breathed. Her eyes were glued to the scenery as we drove, and she kept pointing things out to me. Seeing Tampa through her eyes warmed me to the place in a way I hadn’t been before.

      “Yeah, it actually kind of is.” I agreed. I never really understood why Dad chose Tampa but being here with Aston caused it to begin to make sense to me for the first time. There was a serenity here I hadn’t felt before.

      “How are you feeling?” She tore her eyes away from our surroundings to look at me. I glanced at her and saw she was wearing a concerned frown, fiddling with her fingers.

      “I’m okay. I hope my dad’s doing better. They expected him to have woken up by now.” It was worrying me that he wasn’t awake yet, but when I spoke to the doctor yesterday, he assured me everything was fine. My dad simply wasn’t ready to wake up yet.

      “I hope so, too,” Aston said. “But the doctors say it could happen any time, right?”

      “Right.” They kept telling us we just had to be patient. Patience wasn’t my strong suit though, I was a man of action. I liked to be able to do things or make them happen instead of sitting around waiting.

      When we got to the hospital, Aston took my hand. I wrapped my fingers around hers and led her to my father’s room. She was quiet on our way up, as if she knew I was trying to gather my thoughts.

      We got to the room, but before I opened the door and pulled the curtain back, Aston squeezed my hand and brushed a kiss on my lips. “Whatever happens in there, I’m here for you.”

      My heart clenched. “I know, thank you.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I went inside first. I could feel Aston following me, but as soon as I stepped into the room, the world stopped spinning. I lost sense of everything except the scene playing out in front of me.

      Dad was awake, gaunt and frail, but sitting up in his hospital bed. My mother was in the same chair she’d been in all week, but she had scooted up so she was almost sitting on the bed. They were holding hands, staring lovingly into each other’s eyes.

      “Dad?”

      My father looked up, smiling when he saw me. “Blake, thank you for coming.”

      “Of course,” I said, seeing my father’s gaze drift to Aston behind me. I turned to her. I wanted her here when I spoke to my mother, but I hadn’t anticipated my father being awake.

      As much as I was okay talking with Aston around, I knew my father valued his privacy. He wouldn’t be comfortable talking in front of her.

      Thankfully, I knew she would understand. She had expressed her concern over having a conversation like the one I had to have with my mother in the presence of a stranger again before we came to the hospital.

      Before I could ask her if we could have a minute, she smiled. “I’m going to go grab some coffee.”

      She was out of the room a second later. My father stared after her curiously but didn’t ask anything about her. I was assuming he knew there were more pressing things to talk about. I moved to the side of his bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay.” He told me. His eyes were a little red and he looked tired, but he did look okay. “It’ll be a while before I’m back on my feet, but the doctors tell me that it’s normal for recovery to take time.”

      “I wanted to start looking into recovery facilities for you, but the doctors advised us to hold off until you regained consciousness.” I had intended on doing preliminary research into facilities in the area anyway, but I never got around to it.

      My dad waved his hand from side to side. “I’m not going to a recovery center.”

      He glanced at my mom before continuing. “I’ll be going home once they discharge me. We’ll be fine there.”

      We? My jaw hardened. My gaze followed my father’s to my mom’s face. “Speaking of which, do you mind telling me what she is doing here?”

      My father reached for my mom’s other hand, so he was holding both of hers in one of his. “I understand you were shocked to see her here. She told me you came by.”

      Came by? I stayed with him before she even knew what was going on, but it wasn’t a competition. I had asked him a question and I wanted to know the answer. “Nothing she said made much sense to me.”

      Dad released a heavy breath. “I understand, perhaps I can shed some light on what happened.”

      “Please do.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall, bracing myself for information that was undoubtedly going to shake me to the very core. Again.

      “Last week before I had the stroke, I was thinking about the future of the company. It made me think of my past.” He glanced at my mother, a soft smile spreading on his lips. “Your mother was, of course, an important part of my past. Thinking back, I realized how much I lost in my life for the company. The best and most important thing I lost was your mother.”

      “What?” He didn’t lose her, she walked. Or was there some truth in the story she spun to me the other day? Had my dad known he was placing the company’s needs above hers and ignored it?

      “It’s true,” he nodded. “I lost her because of the company. I gave up so many things in my pursuit of success, but your mom was something I could never replace. No matter how hard I tried.”

      A quiet sob shook my mother’s shoulders. She placed her pointer fingers beneath her eyes and wiped the first tears away. As if I was looking at her through a prism, my view started to change.

      Her actions had by no means been justified or validated, but my father’s side of the story corresponded with hers. She still tore my heart out and irrevocably changed our lives forever, but if Dad was willing to give her a second chance, maybe all the blame didn’t belong at her feet.

      “What does this mean?”

      They stared into each other’s eyes for a few quiet beats, then my dad spoke up. “We’re going to try again. Your mother will be coming home with me when I leave here. She’ll stay by my side for my recovery and we’ll take it from there.”

      “You’re serious?”

      He nodded. “As a heart attack. Or a stroke—apparently.”

      My mom gasped. Dad gave an amused chuckle. “Too soon?”

      “Way too soon.” I told him, but I couldn’t help the slow spread of the grin forming on my lips. If Dad’s sense of humor was intact, surely he really was going to be okay. “But as long as you’re sure about this Dad, I’m behind you.”

      It would take a long time before all the wounds left behind by my mom’s departure would heal. There were probably some that would never heal, but that was my problem. Not Dad’s. His recovery was the most important thing now.

      If he thought Mom could help with his recovery, I wasn’t going to stand in their way. My father smiled. “Thank you. I knew I could count on you, Blake. Now that all of that is out of the way, catch me up on what’s been going on at the company.”

      “We’ve kept your illness under wraps,” I started, knowing he would want to know how much the public knew.

      His smile turned grateful. “Thank God. The last thing I need is to be surrounded by the press when I leave here or plagued by rumors that my brain can’t keep up anymore.”

      I cringed. “There may be rumors like that out there already. Danny started making the cuts as soon as he took the reins. A couple of people have commented that it’s nothing like you. They’re speculating about the cause.”

      “Shit.” Dad shook his head. “One of the things I was thinking about last week was the line of succession. I was hoping to speak to you two about it and have the papers drawn up before it ever became necessary for either of you to have to call any shots.”

      “What are you talking about?” The line of succession was decided purely by the order of our birth. The plan had always been that Danny would take over from Dad. I had no problem with it.

      It was just the way things were. I knew it would mean I was probably going to be at loggerheads with my brother for the rest of our natural lives, but I would keep fighting to keep him on the straight and narrow for Dad’s plans for the company.

      Dad glanced at Mom, who gave him a small nod. “I guess it’s better for me to tell you first and to speak to Danny about it separately. I’m not leaving the company in your brother’s hands. I have the papers in my office, they’re all signed. I just hadn’t gotten time to send them to the lawyers.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “That depends. If you think I’m saying that I want you to take over for me, then yes, I’m saying what you think I’m saying. You’ve always been stronger than Danny. You’ve given the company everything you’ve got without any fanfare or publicity antics.”

      “But Danny—”

      “Will stay with the company,” my father said. “Truth be told, this is always the way it was going to be, I just didn’t want to push the company on you. I still won’t. If you don’t want it, I’ll have to go to the board. But Danny isn’t suited to run the company. He’s a soldier, and a damn good one. He’s not a leader, not for this company.”

      “Even when you were children,” my mother intervened, smiling at me. “You were always the leader. We were expecting it to be the other way around because you’re younger, but you were always the one he looked up to. Danny would come up with ideas, but you would be the one to figure out how to make them happen. When things went wrong, you were always the one to fix them. Even then I knew you would be the one who would take the reins from your father one day.”

      “He’s not going to take it lying down,” I said, warning them. A part of me was relieved about this development. It meant no more traveling to make cuts and focusing on the company we had instead of all these random side tangents Danny was hell bent on going off on.

      But I knew it was going to be tough on him. He was going to be pissed off beyond anything he’d ever been before. It was okay, though. I’d been braced for a fight with my brother for weeks now. It would simply be over my taking over the company now, instead of him taking over and steering the company in a direction I didn’t agree with.

      Same fight, we’d just swapped sides. I sighed, running my hands through my hair. Dad shook his head. “It will come as a shock to him, but I don’t think it’s a possibility he’s never considered. He’ll get used to it.”

      “Okay.” I was ready for this. It felt like I’d been ready all my life. In a way, I guess I had been.

      “Okay then,” Dad said, then canted in the bed to peer behind me. “Now, who’s the young lady you had with you earlier. Bring her in, I’d love to meet her.”
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      Blake stuck his head out the door and motioned for me to come back into the room. I nodded but took a deep breath before I stood up. I’d been drinking my coffee in the waiting area while Blake had a conversation with his parents.

      It had been awhile, and my nerves were frayed. I had no idea what was going on inside that room, I only hoped it was good.

      Blake deserved an explanation from his parents, I just hoped he’d gotten one he could live with. He looked okay, though. He was smiling as he waited for me to make my way to him. “My parents want to meet you.”

      Blood started pounding in my ears, my nerves sparking at their frayed edges. Not only was I about to meet one of my heroes, but I was also going to meet the parents. Meeting the parents was a big step in any relationship, but in ours it was even bigger since his dad was also my boss.

      “Okay,” I swallowed past a lump in my throat. People said never to meet your heroes. If mine disappointed me, it would be a double whammy. It would not only be my hero letting me down, but also my sort-of boyfriend’s father.

      Blake took my hand and led me inside. My knees felt like jelly, but I managed to put one foot in front of the other without collapsing.

      Wayne McAllen was lying in his hospital bed, a shadow of the man I knew him to be. He’d lost some weight since the last pictures I saw of him and he was gray and pale.

      Despite his state, anyone who caught even so much as a glimpse of him would know he was a powerful man. He was statuesque and strong, a presence to be reckoned with even in the confines of his hospital bed.

      Blake strongly resembled his father, from the piercing blue eyes and jet black hair to the way they seemed to dominate the room and electrify the air around them. Wayne gave me a friendly smile, so much like Blake’s, and my lips responded automatically.

      “Mr. McAllen, it’s so nice to meet you.” At least my mouth was still working fine. I was half expecting to blurt out something stupid like ‘I love you’ or ‘you are my hero.’

      “Call me Wayne, please.” He extended a hand for me to shake. There were still tubes attached to his arm, but they didn’t seem to bother him. “And you are?”

      “Dad, this is Aston Brier,” Blake said. “She’s our manager at the California branch.”

      Wayne’s eyes lit up in surprise, the corner of his mouth twitching. “So she is. It’s very nice to meet you, young lady. I’ve heard great things about you.”

      I frowned, raising one eyebrow. “You have?”

      “Of course,” he nodded. “I like to keep up to date with my managers, and you, my dear, have impressed me.”

      Heat flooded to my cheeks and my heart soared. This was what I had worked so hard for, to be noticed by those at the very top. I just didn’t think Wayne McAllen himself would have noticed me already. It was really a dream come true. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’ve really turned that branch around. The last numbers I saw were somewhat staggering,” he said, stealing a glance at Blake. I got the idea he knew that Blake had helped me in the last few weeks.

      Given the timing that Blake showed up at my branch, I wondered if the old man had something to do with it or if it was all just coincidence. “Blake’s help has been a Godsend. I’m not sure we would have been able to do it without him.”

      “Nonsense,” Wayne said insistently. “I started noticing the upswing long before he went out there. You were a bit of a wildcard in your appointment, but I’m glad you got the position. Your recommendation letters were spot on.”

      Just when I thought I couldn’t get any redder, I felt like my face was on fire. I was probably glowing by now. “Thank you for the opportunity, Mr.—I mean, Wayne. I just can’t believe you noticed. I mean, I’ve heard you were a CEO who kept up to date, but I never thought you would know my name.”

      I was seconds away from going all out fan girl on the poor man. He grinned, shooting a glance at his estranged wife. “Yes, well this company is my legacy. I’ve made it my business to know everything there is to know about it.”

      “You’re a legend,” I told him. “Is it true you won your first award when you were only twenty-five?”

      “Businessman of the Year,” Blake’s mom replied reverently. She wore a proud smile, though I still wasn’t quite sure what was going on between those two. They were holding hands and kept looking at each other, so obviously she hadn’t lied to Blake when she told him they had been talking before he fell ill.

      Blake was also far more relaxed in their company than I had been expecting. He was warm toward his father and stood next to his bed as if he kept gravitating closer, but he wasn’t frigid toward his mom either.

      Wayne waved off the praise. “It was a different world back then, much less competitive.”

      “Nonsense,” Blake’s mom said. “You worked around the clock to win that award, if memory serves.”

      “It serves,” Wayne sighed. When he looked at his wife, there was something that looked a lot like regret on his features. “I used to think that was what it was all about, but I’m afraid all work and no play made Wayne a dumb boy, if not a dull one.”

      I didn’t quite understand the look they exchanged, but it seemed to be one of quiet understanding. Wayne caught my eye. “I hope your generation won’t be as obsessed as I was. Work shouldn’t become your life. You should work to make a living, instead of living for your work.”

      Risking a glance at Blake, I saw he was smiling strangely at his dad. “Well, I think it’s been quite a life,” I ventured.

      Wayne nodded. “It sure has, but balance is important, my dear. I probably shouldn’t be saying this to one of our managers, but you’ll remember not to work too hard, won’t you?”

      I felt heat creeping into my cheeks. If Tiffany had been here, she would’ve told him I don’t know the meaning of the word balance. And she would’ve been right. It was only once I met Blake that I started allowing myself to loosen up a little, to focus on something other than work.

      Immediately, I wondered if Wayne somehow knew that. I had arrived at the hospital with his son and wasn’t even in the same state as my job right now. But even the thought of telling him Blake was the reason I suddenly wanted balance in my life mortified me, so I decided to go with a slightly less embarrassing truth.

      “I have a friend who gets onto me if I work too hard. She’s always dragging me to the beach after work and reminding me there’s life outside the hotel.”

      Wayne grinned, shooting a look at Blake that I’m sure I wasn’t supposed to have noticed. “That’s excellent news. I always did think your generation was much smarter than mine. Not because of my sons, of course, they’re chained to their jobs.”

      “Dad,” Blake groaned. I enjoyed seeing him in the role of slightly embarrassed son. It was sweet.

      His father shrugged. “What? It’s true. We talked about this just a couple of weeks ago, didn’t we Blake? I told you—”

      “I think that’s our cue to leave,” Blake said, reaching out to squeeze his Dad’s shoulder. “Let’s not bore Mom or Aston with all of that.”

      “It’s not boring to me at all.” His mother’s eyes shone with humor. The corners of her mouth were pressed in as if she was fighting a smile. For a woman who hadn’t been around for so long, she looked positively motherly at the moment.

      “I’m not bored either,” I piped up, but Blake started moving toward the door anyway.

      He cocked his head, holding his hand out for me. “I’m sure, but we should get going.”

      “Okay.” I smiled at both of his parents. “It was lovely to meet you both. I hope to see you again soon.”

      Both of them nodded. His mom said goodbye and his dad grinned like he knew something I didn’t. “I’m sure you will, dear. Keep up the good work.”

      “I will,” I said, then followed Blake out the door. He took my hand when we were out in the hall, guiding me back to the front exit. “What did you two talk about that I’m not allowed to know?”

      “It was nothing, just him rambling about all my traveling and stuff.” There was probably more to it, but he would tell me when he was ready. At least, I hoped he would.

      But it didn’t look like that was where his mind was at anymore. There was a determined edge in his clear blue eyes, and he looked different somehow. Taller, almost. Broader. He was walking with purpose now, instead of the relaxed gait from before.

      “Where are we rushing off to?” I asked, quickening my strides to keep up with him.

      “Being in there with my father and listening to him talk about the company, I realized there were some things that I had to get done sooner rather than later. I can’t put it off.” His jaw tensed and his whole body seemed coiled to spring into action.

      “This has to do with your brother, doesn't it?” The changes in his body language made me sure that he was finally going to confront his brother. I didn't have the faintest idea what was said in his father's hospital room before I went in there, but there was something slightly different about Blake.

      He nodded. “There are things I need to take care of before Danny does irreparable damage. The longer I put it off, the more time he has to set things in motion that might take me months to fix.”

      “I understand.” There was an urgency in his tone, even more so than when he had shown me the hotel’s financials and told me we had to do something about it. I might not have known what was going on with him right now, but I hadn’t known then either.

      I knew enough about Blake to trust him, though. Whatever was going on, it was important and required his immediate attention. I wasn’t going to stand in his way. “I left my return flight open, but I think I’ll head home. Unless you want me to stay and help you with Danny?”

      Shaking his head, he pulled me to his side and slung an arm over my shoulders. “I’d rather not have you witness what’s about to come between us. It’s not going to be pretty. You don’t want to get caught up in that.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you before I leave?”

      He chuckled and dropped a kiss on my temple. “Unfortunately, not. Well, except to make a mental note that if I ever have a son, just chuck me in the madhouse the day he is born.”

      I lifted an eyebrow, wondering where that comment had come from, but I didn’t ask. The son he was referring to was obviously Danny, since it hadn’t looked to me like Blake drove his father crazy.

      “I’ll just go ahead and book you a room at the institution so it will be ready whenever your baby mama falls pregnant.” I joked with him, trying to lighten the mood.

      Blake chuckled again, but I could see and hear that his heart wasn’t in it. “Thank you, Aston. For being here, and for understanding.”

      Suddenly, I wanted to get out of his way as soon as possible. It wasn’t that he was making me feel unwelcome or that I should leave, but I got the sense that what he had to go and do really was important. I didn’t want him to feel like he had to worry about me. I was fine. I came here to help, not hinder. I didn’t need him to baby me or to worry about me getting to the airport.

      “Are you going to headquarters straight from here?”

      Blake gave his head a quick shake. “No, I’ll come back to the hotel with you first. If you are set on going back to California today, I’ll help you get on your way, but you could always stay. Take the day to look around. I might not be around much during the next few days, but that doesn’t mean you have to cut your vacation short.”

      “No, you do what you need to do. I’ll go do what I need to do. You go ahead and get on with things, you said there was no time to waste. Coming back to the hotel with me would be doing just that.”

      Blake turned to me when we got to the front of the hospital, brow furrowing. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “I got here just fine, don’t worry about helping me get back.”

      Bringing his arms up, he looped them around my waist and held me in the circle of his arms. He gazed down at me with an expression in his eyes I hadn’t seen before. It was warm and almost—loving.

      “Aston, I—” he paused, seeming at a loss for words for the first time since I met him. My heart was hammering in my chest, and I was pretty sure he was about to tell me that he loved me.

      But he couldn’t say it yet. It was okay that he couldn’t say it, because I already knew.
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      Dad was awake. Mom was apparently back in our lives. It remained to be seen how long she would stay around this time. Aston was here, then she was gone. I would be seeing her again soon, though.

      Everything was different than it had been when I opened my eyes just a couple of hours ago, but nothing more so than I was now walking into our corporate headquarters as the acting CEO of the company.

      I didn’t know how long Dad would be out for, but he hadn’t mentioned coming back at all. I got the distinct feeling that he was retiring for good, not just taking some time off to recover. I was sure he would still be around, and that he would never step out completely, but it felt like he’d placed the reins firmly in my hands.

      They were heavy, but they felt good. It was like I could see everything more clearly now, like the world had shifted on its axis and everything had finally come into focus. I’d never even considered that I might head up the company one day.

      In my mind, it had always been Danny who would end up in control. Somehow though, it felt right to be taking over from Dad, despite it never having been part of my plan to do so.

      Dad and I shared a vision for the company, or more accurately, I shared Dad’s vision for it. Danny wanted to run a company, but he didn’t want it to be this one. As conceited as the thought was, I agreed with Dad about Danny not being a great leader.

      He was impulsive. He’d proven it by announcing those cuts as his first official piece of business. There had been no consultation, no review of the business, just a decision to fire people based on a whim to invest money elsewhere.

      I didn’t know if he’d considered how the cuts would cripple our existing business, it sure didn’t feel like it. It was a move made to prove he could do it and it was purely because it was what he wanted. A team player, my brother was not.

      He took direction from Dad all these years because Dad was right about him being a good soldier. Carrying out orders, provided he could do it in the way that served him best, was what Danny did.

      How much damage he’d caused in his short tenure up in Dad’s office, I didn’t yet know. What I did know was that the longer I stayed in that hospital, the more the news that Dad wanted me to take power sunk in. The responsibility wrapped itself like a cloak around my shoulders, warming me and urging me to begin wielding that power.

      In the back of mind, there was a voice screaming that I had to get to headquarters. It told me that I had no idea what Danny was up to and that if I had any hope of reversing the plans he was setting in motion, I better get over there. Fast. Like immediately.

      Thank God Aston understood. She didn’t even question it. She seemed to understand instinctively that something big was happening and sensed my urgency.

      If it was any other girl, I had no doubt there would’ve been a fight about it. She did take a vacation to come see me, after all. I felt bad that she was cutting it short because of this, but she didn’t seem to mind in the slightest.

      If anything, she seemed quite eager to get back to work after meeting Dad. She was the one woman I knew who understood my drive, even without me explaining anything to her.

      When Dad brought up that conversation, we’d had so many weeks ago, I knew he was going to ask if I’d decided to settle down after all. It wasn’t a decision I was ready to make and I didn’t want to make it on the fly with Aston right there.

      I wanted to be with her, but I needed to sort this out first. I couldn’t even think about our future together when I had this hanging over my head. I’d been getting antsy to get out of there already, and when Dad brought it up, I knew it was time to leave.

      That conversation was one Aston and I had to have when the time was right. And it wouldn’t be right with my showdown with Danny still looming. I wouldn’t have been able to give the conversation the thought and focus it deserved.

      As soon as I was done with Danny and got things back on track at the company, I was going to have to face what was happening with Aston and figure out exactly what it meant. What I knew for sure though, was that she was much more than just a passing fling.

      Stepping off the elevator onto the floor where Dad, Danny and I had our offices, I pushed Aston and my thoughts from my mind. I had to get my head in the game and give everything I had to the conversation ahead of me now.

      “Is he in?” I asked Norma. Her face split into a wide smile as she nodded. It made me wonder how much she knew about what was about to happen. One day, I would ask her, but that day wasn’t today.

      “Thanks, Norma.” I strode past her desk and into Dad’s office where I knew Danny had set up shop. Choosing to work in Dad’s office instead of his own was yet another sign to me that he didn’t respect the chain of command and simply took what he wanted.

      Danny was sitting behind Dad's desk barking orders into the phone. He had spun the chair to be facing the ocean instead of the door and didn’t notice me walking in right away.

      I didn’t hesitate or wait for him to see me. Instead, I walked right over to the desk and hung up the phone for him. Danny stopped midsentence and jumped up, pivoting to face me. “What the fuck do you think you are doing?”

      “Relieving you of your duties in this office,” I told him, feeling authority surging through me as if all the hours Dad had put into this office were left behind in the form of energy he was now transferring into me.

      I wasn’t on some kind of power trip though. I didn’t give a fuck about that kind of thing. Danny’s head snapped back in surprise. “What are you talking about? You have no right to march in here and end an important call. You sure as shit don't have the right to tell me I’ve been relieved as the CEO of my company.”

      “Hang on.” I lifted my hand and raised three fingers, counting them down as I talked.”

      “Firstly, it’s not your company. Secondly, I have every right to march into any office in this building if I damn well please, and lastly, I actually do have the right to relieve you of your duties in this office.”

      Danny glared at me. “It’s official, you’ve lost your fucking mind.”

      I was tempted to grab him by his collar and chuck him out of the room, letting him figure out for himself what had happened. But that just wasn’t me. I didn’t shy away from confrontation if it was necessary and I wasn’t so petty that I wouldn’t be straight with my brother. “Dad’s awake. And in case you didn’t know, Mom’s at the hospital with him.”

      A deep line appeared between his eyebrows as his eyes narrowed to slits. “What’s she doing there?”

      I shrugged. “You should probably go and ask her that yourself. The highlight reel is that it looks like they are getting back together and that Dad has given power of the company to me.”

      “He wouldn’t do that,” Danny said hotly.

      “Strange, because I just left the hospital and that’s exactly what he did. He’s apparently had the papers drawn up for some time and he’ll be making it official soon,” I told him, rounding the desk and gathering up Danny’s things for him. “If you don’t mind, you should get going. I have a feeling I’m going to have a lot of work to do today.”

      Danny didn’t budge. “Dad would have told me if he was planning on doing this. You’re lying. Get out, because I actually do have a lot of work to get done today.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere, but if you don’t believe me you should go to the hospital and speak to Dad yourself.”

      “Fine.” Danny grabbed his phone, wallet and keys from my outstretched hand and stormed to the door, turning just before he left. “I’ll find out, but if you’re wasting my time here little bro, you’re going to be sorry. I’ll make sure you are travelling to all of our branches in the most boring places for the rest of the fucking year.”

      I pretended to shudder. “Bring it on, Daniel.”

      The door banged shut loudly behind him. I sighed, looking around the office before sinking into Dad’s chair. The place was a mess. Danny had papers lying around everywhere. It was going to take me hours simply to get everything in any kind of order that made sense to me.

      It was time I got to work. Taking off my jacket, I hung it over the back of the chair and rolled up my sleeves. It was going to be a long day.

      There were a lot of things that Danny had screwed up that I was going to have to fix, but as I leaned forward to get settled in, I felt a sense of control. As soon as I had sorted out the mess, I would have Norma help me move it all to my office and then I could get down to the real work.

      Fixing Danny’s mistakes was probably going to mean a couple of months of traveling to undo everything he had already started, but I would get it figured out. I just had to get busy and sort it all out so I knew what I was up against.
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      It had been a month since I had gotten back from Florida and today was the first day that I wasn’t quite feeling the sparkle from getting to meet and speak to Wayne McAllen in person. I had powered through this last month and the branch was doing better than ever.

      But maybe it was time that I started listening to the staff when they told me to slow down, because I was pretty sure I was coming down with something. The long hours had really worn me down.

      Exhausted, I trudged into my office two hours before my shift was supposed to start. I fired up my computer but nearly fell asleep before I had done so much as log into my emails.

      Enough, I told myself. A strong cup of coffee and a little bit of blood flowing through my veins was what I needed to get going.

      Ignoring the kettle in my office, I headed to the staff break room where there was a state-of-the-art coffee machine we had just received last week. It was a gift from Wayne McAllen himself. The card had been addressed to all of us and congratulated us on being the branch with the fastest growing numbers.

      I still felt a bolt of pride surge through me when I remembered the day the quarterly report came through, hailing us as being well on our way to becoming the number one branch. Despite my slightly achy body, the memory of reading that report and receiving the gift made me feel like I was walking on clouds to the break room.

      Tiffany was already there when I arrived. She turned when I pushed open the door and shook head when she saw it was me. “Is your watch broken or something?”

      “No.” I frowned. “Why?”

      “Because you’re always arriving early and staying late,” she said, glancing at the clock on the wall behind me. “I hoped being with Blake was going to calm you down but instead it's as if you’ve been supercharged since you got back.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been inspired after my trip to Florida.”

      “Inspiration usually doesn’t last a month.” She grabbed two mugs from the stand beside the machine, inserting one into the slot and fiddling with the buttons. “Speaking of Florida, how are things going with Blake? Is he ever going to come around here again?”

      “He’s been really busy since he took over from his dad. He’s been all over the place undoing deals Danny made, hiring back some of the people who were cut and trying to manage the setup of the new properties.”

      Tiffany pretended to wipe sweat from her brow. “It’s no wonder you’ve been running around like a headless chicken if that’s what you have to keep up with.”

      I laughed. “I don’t need to keep up with him, but I do like feeling like I’m helping by making a success of things here, at least.”

      “You sure have been doing that,” she said, waiting for the last few drops of foam to drop into the mug before handing it to me. “How is he?”

      “He’s really good,” I told her. “At least that’s what he said, but I think he’s just as tired as I am.”

      “I can just imagine,” Tiffany said. “It’s got to be tough, running a company like this.”

      Nodding my agreement, I sipped my coffee. “It has been tough on him, but he loves the company and he doesn’t mind working so hard so his Dad doesn’t have to.”

      “Still, even if he loves it, it has to be hard. It’s got to be hard on you too. How long has it been since you last saw him?”

      “I’ll be seeing him this weekend for the first time in a month. That’s been the hardest thing. We still Skype almost every day and are talking on the phone constantly, but it’s just not the same.” Trust me to have fallen for the first time in my life, but for a guy who was so busy we couldn't even carve out a Sunday afternoon to spend together.

      I wouldn’t have changed any of it for the world though, Blake was great. Speaking to him on the phone was better than spending twenty-four hours a day with anyone else.

      This month had been quite a test for our fledgling relationship, but I thought we had passed it with flying colors. We were both committed to speaking as often as we could, skyping at least once every other day and being fully present when we did talk to one another.

      We both made sure there were never any distractions while we were talking, which meant that it mostly happened late at night. The last few nights had been a challenge for me. It was becoming impossible for me to keep my eyes open once I got home.

      A timeout with Blake this weekend was exactly what I needed. I was looking forward to a weekend of never leaving the bed. Sex and sleep sounded equally heavenly to me, but feeling the way I was feeling right now, that sleep was going to have to come before the sex. Although, I was sure that would change as soon as Blake had me in his arms.

      Tiffany watched me carefully, her eyes narrowing slightly. “What’s wrong? Is there trouble in paradise?”

      “No.” Things with Blake were perfect. They were going even better than I ever would have imagined. Long distance was hard, but we are making it work. “No trouble. I’m just not feeling very well.”

      “I knew it,” Tiffany said triumphantly. “No one can run themselves ragged the way you’ve been doing and not feel it eventually. Take the day off. Go home, get in bed and don’t get up until the actual time you are supposed to be here tomorrow morning.”

      “I can’t do that.” We had VIP guests checking in this afternoon, a vow renewal ceremony taking place on the beach tonight, and I was meeting with the chefs to go over the budget for a few luxury items they wanted to add to the menu. “There’s way too much to do here. I’ll be fine. I just need to walk around a little and get the blood flowing again. I thought I’d check in with everyone before I start doing the groundwork in my office.”

      Tiffany put her hands on her hips. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but you are only human. You need some rest, and possibly some fluids—preferably in the form of a gallon of wine—and a chance to kick your feet up for once. Don’t make me call the boss on you.”

      Chuckling, I imagined Blake’s reaction if Tiffany called to tell him she thought I was overworked and burning out. Once I imagined his reaction though, I realized he would probably agree with her that I needed to go home and take some time for myself.

      I stopped laughing immediately. “You wouldn’t. Please don’t. He’s got enough on his mind as is. The last thing he needs is to be worried about me for no reason.”

      She sighed but agreed. “If you’re not feeling better by tomorrow, stay home or I might actually just call him for real. If you won’t stay home for yourself, stay home for us. If you’re coming down with something, you don’t want to infect the rest of the staff.”

      “Fair point,” I told her. It would be catastrophic if I ended up being contagious and inadvertently passed it on to the staff. We had tons of events coming up. There was the anniversary party tonight, a birthday and a bar mitzvah this week and a special tasting menu at the restaurant up on the deck on Friday night.

      That was why the chefs wanted to discuss luxury items with me, they were putting a lot of effort into upping their game. With the hotel getting so much more attention, they wanted our restaurants to become renowned as well.

      If they or any of their staff caught the flu or something now, they would never forgive me. Ever.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I told Tiffany. “I’ll tell the chefs to email me what kind of budget they want instead of meeting with them, but I’ll tough it out a while longer. I can’t just go home because I might be coming down with something.”

      “Fine,” she replied. “Promise me you’ll stay home tomorrow if you’re still not feeling well?”

      “I promise I won’t be the start of a pandemic that will put an end to the good run we’ve been on lately.”

      She laughed. “Okay, but remember I know who patient zero was if everyone starts getting sick.”

      “Don’t quit your day job, comedian,” I teased, but if I was being honest, I did feel a bit like the ‘patient zero’ she mentioned.

      Tiffany gave a mock little bow, saluted me and headed out with her coffee. I went back to my office and tried to get some work done, but I couldn’t focus on anything for more than ten seconds at a time. I was too tired. My movements felt sluggish and to top it off, I was starting to feel queasy. Something was definitely wrong with me.

      As much as I didn’t want to admit defeat and surrender, I was in real danger of falling asleep on my keyboard or vomiting all over it. Eventually, I decided to save the rest of the staff from feeling like this and packed up to go home.

      Once there, I made a cup of tea and grabbed a blanket, making myself a cozy little nest on the couch in my living room. I found a cheesy romantic comedy and even though I never cried while watching movies, found myself reaching for tissues a few times in this one.

      It wasn’t even a good movie. I had no clue why it was reducing me to tears. The only explanation I had was that now that I had stopped running for the first time all month, I was missing Blake something awful and the weekend was too far away.

      As the day wore on, I stayed tired no matter how many naps I took, and the queasiness only got worse. I always preferred to tough things out rather than take any medication, but I was feeling terrible and eventually gave in.

      Walking into my bathroom, I rummaged through the cupboards to see if I had any nausea tablets. I was pretty sure I had some somewhere, but if I did they were bound to be buried away somewhere in the back.

      As I was searching, I pushed a box of tampons out of my way. At that moment, I realized I couldn’t remember when my last period had been. I’d been so busy at work, I hadn’t even noticed I didn’t have it.

      My blood suddenly ran cold in my veins. I was tired, nauseous, achy and obviously overly emotional, since I’d cried at that silly movie. Was it possible I was—oh no. It couldn’t be that.

      I’d only ever been with Blake and we had always been careful, hadn’t we? I knew that condoms weren’t always one hundred percent effective, but the chances of them failing was so low. Although, in the vague recesses of my mind I remembered there had been one time just after he got back that—oh God.

      One of the things I planned on speaking to Blake about this weekend was birth control. We hadn’t even gotten to that point in our relationship yet—so we couldn’t possibly be having a baby.

      The thought was absurd, but I couldn’t explain away the symptoms. They were definitely there and getting worse.

      “Shit,” I muttered and dropped to my knees on the floor. Once when I went shopping with Tiffany, she insisted that every self-respecting girl should have a vibrator and a stack of pregnancy tests in their house.

      She told me that the last thing you would want to worry about if you ever thought a pregnancy test was necessary was running to the store to get one. At the time, I thought she was being ridiculous.

      Right this minute, however, I was super grateful that I would be able to either confirm my suspicions or set my mind at ease right away. Finally finding the three tests she made me buy right at the very back of the cupboard, I pulled all three out and lined them up on the counter.

      My hands were shaking as I picked up the first one. I undid the latch to open the box and shook the little pen looking stick out, followed by the instructions.

      Five minutes. That was how long it was going to take to find out if my life was changing forever. I took the test as directed and laid it back on the counter face down.

      The next five minutes passed at a snail’s pace. It felt like an eternity before the time came that I could turn it over and learn my fate. My heart stuttered and skipped and jumped when I saw the results. The other two tests came back the same as the first.

      All I could hear in my head, playing over and over again, was Blake saying to lock him up in a madhouse if he ever had a son, followed by my joking promise to book the room the day that his baby mama found out she was pregnant.

      It looked like I was going to have to make that call and get him that room, because all three tests were positive. I was pregnant with Blake’s child.

      Fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      My plane touched down in California late on Friday afternoon. I couldn’t deny that I’d never been happier to be there. It had been a damn long month without Aston and if I had to wait one more day to see her, my dick and my heart were both going to explode or go on strike.

      Both organs were desperate to see her, and my brain had become obsessed as well. I planned on spending every waking minute with her this weekend, and to sleep next to her when we couldn’t be awake anymore.

      There were only a few more things I had to take care of before I could shut down for the next few days and just spend time with my girl. One of them was to finish the conversation I was having with my father on my way to the hotel.

      “We need to clean up in New York, Blake,” he was saying. “The situation there has been going on long enough and it’s high time to end it.”

      I sighed and resisted the urge to squeeze my eyes shut. Since I was driving, letting them close was probably a bad idea. “I know, Dad. I’ll get it done. It’s on my to-do list for next week.”

      “I could go myself,” my dad offered. “I could fly out and meet you there. It’s important we get this done right and fast. Your mom will understand.”

      “Oh no you don’t,” I laughed, shooting down yet another attempt by my father to come back to work before his doctors had given him the all clear. “You need to stay home and focus on your recovery. Doctor Richards told me you were under strict orders to take it easy at least until your next checkup.”

      “Doctor Richards doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” he grumbled. Over the past month it had become clear that while my dad wanted to spend more time at home with my mom, he would be back to work before he retired completely.

      I still didn’t know if he would ever manage to retire for good, but while he was happy to let me run the company, he definitely wasn’t ready to retire yet. “Doctor Richards was the one who pulled you through this, so he has to know something.”

      “But he doesn’t know that I really am ready to get back to work,” he protested before I heard my mom calling him in the background.

      “New York is slipping, Blake,” he said urgently. Obviously, he was expecting my mother was going to tell him to get off the phone. “I won’t join you, but I need to know you are going to take care of this as soon as humanly possible.”

      “You have my word,” I promised. “It’s my first priority for next week, now that we’ve gotten all the information we need.”

      It had taken me a while to unravel everything Danny had done in his short stint as CEO, but I had finally managed to get a handle on everything that was happening in New York. It was even worse than I thought before, but Dad didn’t need to worry about that. I would get it done.

      “You let me worry about work. All you need to do right now is get better so you can come back. I’ll let you know once it’s done,” I said firmly, knowing my dad was raring to get back to work, but trusting that he would listen to his doctors about when he might be able to do it.

      If I knew my dad, he would surpass all expectations and be back in record time. But I would have to deal with Dustin and New York alone for now.

      Next week.

      This weekend, I wasn’t going to worry about anything or anyone but Aston.

      After making a few more calls, I made sure the sky wasn’t going to fall while I took some down time over the weekend.

      When I landed, I let Aston know I was on my way. She texted me back to tell me she was waiting for me in the suite I had booked for my arrival.

      She lit up with a brilliant smile when I stepped into the room and opened my arms. “God, it’s good to see you.”

      “The name is Aston, actually. Not God. But it’s good to see you, too.” She giggled as she stepped into me, embracing me like she was never going to let me go.

      Good, because I felt the same way. Tilting her chin up with my finger, I grinned. “Smartass.”

      She pushed up as I leaned down and our lips met in an explosive kiss that told me she had missed me as much as I‘d missed her. This woman was going to be the end of me. Somehow, I didn’t feel whole when I wasn’t with her.

      I buried myself in work, but there was always a constant ache in my chest. Until I had her in my arms, and only then did everything feel okay again.

      Our tongues twisted and tangled together. Aston’s hands twined into my hair and gripped it hard, like she was trying to keep me against her.

      We were like two fires raging, coming closer and closer together to meet and combust in a giant ball of pent-up passion. Our kiss was fierce, hungry, filled with longing that broke me apart before it started putting me back together again.

      When we finally came up for air, she smiled against my lips. “You sure seem happy to see me.”

      “Ditto.” I kissed the tip of her nose and then ran mine down its length. “I missed you, too. How are you?”

      Something in her expression faltered, but it was gone in a flash. “I’m surviving. Doing much better now that you’re here.”

      “Yeah? That makes two of us,” I told her. When she stepped out of the circle of my arms, I realized that she looked a little tired. Stunning, but tired. Her big, green eyes were a little red and there were darkish smudges beneath them. “Are you okay? You didn’t tell me that you haven’t been sleeping.”

      “I’m okay,” she said, but then her eyes dropped to the ground. “I just, I mean—it’s been a long month. A lot of things have happened.”

      “You’re telling me. It’s been crazy,” I said, watching carefully. She had taken a few more steps away from me and seemed to be avoiding my eyes now. Looking everywhere but at me, she walked to the window and gazed out at the ocean.

      “We need to talk, Blake,” she said. My heart plummeted. I’d never been at the receiving end of that particular line before, but I knew it wasn’t good.

      “Okay, let me order us up some wine from room service and then we can go talk out on the balcony.” I was about to put in the call when she stopped me.

      “I’m okay with just water, thank you.”

      Setting down the receiver, I grabbed two bottles of water from the mini fridge and wrapped my arms around her from behind. Her hair was soft against my lips as I pressed a kiss to the back of her head and lifted my arm in front of her to hand her the water.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been traveling so much. I wish I could tell you that the end was in sight, but it’s not. I’m going to have to keep going like this for at least the next couple of months.” I knew the circumstances weren’t ideal to try and have a relationship, but I was hoping she would bear with me until I got the shit Danny caused all sorted out.

      The company and my family needed me right now, but I could try to make it out here over the weekends more often. Aston turned around to face me before I could make her that promise though.

      “I understand all the traveling and how busy you’ve been,” she said. “Truth be told, even if you had been in California all month, I doubt we would have been able to spend that much time together. Things have been crazy here as well.”

      “I know, and I’m so proud of you.” I had been planning on keeping the news to myself until we could celebrate properly over dinner with a bottle of champagne, but it felt like the time was right to tell her now. “I have some great news.”

      She looked surprised but distracted at the same time. “Yeah? So do I, but let’s hear yours first.”

      I was curious to know what her news was, but I knew she was going to be positively exhilarated by mine. “I got the new branch statistics yesterday and you guys have climbed the ranks so much that you’ve even got New York beat now.”

      Aston’s lips curled up and her eyes widened. “You wouldn’t joke about something like that, would you?”

      I shook my head. “You’ve turned this into one of our top branches, Aston. I would never joke about that. You’ve worked too hard for it.”

      She let out a happy little squeal and threw her arms around my neck, pulling me in for another hug. I held her close, breathing her in until I felt something wet against my neck.

      Alarmed, I leaned back and looked down at her to find silent tears streaming down her cheeks. “Are those happy tears?”

      I sure as hell hoped they were. I’d just given her what I thought would be the best news. Tears were the last thing I was prepared for.

      She tilted her head from side to side. “I don’t know. You’re going to have to tell me.”

      I stepped forward, taking her cheeks in my hands and wiping away her warm tears with my thumbs. “What do you mean? I think it’s time you tell me what you wanted to talk about.”

      My heart pounded like a bass drum as I watched her take a deep breath, looking like she was gathering the courage to tell me whatever it was she had to say. A foreboding feeling bloomed in my chest. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

      “Blake, I don’t really know how to tell you this so I’m just going to say it. Earlier this week, I was feeling sick, so I went home early and I, uh, I took a pregnancy test. It was positive. I took three tests actually, they were all positive. I’m pregnant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Life rarely surprised me. So far, the curve balls it had thrown at me were pretty limited—the day Mom left us, and a couple of weeks ago when my brother called to tell me about my dad having a stroke.

      But now this? I blinked.

      Tears glistened in Aston’s eyes, causing the hope in them to shine brightly. She wrung her hands, waiting for my reaction.

      There were probably a million things I should do, should say. None of them came to mind. I was completely blank. All I could think of was that one word. The word that changed everything.

      Pregnant.

      My heart hammered in my chest. Before I could stop myself, I blurted out. “Are you sure?”

      One tear escaped from each eye as she nodded. “I did three tests. The symptoms are all there. I’m tired, nauseous. My body is achy.”

      It sounded like the flu to me, but what did I know? This was one area where I was flying blind. What I did know was that the tests could be wrong. They gave false positives all the time. “Have you been to the doctor?”

      Releasing a quiet sigh, she wiped her eyes as she shook her head. “Not yet. I only did the tests a few days ago. I wanted to talk to you before I did anything else.”

      “Okay,” I nodded, taking her hand to pull her into my arms again. Breathing deeply, I repeated, “Okay. That’s okay. You’re going to be fine.”

      Whatever I felt right now didn’t really matter. My mind was racing so fast I didn’t even know what I was truly feeling about being a father. What mattered was showing Aston that I supported her and would be there for her.

      My feelings had to wait. It wasn’t a problem. I honestly didn’t know what they were anyway, and I had no clue where to start sifting through them. Fatherhood wasn’t something I’d ever really thought about.

      Hell, I didn’t even have a house because I was never in one place long enough to justify it. Fatherhood was a much bigger commitment than property if you wanted to do it right, which I definitely did. My Dad was my rock growing up and I knew how much it stung to have one parent missing, I would never be able to do that to a child.

      But—fuck. A child? I didn’t know anything about babies. They were tiny bundles of mystery to me. I couldn’t recall ever even holding one. And what if it was a girl? The youngest girl I’d ever held was fourteen—and I was only fifteen.

      Fuck.

      I released Aston and ran both hands through my hair, scrubbing them down my face. A deep breath later, I forced my mouth into a wide smile. “This is actually good news, Aston. It’s great.”

      She arched an eyebrow, clearly not believing me. “Great, huh?”

      I was trying my best to act excited, but judging from Aston’s expression, my acting wasn’t up to scratch. Trying harder, I put my hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “It is great. I mean, how do you feel? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, “but I’ve had a few days to process the news. You haven’t said much, though.”

      Turning away from her, I walked to the window and amped up my smile before facing her again. “I’m okay. Fine. Just shocked. I’m excited. This is exciting news.”

      As the words slipped from my tongue, my hands started trembling. Great. Now my body was rebelling against me. I flexed my fingers, then shoved my hands in my pockets. “Really, I’m happy. I want you to know I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks,” she frowned, hesitating before she approached me. She walked slowly, like she was afraid of spooking me. When she reached me, she put her hands on my hips. “Blake?”

      “Yeah?” My throat was dry. My voice cracked a little. I cleared my throat. “What’s up?”

      “Something is wrong,” she said quietly, never letting her eyes stray from mine. “What’s wrong? I know this is big news and I know we never talked about kids or anything.”

      “Nothing is wrong, I’m fine. Really. Excited.” The words nearly choked me.

      I needed a drink. Glancing down at my watch, I wondered if it was still too early. It was ‘five o’clock somewhere’ right? Besides, with this kind of news, surely I was entitled to one drink. Or one bottle. I wasn’t planning on counting.

      But then I looked at Aston. The shock must have been far worse for her. She couldn’t have a drink. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was, but being supportive probably meant I couldn’t have one either.

      Fuck.

      She watched me patiently, a small smile forming on her face as these thoughts raced through my jumbled mind. “Sure. You’re excited. I got it. Do people usually go super pale when they’re that excited?”

      Pale? I was pale. Fuck. I didn’t get pale. Shaking my head, I sighed and took her hand, brushing my thumb over her knuckles. “I’m sorry. I am excited, or I will be. I just need time. This is—”

      “Big?” She finished for me. When I nodded, she released my hand and walked over to the bed, patting the spot beside her. “It’s huge. We didn’t plan for it to happen. You don’t need to be a hundred percent okay. It’s life changing.”

      Nodding, I went to the bed and parked my butt next to her. She rested her hand on my thigh and her head on my shoulder. “Want to talk about it?”

      I didn’t really. But Aston deserved the truth. She had to be freaked out enough already. Being all macho about it and refusing to talk and tell her where my head was at would only make it a thousand times worse for her. I couldn’t do that to her.

      Apparently, she was carrying my child. Stress was supposed to be bad for expectant mothers, I remembered that from sex-ed class or somewhere. “I can’t imagine bringing a child into all of this. With all that’s going on, even if I had thought about having kids and we had decided to have them, now wouldn’t have been the right time.”

      “Your family is in turmoil,” she stated. It was a fact, not a question. She didn’t wait for me to answer before she continued. “It would have been preferable for this to happen when everything with your family was sorted out and we were more stable in our own relationship.”

      There. That was what I was feeling. She just summarized it much more perfectly than I was able to under the circumstances. Fuck, I couldn’t even pinpoint it exactly until she said it. “I’m at odds with my brother. I don’t even know where I stand with him at the moment, but it’s not a good place. I have a mother I don’t even know suddenly back in my life, and I just almost lost my father.”

      “You’re also taking over a company you never expected would become yours, and having to fix some very public damage that was done to it,” she noted. “I get it, Blake. I really do. It’s okay to be overwhelmed by it all. Frankly, I’m surprised you’ve held up as well as you have even without this news to top it all off.”

      Overwhelmed. It wasn’t something I’d felt often, but it sure as hell was what I was feeling right now. I took her hand and squeezed. “I’m in awe of you, you know. This couldn’t have been easy for you to find out either, but here you are trying to get me out of my head.”

      She smiled. “To be fair, I’ve had a couple more days to wrap my head around it. Plus, it wasn’t hard to know what would have been going through yours. There’s a lot on your plate at the moment.”

      “I just don’t want any child of mine to have to go through all this,” I admitted. It was okay for me to be going through it, but an innocent child—I didn’t even want to think about it.

      Aston turned her head from my shoulder to plant a kiss on my jaw. “The fact that you understand and acknowledge that is exactly what will make you a terrific father. If you want to be—but you’re under no obligation to me. I want you to know that.”

      “Under no—wait, what?” I trailed off, almost unable to believe what I’d just heard. It dawned on me then that this was what she was afraid of—that I would run and leave her alone in this.

      Sitting back, I lifted her chin with one hand and looked deep into her eyes while gripping her thigh with the other. “Listen to me. This baby is mine as much as it is yours. I would never, ever abandon you or the baby. Okay? It’s just going to take me some time to get used to it, that’s all.”

      “You have nine months—give or take—depending on how far along we are,” she said, leaning forward to kiss my lips. “Take all the time you need.”

      “I want to be there for you both,” I told her, already trying to figure out the best way to make that happen. The next few months involved a lot of traveling for me. I was expected in New York in a matter of days and I didn’t know how long I was going to have to stay there. “I have to go to New York next week though, there’s an urgent matter there I need to take care of.”

      “I understand,” she said. I watched her closely for any sign of disappointment, but there was none. She looked strangely peaceful, serene even.

      I thought about the week ahead of me, of what waited for me in New York. But when I looked at Aston, I knew I didn’t want to be away from her just yet. I wanted to be there for all the big moments if I could, holding her hand and having her hold mine. Going to the doctor for the first time was one of those moments.

      Work could wait. It would always be there. “I’m going to put it off so we can go to the doctor together.”

      Her eyes widened. “You don’t have to do that. You have a multinational company to run, Blake. Your dad is out of action and your brother isn’t talking to you. I know you’re needed there right now.”

      “Yeah, but you need me, too. You and the baby take precedence over work. You have to.” I always promised myself I would be a present father, not just a paycheck or a figurehead. It wasn’t necessarily a conscious decision, since I’d never really thought about kids, but growing up I always looked at the dads who were around and promised myself I’d be like them.

      Aston sat back on the bed, crossing her legs and leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. “I’m okay, Blake. Really. I would tell you if I wasn’t. I can do this on my own for now until things get settled with the company. We can keep talking on the phone and Skyping, I’ll video call you from the doctor’s office. We can make a plan so you can be in both places at once.”

      I brought a hand to the nape of her neck and kissed her forehead, bumping our noses together. “I want to be there with you and for you. This is what I want, Aston.”

      She smiled against my lips. “Okay, if that’s what you want, we’ll work something out.”

      Bringing her mouth to mine, she twined her hands into my hair and kissed me. As her soft lips moved with mine, I felt the anxiety seeping out of my body. The longer we kissed, the more the anxiety subsided.

      For now.
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          Aston

        

      

    

    
      I woke up lazily, stretching like a cat on my bed. After our talk yesterday, Blake came home with me and spent the night. I knew the news had come as a shock to him and for a moment or two, I thought he was going to deny the baby was his or just take off.

      A lot of guys would have done that. I didn’t need experience with men to know that many in his situation would have bolted.

      But not Blake. When I confronted him about his feelings, he was honest. I appreciated that more than he could ever know. It wasn’t like a baby was part of my plan either, but at least my life was slightly more settled right now than his was.

      I had a home, a job that didn’t require travel, a city I lived in. He had none of those things. Okay, he happened to have billions of dollars and a company, but a baby fit into my life much more smoothly than it did his right now.

      The maternity benefits at the McAllen Group were decent, as I learned when I did some homework right after I found out I was pregnant. Maybe it was denial or maybe I was still in shock, but I was surprisingly calm about everything.

      After I had cried it out. Multiple times.

      But then I put on my big girl panties and got on with things. The first and biggest hurdle was telling Blake. If he had reacted differently to the news, I doubted I would have been as okay as I was.

      I could live with him being away though. Travel was as much a part of his job as staying in one location was mine. As long as I knew he was still out there, thinking about me—us—from afar and coming back whenever he could, I would deal just fine.

      When I opened my eyes and started coming to, I realized I could hear Blake talking in the living room. There were no other voices, so I assumed he was on the phone.

      He sounded tense and upset. “Do what you have to do and I’ll do what I have to do.”

      There was silence as he listened, then a string of curses. “Bring it on, big brother. You can huff and puff as much as you want, but you don’t have a leg to stand on.”

      There was a quiet simmer in his voice. A cutting edge to his tone that belied his position at the company and confidence in what he was saying.

      Yikes! I was glad I wasn’t on the other end of that line.

      Deciding to do what I could to make his morning a little better, I swung my legs off the bed and went to make breakfast. Blake was still seething in the other room when I cracked some eggs into the pan trying to mind my own business, watching as the whites began to bubble gently.

      I got lost in thought, jumping when I felt a pair of arms wind around my waist. Relaxing immediately when I realized it was Blake, I let my head fall back on to his shoulder. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but it doesn’t sound like you’re having a very good morning.”

      He pressed a kiss to my temple and sighed. “This is just classic Danny. He refuses to accept Dad putting me in charge of the company.”

      I frowned, poking the eggs with a spatula. “How could you refuse? Your Dad’s wide awake and told you he wanted you to take over.”

      Blake released me when the toast I put in earlier popped up in the toaster. He placed it on plates I had already gotten ready for us. “He says I’m not the owner of the company so I couldn’t relieve him of his duties. He claims he is going to continue in place since I didn’t have the authority to do what I did and he is threatening to take me to court over it.”

      Eyes growing wide, I cast a look at him over my shoulder. He was remarkably calm for a man whose brother was threatening court action. “Do you really think he’ll go through with it?”

      Blake shrugged. “Who knows? He’s on a power trip of epic proportions, he’s not going to let that power just slip away from him. I can’t do anything to stop him. I can only swing the bat to hit the ball he pitches.”

      “What are you going to do?” The last thing Blake needed now was to get wrapped up in litigation with his brother over the company. “Maybe there is something you can do to stop him.”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head as he buttered our toast. “Speaking to him won’t help. The only thing I can do is to go to my dad so we can get the paperwork finalized and he can sign the company over to me. It won’t stop Danny from instituting court proceedings if he wants to, but it will make my position stronger.”

      He slid the plates over to me. “Dad and I have been meaning to go to the lawyers together anyway, this just means we are going to have to do it sooner rather than later.”

      “Which means you’re going to have to go back to Florida immediately, aren’t you?” I knew he was going to have to leave soon, I just hadn’t realized we wouldn’t even get our weekend together.

      Blake nodded and released a deep breath. “Unfortunately.”

      “I want to come with you,” I blurted out. I told him I would be fine to do this alone and I would be, but I hadn’t seen him for a month and I wasn’t quite ready to let him go just yet.

      Plus, I wanted to support him just as much and in as meaningful a way as he wanted to do for me. If we were really going to be together and raise a child together, it meant we were partners now. Equal partners.

      I still had a bunch of days off I could take, and taking them to be with Blake felt like the best way to use them. I had enough that taking a few days now wouldn’t interfere with the time I would need to go see the doctor for my checkups.

      Blake’s lips spread into a wide grin. “I was hoping you would say that. We’re going to have to leave tonight, though. Is that too soon for you?”

      “No, I’m still only packing for one so I can be ready.” I was already mentally going through my closet, deciding what I would need to take with me.

      He came over, kissing me as he gave me my plate. “Pack everything you need for a couple of weeks, just in case. There’s a doctor in Florida we can go see while we’re there. I met him with Doctor Richards at the hospital once."

      “Weeks?” I didn’t know if I had that much vacation time. Days were one thing, weeks were another. “I’m in. I want to be there with you for all of this, but if we might be away for that long what are we going to do about the management of the hotel while I’m gone?”

      “I was planning on asking you to come with me when I had to go anyway, so I called Tiffany early this morning. She said she would be more than willing to run the hotel while we’re gone. She’s been there with all the plans you’ve been making and she’s quite confident that as long as she can get you on the phone, she’ll be fine.”

      “Tiffany?” I knew she had no aspirations to become the hotel manager. It was a surprise to me that she was willing to take on the extra work. “She doesn’t care about that kind of thing.”

      “She cares more than you think. About managing and about you, and it’s all because of you.” He told me, flashing me a knowing grin.

      A sense of relief washed over me. With my best friend at the helm, I wouldn’t have to worry about the hotel for as long as we were gone. I could trust her, and she would keep me in the loop.

      “Look at us being all domesticated,” he said, as I dished up the eggs and he got us some juice. “Making breakfast together while planning our next couple of weeks.”

      It occurred to me that any onlooker was likely to mistake us for a couple who had been together for years, the way we were with each other this morning. It was a comforting thought.

      Being with Blake had always felt right to me. Natural. I had been afraid that sharing the news would change that somehow, and make him more distant. It seemed to have done the opposite though.

      He was here, in my apartment after spending the night in my bed. We made breakfast together and were planning on leaving the state together for an undetermined amount of time. I felt closer to and move involved with him than ever before.

      “Yeah,” I smiled, accepting my juice and carrying my plate to my small dining room table. It was little more than a nook. Blake filled the space completely with his long legs and wide shoulders, but it still felt like he’d been there before. “Imagine that.”

      After breakfast, the day flew by. Blake went back to the hotel to get his things while I packed mine. He spent the rest of his time on the phone. It sounded like he was trying to get a lot of the administrative details out of the way before arriving in either Florida or New York.

      I let him do his thing, focusing on writing up things Tiffany had to remember to do and the events we had coming up this week. I knew she wouldn’t let me down.

      It felt like only minutes had passed when Blake came to tell me it was time to go. We hopped in a cab which took us to a private air strip I had never been to before.

      “Is this where we are flying from?” I asked Blake, seeing only one plane on the tarmac. Surely that couldn’t be ours.

      Blake nodded and pointed at the plane. “That is the company jet. I called the pilot when you agreed to come with me this morning.”

      Walking up the short flight of stairs onto the plane, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The closest I’d ever come to a private jet was watching television. In real life, it was more luxurious and opulent than I ever would have imagined.

      Inside were what looked like two well-appointed living areas and a workspace complete with a desk, multiple plug points and a printer. There was a bar off to the back of the plane next to a door that led to the bathroom.

      ”I can’t even believe this. It’s incredible. I’ve never flown on a private plane before,” I breathed, turning to see Blake grinning a couple of steps behind me as he watched me take it all in.

      “I usually fly commercial, but I wouldn’t have had it any other way this time. My favorite person and my baby have to be protected.”
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      Being on the company’s jet with Aston was like seeing it for the first time and through entirely different eyes. She was like a kid in a candy store. Collapsing onto one of the seats, she kicked her feet up and lay back with a grin on her face. “Now this is luxury.”

      “It’s pretty nice.” I looked around, shifting my feet on the thick carpet. Dad liked to travel in style and the jet showed it. The finishes were nothing but the best, and the thing had all the creature comforts a workaholic could ever need, including seats that could swivel to have meetings with up to sixteen people, an antique mahogany desk, and a bar that catered to every taste.

      Aston jumped up from the seat and went to explore the rest of the plane. “This is what you call pretty nice? It’s spectacular.”

      She stuck her head into the bathroom and reappeared a minute later. “You have heated towel rails on a plane? That’s insane. It’s not only pretty nice. Pretty nice is when you get an empty seat next to you in coach class on a commercial plane. This is amazing.”

      The last few times I was on the jet I didn’t recall even taking the time to notice who the hostess was, never mind looking around at the plane itself. It was hard to imagine how I’d come to take it all for granted, but evidently I had.

      Aston was right. The jet really was something else. “Okay, you got me. It is kind of awesome.”

      Smiling wide, she shrugged playfully and flashed me a wink. “Well, you know, kind of.”

      From the bathroom, she shot to the bar and looked around, sighing. “I’m not even a big drinker and there are so many things in here I want to try. Is that real Limoncello?”

      I nodded. Dad had a thing for buying liqueur from the countries he visited, and then ordering the stuff in if he liked it. “From the Gulf of Naples, if memory serves. Dad was there a couple of months ago to scout new locations.”

      Aston gaped at me, shaking her head. “Who are you people?”

      “Blake McAllen.” I stepped forward, giving her a mock bow. “I thought we’d been over that, given how you’re pregnant with my baby and all.”

      “Oh right.” She pressed her finger to the side of her mouth, on the verge of bursting out with laughter. “I keep forgetting you’re one of the important people around here. Jets are a great reminder that you’re one of the somebodies, you know that?”

      I reached for her hand and tugged her gently out of the bar area, dropping a kiss on the top of her head. “You are definitely a somebody.”

      “Excuse me, sir?” An air hostess dressed in the company navy blue stepped out of the cockpit, her voice crisp and professional. “We’ve been cleared for take-off, sir. Would you and your guest please take your seats?”

      “Of course.” Having just realized I hadn’t noticed who my last attendant on the plane was, I was determined not to be that entitled asshole again. So, I sought out her name badge. “Thank you, Emma. We’ll get settled.”

      Emma nodded and went to the cockpit to take her seat for takeoff. Aston and I took our seats, buckling ourselves in. Her eyes were wide with excitement. “This is absolutely incredible. Thank you for letting me come along.”

      “Letting you come?” I asked, disbelieving. Clearly, she didn’t understand how much it meant to me that she was willing to take leave from work to come with me. “I would’ve thrown you over my shoulder like a caveman to have you with me, if that was what it took.”

      “Really?” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I would like to have seen that.”

      “You’re going to have to wait nine months to see it,” I told her, making a mental note to read up on what was and what wasn’t safe during pregnancy. “Wait, we can have sex while you’re pregnant, right?”

      Cracking up, she squeezed my hand gently. “You should see the look on your face right now. You look horrified.”

      “That’s not an answer.” I grumbled.

      Between giggles, she nodded. “Unless a doctor tells us we can’t for some reason, we’re good to go.”

      A relieved sigh fell from my lips. “I’m just saying, it would’ve been a fucking long year if we couldn’t.”

      “Without the sex?” She cracked up again. “But yeah, it would have.”

      The engines of the plane started whining beneath us, not nearly as loud as they were in commercial airlines. Aston fell silent, pressing her face to the window as we started to take off. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are to have grown up with stuff like this? I mean, I know boys have a thing about their toys, but this is a toy not many boys get to have.”

      “True. I hadn’t thought much about it for a long time, but having you here reminded me.” Aston reminded me of a lot of things, like what it felt like to really be alive. My memories before she came into my life were hazy now. Almost like they’d been a dream I was waking up from.

      It wasn’t even just the big things that had changed now that she was in my life. It was smaller things too, like how she made me realize everything I’d been taking for granted, simply by being excited about something I hadn’t really noticed in a long time.

      My world was a lot more exciting now that Aston was in it. Before her, everything was a little bland. Just a touch boring. It wasn’t like that anymore.

      Bringing me out of my thoughts, she pointed at the roads below. “It all seems so small from up here, doesn’t it? I didn’t even notice it on my last flight. I wasn’t near a window and there was so much people watching to do in the cabin, I didn’t notice.”

      “The lack of screaming babies does hold a certain appeal,” I told her with a smile.

      “Not for long,” she said, in a sing-song voice. “Soon enough, there’ll be a screaming baby right here with you.”

      “Yeah, but he’ll be mine so it won’t be as annoying.” I’d heard somewhere that everything your own baby did was cute, even the stuff that irritated the crap out of you when it wasn’t yours.

      “He?” Her eyebrows lifted. “What if it’s a she?”

      I lifted my shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be happy either way.”

      “You will?” She asked quietly.

      I nodded. “I will, I promise. It all just needs to sink in a little.”

      “Okay.” She sat back in her chair, looking around the cabin again now that we were in the air. After taking a few minutes to absorb her surroundings, she faced me with a serious expression. “You know, I never wanted money. I just wanted enough to get by so I wouldn’t have to worry like my parents did.”

      “You’ve done extremely well for yourself, Aston. Not many people can say that at your age.” To have worked her way up the way she had took strength and determination not every person possessed.

      “Yeah,” she waved her hand around the cabin. “But as much as I never cared about money, this really is something to envy. Most people couldn’t even dream of something like this.”

      “Money will come and go. It’s everywhere.” I found myself repeating what my mom had told me not so long ago. It actually reminded me of something Dad said to me just before I left for California and met Aston.

      At the time, I thought it was the rambling of an overworked, older man. It made sense to me now though. “Relationships aren’t everywhere, not the good ones anyway. That is something really worth holding onto. When Dad said that to me recently, I didn’t really understand. I thought he was just overworked and didn’t want me to end up the same way. At the time, I thought he was trying to talk me into settling down in Florida.”

      “Would you ever settle down in Florida?” She asked the question, but there was no fear or condemnation in her tone. Only curiosity.

      “You’re not afraid of having to move there if I do? Or of me asking you to give up your job to move there with me?”

      A soft smile warmed her eyes. “I’ve always thought of the job I had now as a step on the ladder. My plan was always to work my way up to the head office, so no, I’m not afraid. It’s where you might be based. If you wanted me to, I would consider moving.”

      “I think that’s exactly what my dad was trying to say about finding a relationship more important than your work. If you and the baby were to stay in California, I would do everything in my power to be there instead of Florida.”

      Contemplative, she gazed into my eyes, and asked, “You’ve come a long way since that conversation with your father, haven’t you?”

      “Yeah, I really have.” I hadn’t even realized how far until just now. The thought of having a baby would’ve scared the shit out of me then, it was different now. I was different. “I’m sorry for not reacting the way I should have when you told me you were pregnant. I could’ve handled it better. I should have known you would see right through me when I tried to tell you I was okay.”

      Sincerity shone brightly from her green eyes, lighting them with a gentle glow. “Honestly, I’m just glad you didn’t leave. A part of me was terrified you would. It is difficult news to get when you’re not expecting it and are so unprepared to hear it. It would have been really easy for you to blame work and take off, never to be heard from again.”

      “I would never do that,” I assured her again. It horrified me that even a tiny part of her ever thought I might have done that. The strength and courage it took for her to be upfront with me about it despite her own fears were astronomical. The woman had bigger balls than most of the men I knew.

      “I’m in this with you, Aston. I will never leave you or our baby.”

      Emma chose that tender moment to walk into the cabin carrying a tray with two glasses of champagne on it. “Can I interest you in a drink?”

      “We’re fine.” I said curtly, eager to get back to the moment Aston and I was sharing. It felt big, like something I had to make sure Aston understood once and for all. I didn’t want her carrying my baby and thinking I had one foot out the door. “Would you mind giving us some privacy, Emma?”

      “Of course, sir.” She bowed out immediately, shutting the cockpit door behind her.

      Turning my gaze back to Aston’s, I leaned forward and kissed her deeply. My hand slid into her hair at the nape of her neck. “Where were we?”

      “You were saying something about never leaving me,” she said, her breath ghosting across my lips.

      I smiled. “Aston, I need you to hear me when I tell you that I won’t ever leave you. I need you to believe it with everything you’ve got, because it’s true.”

      “Just how badly do you need me to believe you?” she asked, with a hint of flirtation in her voice. It was almost like she was asking me to show her instead.

      “Do you think you could take it if I showed you?” I was already rising from my seat. Tempted as I was to take her right there, I didn’t want Emma walking in on us. Asking her for privacy didn’t guarantee she wouldn’t come back into the cabin at all.

      Aston lifted an eyebrow and stood up, taking my hand. “Right now?”

      “Right fucking now.”
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      “You’re going to have to be quiet.” Blake growled against my ear, kissing me before turning me around. He pinned me against the small counter with his hips. A shock of electricity traveled through me at his gravelly tone, being handled with just a little bit more dominance.

      I didn’t know if the pregnancy hormones were responsible or if it was just Blake, but as soon as he touched me with that hungry gleam in his eye, my entire body went mercurial. I suddenly needed him in me more than I needed my next breath.

      The bathroom was a little narrow. There was enough space between the wall and counter for both of us but not much more. Blake was pressed up against me. I could feel every hard inch of him against my back.

      Lifting my eyes to the mirror, I watched as he lowered his head and started kissing my neck. A loud moan fell from my lips. It was easily the most erotic sight I’d ever seen.

      My head fell back onto his broad shoulder as I watched. Reaching behind me, I wiggled my hand past his pants and into the elastic waistband of his briefs. My fingers brushed the tip of his erect cock and I moaned again, marveling in the fact that he seemed as turned on as I was.

      Raising his half-lidded eyes to mine in the mirror, he nipped my earlobe. “Quiet now, I like keeping my private life private. I don’t want to share this part of it with anyone but you.”

      Swallowing another moan at the rough tone of his voice and his shallow breathing, I nodded and bit my lower lip. “I don’t want to share you either.”

      Sooner rather than later, news of my relationship with Blake was going to get out at McAllen Group. It was a reality I had accepted. If I ever got promoted, no one would believe I’d gotten the position because I deserved it based on my own merits.

      If word got out that I’d slept with the big boss, and on the company jet at that, I would be mortified. People might even think we conceived the baby with a quickie on the jet. If I wanted to avoid those kinds of rumors, I probably shouldn’t have been in the bathroom with him on the jet to begin with, but that wasn’t an option now.

      There was no way I was leaving this bathroom now, or telling him to stop. “I’ll be quiet.”

      Determined to keep my word, I fumbled with his zipper and relished his sharp gulp of breath when I palmed his hot length fully.

      Seemingly intent on testing my resolve, Blake shoved the straps of my dress down roughly. The dress followed as he pushed it down to my waist before his big hands closed over my breasts. I bit back another moan. His nimble fingers just felt so damn good on my sensitive nipples that a whimper escaped anyway.

      Blake lifted my breast out of my lacy bra and turned me around to drop his head to my chest. As he put his hands under my ass and lifted me onto the counter, he stepped between my thighs and pressed his hardness against my thin panties. I gasped as he hit my clit, clamping my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound.

      Blake yanked my hand away and crushed his lips to mine, grinding against me as we kissed. He moved his hips in a way that drove me higher and higher. Pregnancy sex was going to be awesome. I was a relative newbie at all things sexual, but already I knew I was way more sensitive now.

      Blake’s hands left me for just long enough to shove his pants down over his ass. The move revealed tight, black boxer briefs with his impressive erection bulging inside them. I couldn’t stop a low sound from escaping me this time. “Oh Blake.”

      “I can’t wait to be inside you, baby.” He gritted out. My hands slid under his shirt, feeling every ridge of his hard muscles. I lifted his shirt up, prompting him to raise his arms so I could get it off. I was desperate to feel his skin against mine.

      When the shirt hit the floor, I reached down to cup his crotch. He was as hard as steel in my palm, growling into my ear. “Kiss me, babe.”

      Without hesitation, I looped my arms around his neck and pulled him to me. If I had his mouth on mine, I wouldn’t be able to make any sounds either. It sounded like a good deal to me.

      One of his hands disappeared and he dropped it slowly, using it to push his briefs over his cock. He panted when he broke our kiss, his eyes meeting mine. “Since you’re already pregnant, I guess I don’t need a condom. I’m clean. I know you are too.”

      Looking like he’d go crazy if I didn’t give it to him soon, he waited for my answer. I wiggled out of my panties by lifting one butt cheek at a time and letting them fall. Spreading my legs, I nodded. “Now. Please, Blake.”

      Groaning quietly, he guided himself into my hot, slick core. I could feel wetness pooling between my legs. Swollen and desperate, I needed him so bad it hurt. Every nerve ending felt more sensitive now than ever before. They were sparking and sending intense bursts to my core.

      Sliding the head of his dick to my dripping entrance, Blake looked me right in the eye as he drove his hips forward. I cried out, then buried my face in his neck to keep it from happening again.

      Driving himself into me in a heated frenzy, his hands were planted on my ass and his fingers dug into my flesh. I lifted my legs and wrapped them around his narrow hips and sculpted ass.

      Adjusting myself until I was positioned just right, every forceful movement of his hips hit my clit and sent shudders of pleasure rocketing through me. My hands flew to his hair, holding him close to me as he slammed our bodies together. I kissed him, clinging to him as I felt the first rumblings of my orgasm beginning to stir deep inside.

      Kissing him harder, my climax ripped through me. Starting in my clit, it raced through my body all the way to my gums. It was incredible.

      With my muscles clenching and pulsing powerfully as spasms rocked my body, Blake grit his teeth, following me over into his own bliss. His hips rocked as he found his release, twitching into me.

      When he was done, his chest collapsed against mine. His strong arms supported me as they wound around my back. Deep breaths feathered across my sweat dampened skin and the muscles in his back rippled as I ran my hands over them.

      Smiling against his forehead, I murmured, “I think we’re going to be doing a lot more of that until a doctor tells me it’s time to take it easy.”

      He chuckled softly and stepped away after dropping a quick kiss on my shoulder. “I can definitely get behind that plan. Is it different now?”

      I nodded as I extricated myself from him. “Let’s just say everything feels supercharged. It’s awesome.”

      “It wasn’t awesome before?” he asked playfully, bending to retrieve his pants.

      I swatted his hard shoulder and winked. “If it wasn’t awesome before, we probably wouldn’t be in this predicament. We would have only done it that first time and I would’ve been done with you.”

      Pretending to be hurt, he pressed his hand to his heart. “Good to know you’re with me for all the right reasons.”

      “What?” I joked, attempting to unroll the material of my dress that was currently knotted around my waist in the hope of finding the straps. “Did you think I was with you for your money? I told you earlier, I’ve never been interested in that.”

      “Too bad,” he said, with an exaggerated wink, somehow still managing to look cute instead of pervy. “Because I have a lot of it.”

      “I’ve heard.” Finally managing to find my straps, I got my bra and my dress back on and turned to study my reflection in the bathroom mirror. My lips were swollen and my hair was mussed, but the damage could have been worse.

      My cheeks were flushed and my eyes bright, but surely the hostess wouldn’t notice that before it subsided. “Do you think anyone heard us?”

      Blake looked up from his belt buckle after tucking his shirt in. “Probably not. I told her to give us some privacy, but you never know if she came in to the cabin to offer us more drinks or something.”

      Crap, I really had tried to keep it down, but Blake made it nearly impossible not to make any sound at all. “Do you think she’ll say anything if she did hear us?”

      He shrugged. “She’s not supposed to. All of the staff sign iron clad nondisclosure agreements before working any of the jobs where they might overhear any of us. Dad has always been very careful about who he hires on the plane in particular, because he has so many meetings on board. Danny regularly conducts business on here, too.”

      The mention of his brother made all traces of humor and playfulness disappear from his features. It was a harsh reminder of what we were flying to Florida to do.

      Studying him carefully, I tried to gauge his state of mind. “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      The gentle, fun guy I knew he could be disappeared right before my eyes. In his place, stood the dominant businessman he showed the world. Straightening his tie, he nodded. “It’s not about what I want. It’s about what has to be done. Truth be told, though, it is what I want.”

      “Care to elaborate?” I asked, as he moved towards the door.

      The dominant side of Blake scared me as much as it excited me and made me feel safe with him. His entire posture was different when he was like this. He was completely in control, radiating that same power I felt from him when I first met him, standing broad and tall with a gleam that darkened his blue eyes.

      Holding out his hand for me to join him as he opened the door, he wrapped his fingers around mine and looked me straight in the eye. “What happens next affects not just me—but all three of us now, in ways we haven’t even truly begun to fathom.”

      Slowly, I began to realize he was right. His future and mine were now irrevocably intertwined. Bound together by the tiny human growing in my stomach and our shared feelings for each other. If he remained on as the CEO of the McAllen Group, that would be huge.

      I had no clue what it took to be the CEO of a company that size, but I was pretty sure it would be yet another thing that would totally change life as I knew it. Once we were settled in our seats, he put his hand on my leg and stroked his thumb up and down my thigh as he continued.

      It stirred want in me yet again, but I forced my body to cool it. This was too serious to allow myself to be distracted, too important for me to hear.

      “This isn’t only about our future, Aston. Though it certainly will shape it. It’s also about the future of the company my father built. It’s about his life’s work. There’s no way I’m letting anything ruin that.”

      The way he looked at me when he talked about our future, and the passion and fire in his voice when he talked about the company and his father’s legacy, I realized in that instant that he was it for me.

      Blake was the man I had been waiting for all my life. The thought made my heart soar and constrict at the same time. He was my one and only. How lucky was I to have him talk about a future together when there was nothing I’d ever wanted more.
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      Aston and I got to the hospital just in time to see my mother and father packing up. They had been staying in a suite at the hospital, calling it home so the doctors could check up on him regularly before they released him for good.

      “What’s going on here?” I asked, as we walked into the suite. Both of my parents had bags open on the bed and were talking to each other while packing their things.

      Dad looked up, a wide smile spreading across his face when he saw who it was. “Blake. Great news, boy. They’re finally letting me go home.”

      “I thought this was home for now,” I told him, looking around the mostly empty suite. When I was here before, my mom had decorated the place with all the creature comforts of home. She brought art, pillows and blankets, and even random mementos of trips they took together.

      None of those things were here anymore. “Did the doctors really give you the all clear?”

      Opening his arms to give me a back-slapping hug, he replied. “Yup. They told us this morning. I can finally go home for real, not just to this cheap imitation of it.”

      “But you’ll still be back for regular check-ups?” Dad looked good, better than he had since the stroke happened. It didn’t mean I wasn’t still worried about him, though.

      Before the stroke, the only sign I saw of something being wrong was that he looked tired. Being tired doesn’t cause strokes. To my mind, the damn thing came out of nowhere. At least while he was in the hospital, he could be closely monitored. What would happen now?

      “There will be nurses coming and going from the house to make sure I’m okay,” my father said. “The doctors will let me know if and when they want to see me based on the observations made by the nurses. It’ll be a bother, but it’s a hell of a lot better than being cooped up in here.”

      I looked around at the large windows and the crisp white walls and bedding. “It is a nice suite.”

      Dad mimed throwing a pillow at my head. “It’s a lovely suite for short stays, but I’ve had enough. The nurses checking in multiple times a day will be more than enough care for me, thank you very much.”

      “And of course I’ll be there to make sure he follows doctor’s orders,” my mom chimed in. “He won’t be alone at home. I would never leave him alone after something like this.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to comment about how she had left him alone for over two decades without giving a shit about it, but I swallowed it down. I was still angry with her and knew I would be for a long time, but seeing my dad with her made the feeling less intense.

      With a doting, dopey smile, he glanced at my mom. “A lot of good has come from this incident, I have to admit. It will be fantastic to not be alone in that big old house anymore. You’ll be home where you belong.”

      Mom rounded the bed and took Dad’s hand, smiling up at him. “I sure will. I’m never leaving your side again. Too bad for you it also means you’ll be eating healthy, working less and getting plenty of sleep and relaxation.”

      He slung his arm over her shoulders, closing the lid on his suitcase with his free hand. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Seeing the two of them together like this was still surreal. I didn’t remember them being this in love when I was young. It was kind of like getting a window back to when they first met. I only wished I could eliminate the years of heartache for my father that followed those early days.

      It looked like Dad had forgiven her for it though, which probably meant I should too. I just couldn’t let it go that easily. Aston and Dad thought it was a good idea to talk to her, maybe they were right.

      I sighed, wondering if I would ever be able to trust the woman fully. I didn’t think so, but she was about to become a grandmother to my child. Even if she didn’t know it yet.

      Hospital orderlies came in, drawing me out of my thoughts. “Are you ready for us, sir?”

      My father nodded and motioned to their packed suitcases. “That’s all that still has to go. Thank you.”

      “I can take those,” I said, walking over to the bed. My dad tried to take his own, but I gave him a look. “No heavy lifting for you. Unless you want me to tell the doctors you’re desperate for another few days here.”

      Huffing out a breath, he shot me an annoyed glare before throwing his hands up. “Fine, but once we get home there will be no more babying me. I’m fine.”

      My mother rolled her eyes. “Let’s just get out of here. I’ll determine how fine you are and what you can do when we get home.”

      Home. It was strange to hear her say that word. Especially in the context of her and my father sharing a home for the first time in many, many years. It was going to take some getting used to, that was for damn sure.

      Aston and I followed my parents to the house. She was quiet when we got in the car. I took her hand and placed it beneath mine on the gear lever. “Everything okay?”

      “Perfect,” she said, with a smile. “I was just wondering how they will react when you gave them the news.”

      “It doesn’t really matter to me, but they like you already and I’m sure they’ll be thrilled. Dad especially.” I wondered if I was inadvertently lying to her. Wanting me to find a girl I cared about and settling down was a far cry from knocking her up. “You’re going to be a great Mom, and even if they’re a little skeptical at first, they’ll come round as soon as they see you in action.”

      “You think so?” Her teeth sank onto her lower lip, pulling it into her mouth. She was nervous about them finding out, I realized.

      “Absolutely. Besides, it’s not like my mom can really say too much. She wasn’t exactly a shining example of motherhood.”

      Aston chuckled softly. “I guess not. She seems nice, though.”

      “She does,” I mused. It was sad to think I didn’t really know the woman any better than Aston did. “What do you think of her coming back so suddenly? I don’t know how to just get over what she did to us.”

      A long minute passed before Aston answered me. She stared out the window, thinking through her response before I got to hear it. “I think it took a lot of courage and caring to keep you and Danny out of a long, possibly drawn out custody battle. I know it’s not what you want to hear and I know she could’ve gone about things differently, but in her own way, I think she put herself through hell to do her best to save you.”

      She was right. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. It was exactly the explanation my mother had given, but the logic just didn’t sit right with me. “There are plenty of kids who went through the divorce of their parents. Their mothers didn’t walk away to save themselves the trouble of a custody battle.”

      “True,” Aston said. “But those kids go through a different kind of hell than the one you went through. I don’t think it’s necessarily easier that way at all. There’s the split, the battle in court with all the alienation, fighting and badmouthing that goes along with it, and then there’s the aftermath. You guys were saved from the confusion of suddenly having two homes, or of having to be in two different places with parents who couldn’t stand each other.”

      “So what you’re saying is that she chose the lesser of two evils?” I hadn’t ever considered what might have happened if our parents had decided on a divorce instead. Either Danny or I could have been sent to live with our mother and everything would have been different.

      I couldn’t even imagine a world where Danny and I hadn’t grown up together in the hallways of the McAllen Group head offices.

      Aston lifted her shoulders, dropping them slowly as she shook her head. “No, not the lesser of two evils. Just the evil she thought would be easier for you to live with. Think about it, one morning you woke up and she was just gone, right?”

      “Right.”

      She turned in her seat to face me. “Your home, school, friends, and everything else stayed the same. Your Mom wasn’t around anymore, but nothing else changed for you.”

      It wasn’t quite that simple, but I saw where she was coming from. “You think she made the right choice?”

      “God no,” Aston said. “I can’t imagine how difficult it must’ve been for each of you. All I’m saying is that I don’t think her choice necessarily makes her a bad person. She did what she thought was best for you, and it was a huge sacrifice for her to have made.”

      “But she made it without giving us a choice.” I wasn’t arguing with Aston, I was just trying to understand her point of view.

      “Yeah, but she thought she was doing it to protect you. Now she’s back, she’s loyal, dedicated, loving and from the little I’ve seen of her, quite fierce about the ones she loves. Who does that remind you of?”

      I glanced at her in the rear view mirror. “I’m assuming you want me to say me?”

      Turning her hand over, so our palms were now pressed against each other, she leaned over to plant a kiss on my shoulder. “Protective, loyal, dedicated, loving and fierce? There’s definitely a lot of her in you, Blake.”

      “Minus the part where I leave my spouse to raise our children alone,” I told her. Our conversation in the jet was still fresh in my mind. I had no problem with having inherited qualities from my mother, as long as Aston understood the leaving gene wasn’t part of my inheritance.

      “Of course,” she agreed. “Speaking of which, are you going to tell them this weekend?”

      I had thought about it, but given what I was here to discuss with my father, I decided it was best to let him process one big thing at a time. “No. I don’t think so. It seems enough that Danny is threatening to take us to court. Let’s let him get through one thing at a time.”

      “Good call,” she agreed. “I’m going to hang back once we get to your dad’s house. You guys have a lot to talk about.”

      Dad and I sat down in his study when we got to his house. Mom and Aston decided to unpack and have lunch while we talked. I closed the door behind us, wanting to make sure we had privacy for this conversation. It wasn’t going to be an easy thing for Dad to hear.

      “So,” he turned to me after lowering himself into his wide leather chair. Rolling it forward, he leaned with his elbows on his captain’s desk. “What did you want to talk about that was so important it merited a visit in person?”

      “Danny.” There was no use beating around the bush about this. It was better to get it out and get it done with. “He’s threatening to take us to court.”

      “What?” Dad’s blue eyes widened. “What for?”

      “I told him he was relieved of his duties as acting CEO, and to get out of your office. He chose to take it as me telling him to get out of the company completely, because he is unhappy about your decision to appoint me in your place instead of him.”

      “I knew he was going to be disappointed, but I never imagined him threatening to take us to court over it. It’s my damn company, I can appoint anyone I please to be my successor. Strange he didn’t come to see me if he was so upset.”

      “Danny is saying I didn’t have the right to do anything because it’s not legal yet. Because there are no papers anywhere appointing me. I really think he’s under Dustin’s influence more than we thought.”

      My dad rubbed his eyes, then stared out the window behind me. “I never intended for Danny to leave the company. He’s my son. I’m not going to lose the love of my life—your mom—and my son to that company. There’s no way.”

      “You want him back?” Danny had caused us nothing but problems lately. I didn’t really want to see my brother go either, but he was a loose cannon nowadays. A liability.

      My dad wouldn’t see it that way, though. He was a good father to us, a good example of the kind of father I wanted to be. He wouldn’t let Danny go, wouldn’t give up on him. No matter what.

      “Of course I do. Let me think about how to deal with this. In the meantime, bring the lawyer with you when you come on Monday. Danny’s right about one thing, it’s time to make this official.”
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      Blake’s father’s house was not what I was expecting at all. As a property magnate, I would’ve expected him to have a home the size of a hotel. Perhaps a glass and concrete monstrosity.

      While Wayne’s house wasn’t small, it definitely wasn’t the size of a hotel. It was a comfortable five bedroom family home. I didn’t know if this was where Blake grew up, I hadn’t asked. But it looked like it would’ve been a pretty nice place to grow up in if it was.

      It was cozy despite its size, and boasted big trees and a large backyard with a patio and a sparkling pool. I wondered if any of the family sized dining tables either inside or outside ever saw any action. Neither Blake nor Danny struck me as the type to pop in for family meals on Sundays.

      I’d finally come to learn that Blake’s mother’s name was Linda. She seemed to know her way around the house well enough and excused herself shortly after we arrived to unpack. I was left chopping salad in the farm style kitchen.

      There were beautiful ingredients spread out on the counter tops around me. Bright and fresh, I had no idea where Linda had gotten it all, given that they’d just arrived home after more than a month in the hospital.

      I had actually been planning on volunteering to go to the store to stock up their groceries once we arrived. Linda had beat me to it, though. As Blake and his dad disappeared into the study, she chatted with me and led me to the kitchen.

      When we got there, she started rummaging through and asked cheerfully, “Can you chop, dear? The hospital food wasn’t as bad as one might imagine, but I’m dying for a nice, big salad with all the trimmings.

      I was about to offer to go buy all the necessary ingredients, but she stuck her head in the fridge and started pulling out produce like she was at a market. Lettuce, tomatoes, different kinds of olives and peppers, cheeses, cucumber, avocado. I lost track of it all, but it was clear she didn’t need me to go shopping.

      That left me with however long Blake and his father talked to get to know his mother. The idea was daunting, especially considering Blake didn’t really know the woman himself. I knew nothing about her suitable for starting conversations, or what pitfalls to avoid besides the obvious.

      So, I took the chopping board and knife she offered and nodded my answer to her question. “I’m not super talented in the kitchen, but I can manage to chop things up without losing a finger.”

      “Excellent.” She clapped her hands together, her eyes relaxed and happy. “You get to it, and I’ll just go unpack a few things and be back in a couple of minutes.”

      “No problem,” I told her, approximately thirty minutes ago. Before she left, she set down a huge salad bowl and told me she had some Italian bread she would cut when she came back downstairs.

      Finally, I heard her footsteps coming up behind me. “How is everything going down here? Can I give you a hand?”

      “I’m just about done.” Scooping the avocado I had just finished cutting onto the top of the salad, I smiled. “It looks delicious. Do you want me to cut that bread you mentioned while I’m at it?”

      She retrieved three brown paper bags and slid bread out of each. “You’ve done quite enough, thank you, dear. How about just keeping me company for now?”

      “Sounds good.” I couldn’t help liking Linda. She was sweet and kind, so easygoing and talkative. She was striking too, with her mop of pitch black hair and piercing blue eyes. Just like her sons.

      The clothes she wore made her seem free spirited. Unlike the uptight, corporate type I would’ve imagined Wayne McAllen going for, now that she’d ditched the black she wore in the hospital at first, she had an almost bohemian style. The furthest thing away from corporate garb, she wore a loose and flowing flowery skirt with a turquoise wrap around shirt.

      On one of our first dates, Blake took me to a hole-in-the-wall taco place. It was right by the hotel where I worked and I’d never even known it was there. He told me then that his mom had found it once while she was out on a walk around the hotel.

      At the time, I couldn’t quite picture a billionaire’s wife simply strolling the streets and stumbling across an unnamed taco place. But having met Linda, now I understood it completely.

      The sound of a knife slicing through a crunchy crust filled the kitchen, followed by the smell of fresh bread. I breathed in deeply.

      Linda noticed, her eyes warming with a friendly smile. “A girl who appreciates the smell of bread instead of shying away from it is a girl I can get to know.”

      “That’s good to know. A woman who discovers the most amazing hidden taco places is a woman I definitely want to get to know.”

      Her expression softened with fond recognition. “Ah, in Palo Alto. I remember it well. I still go there when I’m in the area. It’s not as often as I would’ve liked, unfortunately.”

      “Blake said it looks exactly the same as it did when you first took him there.”

      She blinked in surprise. “He remembered the place well enough to take you there? When you mentioned it now I thought he’d simply told you about it.”

      “No, he remembered it well,” I told her. “I think it has some significance to him.”

      Lowering her gaze, a flush came to her cheeks. Almost as if she was embarrassed. “It was one of the last places I took him before, well, you know.”

      Oh wow. I hadn’t been expecting her to go there. “He mentioned he was young when you went.”

      “You must think I’m a terrible mother for leaving them like that.” She said it so softly I could barely hear the words.

      How was I supposed to respond to that? I chewed over my reply, not wanting to sound callous. “I think it must have been very hard for you. That can’t have been an easy decision to make or to live with.”

      “It wasn’t.” She winced as though a sharp pain had shot through her, then started arranging the slices of bread around a plate. “It was the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make as a mother, and let me tell you, there are plenty of tough decisions moms have to make.”

      “I can only imagine.” Motherhood wasn’t easy. It was already taking a toll on my body and I wasn’t even in my second trimester of pregnancy yet. People said you became a mom the minute you found out you were pregnant, and I was starting to understand that.

      Slowly but surely, my perception of the world and the people who lived in it was already changing. When Blake first told me about his mom, I thought what she did was terrible. I never thought I would be able to see her side of things.

      Having met her and trying to imagine giving up my own baby, even if it wasn’t here yet, I realized how excruciating the decision must have been for her. Walking away already seemed impossible to me.

      “You’ll see one day when you have children of your own. You only want what’s best for them. It doesn’t matter what it costs you, not just in money but in everything, you want to be able to give it to them.”

      “Hmm,” I agreed vaguely. It felt like I was lying to her by not telling her I was pregnant, but it wasn’t my place to have that conversation with her.

      Cluing her in would also mean that Blake’s father would find out, or I would put her in the position to have to lie to her husband. Given how new their rekindled romance was, it wouldn’t be right to ask her to lie.

      Blake had made it clear he didn’t think it was the right time for his father to find out. I agreed with him. Having a son threatening to take you to court and finding out about it on the day you got discharged from the hospital was bad enough.

      Learning the son you were signing your company over to had knocked up his girlfriend would be a lot on any day, but finding out on the very same day as the rest of it would be too much and could threaten his health.

      What Blake and I had together was much more than just the baby. Our relationship, however, was still new and I doubted his father was prepared for this news. I knew he liked me and he respected my work, but that didn’t mean he was ready to find out I was carrying his grandchild.

      I didn’t want to be responsible for the man having a heart attack on the heels of a massive stroke.

      No.

      There was plenty of time to tell both of them about the baby. Blake and I had to figure out a few things by ourselves first. His father needed time to come to terms with the new reality that he had a lot of recovering left to do before he could go back to work, not to mention signing the company over to Blake officially and dealing with this mess with Danny.

      Timing was everything, my mother used to say. Telling them today wouldn’t be great timing. Despite the shock both Blake and I had experienced by finding out I was pregnant, I wanted the baby to come into a world where it was loved and accepted. It wouldn’t happen that way if we messed things up now.

      Perhaps this was one of those tough decision I was going to have to make and live with as a mother, choosing when to share the news with our families and friends. It wasn’t a drop in the bucket of difficult decisions in the greater scheme of things, but it was the first decision I would have to make in the interest of our little one.

      Linda caught my eye, motioning to the salad bowl. “You bring that to the table, I’ll bring the bread and some dressings. Tell me dear, speaking of difficult decisions mothers have to make, have you and Blake spoken about children?”

      I nearly dropped the salad bowl. Crap. I really didn’t want to have to tell an outright lie. “We’ve spoken about children a little recently.”

      Linda beamed at me. “That’s wonderful news. I know I haven’t been around to be there for him, but like I said, a mom always wants what’s best for her children. I used to lie awake at night wondering if they would end up with the right women. The kind of women who would make them the men they need to be.”

      I smiled. “Not knowing who they were dating when you were lying awake must have driven you crazy.”

      She rolled her eyes and winked. “That’s exactly why I was awake. I was always so afraid they were with girls who wouldn’t see them for who they really were. There are a lot of gold-digging women out there and men like them are perfect targets.”

      “That’s very true.” Blake and Danny were both good looking, stinking rich and Blake, at least, was also a great guy.

      Linda nodded as she put the bread down on the table. “You’re not like that though. I can tell. You’re good for him, you’re helping him become the man he needs to be.”

      I felt myself turning as red as the tomatoes in the salad I was carrying. “He makes me the woman I need to be.”

      Blake and his father chose that moment to come out of the study, cutting short the conversation I was having with Linda. Blake looked at the table, then took my hand. “We should probably go and let my parents get to their lunch.”

      “Nonsense,” Linda said. “Eat with us, then you can leave.”

      Blake agreed reluctantly. I took his hand in a quiet show of support. This was going to be difficult for him, but we would face it together. Just like I hoped we would be facing all our challenges from now on.
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      I woke up with Aston lying in my arms. I was on my side, lying with my arm draped over her stomach as she slept peacefully on her back. She was the best sight to wake up to.

      Her auburn air was spread out to the side of the pillow, dark strands contrasting sharply with the stark white bedding. Her long lashes curled up towards the roof as her chest rose and fell with deep breaths. Deciding not to risk waking her from her sound sleep, I burrowed into the bed and just watched her as I finally let my mind drift to the realities we were facing.

      It was still early. The sun was only just beginning to rise. The room was lit with soft early morning sunlight, almost like an orange glow.

      In a few short months, these peaceful mornings with her would most likely be a remnant of the past. By all accounts, mornings with babies around were not peaceful.

      My hand ventured to her lower abdomen, the spot where my baby was growing. Though I knew it was still too early to feel anything, I let my hand rest there on top of the little bean. I wondered when I could expect to feel him or her move.

      It was still difficult to wrap my head around the fact that my baby was living in there for the time being, but it was good to know that it was protected inside her right now.

      Once the little one was born, it would become my job to do the protecting, and I would do it fiercely and with everything I had. The prospect was daunting, but I was up for the task.

      I tried to imagine my life, our lives, with a little person in it. But I couldn’t. How exactly it was going to work evaded me. My life was not child friendly and nine months was a short time to rearrange a lifetime spent setting things up this way.

      It wasn’t about me anymore, though. It was about us now, all three of us. While I understood that fact, it was still difficult to truly believe it. It was all still surreal.

      I had to do something to make it feel more real, then I had to start working on a solid plan for the future. A way for me to run the company while being there for Aston and my child.

      When I was growing up, I didn’t understand why my mother had left us. It seemed natural to assign all the blame to her. From the little time I’d spent with her recently, I was starting to realize that some of the blame didn’t belong at her feet, but at my father’s.

      While he had been there for us as much as he could after she left, he certainly hadn’t been there for any of us before that. I didn’t want to repeat his mistakes.

      The company was older and more established now, but it still demanded a lot of attention. Perhaps not more so than when I was young, but not much less either. It was going to be a struggle to be there for Aston and the baby while at the same time making sure I didn’t run my dad’s company and legacy into the ground.

      I was determined to do it, though. To the very best of my ability. Both Aston and the company deserved my full attention, but I was going to have to find a way to split it between both in such a way that neither was neglected.

      Aston started stirring beside me, her nose crinkling in the cutest way before her eyes fluttered open. She snuggled into my side, smiling sleepily as she looked up at me. “Good morning.”

      I pressed a kiss to her forehead and one to the tip of her nose. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Well enough,” she sighed. Bringing her head up to rest on my shoulder, she nuzzled my neck. “I’m trying to take advantage of every full night of sleep I can get now. Apparently, I’ll start waking up to go to the bathroom every few hours within the next few months.”

      “And then we’ll be waking up every few hours for a newborn,” I mused. “I guess I’d better stock up on sleep for as long as I can then, too.”

      Aston’s eyes slid down to where my hand was still resting on her stomach. They widened in surprise before her expression became playful. “It won’t be kicking for at least the next four months or so, but maybe if you feel hard enough you can try to feel it growing.”

      “I was just trying to encourage it to grow well,” I grinned. “It’s important for the baby to know that dear old Dad is rooting for it on the outside.”

      “Oh, of course. I’ve heard that.” Aston teased, giggling. “It’s crucial for the baby’s development.”

      Curving my hand over her side, I dug my fingers gently into the flesh and tickled her as I brought my mouth to her jaw to nip her lightly. “That’s enough of that, sassy. Feeling my encouragement might not be crucial to its development, but proper nutrition for you is. Out of bed, come on! Let’s go get my baby some breakfast.”

      “That’s an order I can abide by,” she said, swatting my hand away from her side and rolling to the edge of the bed. “I’ll shower first.”

      I scooted off the bed, tapping her firm ass covered only by a pair of skimpy pajama shorts as she walked by me. “No deal. We’ll shower together.”

      Turning around to face me, she planted her hand on her hip and lifted an eyebrow. “Will we now?”

      “Indeed we will.” I strode over to her, wrapping my arms around her waist and tugging her to my chest. I didn’t give a shit about morning breath, lowering my mouth to claim hers in a deep kiss.

      Aston moaned softly, a noise that never failed to get me going. Dropping my hands to her thighs, I lifted her against my stomach. She didn’t hesitate to loop her legs around my hips and hook her ankles together behind my ass.

      We had a clear path to the bathroom. I knew this suite like the back of my hand, so it was no problem to navigate our way as I walked us into the bathroom without breaking the kiss.

      Aston was so soft in my arms. She felt so damn good. Clinging to me, she twisted her fingers into my hair and tugged at the strands. It was a move I was a sucker for and she knew it.

      I groaned deeply, devouring her mouth with renewed vigor. When I finally set her down on the counter, her cheeks were flushed and she was breathing deeply. “Okay, you’ve convinced me. You can shower with me.”"

      “Gee,” I said with a grin, giving her a nip on the collarbone. “Thanks.”

      Aston laughed and hopped off the counter, turning her back to me as she pulled off her tank top and shimmied out of the shorts. Giving me a coy look over her shoulder, she crooked her finger at me and walked into the shower.

      A second later, I heard the water starting to run and her lacy panties were flung over the top metal rail of the stone and glass enclosure. If there ever was an unspoken invitation I was going to accept, this was the one.

      Shoving my black drawstring pants past my semi-hard cock and down to the floor, I walked into the shower to join her. Steam was already pouring out of the large square shower when I opened the door.

      Aston was standing with her head tilted back under the stream of water pouring down on her from the octagonal showerhead above. The way she was standing thrust her breasts forward alluringly. Enticed by the hardened nubs, I bent my head down and sucked one into my mouth.

      She gasped, pushing her chest deeper into me. “Blake.”

      “Hmm?” I swirled my tongue around the peak, groaning as my hands roamed down her slick sides.

      “I thought you wanted to go to breakfast,” she whispered, barely audible over the water running over us and onto the stone floor.

      “Later.” I told her, kissing my way up her chest to her mouth. There was no more talking as I sealed my lips to hers, savoring the way she stepped closer to me. Her stomach pressed up against my erection, causing it to twitch and throb.

      When we finally stepped out of the shower, sated and flushed, Aston grinned. “This is why we each should’ve showered alone. It’s much faster.”

      “Fuck that.” I handed her a towel before grabbing one for myself, lifting it to my head to dry off my hair. “It was worth it. Wasn’t it? Nothing like building up an appetite before heading down to breakfast.”

      “I guess we’ll get better value for our money now. I feel like I could eat the entire buffet.” She winked at me, knotting the towel between her breasts before reaching for another one for her hair.

      We fell into an easy rhythm together, moving by each other like it was a choreographed dance we’d rehearsed for years as we each did our own thing. Once our teeth were brushed and we were dressed and ready, we headed to breakfast.

      “I’m never going to get over this spread,” Aston said with a sigh, picking up a plate and selecting various fruits before drizzling it with yogurt.

      I cocked my head, scratching my chin before following her lead. “Maybe you don’t have to. We could always move into one of the suites if you wanted to.”

      She lowered her voice, raising both eyebrows disbelievingly. “Raise the baby in a hotel?”

      Rocking my head from side to side, I reconsidered. “Okay, fair point. I’ll keep working on it.”

      “You do that,” she smiled, turning to find a seat at one of the nearby tables. The dining room was full, but not packed. Aston kept her voice low as she continued once I took my seat. “You know, the baby and I could always stay at my apartment and you could come and go when you could.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “I don’t mean no to your apartment, I know you love it there. No to me coming and going. There’s going to be a lot of traveling in my future, but I’m hoping to get most of it done before the baby is born. Even if I have to keep traveling often for a while after it’s born, I won’t be a temporary figure.”

      “I know,” she smiled, leaning over to take my hand across the table. “You’re going to be an amazing father. I know you’ll be there as much as you can.”

      I laced her fingers with mine and squeezed. “That’s more like it.”

      “Speaking of all the traveling you have to do, what’s on your agenda for tomorrow? Being Monday and all, I’m sure you have to get back to work.”

      “I do.” Sometime this coming week, I would have to go to New York. My stomach clenched at the thought of leaving Aston and the baby alone. I wondered how long it would be before I would be able to leave her without feeling sick about it. “But before I have to get back to it, we should go to the doctor. I’ll call early and make an appointment for us. I want to be there for that before I even think about doing anything else. All the other stuff can wait.”

      “Okay.” Excitement lit her eyes, shining like a beacon. “That sounds great. I can’t wait to see this little bean for the first time.”

      Strangely, I felt the same way. For the first time, I could feel my own excitement mounting for what tomorrow would bring.
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      “Mommy! Look at that.” An excited toddler pointed to a picture of a newborn baby printed on a canvas in the doctor’s waiting room. “It’s a baby. Is that my little sister?”

      The mom smiled, ruffling his light blonde hair as she shook her head and pointed to her protruding belly. “No honey. Your sister is still inside Mommy’s tummy, do you remember? You saw her picture last week on the doctor’s machine.”

      His little face crumpled in thought. “How did she get into Mommy’s tummy again? I want to draw a picture for her. Can I draw Mommy? Now?”

      The women reached into a gigantic diaper bag open on the floor. With what looked like great effort, she managed to reach a coloring book and some crayons. Plopping down on the floor, the boy kept chatting as he took the book and the crayons from her and proceeded to scribble all over the page.

      Blake and I exchanged a glance. We were waiting for our appointment along with three other women, two of whom had very active toddlers with them. All of the women had to be much further along in their pregnancies than I was, since they all had large bellies and looked significantly more uncomfortable than I was feeling.

      The walls were lined with pictures of babies, diagrams of what would happen at each appointment, and a number of posters advertising everything from prenatal testing and cord blood saving services to maternity clothing and first aid courses.

      Nervousness made it hard for me to sit still. The moms, the kids, and the pictures on the wall were making things feel all too real. In a few short months, my belly would be as big as theirs and after that, I would have to come for the postnatal check-ups outlined on the diagrams, and with our baby in tow.

      Or would Blake look after the baby while I came for the visits alone? Maybe we would have a nanny to help out when I couldn’t be there. My head spun with all the things we had to consider and make decisions about.

      “Ms. Brier?” A plump nurse called my name, drawing me out of my thoughts. Her eyes searched the room until they met mine. With a soft smile, she said, “If you would follow me please. The doctor will see you next.”

      A heavily pregnant woman waddled out from the hallway behind the nurse, patting her belly as she passed her and walked to the receptionist. “I’ll see you next week, Rhonda. Have a good one.”

      The nurse gave her belly a pointed look. “We might be seeing you before the end of the week.”

      “I wish.” The woman laughed. “It’s about time for this little madam to make her appearance.”

      “She does seem to be rather comfortable in there.” The nurse sympathized, then turned her attention back to me. “Ms. Brier?”

      Blake and I stood up just as the nurse turned to show us down the hall off the waiting area. “You and your husband can follow me. We’ll just take you in here first. We need to weigh you and check your blood pressure. Your husband can wait across the hall in the exam room. We won’t be a minute.”

      Firmly avoiding Blake’s eyes, I awkwardly tried to correct the nurse. “Oh, he’s not my husband. He is—uh—”

      The nurse waved a hand, then pressed it to her chest. “No need to explain. I apologize for assuming. Things get so busy around here I sometimes don’t stop to think before I talk.”

      She flashed me an apologetic smile then pointed Blake to the exam room and led me into a room with a chair, blood pressure monitor, computer and a couple of other gadgets. “You can hop on the scale first. We need your weight as a baseline to use from now on and then we’ll need to make sure your blood pressure is holding up.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured, though I had no idea why I was thanking her for wanting to weigh me. Thankfully, I wasn’t the kind of girl who freaked out about scales.

      We went through the motions, the nurse carefully taking note of things as we went along. When we were done, she smiled and led me to the exam room where Blake was waiting.

      Concern clouded his eyes. He watched as the nurse got me settled on the bed, tucked paper towels into the waistband of my jeans and lifted my shirt. Butterflies zoomed around my stomach as I glanced at the ultrasound machine next to the bed.

      In a matter of minutes, we would be seeing an image of our baby for the first time. It was kind of weird to think the little wand thing sitting innocently in its cradle next to the machine was capable of seeing right into my uterus and showing me what was growing there.

      When the nurse left, Blake came to stand next to the bed. “You okay?”

      “So far, so good.” I tried to give him a reassuring smile, but it was hard to hide the nerves. “How are you feeling?”

      Grinning, he ran his hands through his hair before he lowered them to grab my hand. “I can’t lie to you, I’m bit nervous.”

      “Thank God.” I squeezed his hand, pressing his slightly sweaty palm to my own. “It’s good to know I’m not the only one freaking out a little inside.”

      “Definitely not,” he agreed. Eyes darting around the room until they finally came to rest on mine, he managed a grin. “I wouldn’t have been able to do this with anyone else. Being here is a little intimidating, isn’t it?”

      “Very.” The atmosphere was fine, friendly and warm even. But it was nerve racking not knowing what to expect next, yet knowing what we were about to see was going to cement the change coming into our lives.

      I looked up at Blake, taking in the stubble peppering his jawline and how his blue eyes met mine under slanting long lashes as he gazed down at me. In that moment, I knew I wouldn’t have wanted to be doing this with anyone else, either. “You’re the only person I want to be doing this with, too.”

      He winked, breaking some of the tension in the room. “Good, cause you’re stuck doing it with me.”

      “Darn,” I joked, clicking my fingers. Just as I was about to try what probably would’ve been a lame attempt at a joke, the door opened.

      A middle aged, greying man walked into the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click. He glanced down at the tablet he was carrying. “Aston Brier, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Doctor Evans.”

      He walked over to the side of the bed and smiled first at me, then at Blake who extended his hand to the doctor. “Blake McAllen.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too, Blake.” I liked how he immediately started using our first names. The interaction between that woman and the nurse out in the waiting room, as well as the way she had treated me during the preliminary tests, I got the distinct feeling that these people became like your family during the pregnancy.

      The ease with which the doctor was treating us was adding to that feeling. “Right, let’s get started. I have the results for the blood test you had earlier this morning. You’re definitely pregnant. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks,” I blushed. Blake’s grip on my hand tightened.

      The doctor started gently pushing on my abdomen, fixing me with a friendly smile. “How have you been feeling?”

      I thought back over the last few days. “I’ve been tired and a little nauseous. My breasts are tender and I seem to have developed a tendency to become emotional over silly things.”

      Doctor Evans gave me a good-natured smile. “That’s all completely normal. You’re going to become tired of hearing it, but most things are normal so long as they come in waves and aren’t crippling.”

      “So, I’m just going to have to buck up and bear it, huh?” I grinned nervously.

      He lifted his hand and tilted it from side to side. “There are some things you can do to mitigate the symptoms, but I’m afraid for as long as there is something inside you that needs your energy and nutrients in order to grow and is doing a number on your hormones, the symptoms are going to remain present to some extent.”

      “What can we do to ease the symptoms?” Blake asked, his voice a touch more gravelly than I was used to. It was clear he was worried about me. I hadn’t wanted to make a big deal about how I was feeling, so I didn’t say too much to him about it before now.

      The doctor pressed the corners of his mouth in, shaking his head. “I’m afraid there’s not much you can do, Dad.”

      Blake paled a little at being called Dad, but nodded dutifully as the doctor continued. “Your job is to make Mom’s life as easy as possible and to understand the mood swings and the occasional emotional outbursts.”

      “I can do that,” he said, sounding more confident than he looked. “Anything else?”

      “Lots of support. Your role for now is a supportive one while Mom here is spending her time and effort growing the baby.”

      With another smile at Blake, he cast his eyes to mine. “You, young lady, need to remember to give yourself a break if you need it. Most of what ails you during pregnancy can be eased with a nap, staying hydrated and eating small, healthy meals as often as you need to.”

      “That doesn’t sound too bad.” If only I could nap and eat while Blake saw to everything else, that would’ve been wonderful. But it also wasn’t me. I had the hotel to look after and with all the changes Blake was going through, I had to be there to support him too. “What can I do if I can’t nap and need to keep going?”

      The doctor didn’t seem at all surprised by my question. “It’s best to slow down if you need to. If you can’t take a nap, just take a break. Have a glass of water and take a minute to get off your feet and recharge. Sometimes it will be enough, other times it won’t. The symptoms you mentioned should start easing up naturally after the first trimester.”

      “It gets easier?” I thought I was going to be stuck feeling like this until the baby finally came. Hopeful that the doctor would have good news for me, I waited for his answer.

      Unfortunately, he shook his head sympathetically. “Well, I said these symptoms would ease up, but others will take their place soon enough. Generally speaking though, the second trimester is much easier than the first or the third. You’ll start getting your energy back, the nausea should subside and you won’t be starting to feel too big and uncomfortable yet.”

      “At least I have that to look forward to.” Not feeling slightly sick almost all the time would be a welcome return to normality.

      Doctor Evans grinned, giving my belly a pointed look. “You have that and a baby at the end to look forward to. Should we take a look at what’s going on inside there? Get your first look at your own, personal little miracle?”

      I nodded enthusiastically, more than ready to be done with the talking and get the show on the road. “Please.”

      “All right.” He reached for a bottle with clear gel in it and squeezed a generous amount onto my exposed abdomen. When he set the bottle down, he fiddled with the ultrasound machine until a black and white image with some numbers and my name appeared on it. “Today, we’ll be looking for a heartbeat and I should be able to give you an estimate of how far along you are. Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” My breath caught as he took the wand out of its cradle and brought it to my stomach. Within seconds, a grainy image appeared on the screen.

      Blake and I both stared at it, enthralled by the image the doctor pulled up. He pointed at a tiny blinking speck on the screen with his free hand, holding the wand still on that spot with the other. “Well, well. Congratulations Mom and Dad, that right there? That is your baby’s heartbeat.”

      Blood rushed to my ears as I blinked at the white flashing blip he was pointing at. Tears filled my eyes. The world around me faded away. The only thing I was aware of outside of that tiny blip was the squeeze Blake’s hand gave mine. That was our baby we were looking at.
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      On the way to my father’s house to meet with our lawyer after the doctor appointment, my heart kept racing. “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

      It had to be the tenth time I’d said it, or some variation, within as many minutes, but I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t get over it.

      As soon as the doctor pointed at that grainy, weirdly shaped blob with the flashing light that was the heartbeat, everything changed. I had expected it probably would, but I hadn't known how.

      It was like someone had finally given me glasses when I hadn’t even realized I couldn’t see properly before. In a heartbeat—a literal, actual heartbeat—my view of just about everything I knew and believed in had been altered.

      When I looked at the pregnant woman and their children in the waiting room before we went into the exam room, I saw red, swollen women I felt sorry for. The incessant chattering of their toddlers had annoyed me, and a part of me wanted nothing more than to bolt with Aston in tow.

      Walking out, however, those same women no longer looked red and swollen, but glowing, as they carried the babies they would be meeting so much sooner than we would be meeting ours. The annoying toddlers were suddenly kids, sweet little people I wanted to stop and have a chat with.

      Our rental car, a sporty red two-door that many men would give their left testicle to drive even once, now seemed small and impractical. It wouldn’t be able to hold a car seat and as such, would be off of my list going forward.

      The family sized homes we drove past on the way to my dad’s no longer seemed unnecessarily big, or like the bricks they were made of were there to anchor their poor owners to one place for the rest of their lives. When I used to see houses that was all I saw. Bricks, designed to weigh me down to make sure I always had to return.

      Driving to Dad’s now though, I couldn’t help the jealousy coursing through me, that all these people had a home to go to where they would have been able to sit down after a trip to the doctor like ours, and immediately start planning a nursery. It was irrational to feel jealous about it, but I still found myself wishing we were on our way back to a place we both called home.

      She smiled as we took the final turn to my dad’s house. “It really was pretty incredible, wasn’t it? Can you believe we’re having a baby together?”

      “Yes,” I said honestly. The last hour had made me realize I wasn’t only ready to have a family with Aston, I really wanted one. “This is only the first one. Let’s hope there are plenty more where that came from.”

      Aston’s gaze darted to mine, her eyes wide and surprised. “Plenty? Are you serious?”

      “Absolutely.” Whatever it was inside me that had clicked into place and made me see the world differently, it also made me realize how much I loved Aston. I wanted it all with her, and only her. A dozen or so kids, a house, and even a couple of dogs, some sort of retrievers, maybe.

      Fuck, I’d even throw in a white picket fence if that was what she wanted. It would definitely have to be reinforced by proper fences or walls to keep my brood safe when I was on the road, but we could cross that bridge when we got there.

      Outside my father’s gate didn’t feel like the right time or place to tell her any of that, though. I rang the doorbell instead and was quickly buzzed inside.

      The lawyer and my father were already waiting when I walked into Dad’s study, leaving Aston with Mom again. She seemed happy about it and my mom gushed over how good Aston looked. Telling her the news was on the tip of my tongue since she’d clearly picked up on some kind of vibe between us, but I wanted to tell her and Dad together. Preferably without a lawyer present.

      “Blake,” Dad said. There was no welcoming hug this time. He was all business, dressed in a sharp suit. It didn’t look like he’d spent so much as an hour in the hospital, never mind more than a month. He gestured to one of the wingback leather chairs and took a seat beside the lawyer in another. “Thank you for coming. David will take you through everything you need to sign.”

      David was Dad’s longtime friend and lawyer. I’d known him since I was about seven. It was still weird to be the one talking business with him now, even though I’d been doing it for years. He took a manila envelope out of a gleaming black briefcase and handed it to me.

      “It’s good to see you, Blake. I don’t have a lot of time this morning, so I’m going to explain what’s going on and what you have to sign. When I’m done, I’ll need to head back to the office.”

      I nodded. David never had time to dawdle. I gave him credit for it, though. Many lawyers wasted time simply to increase their billable hours. David never did. I attributed it to the fact that he didn’t need an increase to his billable hours, because he probably already billed every hour of every day legitimately.

      “Your dad explained the situation with Danny to me. The documents in that envelope are what you’ll both need to sign to transfer full custodianship of the company to you. It will kick start the transition of power from your father to you.”

      “Okay.” It didn’t surprise me that David already had all the facts and had the paperwork ready to go. “How long will the transfer take?”

      “Legally,” David said, “as soon as both you and your father have signed those documents, you are in control.”

      “Wow.” That was fast. This was really happening. “Good. Dad needs to stop worrying about this so he can focus on his recovery.”

      “I agree,” David nodded. “Full control of the company will rest with you, though your father remains as part of the board of directors. All of your duties and responsibilities are outlined in the memo I included in the envelope. Read through it, let me know if you have any questions.”

      “David’s firm is on retainer any time you need them,” Dad added. “Their advice has been invaluable to me. I hope you’ll find them helpful, too. You can contact them about anything. They know things even I don’t.”

      David chuckled, snapping his briefcase shut and rising from his chair. “That’s about the size of it, gents.”

      “That’s all you came here to say?” I asked, incredulously. It was a super short meeting considering the enormity of the consequences.

      He nodded, and replied. “Short and sweet. The legalities are all in place, all we need to finalize everything is one signature from each of you.”

      “One signature and my company will no longer be under my control,” Dad commented. He didn’t seem at all sad about it. “It will be in the best hands possible outside of my own. You’re going to do great things there, Blake.”

      “No doubt,” David said, reaching out to shake my dad’s hand before extending his hand to shake mine as well. “Good luck, Blake. My personal telephone number is on there as well. Feel free to call me anytime, no matter what time of the day or night it might be.”

      “I appreciate that, thank you. Believe me, I won’t hesitate to call if I need to, but hopefully not in the middle of the night.”

      As promised, the lawyer left immediately after the meeting. He told Dad to take his time working through the contracts with me and that he would send someone over to pick them up once we had them signed.

      When he was gone, I walked over to Dad’s desk and picked up a heavy letter opener. It had an engraved wooden handle and fancy designs on the blade. “I remember when Danny and I got you this. It was for your birthday when I was fifteen.”

      Dad grinned fondly. “Much simpler times. The two of you were worried something would happen to me if I kept opening letters by hand because I’d nicked my finger earlier that week.”

      “It was a serious concern.” I was again reminded about how Dad and I had always taken care of each other. Danny had laughed about my idea to get him a letter opener for his birthday at first. Until I had convinced him it was a worthy gift because anything that could cause Dad pain or hurt him in any way was to be avoided.

      Now he was entrusting me with what was most important to him. I would have to take extra good care of it now, and of him. Better than ever before.

      “You two boys meant everything to me then,” Dad reminisced. “Your mother was gone, but you two were still here. I made a mistake not being the father to you I should have been. I built the company from nothing, but it took too much of my time.”

      I shook my head. “You were the best father you could be.”

      “But still, not the father I should have been,” he insisted. “I definitely wasn’t the husband I should have been.”

      “She’s back now,” I reminded him when I saw that pained look I knew so well creeping into his eyes.

      He nodded sadly. “How much time we’ve both wasted, though. You’ve got a good woman with you now, Blake. If I sign these papers, the last thing I want is for you to go down the same road I did.”

      “I won’t,” I assured him firmly, believing it more than I ever had. “I’ve learned from you, Dad. I’ve seen how it tore you up to lose Mom, no matter what you gained with the company.”

      Dad reached for the silver cased fountain pen he always carried in his pocket, unfolding the documents I handed him. “I hope I’m not dooming you to the same purgatory I was in by doing this.”

      “You’re not,” I told him. I’d never been more certain of anything, than I was that I would be there for Aston and the baby, despite the pressures of running the company.

      He touched the pen to the paper. I heard him scribble his signature, then he handed it back to me. “Good luck, son. Always remember that I’m right here if you need me. My recovery is going well, I’m not some fragile old man turning himself out to pasture.”

      Giving me a crooked grin, he heaved himself out of the chair. “Take some time and look those over. I’ll go have some lemonade with the women. We’ll be out on the deck.”

      The young man David sent to pick up the papers arrived just as Aston and I were leaving, later that afternoon. It had been a big day for me. The responsibility of it all had settled around my shoulders.

      Instead of feeling like a burden though, it enveloped me and fit as snugly as a comfortable old sweater. It felt like it should have been there all along.

      Aston and I arrived at the hotel after grabbing dinner at one of the restaurants on the beach near Dad’s house. She didn’t look any worse for wear after our long, life-changing day. Upbeat as ever, she smiled as we entered the suite. “Home, suite home. See what I did there?”

      “Nothing, huh?” Walking backwards, she started unbuttoning her jeans. “You know, I’ve never been with a hotel chain czar before.”

      Coming up to the suite, I had been beat after the day we’d had. When Aston kicked off her jeans and stood in front of me wearing only sheer white panties and a pale pink cardigan, my exhaustion fled at the speed of light.

      My eyes narrowed on hers as I unbuttoned my shirt while moving toward her. “Really? Never? I think it’s time we changed that.”
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      Blake did a double take and froze as he watched me shimmy out of my jeans. It was a risk to try and seduce him after the day we had, but I needed to feel that connection to him. I thought he was on the same page as I was after today, that we were in this for the long haul together.

      To be sure, I needed the physical connection along with the emotional one. I would be able to tell whether or not he felt the same.

      Blake’s eyes zeroed in on mine. Shit, as sensitive as I was, I was pretty sure he would be able to make me come with nothing but a look. That look, in particular, was likely to make me combust spontaneously.

      A tingle of pleasure shot through me as his eyes widened and his pupils dilated. I loved that I still affected him the way I did, and hoped it wouldn’t change once I started showing.

      Never in my wildest dreams would I have expected that the sexiest, most beautiful man I had ever laid eyes on would look at me the way he did. Especially not such a short time after I dropped the bomb of a lifetime on him.

      My entire body was humming as he kept his eyes locked on mine and stalked me with a powerful grace, like he was a panther and I was the prey. Or in this case, some kind of prize.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” he asked, with a quiet growl against my mouth.

      I felt my head bouncing up and down instantly, my body reacting before my brain had a chance to catch up. Blake set me on fire when he was like this.

      He wrapped his strong arms around me and kissed me like he meant it without another word. Words weren’t necessary between us at times like this.

      Heat spread through me as his kiss lit my nerve endings, causing them to spark and come alive. It was always like this with Blake. He did things to me I couldn’t logically explain.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pushed my chest against his. My fingers threaded into his hair. Taking it as his cue, he grabbed my ass and lifted me against him. I loved it when he did that, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to make me feel as light as a feather much longer.

      My hands trailed down his sculpted back, and suddenly I was on mine. I sank into the mattress with his divine weight pressing into me. Nibbling at my collarbone before he pulled his shirt over his head, he threw it to the floor as his lips found mine.

      We were skin to skin as he crawled over me. It felt incredible. His hands slid to my thighs and he squeezed them with want.

      He licked the shell of my ear with the tip of his tongue before moving on, caressing all the sensitive spots on my neck, to my shoulder as he slid down my body, trailing kisses over my chest and on my bare stomach.

      My hips moved of their own accord. A soft moan escaped as they brushed his hard bulge. He groaned at the contact, kissed the underside of my breast, and then clamped his warm mouth over one puckered nipple.

      I gasped, craving more. I would never get used to that feeling. My fingers dug into his shoulders, then his hips. I needed to touch him, anything to anchor me as the intense sensations he was causing threatened to take over.

      The way he touched me was almost reverent, like he was worshiping me, adoring me. I tugged at his hair and he looked up at me as he flicked his tongue over my nipple.

      Crawling back up, he brought his lips to mine in a searing kiss until there was nothing else left in my mind, my world. There was only Blake. Only the fire burning in his eyes and his touch on my hot skin.

      Our legs tangled together. I twisted my legs and he rolled us over, giving in to my silent demand. Our kiss didn’t break until he felt my hands at his trousers.

      I slid down his body, relished the way his breathing became more ragged the further down I went. The hard plastic disk of his button slid easily through its hole, then I pulled down on the metal tab of his zipper. He lifted his hips helpfully, his eyes never leaving mine as first his trousers then his black boxer briefs hit the floor.

      I planted his hips between my knees, trailing my fingers over the hard lines of his chest, then his abs. He held onto my gaze, flexing his hands on my thighs as I twisted my fingers into the soft tuft of hair under his belly button.

      Finally, I moved further south to his erection. His eyes darkened stormily when I took hold of its base with one hand and stroked its length with the other.

      “Fuck, Aston.” He moaned as his fingers tightened on my thighs. I ran my fingers over the head of his cock and the muscles in his stomach tensed.

      I loved seeing him losing control underneath me, because of me. My hands moved over him again, eliciting another low groan. He was so damn hard, yet his skin was so soft. The juxtaposition fascinated me.

      When I looked up, his eyes were closed. The muscles in his throat were working and he was tense with restraint. A thrill shot through me to know I was causing him to look like that, it thundered through my body and settled as an ache in my core.

      He let me get in only a few more strokes before his eyes snapped open and he rolled us over so that my back was against the bed again. My hips strained against his.

      Friction. I needed friction. He drew away just enough to deny it.

      “Blake,” I pleaded.

      Suddenly, his palm was pressed to my sex. “Damn, you’re soaked.”

      His eyes fluttered closed just as his finger grazed my clit. I nearly lost it.

      Bucking my hips against his hand, I was rewarded when his fingers dipped into me. He worked his magic with his hands before moving them swiftly to my ass and tugging me against him.

      The move had his cock pressing right where I needed him to be. A shuddering moan escaped me.

      Blake brought one hand up to brush my hair behind my ears before tucking his fingers under my chin and holding steady so I would look into his eyes. “You are so fucking exquisite, Aston. I’m so lucky to have found you.”

      He rubbed his rock hard shaft through my silky wet center. “I’m yours, baby. I’m not going anywhere. When I have to travel, I’ll be missing you every minute of the day. Never doubt that I will always be coming back to you.”

      Each word was punctuated with the glide of his shaft through my seam. My thoughts were scattering from my mind as his head hit my clit over and over again. Already there was tension building deep inside me. “You’re too good at this. It’s not fair.”

      His hips kept moving relentlessly as he punctuated his words with kisses. “I need you to believe me.” Kiss. “When I tell you that no matter how busy I get.” Kiss. “I will always be there for you.” Kiss. “And I need you to promise me you’ll tell me when you feel I’m not there enough.”

      Claiming my mouth with possessive, hungry kisses, he pulled back and waited for my answer.

      “I believe you.” My breaths were coming fast and hard. I only hoped I would be doing the same thing soon. I could hardly remember what he asked me, but he was clearly waiting for more as he hovered above me.

      Oh, yes. “I’ll tell you. I promise I’ll tell you. I would never just up and leave when you got caught up in work. I promise.”

      Apparently satisfied with my answer, he gripped the back of my neck with one hand, looking deep into my eyes as he slid all the way into me. We both cried out before he sealed his mouth to mine again.

      Kissing me passionately, he began thrusting into me with deep strokes that hit exactly where I needed them. His muscles locked as he moved, never once losing his rhythm. Stroking me higher and higher, I felt the edge fast approaching.

      “Fuck, Aston. You’re so perfect. So fucking tight. It’s like you were made for me.” I rocked against him, meeting his thrusts as he reached down and pressed his thumb against my clit as his mouth and his body worked together to make me crazy for him.

      “Come for me, Aston.” His eyes were begging as he drew circles with his thumb, increasing the pressure until it was so perfect that I had no choice but to surrender. A flash of beautiful white light exploded behind my eyelids as my orgasm took hold.

      My fingers dug into his hips. I screamed his name, riding out waves of intense pleasure that kept crashing into me over and over again. When I was just resurfacing, I felt him tense above me and inside me. He let out a long, low groan and growled my name as he came. “Aston. Fuck. Yes. Fuck.”

      Blake and I panted as we separated, each falling to the bed without losing complete contact with the other. Our ankles were crossed and his arm was around my back, drawing me closer to his side so my head could rest on his chest.

      As he breathed in and out, my head rose and fell with him. He stroked my hair, his voice suddenly tired now that it was no longer thickened and rough with lust and desire. “Sleep well, Aston. I feel like I’m about to pass out any second now.”

      “Go ahead,” I whispered, drawing random patterns on his toned abdomen with my fingertip. “I’m not far behind you.”

      Taking my hand in his, he brought it up to his mouth to kiss my palm before his breathing evened out. As he predicted, he fell asleep almost immediately.

      Though my own eyes were heavy and my brain hazy with exhaustion and post-orgasmic bliss, I took a minute to reflect on our day. Nothing had really changed since we woke up this morning, but at the same time everything had.

      We woke up knowing I was pregnant and that he was going to take over the company, but now we knew for sure I was not only pregnant, but that the baby had a heartbeat and was growing well. It was also no longer hypothetical that Blake would take over the company, it was now official.

      The contracts were signed and according to a message Blake got over dinner, they had been filed and lodged. Blake was legally the head of one of the largest companies in the country, with expanding interests in several countries around the globe.

      Despite it all, I felt cherished and adored by him today. Like the baby and I really were at the center of all his plans. It warmed me and made me fall even harder for him; seeing this family oriented man striving to protect what was his, all while taking on the world.

      I knew without a doubt that I had fallen in love with him. Hard. Not because I was unexpectedly carrying his baby or because he was in charge of the company, but in spite of those things.

      Blake meant so much to me. All day I’d been wanting to tell him, but it was never the right time. Although I knew he was asleep now, I couldn’t help it. The words wanted to come out and I couldn’t hold them back any longer.

      In the darkness, I looked up at him and whispered, “I love you, Blake. I love you so much.”
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      Aston’s eyes were glued to the scenery as we drove to the company’s headquarters. She seemed so thrilled by everything. “The last time I was here, I was so nervous about surprising you that I couldn’t focus properly. It’s a beautiful city, Tampa.”

      “I never used to think so,” I told her, remembering how much I hated the place even just a few short months ago. “But it’s growing on me.”

      “Yeah?” She smiled, finally tearing her eyes away from the window long enough to look at me through her rose gold sunglasses. “What changed your mind?”

      I reached over and patted her leg. “You.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Me? How?”

      “Being anywhere with you makes it beautiful. It’s the way you look at things, it makes me really see them.” It sounded corny, but it was true. Blinders came off my eyes any time I was with her.

      Like now, I had driven these same streets a million times, but I’d never really seen any of the things she pointed out to me. The people lining up outside one food truck while others were empty, that the sidewalks were wide enough for a mom pushing a twin stroller without having to struggle, and even how the tops of the trees bent in the breeze to look like they were kissing the buildings in the distance behind them.

      “You see everything as if the world is this wonderful, magical place—even if we’re just on our way to work.”

      Aston pushed her sunglasses into her hair, squinting at the sudden brightness before focusing on me. “The world is a wonderful, magical place. Especially your world. It’s so big and filled with possibilities.”

      “I guess I just never saw it that way.” Maybe it was because my world was so big I never stopped to pay attention to the small things around me until Aston was there to make sure I took the time to do it. “Where you see possibilities, I see the inevitable.”

      “Perhaps.” She blew out a deep breath. “Or, maybe you just think it’s inevitable, but it’s really only one possibility out of many. For example, what are you planning to do today when you see your brother?”

      “I’m letting him go,” I said, without any hesitation. Dad might not want Danny out of the company completely, but I did. Keeping him around would cause nothing but trouble, and I had enough to deal with as it was. “Legally this time. He can’t argue. I have the paperwork in my briefcase to prove I have the authority.”

      “Letting him go is inevitable?” I didn’t need to look at her to know she didn’t agree with my point of view.

      Nodding, I pressed the corners of my mouth in. I hadn’t made the decision to fire Danny lightly. While I knew Aston wasn’t judging me for it and wouldn’t push me to give him another chance, I needed her to understand why I made the decision.

      She was only just starting to trust that I wasn’t the type to run away, that I wasn’t going to leave her or push her away because of the baby. The last thing I wanted was for her to think it was easy for me to let my family go, or that the prospect of no longer working alongside my brother didn’t hurt me.

      I didn’t want her to think I was callous or petty. She needed to know I wanted nothing more than to keep Danny around, I just couldn’t. He was too much of a threat to the company with the way he was acting at the moment. The agenda he was pushing so hard could damage the company beyond reparation.

      I wasn’t letting him go because it was easier for me to do that, I was doing it because Dad had entrusted his legacy to me and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let Danny tarnish it to make a name for himself.

      “Letting Danny go is inevitable. Whether it happens today, tomorrow or next month, he’s moving in a different direction than the company is. If he doesn’t get out before moving too far in the opposite direction, I’m afraid it’ll tear the company in half and I can’t allow that to happen on my watch.”

      “You’re sure the two of you are moving in such different directions that it will cause a tear?” She didn’t sound at all convinced. “Or is that just one possibility?”

      “Danny is stubborn,” I told her. I loved my brother, but the guy was a damn mule. “Once he’s got his mind made up, that’s it. If he keeps working on his own stuff from the inside, he’ll end up convincing enough people that’s he’s right, even when he’s not.”

      “And in doing so, tear the company apart?” She finished for me when I trailed off.

      I nodded. “The company needs to be on solid ground with a clear vision for the future—now more than ever. As soon as it becomes public knowledge that I’m in charge and Dad has stepping aside, confidence in the company will waver if it seems like Danny and I are battling it out over where to lead the company now.”

      “There needs to be a smooth transition of power.” She summarized succinctly, getting to the heart of the matter in one short sentence.

      “Exactly. I couldn’t have said it better myself.” It would never stop surprising me that she seemed to be able to voice my thoughts with such ease, and better than I could do myself. We made a perfect team. “You have a way of making my thoughts make sense, you know that?”

      “It’s because I’m a woman, we see things with more clarity than you men do. You just don’t usually realize it quite so fast.”

      I chuckled. “I’d have to give up every man card I have if I agreed with you on that point. Let’s just leave it that I’m glad you have such insight.”

      Giving me a playful salute, she leaned to the window and looked up at the McAllen Group corporate office building when I stopped at the red light right outside the parking garage. “I’ve dreamed of working here one day, and I’ve always wanted to come see it.”

      “I’m sorry you’re finally here, but under these circumstances. I wish I could give you a tour and end it with showing you your own office.” I had no doubt that it would come to that, not because Aston was with me, but because she was extraordinarily talented at her job. If anyone was going to be promoted from a branch to the headquarters, it would be Aston.

      Again, not because she was my girl. She was driven and capable, ambitious but grounded. With or without me, she was always going to achieve whatever she set her sights on. If that was the McAllen Group Headquarters, that was where she would have ended up.

      Aston sighed. “I wish that too, but maybe another day. For today, let’s get this business with your brother over with so you can finally start sleeping again.”

      I wasn’t surprised that she knew I’d been losing sleep over this. Of course she would know I’d been tossing and turning a lot the last couple of nights since she spent them next to me. I’d actually been worried she would think it was because of her and the baby, rather than my brother.

      It gave me a sense of calm that she was secure enough in our relationship now that she knew what it was about and didn’t assume the worst. “Do you want to come up with me, or should I get someone to give you a quick tour of the highlights?”

      “I’ll come up with you, but I’ll hang out somewhere while you’re talking to your brother. Just point me in the direction of a break room when we get up there. I’ll have some tea while you’re busy. I doubt your brother would appreciate an audience for this and I don’t want to meet him on a bad note.”

      I didn’t really give a shit what Danny would or wouldn’t appreciate at this point. For me, it was more about not putting her in an awkward and uncomfortable position. Danny wasn’t going to go quietly and I would hate for her to get caught in the crossfire.

      When we got to Danny’s receptionist outside his office, it turned out the whole thing was going to have to wait. I didn’t know Danny’s current receptionist, largely because he had a way of firing and changing them from within the secretarial pool on a whim.

      One perceived mistake and he would move on to the next. The current woman was homely looking and wore a jersey I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn she had knitted herself. She smiled at me from behind oversized glasses, revealing slightly crooked teeth.

      “Mr. McAllen, how can I be of assistance?” She spoke brightly and was quite pleasant.

      I motioned toward my brother’s closed door. “Is he in?”

      “No,” she shook her head. “I’m afraid he’s not. He won’t be back for the rest of the day. He’s overseeing some work in New York at the branch there. He’s scheduled to return in two days.”

      New York? I sighed inwardly. That was the last place he should’ve been, given what was going on there. I had no doubt he was partying it up with his friend, who just so happened to be the manager I had to go up there to fire.

      Fun times. Fuck.

      “Would you like to leave a message?” The receptionist continued, “He calls in a couple of times a day. I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      “That’s okay.” I turned to Aston. “I have to go up there anyway, looks like my trip has been fast tracked.”

      After saying goodbye to the receptionist, Aston and I made our way back to the elevator. The doors closed behind us, leaving us mercifully alone. Taking her hand, I pulled her against my side and looked down into her gorgeous green eyes. “I want you to come to New York with me, will you?”

      “Of course,” she agreed with a soft smile, leaning forward to press a kiss to my chest. Right on my heart. “If that’s where you want me, that is where I’m going.”

      My heart did a crazy clenching thing. Pressing my lips to hers for a quick kiss before we reached the lobby, I wondered if she knew I would always want her by my side wherever I went. I made a mental note to look up at which point in the pregnancy it would be unsafe for her to travel with me, just in case she agreed to coming with me wherever I had to go in the coming months.

      Back on the company jet later that afternoon, Aston buckled her safety belt. “It feels weird to know I’m going with you to New York to let your brother go when I’ve never even met him.”

      “I wish you could’ve met him before all this happened.” Back when Danny and I were starting out at the company, he would have been the first person I wanted to introduce her to. I never would have imagined a time would come when I was dreading having her meet him, and wondering how he was going to react when he realized I was dating one of our managers.

      It wasn’t going to be pretty, that was one thing I was sure of. It wouldn’t surprise me if he blamed her for my being adamant that Dustin was never going to be promoted. He would think I was blackballing the manager he wanted in the top spot, purely so I could give it to the girl I was seeing.

      Only he wouldn’t put it in quite such eloquent terms. I took Aston’s hand, wanting to prepare her for what might be coming. “Whatever he says when we get there, ignore it. It’s not about you, it’s because of me. He’s a good brother, but he makes terrible decisions. That’s why I have to let him go.”

      “You think he might fire some shots at me?” Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Why?”

      “You are the manager at a branch he wanted to downsize and I refused. He’s bound to think I fought for California because of you, and that this is my way of getting back at him. It won’t help that all this is about to go down in New York where he’s undoubtedly been making promises to his friend about that promotion he announced.”

      “Do you think his friend pushed him for that position?”

      I nodded. “His plan to announce a round of promotions came pretty much out of nowhere. When we started discussing it with Dad, Danny insisted that Dustin from the New York branch had to be the one to get the general manager spot.”

      Letting my head fall back onto the soft headrest as we started taking off, I turned to Aston. “Danny has great potential, if only he wasn’t being influenced by so many other people. I’m not sure when or how it happened, but he’s become vulnerable to manipulation. He lets people influence his way of thinking and he’s too damn stubborn to realize it.”

      Aston was quiet for a minute, contemplative as the jet lifted from the ground and climbed into the clear blue sky. “Maybe this is your chance to make Danny see his potential, to rid him of the outside influence and bring him back into the fold.”

      “Yeah,” I released a heavy breath. “It could’ve been, but I don’t think that’s going to happen with Dustin being there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          Aston

        

      

    

    
      “Wow,” I said, drawing an extra breath as I stepped off the plane and onto New York soil for the first time in my life. “Breathing even feels different here.”

      Blake laughed, slinging my bag over his shoulder and waving off the attendant who wanted to take it from him. “It’s the smog.”

      Swatting his shoulder, I giggled and gave him a look. “It is not. It’s the fact that this is New York. I mean, think about it, New York, Blake. People come here from all over the world, hoping to make their dreams come true.”

      “Says the girl from California,” he said, teasing lightly. Placing his hand at the small of my back, he made me feel all girly and protected as he guided me to the waiting town car. I could take care of myself and I definitely could’ve made my own way to the gleaming black vehicle, but I liked being treated this way by him. It made me feel cherished.

      As we slid onto the soft leather of the back seats, he gave me a pointed look. “People from all over the world stream to California to find fame and fortune. New York is no different. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “Stop being such a downer.” I rolled my eyes, but allowed my lips to creep up into a smile. “Besides, I’m from Palo Alto. It’s not exactly Hollywood.”

      “Well,” he leaned over and brushed the lightest kiss to my temple, “it’s definitely where all my dreams came true.”

      I practically swooned over his words and my heart melted into a puddle of goo. I was sure if I looked down it would be seeping out of my chest and going straight to his. My heart belonged to this man, utterly and completely.

      “I’m sorry for being a downer, though,” he interrupted my love-struck thoughts. “Let’s stay here for a few days, shall we? We can take a look around the sights, make your first trip to New York memorable.”

      “That would be fantastic.” Anywhere would be memorable as long as I was with him. It didn’t feel like the time or the place to tell him how I really felt about him, but I wanted to find that time and place very soon. It didn’t feel right to keep the words to myself anymore.

      The trip to the hotel went faster than I would’ve liked. I considered asking Blake if we could take a drive before going to the hotel, but he was here on important business and needed to deal with it before playing tour guide to his mesmerized companion. Girlfriend. Whatever.

      So instead of asking him to take the long way to the hotel, I took in everything I could on the way.

      Everything felt bigger here, so much freaking bigger. The buildings, the crowds, the traffic jams. It was like the city itself was on steroids. Even though we were stuck in the car, it was like I could feel the pulse of the city beating to a much louder, faster drum than what I was used to.

      There were people everywhere, but none of them seemed to notice each other. They rushed past one another on the sidewalks, and looked like they avoided collisions based on instinct alone since they all seemed so absorbed in their own worlds.

      The lights in the city were bright and colorful, even in the daytime. The billboards were massive and even the number of cabs was almost overwhelming.

      When we arrived at the hotel, the sounds of the city punched into my eardrums as soon as Blake opened the door. I followed him out, actively stopping myself from gaping as the bustle of downtown injected itself into my veins like a shot of adrenaline.

      Blake grinned, taking my hand before tugging me along with him into the hotel. “It’s something else, isn’t it?”

      I nodded speechlessly. I couldn’t wait to go exploring. This felt like the kind of place I could get lost in—both literally and metaphorically.

      We pushed through the revolving doors into a lobby that was far grander than ours back in Palo Alto, yet very familiar at the same time. There was no doubt that my hotel and this one belonged to the same group, even if I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it.

      Blake marched up to the reception desk where Tiffany’s counterpart—a much more straight-faced girl with her hair pulled up in a severe bun—waited with a razor sharp smile. I couldn’t decide if she was trying to be welcoming or warning us that she could bite.

      “Welcome to New York, Mr. McAllen. We weren’t expecting you, but if you would like to have a drink at the bar with your guest, I’ll have a suite ready for you in less than thirty minutes.”

      She didn’t mince her words and clearly, unlike Tiffany and I, knew exactly who Blake was. I was impressed with how quickly and professionally she adapted to having one of the McAllen men in her hotel.

      It was obvious she was much more accustomed to unexpectedly encountering and checking in high profile guests than we were. That she could have a suite cleared and ready in less than half an hour meant their housekeeping staff had to be machines.

      I felt like I should’ve been taking notes, but shelved my professional interest and concentrated on Blake instead. He was different here, or maybe it just seemed that way.

      He seemed taller somehow, more imposing. Shaking his head at the receptionist, his voice was clipped and bordering on arrogant when he spoke again. A quiet authority laced itself into each word in a way that made me want to jump to attention, ready to do whatever he wanted. At the same time it also turned me on.

      “We won’t be waiting at the bar. I need to speak with Dustin immediately. We’ll show ourselves to his office. Don’t bother letting him know we’re on our way back there, either.”

      The receptionist paled. “He’s not here, sir. I haven’t seen him for the past few days. He—he’s been in important meetings.”

      “Important meetings?” Blake arched a dark eyebrow. “Sure. Please have our bags taken up to the suite and leave the key when it’s ready. We’ll be back.”

      Without another word or waiting to see if she would get someone to attend to our bags, he turned and gave me a second to catch up before striding back to the revolving door. When we were outside, he took my hand. “Dustin isn’t at work because Danny’s in town. I fucking knew it.”

      “Knew what?” I frowned, feeling my eyebrows pushing together.

      “They’re out partying, spending the money Dustin’s been stealing from the company.”

      I almost tripped over my own feet. “He’s been stealing from the company?”

      Blake nodded with a grim smile. “Yeah. For months.”

      “And Danny still wanted to promote him?” My brain struggled to catch up to the enormity of what we were discussing. Daniel McAllen, the son of the man who spent his life building this company, wanted to promote a man who had been stealing from his family for months and give him even more power than he already had.

      “Jeez, it’s no wonder you said this guy is influencing him. Why else would he want to do something so very, very stupid?” Danny seemed smarter than that. He had to be.

      Blake kept walking down the block, his hand firmly in mine. I wanted to be looking around and taking in the sights, but our conversation was giving me enough to absorb. “It’s a fucking nightmare, all right. I don’t understand it either, but it’s another item on the long list of reasons why I can’t trust Danny in the company right now.”

      “I’m totally with you on that now,” I said, hurrying to keep up with his clipped pace. The set of his jaw was tense as I looked up at him, his expression drawn. I could see it was getting to him that he had to keep chasing down his brother to do what needed to be done. “Look, they’re bound to make their way back to the hotel eventually. It’s getting late. How about you take me to a nice dinner and we have the receptionist let you know when they surface?”

      Reluctantly, he slowed down and nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do that. It’s driving me insane that he’s never where he’s supposed to fucking be. I need to calm down before I talk to either of them anyway.”

      I wholeheartedly agreed with his assessment. “Where do you want to go to dinner?”

      “There’s a place not far from here that makes a mean burger. You up for that?” Relaxing visibly after I nodded and started talking to him about the city on the way to the restaurant, Blake seemed like himself again by the time we were seated.

      With little fanfare we placed our orders. “What do you think about New York so far? I know we haven’t seen very much of it, but I’d like your first impressions.”

      “It’s—big,” I said eventually, wishing there was space in my brain for a better word. But my brain capacity seemed to have been taken up by all the sights and sounds of the lively city.

      Blake laughed. “That’s for sure. There’s no other place like it, not that I’ve been to anyway.”

      “How do people live here? California and Florida are okay, but New York looks to be a bit much to live in, don’t you think? It doesn’t even feel like we’re on the same planet, never mind in the same country.”

      “You wouldn’t want to live here?”

      I shook my head so fast I made myself a little lightheaded. “Definitely not. I don’t even quite understand how it’s possible we’re in the same business as the hotel here. It’s all so surreal. When I think about the numbers now, it feels impossible that we’re on the same level as this branch.”

      Blake gave me a look I hadn’t seen before as he reached across the table and took my hand. “Your numbers are so good because you’re so good. People want to stay at your hotel because of what you offer. It’s a hundred times better than what they offer here.”

      I felt heat creep onto my cheeks. “Stop it. I can take compliments, but that’s just preposterous.”

      “It’s true,” he chuckled, tightening his grip on my hand. Our eyes caught and he held onto my gaze, letting me see the truth as he carried on. “People love you, Aston. I love you.”

      “People don’t,” I stared protesting before the rest of what he’d said sank in. My brain slammed to a halt while my heart tried its hand at gymnastics in my chest. “Wait, what did you say?”

      “I love you,” he repeated, the corners of his lips rising into a slow, sexy smile. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      Before I was fully aware of what I was doing, my ass lifted off the chair I was in and I was standing next to him, leaning down to kiss him with all the joy bubbling from my heart and spilling into every fiber of my being. I couldn’t believe he’d finally said it. I couldn’t believe I finally got to say it.

      It was one of the best, most freeing moments of my life. “I love you, too.”
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          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Straightening my tie, I watched in the reflection of the full length mirror as Aston sat down cross-legged on our unmade bed. She was still in her pajamas, her hair in a messy ponytail on top of her head. “You are the most beautiful woman in the world, have I told you that today?”

      She flushed, laughing before grabbing a pillow with the indentation of my head still on it and chucking it at me. She missed, but it didn’t seem to bother her. “Shut up. I’m so far from beautiful right now I’m in a different zip code. But no, you haven’t told me yet today. So, thank you. You’re not so bad yourself, by the way.”

      Done getting dressed, I walked over to her and pushed her shoulder gently down on the mattress. It dipped where I put my knee on it as I leaned over her and kissed the tip of her nose. “You could never be a different zip code than beautiful. It follows you around everywhere you go.”

      “Beauty is my stalker?” She tried to keep a straight face, but then burst out in a fit of giggles when I nodded. “You’re insane. I haven’t even showered yet and you look like you’ve just stepped out of a menswear magazine.”

      I wagged my eyebrows, giving her a wink. “It sounds stylish.”

      “Oh, it is,” she breathed, propping herself up on her elbows so her lips brushed mine when she spoke. “I’d love to see that Bespoke suit on the floor right about now.”

      “So would I,” I sighed, lifting myself off the bed while I still could. It would be too easy to lose myself in her. To spend the day in bed with my ridiculously sexy girlfriend instead of doing what I had to do. “I promise you we’ll see what it looks like on the floor later, but for now, I have to go. Danny and Dustin are downstairs.”

      The teasing playfulness vanished from her expression in an instant, replaced with a serious frown as she sat up. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “I always want you to come with me,” I said, joking before sighing and shaking my head. “I need to go see my brother alone, though. Will you be okay?”

      Gesturing around our suite, she batted her eyelashes and pressed her hand against her chest. “Little old me all alone in a fancy suite for a couple of hours? I don’t know how I’ll survive. Certainly not with the longest bath known to man and an awesome book.”

      Despite what I had to go do, I grinned. “I’ll be back as soon as I can to save you from that awful fate.”

      “I’ll be right here,” she hopped off the bed to kiss and hug me fiercely. “Good luck. I wish I could make this easier for you somehow.”

      “You already have,” I said. “Just knowing you’ll be here when I get back is more than I ever could’ve asked for.”

      Blushing, she patted my chest and stepped away from me. “Go, before you keep saying things like that and force me to drag you back to bed and keep you there forever.”

      “I love you.” I grabbed her wrist and tugged her back into my arms to give her one last kiss before I took her up on that offer and stayed.

      It came to within an inch of killing me to go downstairs instead of staying with her, but I managed to survive and soldier on. If only just.

      The last remnants of warmth from her kisses disappeared when I got to the lobby and saw Danny and Dustin behind the counter. They both looked up when they spotted me, equally hostile eyes following my trek across the polished tiled floor.

      “Blake. I heard you were in town,” Danny said coolly. “What are you doing here?”

      “I need to speak to both of you. In private.”

      Dustin narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think so, buddy. I don’t have anything to say to you.”

      “Don’t mistake me for my brother, buddy.” I practically spat the last word. There was a dangerous edge to my voice that I could see cutting into both of them when they heard it. “Follow me. Now.”

      No one would’ve said no to me in that moment. Not even I would have refused me. Danny gave me a glare that was meant to shoot daggers, but they bounced right off. Nothing could touch me right now. I was here on a mission and I was fucking pissed off I’d had to wait this long to start carrying it out because they were off dicking around yesterday.

      Dustin’s office was easily three times the size of Aston’s, or more. I discovered after it was already done that he had commissioned a contractor to tear down the walls and incorporate the two adjacent offices and a supply closet beside him into a larger office for himself.

      Narcissistic, conceited bastard. I shut the door behind us and turned to them. “Listen to me carefully, because I’m only going to say any of this once. This little joyride you’ve been taking this company on is over.”

      Dustin opened his mouth to object, but I didn’t give him the chance. “As it is, you’ve been allowed to occupy this office for much longer than you should’ve been.”

      “Bla—” Danny tried interrupting, but he shut up at the look I shot him.

      When I saw him stand down, for the moment, anyway, I turned my attention back to Dustin. “You can resign, or you can be fired. That offer stands for the next five seconds. What’s it going to be?”

      “I’m not going anywhere until my boss,” Dustin’s chin jutted out and he pointed at Danny, “tells me to leave. I don’t recognize your authority to make me do a single damn thing, big guy.”

      Danny crossed his arms obstinately. “He’s not going anywhere.”

      Staring me down, I knew Danny was putting on a show for Dustin’s sake. I wished he wouldn’t act this way, but he was so fucking deep into this idiotic mess Dustin had created that I doubted he could see reality anymore. In his mind, he and Dustin were right and entirely justified in their plans and actions, regardless of the fact that he’d seen the proof of his friend robbing the branch blind.

      Sighing, I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out a copy of the paperwork Dad’s lawyer had sent to me, handing it over to my brother. “Unfortunately for both of you, neither of you have a choice but to do as I say. I’m in charge, which means your reign of terror around here is over. Danny, you need to get back to Florida. Today.”

      “I’m not going,” he seethed, waving the document appointing me as the head of the company around. “Despite this obviously forged piece of shit, I’m not listening to you.”

      “It’s not forged, asshole. Do you honestly think I would stoop that low?” I looked imploring into my brother’s dark blue eyes, searching for the man I knew was in there somewhere—buried beneath all the layers of bullshit he was flinging around. “You need to go back to Florida for Dad. He’s at home, Danny. Go be with him.”

      Danny’s jaw loosened, but before he could say something, Dustin threw a temper tantrum. The only thing he needed to make himself seem more like a child causing a scene was to stomp his feet. And then he did.

      “I’m not going fucking anywhere. This is my office. My hotel. You can’t just march in here and take it from me. It’s mine. Mine. We have things planned for the company your puny brain could never begin comprehending. I’m not letting you take the future of our company away from us.”

      “Our company?” I would’ve laughed right in his red face if I wasn’t so stunned. “Yeah, I don’t think so. I told you my offer was valid for five seconds. Since you haven’t resigned yet, you’re fired. You have until lunch time to get whatever shit in here actually belongs to you and not the hotel together and get out. If you ever so much as breathe in the direction of this company again, I’ll call the cops.”

      A vein in his forehead throbbed, “Are you threatening me?”

      I shook my head calmly, surprised at how easy it was to keep my cool when Dustin looked like he was about to explode. Or implode. Whatever the case might be. “I’m not threatening you, I’m promising you. Get the fuck off this property and don’t come back.”

      Dustin glared at me, looking torn before he turned and marched to the door. When he reached it, I called out, “And don’t even think about badmouthing the company. If you say a single fucking word about it, I’ll know, Dustin. And when, not if, but when I find out, I’ll slap you with a lawsuit so fast it’ll make your head spin. Also, I will release all the evidence against you to every major media outlet in the country. You’ll be lucky if you ever work again.”

      The door slamming behind him was his only answer. Relieved that the slimy snake was out of our lives, I turned my eyes to my brother. He lifted his chin challengingly. “And me, little brother? Want to dish out some more threats?”

      I walked up to him slowly, closing my fist over the collar of his shirt. My voice came out low and deadly serious. “I know you heard me when I told him I wasn’t making threats. This little game you were playing with him is over. Get back to Florida, or you can walk the same path as Dustin.”

      Letting go of him, I turned my back and stared out over the city. “And Danny? Consider it a gift for every birthday and Christmas for the rest of your natural life that you’re not walking out that door the same way he did anyway. Trust me, an hour ago you were going to.”
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      Alone for the first time all week, I didn’t really know what to do with myself. It was so strange how quickly I’d gotten used to having Blake around. To be fair, I was hardly ever alone at work, either.

      The silence in the room seemed deafeningly loud, especially since I could see the busy streets below when I looked out the window. I spent some time doing just that—people watching from my perch on the windowsill in the suite.

      When I was done with that, I ran a nice bath and soaked until my skin wrinkled while I read an e-book I’d purchased on my phone. I’d read that you shouldn’t make the bath too hot when you were pregnant, so the water cooled down fast. I kept having to add warm water.

      When I got annoyed with doing that and was fearful I’d resemble a prune if I stayed in the water much longer, I slipped into one of the complimentary white robes in the cupboard.

      Settling on the sofa with a bottle of water, I put my feet up and crossed my ankles as I flipped through the channels on TV. The longer Blake took to get back, the more I worried about him.

      What he had to do today, I didn’t envy. Not one bit. Despite what he said, I could see it eating away at him that he was at odds with his brother. It hurt him deeply and made me want to track Danny down, shake his shoulders and slap some sense into the man.

      I didn’t condone violence, but I felt that Danny deserved a good slap right across his handsome face. Or maybe that was just my crazy pregnancy emotions speaking. I felt everything so much more intensely now.

      When I was happy, it felt like my heart was going to burst from it. But when I was angry or sad, both of which I felt over the situation Danny was putting Blake in, I felt enraged and weepy. Thank God my emotions would stabilize again once the baby was born, or at least I hoped they would. I would never make it through life like this.

      Giving up on finding something good to distract me on TV, I picked up my phone and decided to call Tiffany. It had been a while since I last checked in on the hotel. The realization of how long it had been hit me hard. I’d gotten so wrapped up in everything with Blake, I hadn’t even thought to check in with her.

      On the other hand, I trusted Tiffany and didn’t want her to feel like I was checking up on her every five minutes, instead of just checking in once in a while to see how everything was going. Even so, I owed my best friend a call.

      She answered on the second ring, sounding friendly but not as bubbly and exuberant as she usually did. “Aston! I was starting to wonder if Blake had kidnapped you or something. How are you? Where are you?”

      I smiled at the familiar sound of her voice, feeling a pang of homesickness in my stomach. “I’m great, how’s everything going there? We’re in New York at the moment. Blake had to fly up for business.”

      “New York, New York!” Tiffany sang, making me giggle. “Is it just like it looks in the movies?”

      “Sort of. It’s hard to explain the scale of everything here. It’s like they’ve kicked everything up a notch. They seem to live at a hundred miles an hour. I would be exhausted.”

      I proceeded to fill her in on what little I’d seen and experienced of the place so far and then turned the conversation to work. I was dying to know how she was holding up. “Are you doing okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Don’t you dare worry about me or this hotel! Everyone is pulling their weight, the functions we’ve had so far have gone off without even a hint of a hitch, and all the guests are happy.”

      “Is it still so busy?”

      Tiffany giggled excitedly. “It sure is. We have so many referrals it’s making my head spin. You know those little forms guests can fill in that ask about their experience and how they heard of us?”

      “Yeah?”

      “People keep saying they were told by friends or colleagues it was the best place to stay in the area,” she exclaimed. “And congratulations are in order, friend.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I hadn’t told Tiffany I was pregnant yet. If she somehow learned about it from someone else, I was worried she would never forgive me. Moreover, I was afraid of the hit my reputation would take if people found out I was carrying Blake’s baby without having heard my side of things.

      I knew they would all find out eventually, it wasn’t like I could hide it forever. I didn’t even want to, I simply wanted those close to me to know the truth and to hear it from me. I loved Blake. Truly, madly and deeply.

      I wanted to be with him for the rest of my life, even if it was far too soon to be thinking along those lines. I didn’t want them to think I had slept with him for a promotion or because he was the boss. I couldn’t take it if they thought I was just another opportunity seeking, gold-digging woman after him because of who he was.

      The people I loved would never believe that about me, at least I hoped they wouldn’t, but I didn’t want to take the chance. I wanted to explain my situation before it became fodder for the gossip mill.

      “Congratulations for what?” I asked cautiously.

      “You’ve been voted Manager of the Month, silly.” She went on, happily. “I know you don’t care about stuff like that, but it’s an honor and you deserve it.”

      “Did I get a fruit basket or something?” I teased. I knew of the monthly company-wide vote, of course, but I had no idea I was even in the running. Tiffany was right, I didn’t care about stuff like that, but it was still nice to be acknowledged.

      “Chocolates and a bottle of champagne, actually,” she told me. “And don’t worry. It’s all in the fridge, waiting for you to get back so we can celebrate together.”

      The champagne was going to have to wait a couple of months, but the chocolates sounded good. “I can’t wait to get home. Thank you so much for all you’re doing. I know you never wanted that job and now you’re stuck with it.”

      “It’s only until you get back. I don’t mind doing it for as long as it takes until you’re home. Again, don’t you dare worry about it. You know, I’m actually enjoying it a lot more than I thought I would.”

      “That’s good news.” As we talked and she told me all about what was going on there, I realized why she had sounded different to me before. She was different.

      She was still the same girl, but the bubbly exuberance was gone because she was taking her job as the manager of the hotel so seriously. There was a more professional clip to her voice. She spoke more clearly and with purpose, instead of just saying whatever popped into her head.

      All things considered, I was really happy she seemed to have taken to the job so well. It was comforting to know I would be able to trust her with it not only now, but when I had to take maternity leave, and in future if I had to travel with Blake.

      It lifted a considerable burden from my shoulders, actually, knowing there was a totally capable and willing second in command. Relieved, I asked about the functions she had booked and got caught up on all the news with the staff.

      Manny, our one doorman, had gotten engaged. Jackie, the sous chef, had been accepted to some highly revered cooking course and was raving about what she was learning after hours. It sounded like everything and everyone really was doing well.

      I felt another pang of homesickness, only this time it was more like a pain in my stomach. Weird.

      Tiffany and I spoke for another few minutes before I heard someone calling her name. “I’ve gotta go, Aston. A tour group has just arrived and I need to be there while they check in, then I have to channel my inner you and show them to their rooms.”

      “Good luck,” I said, wishing I could’ve stayed on the phone with her a little longer, but understanding why she had to go. “You’re doing a great job. Thanks again.”

      We said good bye, and then I was staring at the TV again. When I felt a stab of pain in my stomach again I couldn’t attribute it to homesickness, so worry crept in and took up residence in my brain.

      Grabbing my phone, I pulled up my internet browser and spent the next couple of minutes reading advice and comments from all the armchair doctors who cared to give their opinion on the numerous forums I visited.

      Most posts and articles I read mentioned pain during pregnancy was normal and nothing to worry about. They said that as long as it went away and wasn’t too intense, it wasn’t necessary to seek medical advice.

      The joys of pregnancy. Every time I looked anything up, I remembered the doctor telling me I would become tired of people saying everything was normal. He was definitely right on that account.

      Since the pain had already gone away and hadn’t been intense, I pushed the worry out of my mind. If I didn’t, I would end up having to move into the doctor’s office for all the worries he was going to have to ease.

      Although, it might not be such a bad idea to move into his office. I didn’t want anything to go wrong with my little bean, and chewing my lip, I wondered whether I should give him a call and check in about the pain, regardless of what the internet said.

      When I heard the door to the suite opening, I decided I was being ridiculous. Blake’s voice called when I heard the door shut again. “Aston? Baby, you here?”

      “I’m here.” I rose from the couch and walked around the wall dividing the room to meet Blake. His day had been hard enough as it was. I wasn’t going to add to his worries by mentioning the pain or calling the doctor.

      The man himself had said most things were normal and the internet agreed. Freaking out about it wasn’t going to do anyone any good, least of all the baby. Instead, I would focus on his or her father. He deserved some TLC after the day he must have had.

      “How did it go?” I looped my arms around his neck and practically climbed his body like a tree. It was unbelievable how much I’d missed him in the short amount of time he’d been gone.

      Chuckling, he caught my thighs and held onto them as I hooked my legs around his waist. He carried me to the bed, sitting down so I was on his lap with my knees on either side of his legs. “It went. How about you? Why are you upset?”

      I frowned, looking down into his piercing eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “Out with it, Aston. I can see something’s upset you. What’s wrong? Whose ass do I have to kick?”

      “You don’t have to kick anyone’s ass,” I scoffed. Firmly deciding not to make a big deal out of the pain I didn’t even have anymore, I told him the truth about the other thing that had been worrying me since long before I felt the pain. “Are you okay? It must have been terrible.”

      “It was,” he sighed,  while drawing absentmindedly on my back with his fingers. “Let’s go out tonight, what do you say? You must be tired of being cooped up in here.”

      “For the record, I didn’t feel cooped up at all. But yeah, let’s go out. It would be fun to do some more exploring together, and get your mind off of everything.” The same thing went for me, but I wasn’t going to worry him with that.

      After I got dressed and ready to go out, Blake pulled me close again. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I told him, smiling as I lifted myself up on my toes to press a kiss to the side of his jaw. “Perfect, actually. Come on, let’s go.”
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          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Aston was the perfect cure for my terrible mood when I was finally done for the day. After Danny and Dustin left, I had to meet with the key staff members of the New York branch to make plans for their immediate future.

      I could hardly leave them without a manager after theirs left under a cloud of suspicion. I quickly learned that many of the employees suspected he was up to something, but didn’t know what. It seemed he’d treated them all like shit and I was relatively sure that none of them were in on the theft with him.

      Nothing we found in his records indicated he was filtering money to anyone else in the branch, and my instincts told me the others were clean, so I focused on the future instead of interrogating the rest of them. We would be keeping a close eye on the branch. If Dustin was in cahoots with someone, I would find out soon enough.

      Without giving them too much detail, I told the staff Dustin had been fired, and I appointed Grace, his longtime assistant, as the interim manager for the time being. It wasn’t a decision made on the fly. While I was completing my initial investigation into the money going missing from the branch, I checked out all the people who worked here.

      Dustin getting fired was always only a matter of time, and I knew I would need someone to fill the position once he was. Grace would have to formally apply like everyone else if she wanted to keep it, but I was confident she was the woman for the job.

      She had management experience at another hotel, and seemed to have taken the position as Dustin’s assistant to get her foot in the door at our company. Her record was spotless, her references checked out and she had taken the reins in spectacular fashion after I told them she would be taking over.

      I sat in the meeting for another hour to make sure, but Grace seemed to have everything under control. The New York branch was under new management and after getting through everything I needed to before I could leave, I couldn’t wait to get back to Aston.

      It ended up taking almost the whole day before I could finally get back to her and when I did, she looked a little pale and her eyes were a tad wider than usual. She insisted she was fine, though I couldn’t completely shake the worry from my mind.

      Smiling at me from across the table at a trendy restaurant the head chef at the hotel had recommended we try, Aston insisted on hearing every detail of my day. “It’ll be good for you to talk through it. Women bring clarity, remember?”

      I rolled my eyes to the ceiling and shrugged. “I’m still not agreeing to that one, but okay. Let’s talk. What do you want to know?”

      “You didn’t fire Danny on the spot,” she said, stabbing at the very crux of my day yet again. “Why not? You said you had to let him go.”

      “I do have to let him go.” On my way downstairs, I’d realized he was still my brother though. “When we get back to Florida, he’s out. He didn’t deserve to be kicked out under the same cloud as Dustin. I couldn’t do that to him. It was too hostile.”

      “You think it’s not going to be as hostile in Florida?” The disbelieving look she gave me told me exactly what she thought about my decision.

      “Not in the same way. Doing it at home, away from the prying eyes of staff members and not associated with Dustin’s downfall is better,” I told her. “Plus, having to appoint a replacement for Dustin made me realize I still had to find someone to replace Danny before letting him go. Despite all the crap he’s been pulling, his sudden absence from the company is going to leave a big, empty hole. It wouldn’t be good for us to have that.”

      “Ah, the smooth transition thing again.” It was really uncanny how well she understood the situation, despite never having been in anything similar.

      I nodded. “I need to have things properly in place before I tell him. You know, get my ducks in a row and all.”

      “And right now, all your ducks are at a rave or what?” Her lips curved into a smile.

      “Nope,” I replied with a grin, appreciating her attempt at humor. “My ducks aren’t even all in the same place right now. It’s going to take a little while to even get them together, much less lined up in a row.”

      “Got you,” she said, between taking small sips of water. “You’ll find someone eventually, I know you will. You’ve got this, don’t worry.”

      “Yeah, I know I will. I need to talk to my dad any—” A loud, drunken voice booming from the other side of the restaurant interrupted me.

      “McAllen, you fucking bastard. You’ve got balls showing up here.” I recognized the voice even before I spotted Dustin stumbling around tables as he made his way to ours. “This is my town. You have no right to be in it. You shouldn’t be breathing the same air as I am.”

      “Here we go,” I muttered under my breath, getting up to shield Aston before the slurring asshole fell right onto her. “Don’t embarrass yourself, Dustin. Turn around and walk away, right now.”

      My voice was low, but I could tell he heard me by the way his nostrils flared. “No fucking way, Blake. You don’t own this place too, or do you?”

      He snorted, almost hitting the floor after tripping over his feet. Catching himself on a poor couple’s table as he passed the stunned people, he snarled at me. “I don’t even care if you own it too, you’re not the boss of me. You never have been and you never will be.”

      Wild laughter erupted from his mouth as he shook his head. “You’re not half the man your brother is. Soon enough, he’ll get what’s rightfully his and so will I. There’s nothing you can do about it, you motherfucking piece of shit. Mark my words, I’ll be back.”

      “You’re causing a scene, Dustin.” I cast an apologetic look to the people around us, but Dustin didn’t seem to care. He was drunk and deranged, obviously completely out of it.

      When he got closer to our table, I noticed that his pupils were nothing more than pinpricks and his eyes were bloodshot and watery. “Don’t take another step closer, I’m warning you.”

      The hostess and the waiters were all frozen in place, hushed like the rest of the patrons watching the scene unfold in front of them. I only hoped their security wasn’t as useless, but there was no one in sight yet.

      “Or what?” Dustin shouted, spit flying as he jabbed his finger at me and then toward Aston. “You or your little whore over there going to make me?”

      The same dangerous calm I felt earlier returned to me, but my blood was pounding in my ears. I could keep my cool over work, but if he said another word to or about Aston, all bets were off. “Leave my girlfriend out of this. And you’d better apologize for calling her a whore.”

      “Girlfriend, huh?” Dustin swayed as he tried to raise his eyebrows. Unfocused eyes sought her out behind me. “Poor little gold-digging slut probably thinks if she keeps giving herself to you on a silver platter she’ll be safe. Newsflash honey, he’s an asshole. He’s not gonna stick around. As soon as he’s done sticking it in you, he’ll be gone. You can’t trust him. He’ll chase your bony ass away just like he did mine.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Dustin. Last chance.” My self-control was dangerously close to snapping. He’d gone way too far. While I didn’t relish the idea of getting arrested for assault if I hit him—because I knew he’d press charges—my fists were aching to meet his jaw.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to realize how serious I was. Ignoring me, he rounded another table so he could look right at Aston. I couldn’t shield her since our table was in the way. “Your loose pussy won’t keep him, sweetheart. I’m sure you fuck like a—”

      He knocked the table over trying to dodge me when I launched myself at him, but he was too drunk and too slow. I had him by the collar with my arm pulled back when I felt someone slamming into me from behind.

      “That’s enough, sir.” A security guard barked at Dustin from behind me. When I stopped straining against him, he let me go. “Sorry we didn’t get here sooner, we’re stationed outside. The hostess just came to get us.”

      “Fucking finally,” I mumbled, before shaking off the rage rolling through me. Another security guard had Dustin’s arms held firmly behind his back and was marching him out of the restaurant when I heard a woman cry out behind me.

      “Did he do something to her?”

      Pivoting on my heels, terror gripped my heart when I saw what she was referring to. Aston was crouched over on her chair, grasping her stomach as tears streamed down her cheeks.

      What the—? I closed the distance between us before my heart could finish its next beat. “Aston, honey? What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know,” she whimpered, her eyes clouded with pain and wet with tears. “Hospital. Blake. Please.”

      “Yeah.” I ignored people shouting at me, asking if they should call an ambulance. There was no time to wait for one to get here. Scooping her up in my arms, I cradled her as gently as I could, threw some bills from my pocket onto the table and rushed out of the restaurant.

      Thankfully, I’d gotten our driver with the town car to drive us tonight, thinking it would be a nice, relaxing way for us to see the sights. We wouldn’t have to navigate public transportation or look for parking everywhere. It was impossible to find parking in the city anyway, as I knew from my previous trips here.

      Thank God I had wanted to spoil her. The driver was waiting for us right outside, his eyes stretching wide when he saw me running out of the restaurant with Aston in my arms. He jumped out and yanked the door open.

      “Whatever the closest hospital is, get us there now. Do whatever you have to do to get us there fast. I don’t want to feel the wheels of this thing stop turning once.”

      The driver nodded wildly at my barked order, throwing himself behind the wheel and taking off. I stroked Aston’s skin, it was pale and clammy. “It’s going to be okay, Aston. We’re going to be at the hospital soon, just hold on. We’ll be there in a matter of minutes. I’ve got you, Aston. I’ve got you.”

      She managed a weak smile before another whimper escaped and she contracted in pain, her body folding in on herself. The ride to the hospital was a complete blur.

      What had I done to cause this to happen to Aston and my child? Was it the stress of flying? Of bringing her here? Was it Dustin and his shitty remarks back at the restaurant? I didn’t know, but I swore to any and every higher power that I would never do it again.

      Bargaining with divinity was irrational, but I did it anyway. When we got to the hospital, the car skidded to a stop and within seconds, there were nurses around and Aston was being loaded onto a gurney.

      I ran after them as they rushed her inside until we got to a door marked ‘Staff Only.’ One of the nurses whirled around when I pushed my way through it anyway. “Wait here, sir. We’ll be out with an update on her condition as soon as we can.”
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      The last thing I remembered was some man slinging insults at me while Blake and I were at dinner. Before the pain started, I’d been pretty sure it was Dustin. As I was about to stand up to form a united front with Blake against the drunken thief, an intense pain ripped through my body.

      I only remembered flashes after that.

      Blake coming to me in the restaurant. Getting much less jolted than I should have as he ran out with me in his arms. Bright lights as I glided down some kind of hallway.

      The smell and the shouting told me I was in a hospital as the pain slowly subsided. A round faced doctor with red cheeks and curly gray hair had appeared in the room like magic, only seconds after I was wheeled in.

      She gently pressed her fingers on my stomach when I told her I was pregnant, got an ultrasound machine wheeled into the room at what seemed to be the speed of light and took some blood before she disappeared.

      It all happened so fast, I wasn’t even sure it was real. Outside my room, I heard some kind of a commotion before I realized Blake was the one causing it. “I don’t give a fuck about protocol. I’m not letting the love of my life do this alone. I’m going in there and if you want me out, you’re going to have to call security. And they’re going to have to bring reinforcements, because I’m not leaving her alone.”

      The door to my room opened shortly after and the next thing I knew, Blake was standing next to me. His eyes were so dark with worry they seemed almost black. The line between his eyebrows was etched so deep it looked painful.

      “Are you okay?” His voice was coarse and rough. “Please tell me you’re okay, Aston.”

      I reached for his hand, trying to give it a reassuring squeeze. I didn’t know how reassuring it ended up being, since it felt pretty weak to me. Blake also didn’t seem one little bit less worried afterwards.

      “I’m so sorry about everything, Aston. I never should’ve dragged you all the way out here, I should’ve been with you today. I knew something wasn’t right when I got back to the hotel, I should have brought you straight here instead of taking you to that rest—”

      “Blake, no.” Clearing my throat, I managed to find my voice. It came out as a croak. “You can’t blame yourself for this. I felt a little pain in my tummy this afternoon, but I looked it up and it’s supposed to be normal. This isn’t your fault.”

      He hung his head low, touching his forehead to mine. “Are you still in pain?”

      “Not really,” I admitted, wondering what the hell was going on. It wasn’t the pain I was afraid of, I would deal with the pain as long as the baby was okay.

      Fear stabbed me in the heart with the force of a thousand spears all tearing through me at the same time. I knew I wasn’t very far into this pregnancy. It had been unplanned and unexpected and it couldn’t have come at a worse time.

      But none of that mattered to me. I already loved our baby. After the initial shock wore off, I started loving it and I loved it more and more each day. It was a part of me, of us. I didn’t care if I had to endure the kind of pain I had tonight every day for the next six or seven months, I would take it over and over again, as long as our baby was safe.

      Tears welled up in my eyes and I didn’t even try to hold them back when they spilled down my cheeks. Blake sucked in a pained breath. “I’m so sorry you’re in pain, Aston. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not the pain,” I told him. “It’s not back.”

      Frowning, he looked down at me as if he could develop x-ray vision to find out what was ailing me. I grasped his hand tighter, winding my fingers around his I brought it up to my mouth and kissed it. “I can’t lose the baby, Blake. I can’t lose it. It’s supposed to be safe with me. What if it isn’t safe inside me anymore? I’ve been so careful, I can’t lose him. Or her. I just can’t.”

      Blake released a shuddering breath and placed his free hand on our joined hands as well. “You’ll be okay, Aston. You and the baby will both be fine. We’re at the hospital, they’re doing everything they can for him, or her.”

      The deep resonance of his voice was calming, reassuring. Logically, I knew there was no way he could know that the baby was fine, but I believed him anyway. I let his confidence seep into me, breathed it in and hung onto it. It was what I needed to get through this, to wait for the rosy cheeked doctor to come back with good news. Because I knew she would. She had to.

      “The baby will be fine,” I repeated.

      Stroking my forehead and my sweat dampened hair, Blake gave me a beautiful smile I hoped the baby would inherit. “There’s my girl. See? If both Mommy and Daddy believe it will be fine, it will be. Everything will be okay.”

      Everything would be okay. Blake was right. I just had to keep believing. Closing my eyes, I settled in for the most excruciating wait of my life.

      After a couple of minutes, Blake whispered. “Get some sleep, Aston. I’ll be right here. I’ll wake you the minute the doctor comes in. Wild horses and ten packs of rabid wolves couldn’t drag me away.”

      I trusted him to stay, but I shook my head anyway. “I can’t sleep. Not until the tests come back.”

      Blake glanced at the ultrasound machine still beside the bed. “Have they used that already?”

      “They did,” I told him, trying to remember if the doctor had said anything. But she hadn’t. If she did, I couldn’t remember it. “The doctor took all the film with her, and the flash drive that was in it. At least I think so. I can’t remember properly, Blake.”

      “That’s okay,” he said, soothingly. “Don’t worry, Aston. They didn’t know you were pregnant when we got here, I’m sure they’re just getting someone to take a look.”

      “I told them I was pregnant,” another tear rolled down my cheek.

      “So did I,” Blake replied, his tone quiet and even. “I gave them all the details for the doctor in Florida, too. Just try to relax, Aston. I know it’s hard, but try, okay? I’m sure they’ll be back any minute now.”

      “Any minute now,” I agreed, but we were wrong.

      I lost track of time. Blake and I spoke in low voices, but it wasn’t about anything important. He was trying to distract me, to keep me calm. I loved him so much more for it, even if I knew in my heart of hearts that I wouldn’t be able to relax until the doctor came in and told me the baby was okay.

      When she finally came in, either hours or minutes later, she smiled and gestured at a tall blonde woman behind her. “Ms. Brier, this is Doctor Steele. She’s the best OB/GYN in the state.”

      Doctor Steele stepped forward, lifting up a thin tablet. “I don’t know about being the best in the state, but I’m pretty good at what I do. Your baby is going to be fine, Ms. Brier.”

      A relieved sob sounded in the quiet room. It took me a second to realize it had come from me. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded, reading off her screen. “I’ve had a look at your blood test results and the scans that were done when you got here. If you want, I can do another scan and show you the baby’s heart is still beating strong. Would you like that?”

      I nodded wordlessly, desperate to see my little bean. Blake spoke up beside me. “We’d appreciate it very much if you could do that, Doctor.”

      “No problem.” Doctor Steele wheeled the machine closer again and squeezed a blob of gel onto my belly. It was the first time I realized I’d been put into a hospital gown at some point. It was terrifying that I couldn’t even remember that happening, but it didn’t matter now.

      Nothing did, except that the baby was okay. Doctor Steele pressed the ultrasound wand onto my stomach and fiddled with some buttons. A low, swooshing sound filled the room. “That sound is your baby’s heartbeat.”

      “It is?” I blinked, feeling more tears building in my eyes. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.”

      When I looked up at Blake, his eyes were watery as well when he nodded his agreement. “Yeah, it really is.”

      Doctor Steele showed us the baby and let us listen to the heartbeat for a little while before shutting the machine down. “Everyone okay, now? Feeling better?”

      “So much better,” I answered. My voice was thick with tears. I hated crying and absolutely despised doing it in front of people, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “Any time,” she said kindly.

      “What happened?” Blake asked, locking eyes with the doctor. “Why was she in so much pain?”

      The doctor shrugged, shaking her head. “It’s hard to be sure when it’s this early. Some pain is natural and expected, but the kind of pain she felt is cause for some concern.”

      “Concern?” Fear threatened to drag me under again. “I thought you said the baby was fine.”

      “The baby is fine,” she reiterated. “We can’t pinpoint the exact cause of your pain, but my educated guess is that the pain was brought on by stress.”

      “Stress?” I all but squeaked. “I’m not even working right now.”

      Smiling kindly, she came closer to the bed. “Stress isn’t only caused by work. The vast majority of pregnant woman work right up until delivery without encountering any problems. You do need to calm down for a little while though. You need rest and a peaceful environment for at least a week to ensure this doesn’t happen again.”

      “I’ll get us a flight back to Florida tonight,” Blake said. “I’ll organize it right now. We’ll go to my dad’s beach house and do nothing but watch the waves. It’s gorgeous there, you’ll love it.”

      Doctor Steele shook her head. “I would advise against flying for the time being. I know you’re from out of town, but flying also causes stress to the body. Getting home would’ve been good if you were close by, but it’s better to stay in town under the circumstances.”

      “For how long?” Blake asked. “We’ll stay for as long as it takes.”

      “A week, at least,” the doctor said.

      Blake nodded. “A week it is. Thank you, Doctor. We appreciate everything you’ve done for us more than you can possibly know. We’ll stay around, don’t worry.”
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      When I woke up, Aston was still sleeping beside me. She was still a little pale, but there was some color back in her cheeks and in her sleep, she didn’t look as worried anymore. She was peaceful, almost like nothing had happened.

      I didn’t risk moving a muscle for fear of waking her. The doctor said she needed rest and I wasn’t going to interrupt what she was getting now.

      When they wheeled her away from me in that hospital, it was the most frightened I’d ever been in my entire life. I nearly lost my mind when they told me I had to wait outside. It took way too long before I finally managed to get to her again.

      Just thinking about it shook me up. I wasn’t afraid to admit how scared I was. It was right up there in the top two worst moments of my life. Second only to the day I realized Mom was gone for good, that she wasn’t just out shopping and she wasn’t coming back.

      Even then, I had been so young that it was hard to understand exactly what her leaving meant. The concept of growing up without her wasn’t fully within my grasp until years later when I put it in context that she wasn’t going to be there for any of my most important days and for no more of the normal ones.

      Watching Aston being rushed into the hospital was different. I had far too good of a grasp on the concept of having to live without her for the rest of my life if something happened to her. It was unimaginable, more painful than I cared to remember.

      And the baby—I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact he or she even existed, but I’d been so safe in the knowledge that he was protected inside of Aston and I had time to figure it all out that I never considered the alternative.

      For a man who saw most things coming from two miles away, it never crossed my mind that something might happen before it could even take its first breath. The thought that it could was downright terrifying.

      The fact that it almost had was paralyzing.

      No. I couldn’t let anything happen to either of them. Ever. It was my job to keep both of them safe. A job I took seriously. More seriously than I’d ever taken anything before.

      The only problem was that I’d already been in New York longer than I’d planned on being here. The trip was supposed to be in and out. The plan had been to fly in, find Dustin and my brother, do what had to be done and get back to Florida.

      Extending the trip to have a day or so to show Aston around had been challenging, but I got it done. It was easier to justify the downtime when I had to wait for the dynamic duo to surface before getting down to business.

      For all intents and purposes as far as the rest of my world was concerned, I didn’t have a reason to stay in New York any longer. As far as anyone outside except the doctors knew, Aston and I were done here and should be getting back.

      Buying myself more time without coming clean was going to be hard, especially because I really did have to get back. After all the traveling I’d been doing, my presence was sorely necessary at the head office.

      There were so many meetings set up for this week it made my head spin. More than a month’s worth of important meetings that had already been pushed back as far as they could go filled my calendar. Angry red flags and reminders kept causing my phone to buzz. I had been trying to swipe them away before Aston saw them, but I couldn’t ignore them much longer.

      I had no idea what I was going to do about it. It didn’t feel like there was much I could do. Reality was both simple and very complicated—all rolled up into one potentially explosive package.

      Aston had to stay in New York for another week at least. I had to get back to Florida before tonight, tomorrow at the very latest. But I’d promised her I would be there for her. I didn’t want what we had to blow up because the first time she really needed me, I had to leave her.

      I also couldn’t be in two places at once, which meant I had a tough decision to make. Take a week off during my first official week in charge of a company responsible for the livelihoods of thousands, hoping the backlash was manageable, or leave Aston in New York by herself when she’d only just been discharged from the hospital.

      Aston would tell me to go if I spoke to her about it. I knew her. She would tell me she was fine and insist the company needed me more than she did. It wasn’t that I thought she wasn’t capable of staying behind in New York by herself.

      It was that I didn’t want to leave her, to leave them. I promised her I would be there for them. If I broke that promise this early—it didn’t bode well for the kind of dad I wanted to be.

      Plus, if something happened and she had to be rushed to the hospital again I would never forgive myself if she didn’t get there fast enough. There wasn’t even anyone in this damn city I knew well enough to trust them to help me out.

      I was torn. Stuck between a rock and a very fucking hard place.

      Stressing Aston out over what decision to make wasn’t an option, so I had no intention of bringing it up to her before I knew what to do. The only other person in the world I talked to about these kinds of things was going through recovery himself.

      Dropping this in his lap wasn’t fair, and yet I knew it had to be done. Well, not dropping it in his lap, but talking to him about it. I hadn’t spoken to him since I sent Danny back to Florida. I had to call him about that anyway.

      Once I heard what he sounded like, I would gauge whether or not to tell him the rest. At a snail’s pace, I moved away from Aston and rolled off the bed. I paused when I was up, turning to make sure I hadn’t woken her.

      She was still sleeping deeply, so I released a quiet sound of relief and grabbed my phone before making my way out onto the balcony. The skies were gray, but the air muggy. It was the kind of day where the rain would be constant, but soft enough to walk in without getting drenched.

      Breathing the humid air deep into my lungs, I heard horns honking and the sound of construction nearby. It was never truly quiet in New York, no matter how high up you were. Letting the energy flow into me from the city far below, I waited another minute before making the call.

      Dad answered fast, just like he always did. “Blake. How are you?”

      “I’m good, Dad. You?” I dragged my hand through my hair and wished I had better news for him.

      “Recovering,” Dad grunted. “The doctor says I’m doing well, but he won’t keep his damn nurses at the hospital. Says they’ll keep checking up on me for another couple of days at least. It’s driving me nuts.”

      “They’re only trying to help.” Only Dad would be going stir crazy in a house the size of his with people clamoring to take care of him. “It’ll all be over soon enough.”

      “Yeah, well that day can’t come soon enough.” His voice was a low grumble, impatient sounding. “Where are you?”

      “I’m still in New York,” I told him. “I found Danny. Fired Dustin and sent Danny back home to Florida. I’m not sure he listened.”

      “He listened,” my dad said. There was a scratching noise like he was covering the phone, then the click of a door after he came back. “He’s here now. I just closed myself in the study so we can talk without being overheard.”

      “He’s there, as in at your house? Or just back in town?”

      “At the house,” Dad sighed. “I think he came straight here. Felt like shit for not knowing I’d been discharged. He’s taken up residence in his old room.”

      “What?” That didn’t make sense. Danny had a monstrosity of a house on the beach. A towering glass structure complete with palm trees and a fully stocked bar. “Why is he there?”

      “He came to talk to me. We stayed up pretty late. I told him not to drive home, he’d had a few.”

      I swallowed past a constricting feeling in my throat. “What did you talk about?”

      “He told me what you said to both of them in New York.”

      Fuck. I wanted to talk to Dad about what went down before Danny had a chance to. The constricting feeling returned, tightened like fingers trying to cut off my airflow. A father and son talk about how I shouldn’t have treated my brother that way was coming. I could feel it in my bones.

      Already preparing my counter argument, I had my reasons for doing what I had on the tip of my tongue. I was ready to roll them out, explain each one meticulously and in detail.

      But it wasn’t necessary. What Dad said next surprised the hell out of me. “I’m proud of you, Blake.”

      “What?” The question was out before I could stop it. I was kind of glad it was, though.

      Dad chuckled. “You heard me. I’m proud of you, it took balls to stand up to your brother like that. Bigger ones to stand firm given what you were faced with. You did the right thing, Blake. It makes me proud.”

      Well, shit. “Thank you.”

      If he thought I did the right thing, maybe it was time to do the other right thing. Dad sounded fine, strong. It was time to tell him the truth. “Hey Dad, Aston is pregnant.”

      Dad didn’t skip a beat. “That’s sooner than I expected.”

      “What?” My eyebrows pushed together. “You expected this?”

      I could practically hear him shrugging. “Like I said, not this soon. When I saw you with her, I knew I was looking at a woman who was going to be in your life for a long time. I hoped I was right.”

      “You were.”

      “Excellent,” he replied brightly. “Congratulations. Tell me then, why is it that you sound like someone pissed all over your Cheerios? A child is a gift, Blake. An innocent, precious miracle. You don’t sound like someone who’s just been given such a gift.”

      “Aston was hospitalized yesterday,” I started, then told him the whole story. He didn’t let me get away with only the cold, hard facts once he’d ascertained that both Aston and the baby were okay.

      My father delved in, buckled down and forced me to go there with him. He asked me how I felt and what I wanted, then made me take a good, hard look at it all myself.

      I crouched down on the balcony, hanging my head between my legs before I pushed back up. “It doesn’t really matter that I want to stay here, Dad. I have responsibilities there. I need to get back and figure everything out with Danny. I can’t ignore that.”

      “You can,” he said firmly. “And you will.”

      I remained quiet, waiting for him to carry on because I knew he wasn’t done yet. After a deep breath, his voice gentled. “I won’t let you make the same mistakes I did, Blake. Sometimes as a parent, you have to sit back and let your kid make the mistake because sometimes, you know it’s the only way they’ll learn. This isn’t one of those times, this one, you can learn from me. You don’t have to go through what I did.”

      Releasing a shuddering sigh, he told me, “Work will always be here when you get back. Aston might not, and it wouldn’t be her fault. She’ll have to protect herself from you if it ever gets to that point, and Blake, knowing that the woman you love needs to protect herself from you, it’s a kind of hell you can never forget. Pain you never fully recover from. Trust me.”

      “I’ll stay,” I said quietly, turning to watch Aston’s sleeping form through the window. Nothing would ever make me hurt her, the baby or myself the way my parents had hurt each other, and us. “I’ll come back when Aston’s ready to fly.”

      “Good,” Dad said, relief bleeding into his tone. “You’re making the right choice, son. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Yeah.” Distracted when I noticed Aston was starting to wake up, I said good bye to my father and went back inside.

      Aston sat up when she saw me, smiling weakly. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I walked over to the bed, sitting down beside her. She was pale still, but less so. When I lifted my fingers to stroke her cheek, her skin was less clammy. “How are you feeling?”

      She tilted her head, looking like she was making a mental check of her body before answering my question. “Starving. I think I’m finally ready to eat something.”

      My heart leaped, a wide grin spreading on my lips. Getting her appetite back was a good sign. A sign that she was really going to be okay, as long as we followed the doctor’s orders.

      In that moment, I agreed with Dad. I had made the right choice. I was exactly where I needed to be. “Let’s get some food in you then, shall we?”
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      “It’s been days, Blake. Days!” I hated the tinge of whine in my voice, but there was no helping it anymore. Since the hospital, Blake and I had been cooped up in the hotel room. For four days, if he could have gone to pee for me he probably would have.

      It was sweet and all, everything he was doing for me, but I couldn’t take it anymore. The first few times I asked to get out of the room, he found effective ways to distract me.

      Blake could be very, very distracting when he wanted to be.

      Only after he called the doctor to make sure it was alright for him to be distracting me like that.

      It was mortifying that he called Doctor Steele to ask if it would be safe for us to—do stuff, in bed. I wasn’t like Tiffany, talking about sex openly and unashamed. I didn’t have nearly enough experience to be that nonchalant about it.

      Maybe someday I would be able to call up a doctor as confidently as Blake had, and just come right out with it and ask her if it would be okay to have sex. Worst of all, he had her on speaker. She knew I was listening in when she told him it would be fine as long as we didn’t get too crazy.

      Too crazy? Who did she think we were? Humans shouldn’t have been able to turn the color I had, but apparently I could. My cheeks still felt hot hours later, although that might’ve also been from what came after Doctor Steele gave Blake the okay.

      He made it his personal mission after that to keep my mind off worrying about what had happened or being cooped up in the room, to make me forget what he was giving up to be in New York with me and everything else that existed outside of our bed.

      Okay, outside of the bed, the couch, the shower and the floor.

      Blake was as insatiable as I was, albeit gentle and extremely careful. I had to give it to the man, he had some serious stamina. All I had to do was look at him when I felt up to it and he would be ready to go.

      I wasn’t going to allow him to distract me again, though. We were in New York City for crying out loud, and pretty much all I’d seen was the inside of the hotel room and the hospital. It was a damn travesty.

      Blake ran his hands though his hair, looking up from his laptop. “We can’t take any risks, Aston. The doctor said you needed rest and no stress. It’s stressful out there.”

      Fighting the urge to roll my eyes like a petulant teenager, I gave him a pointed look and let my eyes slide over to the unmade bed. “What we’ve done in here has put my body under a lot more stress than a walk will.”

      “Yeah, but in here it’s the good kind of stress. The kind of tension I can take care of.” He grinned proudly. It was adorable, but I couldn’t let the smile wanting to break free come out. I wanted out of this room too bad to give in. “Out there, you could be subjected to the kind of stress I can’t do anything about.”

      “Like what?” I raised my eyebrow in challenge. “I could have scaffolding fall on my head?”

      “We could run into Dustin,” Blake said darkly.

      I shook my head, walking over to cup his jaw in my hands. Rough stubble scraped my palms. I loved that I was getting to know him well enough to know exactly how much his stubble grew in one day. “Dustin didn’t bring on the pain, Blake. I told you. I felt it earlier that day, too. It might’ve pushed me over the edge because I worried he would do something to you, but running into him isn’t going to affect me. Besides, there are millions of people in the city. Why would we run into him?”

      “Because he’s a fucking parasite,” he spat, standing up to take me into his arms. “I don’t want to risk it, Aston. Do you really want to take the chance of running into him?”

      “This isn’t about Dustin, Blake.” I repeated myself firmly. “If we run into him, I’ll kick him in the shin, curse at him and run away. Promise.”

      Sighing, he chuckled. “No running. Let me carry you away and you might have a deal.”

      “Fine,” I conceded, practically tasting the fresh air I would soon be out in. “If we run into him, I kick him in the shin, curse at him and you carry me away. Can we go now?”

      His lips kicked up into a wary grin. “Fine, but if you start feeling bad at all, you tell me immediately and we come right back. Okay?”

      “Okay.” I was done arguing about this. Sitting still had never been something I was good at. I was used to being on the move, always keeping busy. If I had to spend one more minute inside, I was going to lose it.

      “And we’re walking slowly!” Blake called after me as I went to get changed.

      “Sure,” I yelled back, throwing on some jeans and a t-shirt before he changed his mind about going for a walk. “We can crab walk for all I care.”

      As long I got out for a little while, I would be fine. Blake had spent the last few days not only telling me how much he loved and cared about me, but showing me. His reluctance to go on this walk was yet another example of how much he wanted to take care of me, but he needed to trust that I could take care of myself, too.

      I knew what I needed, wanted and I wouldn’t push myself too far. A short, relaxed stroll was what I needed right now.

      Out on the curb, Blake looked up and down the street. “Which way do you wanna go?”

      Narrowing my eyes, I thought about which way we’d gone that night when we ran into Dustin at the restaurant and pointed in the opposite direction. “Let’s go that way.”

      We started walking hand in hand at a comfortable pace, heading down the sidewalk. Blake didn’t let go of me for a second, as though nothing could happen to us while he was holding my hand. I never took him to be a guy for public displays of affection, but I was enjoying this one.

      We hadn’t had many opportunities to be together out in the open. That would all change soon, but strolling down the street as an anonymous couple was fun. Refreshing.

      “Penny for you thoughts?”

      I looked up at him, resting my head on his shoulders as we walked. “I’m just glad we did this, you know?”

      Playful humor in his eyes, he dropped an arm around my shoulders. “Was being stuck in the suite with me really that bad?”

      He flinched when I poked him in the ribs. “You know it wasn’t, but we don’t often get the chance to do stuff like this.”

      “That’s all going to change from now on,” he said, suddenly contemplative. “My dad knows you’re pregnant now. He’ll have told my mom and my brother by now. I think it’s time we tell the people closest to you, too.”

      “Are you sure?” It still seemed too soon to me.

      “I love you, Aston. I’m ready to shout it from the rooftops if you are. I get that it’s complicated, but I don’t really care.” He sounded so confidant, so sure of himself, and of us. “When we get back, will you consider it?”

      I nodded. “Speaking of getting back, you haven’t really told me what you did to be able to stay behind with me.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he replied flippantly, waving his hand like it was nothing for the brand new head of a company to take off with his baby mama for a couple of days.

      But Blake wasn’t flippant, and it wasn’t nothing. It was a big, fat, hairy deal. “I would understand if you had to go on ahead without me. I’ll be able to get to the airport by myself just fine in a few days.”

      “No way.” He didn’t even take a second to think about it. “I’m not leaving your side, Aston. It doesn’t matter what I had to push back, it has already been done, so just forget about it. I’m right here with you. I’ll leave New York when you do. We left Florida together and we’ll be going back together. From now on, that’s how it works. Out together, back together.”

      Whenever he said things like that, my heart skipped several beats. It was racing now, beyond excited that he was so candid about our future. So open about where he saw us going. There was no more uncertainty about where I stood with Blake.

      He really was in this for the long haul, and so was I. “Just remember that if you need to go, I understand.”

      “The only place I need to go is to the check-up at Doctor Steele’s tomorrow.” My heart started beating faster for a different reason now. Going to Doctor Steele’s meant we would be able to see our little blob again, but it also meant there was a possibility she could tell us something was wrong.

      Shutting down my negative thoughts, I pushed even the slightest possibility of getting bad news out of my mind. “I’m excited for the check-up. Since we followed all of her instructions, do you think she’ll let us leave?”

      “We’ll have to wait and see,” Blake shrugged, then winked and jumped far enough away that I couldn’t poke him in the ribs again. “I’m hoping she does, since it’s such a punishment for you to be stuck in a hotel suite with me.”

      I stuck out my tongue at him. Of course, I hoped the doctor would give me the all clear too, but a part of me wished she wouldn’t. I was enjoying my time alone with Blake. A couple more days cooped up in the hotel room with him might not be so bad.
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      Doctor Steele’s consulting rooms were overly feminine. Everything was decorated in shades of pink and purple with flowers on the curtains and a collection of ceramic fairies behind a desk. I supposed it was meant to divert the patient’s attention from the instruments next to the examination table, many of which looked like mediaeval torture devices.

      I hoped she wasn’t planning on using any of those on Aston today, but if she was I would have to deal with it. She smiled when she walked in, gesturing for Aston to hop onto the examination table while showing me to a seat near Aston’s head.

      “How are you feeling today, dear?” The doctor asked Aston, already starting to push some buttons on the ultrasound machine next to her.

      Aston’s eyes flicked nervously away from the collection of torture devices to meet Doctor Steele’s. “I haven’t felt any more pain since we left the hospital. I’m not as tired and haven’t been nauseous for a couple of days either.”

      The doctor looked pleasantly surprised. “That’s good news. It means the first trimester symptoms are easing up, and you should keep feeling better from here on out. Until the third trimester, that is.”

      “So I’ll have more of these wonderful symptoms to look forward to?” Aston asked, starting to roll up her shirt to expose her midriff as the doctor took the wand out of its cradle.

      Doctor Steele nodded sympathetically and patted Aston’s hand. “There are many wonderful things about pregnancy, but some of these symptoms don’t fall into that category.”

      There was nothing I could say to contribute to this conversation and I was smart enough to know it so I kept my mouth shut and let them talk as the doctor squirted gel on Aston’s stomach. I was glad to hear Aston hadn’t downplayed any more symptoms to me and reported that she felt well.

      As it always did, my own heart stuttered and nearly stopped as I watched the baby’s heart beat in a steady rhythm. It was incredible, thinking that sex had led to this. There was an actual little person inside Aston, one we had created together.

      Every time we visited one of these doctors, I was seconds away from crying like a fucking pussy when I saw that tiny little thing on the screen. Biting back a fresh wave of emotion as the doctor pointed things out to us on the scan, I lifted my hand to find Aston’s next to her on the bed.

      Tearing my eyes away from the monitor, I raised them to Aston’s to see there were tears welling up there too. It was good to know I wasn’t the only one affected by these visits.

      Doctor Steele took us through what to expect over the next couple of weeks and told us to make another appointment with the doctor back in Florida. “You can wait a week or so before you go see him, but no more than that. It will just be another checkup, but I would rather be safe than sorry.”

      “Does that mean that it’s safe for Aston to fly?” I asked, half surprised to hear the doctor was ready to clear her so soon.

      She nodded. “Everything looks great, so I don’t see why not. I would advise against too much further travel right away though. Check in with your doctor before getting on a plane again, just to be on the safe side.”

      “We’ll do that,” I assured her, more than relieved by the news that everything looked great. It was exactly what I needed to hear. Giving us the all clear to get back to Florida didn’t hurt either.

      After we left Doctor Steele’s office, Aston and I went back to the hotel, but only long enough to collect our things and head straight to the private airstrip. It didn’t escape my notice that I was using the company plane more and more often, but this way Aston wouldn’t have to stand in line, be jostled by fellow passengers, or brave any connections or delays.

      She slept all the way back to Florida, and by the time we were in the car on the way to my dad’s house, was looking better than she had in days. “Waiting on what the doctor would say at the checkup was really weighing you down, huh?”

      Nodding her head, she shrugged. “I guess so, I was worried something might have gone wrong again, something that I couldn’t feel.”

      I reached over and rested my hand on her thigh. “Nothing is going to go wrong. You and the baby will both be fine. Mark my words, it will be smooth sailing from here on out.”

      Never one to dwell on the negativity, Aston agreed. “I know. I’ll keep being careful, but I would sure like to get back to doing some kind of work.”

      “Yeah? I’ve been wanting to talk to you about that, but I wanted to wait until you were ready.”

      Aston shifted in her seat to face me and lifted an eyebrow. “Talk to me about what? There’s not much I can do until we get back to California. I realize that. I was just thinking of calling Tiffany and asking if I could help with the administrative stuff from here.”

      “Actually,” I cleared my throat and wondered how best to say this without making her feel pressured or stressing her out. “How would you feel about taking over from Danny?”

      Aston snorted, then giggled and clamped her hand over her mouth when she realized what she had done. “You can’t possibly mean that. Stop kidding around. I was being serious.”

      I lifted my eyes to meet hers briefly before turning them back to the road. “So was I.”

      “I couldn’t, I mean—that’s your brother’s spot and I—I’m not ready for that.”

      “It’s not his spot,” I scoffed. “It’s the position he was occupying and can no longer be trusted in.”

      We pulled up outside Dad’s house before we could take the conversation any further. Aston looked a little dumbstruck as she got out of the car, but quickly recovered when Mom and Dad came outside to meet us. Both of them gave her quick hugs, Mom lingering and talking to her in hushed tones, as Dad came over to greet me.

      When Mom finally stepped away from Aston, she came over and pulled me into the kind of loving hug I hadn’t had from her in years. For the first time since she came back into our lives, I allowed her to hug me. Strangely, I found myself liking it and hugged her back before leaving her to grab our bags from the car.

      The hug from my mother was only the first surprise, though. When we got inside, I found the second surprise waiting for me in Dad’s study. “Danny? What are you doing here?”

      Swirling amber liquid around in a tumbler, he sighed and rose to his feet. I didn’t know whose idea it was for him to be here, but to say he didn’t look overjoyed to see me was an understatement. “We needed to talk. I thought it would be best to do it here.”

      “Sure. Yeah, we do need to talk. Let me just go make sure Aston’s settled. I’ll be back.” When I got out of the study, Mom and Aston were already seated at the kitchen table with glasses of ice water. I checked in, but got scalding looks, as if I was interrupting, so I retreated with my palms up in surrender, chuckling on my way back to the study where my father and brother were waiting.

      I waited for Danny to make some kind of snide comment about Aston being here with me, but he didn’t. My third surprise of the day. Lucky me.

      Dad and I each took a seat after pouring drinks from a crystal decanter Dad had won in a weekly poker game once. Danny leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, the tumbler dangling from his fingers between them. “Well then, little brother. It seems you were right. Dad tells me he really has signed the company over, so it seems my fate is in your hands. Guess I should start packing my shit to get out.”

      Dad didn’t attempt to intervene. He sat back in his chair and nursed his drink, waiting for me to answer. “I’m sorry about the way things went down in New York. I owe you an apology for that. I didn’t mean to spring anything on you, especially not in front of that deranged lunatic.”

      “I heard what happened after I left,” Danny sighed. “Is Aston okay?”

      “Peachy.” I was about to give him a piece of my mind about his choices in friends when I caught Dad’s eye. He shook his head almost imperceptibly, but it was enough. And he was right.

      Danny was my brother. He was making an attempt at being civil and to his credit, it looked like he really was worried when he asked about Aston. “How did you hear?”

      Danny shrugged. “I’ve got a couple of acquaintances out there. Wouldn’t call them friends anymore, but they called. For what it’s worth, I don’t blame you for how things went down. I didn’t give you much of a choice.”

      “No, you didn’t,” I agreed. “Look, I’m not going to give you some bullshit about how all is forgiven. The reality, the way I see it anyway, is simple. You fucked up, big time. I don’t want to punish you, I’m not that petty. This is a family business and you’re still family, but you can’t stay on where you are.”

      Releasing a resigned sigh, he nodded. “I figured. What are you gonna do about it?”

      “If you’re interested in staying, I do think it’s in the best interest of the company for you to stay on in some capacity. I need you at your best somewhere where you can really make a difference.”

      “Okay,” he replied, a skeptical gleam entering his eyes. “Are you exiling me to the McAllen version of Siberia?”

      “Where is that?”

      “Arkansas,” he deadpanned, but I could see his lips twitching into a smile. “Wouldn’t be so bad there. I met this woman there once who could—”

      Dad winced, “Spare us those details. Continue, Blake.”

      Danny shrugged and mimed zipping his lips. When he was like this, I caught glimpses of the brother I was once close to. The guy I could depend and until very recently, even respect. “How do you feel about California?”

      “California?” He frowned, “That would be the furthest thing from Siberia.”

      “I’m not exiling you, Dan,” I told him, trying hard to keep my face straight. “I would like to know if you’d be interested in proving yourself there, as the Palo Alto Manager.”

      “Palo Alto, huh?” Danny mused, then slowly started nodding without questioning me. It was a welcome change from the interactions we’d been having for the last couple of months. “I do like sunshine. This isn’t some kind of trick? You’re being serious?”

      “You know me better than that, Danny.”

      “True that,” he said, setting his tumbler down to clap his hands together. “Palo Alto. Could be fun. Okay, you got it.”

      Dad, Danny and I talked while we finished our drinks. I told them about the plans I had made for the company while taking the downtime in New York, and both of them seemed to be on board. When we walked out of the study, Mom and Aston were still talking.

      Mom smiled when she saw us enter. “All my boys on speaking terms again?”

      “Sure,” Danny told her, going to take the seat next to her. It was weird, seeing them around a kitchen table together again after all these years.

      But the happy family reunion would have to wait. I walked over to Aston and sat down next to her. “I’ve spoken to everyone about it and I want you to take Danny’s position in the company. I’m asking, offering really. It’s all official. Will you take over from him?”

      Aston blinked and for the first time since I’d met her, didn’t have anything to say.
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      “Excuse me.” I pushed my chair back from the kitchen counter and glanced at Blake’s family before letting my eyes come to rest on him. “Could I talk to you outside for a minute please?”

      “Sure.” Exchanging a look with his father who nodded encouragingly, Blake followed me outside. I didn’t stop walking when we hit the deck, heading over it and onto the expansive green lawn.

      The sparkling swimming pool was blue and inviting. I briefly considered stripping off my clothes and taking refuge in the silence of its depths, but I doubted very much that Blake’s father would appreciate a half-naked pregnant girl sitting at the bottom of his pool.

      When I hit a patch of trees at the back of the property, I paced in the shade beneath them. Without having to look, I knew Blake was standing there watching me. He let me blow off steam for a few more seconds before planting his hands on his hips. “Before you say anything, hear me out.”

      “I told you I didn’t want that spot, Blake.”

      Walking toward me, he lifted his hands to my shoulders to stop me from pacing and bent his knees to look deep into my eyes. “You said you didn’t want it because it belonged to Danny, but it doesn’t. Even he agrees that he doesn’t belong in it any more, not after everything he did.”

      “Maybe.” I threw my hands out to my sides in a dramatic gesture I wished I could blame on my pregnancy, but I couldn’t. This was all me. I was beyond frustrated with Blake, having told him not an hour ago that I didn’t want his brother’s position in the company.

      It stung that he had ignored me, that he just went ahead and told his whole entire family that he wanted me to replace his brother.

      “Or maybe he deserves another chance. Maybe he only agreed with you that he doesn’t belong in that position because it’s not like he has much of a choice. You are the boss now and you made it pretty clear that you wanted him out, maybe he felt like he had no choice but to agree with you if he didn’t want to walk away from here today unemployed.”

      Blake shrugged, his eyes flashing with exasperation. I didn’t consider myself to be an exasperated person, and never had been. I wasn’t refusing the spot to try be difficult, to make him beg me to take it or sing my praises. I was refusing because Danny McAllen was Blake’s brother and that job was his birthright.

      “I didn’t force him into agreeing to anything, and if you think that Danny would do anything he didn’t want to do, you are sorely mistaken.” He tried explaining. “Danny knows as well as I do that he fucked up. Big time. He’s not arguing with me over his position because he knows he shouldn’t be in it, that’s all there is to it.”

      I stopped pacing, linking my fingers behind the back of my neck and squeezing. “Let’s imagine for one minute that you are right. Let’s say he shouldn’t be in that position, but that doesn’t mean that I should.”

      “Aston.” With fierce passion burning in his eyes, his gaze held onto mine. “I would never, ever do anything that wasn’t in the best interest of this company. I love my dad and the company he built, I wouldn’t do anything that I didn’t well and truly believe was the absolute right thing to do.”

      I opened my mouth to object again, but he held up a hand. “Just let me finish, please?”

      “Okay.” I motioned for him to go ahead, silently starting a list of all the points he made that I wanted to respond to.

      “I’ve wanted you on my team at the head office since pretty much the moment I met you, or maybe five minutes after. Back when sleeping with you was only ever going to happen in my dreams, and loving you was impossible. You are a force of nature, a force to be reckoned with in your job. I need that fire you bring to the table beside me every day.”

      “But—”

      “I wasn’t done yet,” he sighed, holding my eyes imploringly until I nodded. “I know you’re afraid of what people will think, but let them think whatever the fuck they want to. They’ll soon see what you’re capable of and then everyone will know you got the job on merit, not because of who you are to me.”

      Coming to loosen my hands still clenched on the back of my neck, he took both of them in both of his. “But let’s stop there for a minute, on who you are to me. I’m looking to start a life with you and our baby. I never want to be away from you. This way, you’ll always be right by my side.”

      Exhaling on a long breath, I shook my head. “I want to start a life with you too, Blake. But not this way, not like this. Besides, what about my hotel? What do we do about California if I’m never going back there? They need a manager and as well as Tiffany is doing, it’s not her job. She never wanted that much responsibility on her shoulders.”

      “That’s why I’m sending Danny there,” Blake answered. Damn infuriating man thought he had it all figured out.

      I held back a very unladylike snort. “You can’t send your brother to California, Blake. It’s too far away. He needs to be closer to you. You’ll never get his best if he’s in a different state than you are.”

      “I will,” he said, confidently. Frowning, he went on. “He’s already agreed to it. Why are you so against this, Aston? It’s all worked out.”

      “I’m against it because I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I exclaimed, rolling my eyes. “Danny’s position isn’t some random spot. It’s a very important position in the company.”

      “Exactly,” Blake snapped. “It’s not good enough to put some random person into that position, don’t you think I get that? That’s one of the reasons why I need you, Aston. You’re all I’ve got. I don’t have any other options that are good enough.”

      “I’m a last resort?” My head reared back like he’d slapped me. I didn’t know what was going on with me, but my emotions were all over the place. Maybe it was the pregnancy after all, but knowing he only wanted me because there was no one else was somehow more hurtful than people thinking he’d only put me into that spot because he was sleeping with me.

      Staring at me like I’d grown a unicorn horn or turned green, Blake shook his head. “You’re not a last resort. It’s not like that at all. Think about it this way, my dad supports me in this decision. About Danny going to California and appointing you into his position, all of it.”

      That thought, more than anything else Blake had said, gave me pause. Wayne McAllen was my idol, my hero. I didn’t want to be the one responsible for tearing his family apart when it was only just coming together again.

      “It’s not because he wants me in that position. Like you said, there’s not much choice. I’m sure he’d much rather have his son remain in it, but he knows you won’t let that happen. I’m carrying his first grandchild. That’s all it is.”

      Blake blew out a deep breath, inhaling and releasing one after the other as he frowned at me. “That’s not at all what this is. Please, Aston. Will you at least come talk to him? Hear it from him?”

      Tears jumped into my eyes from out of nowhere. I squeezed them shut and took a deep breath, willing myself to calm down. “Okay, let’s go inside.”

      Wayne was sitting in his study by himself when we got there, poring over a stack of papers. He looked up, smiling as Blake shut the door behind us. “Well, do you have an answer for us?”

      “I, uh. I.” Stammering wasn’t like me at all, but this situation was getting the better of me.

      Thankfully, Blake jumped in. “Aston’s worried about taking Danny’s spot. She thinks I only want to give it to her because of who she is to me, that we only offered it to her because we had no other options.”

      Nodding, Wayne pushed the stack of papers to the side and gestured for me to take a seat. He pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and index finger before lifting his eyes to meet mine. “Before I sent Blake to California the first time, I had heard about you. It was one of the reasons I wanted him to go there in the first place, to report back on whether the things I was hearing about you were true.”

      Eyes widening, I glanced at Blake. He shrugged, waiting for his father to continue. I wondered if Wayne was telling the truth, but he had no reason to lie to me. Especially not about this.

      “You were a bit of a wildcard hire for me, but your recommendations were great. People raved about you,” he said, smiling as though he was recalling a fond memory. “California was deep in the red before you started. I was considering closing the Palo Alto branch down. It was under-performing every quarter until you got there, then it started turning around.”

      I’d known the hotel wasn’t performing wonderfully before I took over, but I had no idea it was in such big trouble. “Your reviews from your employees were wonderful. You inspired people. I knew even back then that you were going to end up in one of the top spots someday, and that you would deserve to be because you wouldn’t stop until you got there. You’re the woman for this job, my dear. There is no doubt in my mind about that.”

      Gaping slightly, I tried to absorb the praise he showered on me. But it still didn’t change the facts or how I felt about their offer. “I can’t break up this family, I won’t be the reason Danny gets sent to California.”

      “Danny is the reason Danny is being sent to California, not you,” Wayne insisted, then chuckled. A low, pleasant sound. “Our family is closer than ever, you are not breaking it up.”

      “I just—” Searching my brain for words that would make them understand, I came up empty. “I can’t take this job. It doesn’t feel right.”

      With that, I spun around and walked out of the office. Before the door closed behind me, I heard Wayne telling Blake to give me a minute. I appreciated it.

      Going outside to sit on the top step of the front porch, I let the warmth of the sun wash over me. It seeped into my skin, chasing away the darkness gathering deep inside me. I didn’t want to be the reason Danny and Blake weren’t as close as they needed to be, not physically or emotionally.

      I couldn’t let Blake put this distance between the two of them. Palo Alto was a long way away from Tampa and this was where Danny belonged—with his family.

      They’d only just gotten their mother back. Their family needed time to heal together, not with one of its members in a different state.

      The need to get away from here clawed at me, my skin crawling with the need to just get away. I needed time to think, time to breathe. And I couldn’t do it here.

      Without even really realizing what I was doing, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and called a cab. I would sneak out for just a little while without anyone knowing. I would keep my phone on me. The baby and I would be fine. I just needed a little space.
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      Walking out of Dad’s study, I bumped into my mom in the hall. For a guy who spent years seeing only one family member, two at most, once every couple of weeks, I was surrounded by them now. I didn’t know how much I liked it yet.

      “Have you seen Aston? I asked Mom, who smiled as she jerked her head in the direction of the front door.

      “She left in a cab a few minutes ago,” Mom told me. “I saw her out there from the kitchen window, but it looked like she could use a couple of minutes alone. Next thing I knew, there was a cab and she was getting into it.”

      My heart sank to my shoes. “What?”

      I knew Aston was upset by my offering her Danny’s job, but I never thought she would leave. Panic crept in and gripped my heart. She didn’t know anyone in Florida as far as I knew. I didn’t even know where to start looking for her.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled, ignoring my mom’s chastising look. It was a little fucking late for her to try have any say about my language. I was getting used to having her around, maybe even starting to forgive her for leaving, but that didn’t mean I was ready for her to start mothering me now. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Blake, it will be fine,” she said, coming over to rest her hand on my forearm. I yanked it out of her reach, striding purposefully over to the front door. Maybe Aston just took a ride around the block.

      Mom trailed after me, trying to soothe me. To calm me down. “I’m sure she just needed some space to clear her head. The poor girl’s been on a roller coaster ride these past few weeks. She’s had everything she knows uprooted and gotten swept up into your world. She hasn’t been home in weeks. She’s pregnant with the baby of a man who just took over the company she works for, but hasn’t been able to work at. She’s been in the hospital, met your parents and just got told you want her to take over one of the most important, highest offices in the company. Give her a break.”

      “Like you needed a break?” I snapped. It wasn’t fair, but my head was spinning. Aston had left. Just—gone. Without saying goodbye or telling me where she was going, or even that she was going. It felt all too familiar. A sick feeling spread from my stomach up my throat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bark at you.”

      “It’s okay, Blake,” Mom said, her voice barely above a whisper. “She’s not me. She hasn’t left you, honey. She probably just went for a ride. She’ll be back.”

      “Why would she leave?” I breathed, pacing up and down the front entrance hall. It wouldn’t bring her back faster if I hovered by the entrance, but I couldn’t bring myself to go back into the house without her.

      Dad appeared in the doorway, sympathy in his eyes and the tight line of his lips. “That was an intense conversation we just had, son. For you, this is all normal. It’s business. Think about it from her perspective, though. She’s already being sucked into your world at the speed of light, now you want to cement that even more by giving her a position that has always been held by a family member. Not only would accepting it mean she had to move, but it would also mean taking on an office she might not be ready for and might not think she deserves.”

      “She does deserve it,” I insisted, calmed only marginally by my dad nodding his agreement. I stopped pacing, wild eyes searching out his. “Why can’t she understand she deserves it?”

      “I don’t know much about her history,” Dad said. “But she doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who expects or wants anything to be handed to her on a silver platter. It’s obvious from her work ethic that she takes pride in her job. She might feel that this would take away from that because she hasn’t earned it.”

      “She’s more than earned it.”

      My dad nodded again, putting his hand on my shoulder to grab my attention fully as he gestured around the room. Danny was there now too, standing next to our mother. “Yes, she has earned it. After everything that’s happened, Danny wouldn’t have remained in his position and she definitely would have been an internal candidate considered to fill it—even if you’d never met her.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw my brother flinch. Dad went on, undeterred by Danny’s reaction. “Like I said though, she doesn’t see it that way yet. Think about what all this looks like to her. You can see family means a lot to her from the way she’s been with us, your mom especially. She might not really have a family of her own, but she certainly values it. She doesn’t want to be responsible for causing a rift in ours, probably because there’s already a rift in her own.”

      Dad had a way of seeing things in people I couldn’t, a way of understanding thoughts and feelings that could only have come from decades of dealing with thousands of employees. He often dealt with personnel issues personally. Not as much the last couple of years, but he liked having a human connection with his staff.

      He thought it was the only way to really be and stay successful—to value your people and to have them know it. I mulled over his words, knowing he was right. All those years of managing his people might be the only thing that could save my relationship right now.

      “Thanks, Dad. I think you might be right. I don’t know how to fix it, but I have to find her and try talk to her again,” I said, determination blooming like a growing thing in my chest. “I’ll come up with an alternative she can accept. I have to.”

      Danny stepped forward, a contrite smile on his lips. “I think I might be able to help you out there.”

      “What do you mean?” Without meaning to, my eyes narrowed. I didn’t really trust my brother right now, but he seemed to have accepted the way things were going to be going forward.

      Besides, if he had a plan, I was all ears. It wasn’t like I had a better one. “How can you help?”

      “There is a way to make this work,” he started, dragging his hands over the scruff that had grown on his cheeks and jaw. “It seems to me that her problem is not only taking over from me, but because she thinks that’s why you’re sending me away.”

      “It kind of is,” I pointed out the obvious. “We need someone down in California if she’s not going back and you’d do well there.”

      Danny smirked. “Of course I would. I’d manage the shit out of that hotel.”

      Frustrated and worried about Aston alone in a cab going God only knew where, I threw up my hands. “I don’t hear a plan anywhere in there.”

      Shaking his head sheepishly, he ruffled his hair. “Sure. Yeah, sorry. I was just making a point.”

      “Consider it made.” Danny would be able to manage the hotel, I knew that. It was why I came up with the plan of sending him there. Two birds, one stone and all. “I’m still not hearing a plan.”

      “I can’t stay where I am in the company, I get that,” he said, shrugging. “I’m not proud of it, but I fucked up. I let shit go to my head and I’m ashamed to say this has been happening for years. I lost sight of the goal.”

      His admission stunned me. I didn’t have anything to say, he already knew I agreed with him. “The thing is, I need to get my head back in the game. I’m not even sure it’s a game I can play anymore, but I want to try.”

      “Okay,” I said, wondering where the hell he was going with this.

      “For the past couple of years, I’ve been bulldozing along. I never stopped to listen, or to learn.”

      Confession hour just kept getting more interesting. I was glad he was finally fessing up to what he had done, but my worry about Aston kept mounting. “And?”

      Danny lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “And I think I could learn from her.”

      This time, it wasn’t only my jaw that loosened. Mom and Dad exchanged a shocked look, but kept quiet as Danny continued. “If you’d let me, I’d like to stay here. You guys are here, so are Mom and Dad. I’ll go to Palo Alto, if that’s what you want.”

      “But?” There had to be a ‘but’ coming.

      “No buts. If that’s what you want, I’ll go. I understand that you need someone there and that logistically, it can’t be Aston. I can be a team player again and if that’s what this team needs, I’ll take one for the team and go.”

      Taking a deep breath, his eyes darted up to the ceiling like he was slightly embarrassed by what he had to say. “But if you’d consider keeping me on in Florida though, I could work under Aston.”

      Shocked, my eyes widened. “You’d be her subordinate?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes drifted to Dad before he nodded and looked back at me. “It’s not easy for me to face, but I know I brought this on myself. If I stay, I’ll work as her second. Help her, learn from her, whatever.”

      “You would do that?” To say I was surprised was an understatement. My brother, or at least the brother he’d become, lacked the astonishing maturity it took to come up with a plan like this. “You realize it wouldn’t be temporary.”

      “I do.” He held onto my gaze, sincere in what he was saying. “I’ve been an asshole. Maybe I could prove myself to all of you by being okay with this. I’m not stupid, I can see how much you love her. I also see, as much as it pains me to admit this, that she’d be better in my job than I am.”

      My eyebrows jumped to my hairline. “But I know all the players in this game, and I know the rules. I really believe I could add value to her. She’s going to need someone who knows enough to stand in for her when she goes to the doctor, who she can trust to hold down the fort while she goes on maternity leave. I don’t know much about babies, but I’m pretty sure she’s going to need someone who’d be able to cover for her at the drop of a hat if she needs to leave once the baby is born.”

      I blinked, unable to believe what I was hearing from him. Dad’s chest swelled. It was clear he was proud of what Danny was saying. “There’s the maturity you’ve been lacking. Welcome back, my boy. It’s good to see the man I raised again.”

      Danny chuckled and nodded. “I’m sorry it’s been such a long time.”

      “Better late than never,” I told him. Turning his plan over in my head, I made my decision. “Okay, let’s do it. It’s a good plan and you make some valid points.”

      “Think she’ll go for it?” He asked the question sincerely, and unless my ears deceived me, sounded nervous and a little hopeful.

      “I hope so,” I said honestly. “It should address everything she’s worried about.”

      “Go get her, son.” Dad said. “Talk it over, we’ll be here.”

      Suddenly more anxious than ever to go find her, I nodded and headed out. The only place she might possibly have gone was the hotel. Unless she’d just gone for a drive or to the beach. I hoped not though, I hoped she was at the hotel. Our things were there. It was as close to a home base as we had here. I was hoping that was enough reason for her to have gone there.

      When I opened the door to our suite, I knew instantly that she was there. Awareness of her made my skin tingle and my heart race. “Aston?”

      I heard a zipper before her shaky voice spoke up. “I’m in here.”

      Walking around the wall that divided the entry from the bedroom area, I paused when I saw her suitcase sitting on the bed. “What are you doing?”

      “Packing,” she said quietly, not stopping to look at me. The zipper I’d heard must have been the one from her vanity bag, sitting beside her suitcase on the bed now. “I’m going home.”

      Walking over to take her hands, I rubbed her knuckles with my thumbs. “You are home, Aston. I mean, not in the hotel. In Florida. I’ll get us a house soon. We can pick it out together.”

      She looked up at me, shaking her head sadly. “It’s not that simple, Blake.”

      “Why not?” I argued, holding onto her hands tightly. “It’s exactly as simple or as complicated as we make it.”

      “No, it’s not. What we’ve got going on here, it’s hard.”

      Shaking my head, I sat down on the bed and opened my legs, tugging her forward until she was standing between my knees. “I’m sorry for pushing the job on you. I wasn’t thinking properly, I didn’t understand.”

      “You do now?” Doubt cooled and darkened her eyes. “What could’ve changed in the last hour?”

      “Danny came up with an idea for a new plan.” I laid it out for her, watching as the doubt lessened and eventually faded away.

      When I was done, her shoulders had all but relaxed. “This was Danny’s plan?”

      “Yes,” I told her, holding up my hand. “Scout’s honor. He came up with it all by himself.”

      She smiled softly, some of the familiar playfulness and humor creeping back into her features. “Were you ever a scout?”

      I shrugged, running my hands up her legs to settle on her hips. “I tried my hand at it. Didn’t stick. Ignore the scout’s honor, then. I promise you, on my honor, that it was his plan. You should’ve heard everything he said, he really wants this.”

      “Are you sure? It doesn’t sound like him.” She brought her hands to cover mine on her hips, tracing patterns on my skin with her fingertips.

      Leaning my head forward so it lay on her stomach, I breathed in her comforting scent and nodded, the material of her shirt soft against my forehead. “I know, but I think you’re getting to him.”

      “Me?” She asked, her surprise clear.

      “You,” I repeated confidently. I’d thought about it on the way over and it was the only explanation I had for Danny’s sudden change of heart. “What you’ve done for the hotel pales in comparison to what you’ve done for my family. He respects you and I think he’s ready to earn your respect.”

      “What about you, Blake?” She asked the question, all the while looking so deeply into my eyes it was like she was looking all the way into my soul. “Do you respect me?”

      “Absolutely,” I breathed, not breaking eye contact with her for a moment. “I respect you, I adore you. More than that, I love you Aston. I’m sorry for being an asshole.”

      “I’m sorry too,” she said, as she lifted her knee and set it beside my leg on the bed. Her other leg followed and then she was straddling me, cupping my cheeks in her hands. “I love you too, Blake. So much.”
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      Before I knew what was happening, Blake flipped us over and was rolling my pants down my legs. My panties followed quickly.

      He yanked both items over my bare feet and dropped them to the floor. Heat spread through me as his bright blue eyes drank in every inch of me.

      He sat between my legs, spread open so there would be space for him. Completely on display for him, I was surprised by how much it turned me on. The raw lust in his eyes told me he felt the same. “I was an ass. I’m sorry I didn’t see how much I was upsetting you, can I make it up to you?”

      “Please,” I breathed, reaching for his shirt.

      Catching my hands in one of his, he used the other to reach behind him in a fist and pulled it off in a smooth slide. As his body came into view, I wished he wasn’t sitting between them so I could clench my thighs together to ease the need building there. Seeing me squirm, his hands went for my bare legs, running up and down my thighs.

      “You’re gorgeous, Aston. And the best thing that has ever happened to me. I’m so sorry I fucked up.”

      His eyes were glued to me, alternating between searing glances into my eyes that were so filled with love it made my heart swell and lustful looks at my half naked body that made me want to forget about my heart.

      Every stroke of his hands on my thighs set me on fire. I was throbbing for him. Though I couldn’t see how wet I was, I could feel the heat at my entrance. The cool air in the hotel room did nothing to cool my body.

      Blake’s eyes grew even hungrier when they ran all the way down and caught sight of me. “Blake, I need you. Please.”

      Shifting on the bed, one of his hands reached for his pants. I trembled in anticipation of feeling his hard body on mine, of having him inside me.

      Blake kicked off his shoes, lifted himself up on his knees to get his pants off and then crawled up over me. Keeping most of his weight propped up on one arm, he used the other hand to draw circles on my hips, my stomach, around my nipples.

      A low groan rumbled from his chest as he flicked a sensitive nipple with his thumb. Seemingly transfixed by the way I was writhing and gasping, he kept going, the touch of his fingertips light as he teased his way down my abdomen to cup my mound.

      “Where do you need me, baby?” He bent over until his lips were so close that they brushed against mine when he spoke.

      “Here, like this?” Dipping his fingers into my wetness, he spread me wide before dragging them slowly all the way up my slit. When he reached my clit, I moaned.

      “Or would you prefer this?” Tongue darting out between his lips, he licked a soft line from my ear to my collarbone, his lips ghosting across my nipple before coming up to kiss my lips.

      Lifting his hips, he angled himself so I could feel his cock straining at my entrance and bucking my hips against him. He held steady, looking deep into my eyes. “Tell me what you want first tonight, because you’re coming all over me, Aston. I just need to know where you’d like to start.”

      “I want you,” I told him, my breaths coming so fast I was practically panting. “Just you, however you want.”

      “You’ve already got me, Aston. All of me, you have it. Whatever you want.” His voice was low and needy, yet filled with thick emotion.

      Pushing my hips up to tease his tip into me, I looked into his eyes and brought my hands up to his cheeks. “Then let me feel you, Blake.”

      He groaned, sinking into me so slowly it was like he was savoring every inch he dipped in. “I don’t know how long I’m gonna last. I want you so badly, Aston. I need you.”

      When he paused to kiss me before sliding all the way in, I felt his need vibrating into me. The kiss was of a different kind. A slow, passionate kiss that matched the rhythm of his hips as he started moving them.

      Without breaking the kiss, he reached for my hands and curled our fingers together, holding them on the pillow on either side of my head. He squeezed my hands as he made love to me.

      And that was what he was doing, making love to me. This wasn’t sex or fucking.

      These passionate, yet somehow sweet kisses, the explosive rhythm that I felt in my heart as much as I did in my body, the way his hands clung to mine, this was making love.

      Blake’s muscles started quivering at the same time mine did. He increased the speed and pressure of his hips rocking as we both hovered on the edge.

      Together we chased our peaks, swallowing noises of pleasure made by the other until we had no choice but to break apart. I cried out, my lips against Blake’s as I moaned his name.

      Pure ecstasy crashed into me as my orgasm took hold, ripping through my body. Blake stiffened when I did, my walls milking him as he growled my name and released inside me.

      Careful not to collapse onto me, he rolled so he was cradled against my side with his hand on my stomach. I had noticed him doing that a lot more often nowadays, touching my tummy.

      When our breathing was back to normal, I turned on my side to face Blake. Just because I was okay with what Danny had proposed didn’t mean it solved all Blake’s, no, not Blake’s, all of our problems. “If Danny is staying, what are we going to do about the California branch? We can’t just leave it as is, not long term if I’m really not going back.”

      “Do you want to go back?” He asked the question quietly, almost cautiously, as he lay on his back, one arm hooked behind his head.

      It was a good question. Being the manager in Palo Alto was something I’d worked for, something I valued and was proud of. But if I was being honest with myself, I was excited about moving to a new position.

      I’d worked for that too, and had been working towards it since I started at the company. Having had some time to think over everything Wayne and Blake had said earlier, I realized they really did think I had what it took to do Danny’s job.

      Wayne had even thought that before I’d ever met Blake. His opinion, and the confidence of both of them counted for something. For a lot, actually.

      And if Danny was willing to stay on, not only in Florida but to help me, I wouldn’t say no. Florida was where Blake needed to be from now on, and I wanted to be with him. I probably could’ve just stayed with him and never had to work again, but I didn’t want that. I didn’t think it was what Blake wanted for me either, despite the fact that I knew he would be okay with it if that was what I asked for.

      Blake, and Florida, was my future. There was nothing left in California for me now, but I didn’t want to leave the hotel high and dry. The people there were still important to me. Too important to leave them without proper leadership.

      “I don’t want to go back,” I finally replied, knowing it was true. “I want to be where you are, and that’s here for now. I just don’t want to leave everyone there without a manager. They don’t deserve any more upheaval or disruption.”

      “Some degree of disruption will happen because you’re not going back,” he told me, reaching out to draw me closer to his side. “It’s manageable though, and don’t worry about California. I have a plan.”
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          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Three months after the last time Aston and I walked out of the hotel in California, we were back for a visit. It had been a long three months. We had meant to pop in for a visit weeks ago, but we never got around to it.

      As it was, we’d almost had to cancel again. Aston managed to dodge the bullets flying her way, with Danny’s help, and we’d hopped on the jet as soon as our meetings let out. We were like kids fleeing from school on the last day, excited to be getting away from the head office that took so much of our time.

      Our visit to California wasn’t a vacation though. Soon, I would whisk Aston away for a break before the baby was born, but for now, we were working.

      It didn’t make Aston any less excited to be headed back to her hometown. She missed her friends and had been looking forward to spending time with them, even if we would have to get some work done at the same time.

      Dressed in a soft, flowing red dress that clung to her newly rounded stomach, she looked more beautiful to me than ever, and her friends made sure she knew it as she greeted everyone. Needless to say, she didn’t agree.

      She wasn’t showing that much yet, but she was already convinced she was starting to resemble a whale. No amount of argument from me seemed to convince her otherwise. And damn had I tried.

      A woman I didn’t remember meeting when I was at the hotel before practically stormed Aston, enveloping her in a giant hug and gushing. “You look gorgeous, my dear. Absolutely stunning. There has never been a more beautiful mother to be.”

      Aston rolled her eyes, giggling as she put her hand on the woman’s arm. “Try every other pregnant woman, but thank you, Sheila. How are you?”

      “Missing you,” the woman sighed. It was a sentiment that had been shared a few times since we arrived just a few minutes ago. “But you look wonderful. The head office has certainly been kinder to us since you’ve been there too, so we take solace in that. This must be Blake.”

      I stepped forward, clasping her extended hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Sheila.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you two hadn’t met since—” Aston trailed off, her cheeks warming. I hadn’t missed Sheila’s reference to the head office being kinder, which I understood to mean that she knew how close the branch had been to cuts being made. “Anyway, this is Blake. Blake, this lovely lady is Sheila. She’s on the housekeeping team.”

      “And happy to be there,” Sheila said, shooting me a look before shrugging it off and turning back to Aston to keep chatting. People here clearly hadn’t forgotten about the recent cuts. I sighed inwardly.

      Fixing Danny’s messes over the last months had been tough, but we were getting there slowly but surely. Strangely enough, Danny himself had been a great help in undoing the damage he’d caused.

      Aston said goodbye to Sheila and was swept up by a couple more people, all of whom were happy to see her. It warmed my heart to see all the love people had for her here. She’d been worried before we came, wondering if they would have forgiven her for leaving.

      It seemed like she had nothing to worry about. Everyone was welcoming her back with open arms, albeit only for a short time. We couldn’t stay as long as Aston wanted, but it wasn’t only because of me.

      Aston had taken the head office by storm. She was already respected, revered even. People loved her there as much as they did here and she didn’t want to leave her post for too long.

      We were only in California to check in on Tiffany, who’d agreed to stay on as manager of the hotel without any argument whatsoever. As it turned out, Tiffany enjoyed managing. It helped that she had a stellar team behind her, all of whom knew exactly where they fit in and what to do thanks to Aston’s leadership.

      The transition into Tiffany’s management style was an easy one for the staff to make. They liked her and more importantly, they trusted her. She was one of them. No one had had any objections to her appointment being made permanent. No one else had even thrown their hats in the ring to compete for her position.

      The branch was still thriving, its numbers holding steady after Aston left. I knew Aston was still working with Tiffany, strategizing on how to keep their numbers up and how to build on them again. They didn’t know I knew, but I didn’t mind. It made Aston happy to stay in close contact with Tiffany, and Tiffany seemed more comfortable knowing Aston hadn’t left her in the deep end alone.

      After a couple more minutes and some more introductions, I heard Tiffany’s familiar voice behind me. “Oh my god! I can’t believe you’re really here. Get in here!”

      She flung her arms wide open and pulled Aston into an uncomfortably tight looking hug, but my girl seemed to love it. She shrieked with laughter, then surprised me by pulling me into the hug, too.

      I wasn’t much of a hugger, except for when it came to Aston, and my arms were always automatically reaching out for her. I especially didn’t hug staff members, but I made an exception for Tiffany. The girl had been a rock for Aston since the news came out that we were in a relationship, and even before.

      She’d also made my life a hell of a lot easier when she first agreed to manage the hotel in Aston’s absence, and then later when she agreed to stay on in the position permanently. I knew it wouldn’t have been easy to convince Aston to take the job at the head office if she was worried about the people here.

      Knowing it was Tiffany who was in charge gave her peace of mind. For that reason, I joined their embrace and found myself in the middle of the crushing hug.

      “I’ll forgive you for stealing her away from me if you keep making her this happy, mister.” Tiffany laughed, stepping back with her hands on Aston’s shoulders to get a good look at her. “And look at you! Pregnancy has been good for you.”

      Aston flushed, smiling shyly. “After the first few months, it got a lot better. The little one and I have finally gotten used to sharing this body for now.”

      Tiffany reached out and rubbed Aston’s belly, something I knew she hated if it wasn’t me doing it, but she also didn’t seem to mind Tiffany’s hand on her. She shuffled forward a little, laughing when Tiffany’s eyes grew when she felt the baby kick.

      “See?” She exclaimed proudly. “Little Aston loves me.”

      “Little Aston?” I lifted my brow, lips curving up into a smile. “It could be a little me. Don’t get me wrong, I would love it to be a little Aston. I’m simply stating the facts.”

      Tiffany snorted, shaking a finger at me. “Oh no, you. Whatever this baby’s gender is, it better inherit its mama’s awesome personality traits.”

      “I have some awesome personality traits,” I smirked, winking to let her know I was kidding. Mostly.

      Aston pushed up on her toes and brushed a soft kiss to the bottom of my jaw. “Yeah you do.”

      Tiffany rolled her eyes with a smile, then linked her arm with Aston’s. “Let’s just agree you’re both pretty awesome and leave it at that, shall we? Let’s go to the conference room, I had the kitchen whip us up some snacks. You guys must be starving after the flight, and you need to get off your feet.”

      Aston shook her head, but didn’t disagree. Despite how hard she’d been working, she was still taking it easy. The doctors weren’t worried about her anymore and the pregnancy was progressing without any further complications.

      She wasn’t taking any chances though. She kept off her feet as much as possible during the day, avoiding racing around the office. We made a point of not working too late and if we had to, took work home with us to do in the office I had set up for us.

      Tiffany led us into the smaller of the conference rooms at ground level, one where Aston and I had shared dinner not so long ago, yet it seemed like a different lifetime now. Aston walked over to the window, releasing a happy sigh to be looking out over the ocean. “It feels like I haven’t been here in forever.”

      “For you and me both, girl.” Tiffany sighed. “Welcome back.”

      “Thanks,” Aston replied softly. “You should come visit us in Florida sometime. We’ll be happy to have you.”

      “Once the baby is born, try keeping me away,” she said, reaching out to pat Aston’s belly again.

      The two friends shared a moment. I hung back, getting settled at the table. When they sat down, Aston joked, “Oh, you’ll only visit once the baby is born? That’s still months away.”

      “Good point,” Tiffany said. “Maybe I’ll come out there sooner. Is your nursery set up yet? I can come help with that.”

      “We’ve been settling into the house,” Aston told her. “We haven’t gotten to the nursery quite yet. It would be great if you could come out to help.”

      The girls made plans for Tiffany to visit in a few months, then turned to me. It looked like it was finally time to get down to business.

      Aston wasn’t quite ready. “You’ve been helping way too much though, Tiffany. Thanks so much for helping with my apartment. There is barely anything left for us to take care of.”

      “It was no big deal,” she replied. “Besides, I took a few liberties with some of your things. You really do have good taste, you know.”

      “You helped me pick half of it out, as I recall,” Aston said with a smile.

      Sitting up, I hoped to move things on. Taking Aston’s hand under the table. She let it rest on her leg. It was a pose we often took when in meetings together.

      “How has management been treating you?” I asked.

      “It’s good,” Tiffany told me. Her eyes lit up as she conveyed all they’d gotten done in the last three months. “I’d say we’re well on track with maintaining the numbers we have now. We’ve hired two new chefs and people seem to be loving the variety we’ve added to the menus. Our suites are all booked out for the next few months.”

      Aston’s eyes warmed with a smile. “Well done. That’s great news! You’re doing so well, it’s like you were born for this job.”

      Tiffany shrugged. “I learned from the best. I’m enjoying it a lot more than I expected to, though. You were right, it is the best job in the world.”

      “I don’t know about that anymore,” I said. “But I’m glad it’s going so well for you. You guys sure are making us proud. It’s good to know we don’t have to worry about you.”

      “Not at all,” Tiffany said. “We’re fine. Holding your good name high. What about you, Aston? You happy there in corporate?”

      Aston nodded enthusiastically. “It’s been great so far. The people are wonderful and the work is challenging, but I love it.”

      “What about Danny?” Tiffany asked, a dark undertone sneaking into her voice. My brother wasn’t loved by any of the staff in the company at the moment, but since Tiffany knew a lot more about everything that happened, she had a particular disdain of him. “Has he been behaving himself? I haven’t seen him in the news recently, so that’s a good sign at least.”

      “He’s turned over a new leaf,” Aston said. Surprisingly, she’d taken quite a liking to my brother and vice versa. They worked well together, better than I’d ever imagined. “He’s been a huge help and actually he has become one of my favorite people.”

      “Hey!” I objected playfully.

      Aston smiled, squeezed my hand. “I said one of my favorite people. The two of you are still above him on my list, don’t worry.”

      Tiffany laughed. “Of course we are. I’m glad he’s behaving though, I was worried about him.”

      “So was I,” Aston admitted. I remembered those early days when they first started working together. She was a wreck the first morning, but Danny immediately made her feel welcome. He’d moved out of his office and went out of his way to make her feel comfortable.

      He took her around, introduced her to everyone and was a powerful ally to have when people first found out that not only were Aston and I seeing each other, but that she was pregnant with my child. A lot of rumors started, naturally. Danny turned out to be one of the people on the front line, putting out the fires right along with us.

      Ever since, their friendship had grown. He was a much better person now than he had been, thanks in no small measure to her.

      Tiffany left us alone when she received a call, telling us to help ourselves to the snacks and that she would be right back. As soon as the door shut behind her, I had my arms around Aston. I couldn’t keep my hands off her, especially now that her belly was round with my child.

      Placing my palms on her stomach, I leaned in to kiss it. “Hello in there, little one. This is your Daddy speaking, we’re excited to meet you. You’re exactly two hours closer to arriving now than you were when I last told you that.”

      Aston chuckled, her hands knotting into my hair. “Well, I’m sure he or she still loves hearing it now as much as two hours ago.”

      I looked up at her, grinning as I brought my head up to run my nose along the length of hers. “And I love you. Both of you.”

      “I love you too, Blake. More than I ever imagined possible. I can’t wait to see you with our baby.”

      Neither could I. Fatherhood, as daunting as it undoubtedly must be, was something I looked forward to more and more each day. I couldn’t wait for the baby to finally get here, but we were only halfway there. It was going to be a tough wait for the next few months, but we would do it. It would be worth everything in the end, I was sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Aston

        

      

    

    
      On a rainy Saturday morning, Blake and I welcomed baby Emma Rose McAllen into the world. She was a pink, healthy little angel that had both of us wrapped around her little finger the very first second we laid eyes on her.

      The hospital was busy. I could hear people milling around outside, some running to take care of patients and others here to visit friends and family, and to meet the new arrivals. Emma was only three hours old, but I was sure Blake’s family and Tiffany would get here soon.

      Both Tiffany and Blake’s mom had wanted to be in the waiting room when she was born, but I went into labor in the early hours of Saturday morning and in our rush to get to the hospital, we hadn’t wanted to disturb them in the middle of the night.

      For now it was just us and our little cherub in our bubble of the most perfect, serene happiness I’d ever known. With Emma’s tummy full for the first time, she was dozing in her daddy’s arms and the scene in front of me was as precious as I’d known it would be.

      Blake cradled her in his arms, nestled in the softest pink blanket. It was a gift from Blake’s mom, who’d been spoiling Emma rotten in the months leading up to her birth. He gazed down at our baby with such love in his eyes that I could feel it from my hospital bed several feet away.

      I didn’t think he’d looked away from her for more than a few minutes since she was born and even then, it was to look at me. Over and over again he’d told me how much he loved me, how in awe he was of me and our little daughter.

      It was like he couldn’t say it enough and to be honest, I couldn’t hear it enough. With the arrival of our bundle of joy, I felt, for the first time in my life, truly complete. I had a family of my own now and I loved them with all my heart.

      The news about Emma’s existence might have come as a shock to everyone, but Blake’s family and my friends who were like my family had quickly adjusted to the news. Blake and I had moved into a house on the beach near his dad’s, to the extra delight of his mother. Everyone was excited over Emma’s impending arrival and it was clear we would have plenty of support once she was born.

      For the first time, I felt like I was part of a family. The McAllen’s had taken me in and made me one of their own. Even if Blake hadn’t made it official yet.

      I wondered sometimes if he would, but we’d agreed to take things slowly all those months ago. It was something I’d thought of occasionally, but between our new jobs and then getting caught up in preparing for Emma, I hadn’t given it much thought lately.

      She was, by a large margin, the best and most important thing in our lives. A wedding seemed to pale in comparison. I was fine with what we were, safe in the knowledge that Blake loved me and I loved him. Still, I couldn’t help wondering if now that she was here, if he would propose at some point. We’d talked about getting married and we both knew we wanted to, there just hadn’t been time.

      A shiver of excitement traveled through me. Not only did we have the perfect little princess, but I was pretty sure within the next year or so, we would get engaged.

      It was more than I ever would’ve imagined for my life. I had my dream job, my dream man and a beautiful, healthy little girl. It was the kind of perfection I’d been too afraid to ever let myself dream of.

      Sighing happily, I looked up at Blake. “How’re you feeling, Daddy?”

      “Never been better, Mommy.” He grinned at me, bending his head to place the softest of kisses on our daughter’s tiny forehead. “You made the most beautiful baby in the world, Aston.”

      “We did,” I told him. “We made the most beautiful baby, not just me. It takes two to tango, remember?”

      “Let’s tango way more often,” he kidded. At least I thought he was kidding. “Like, as soon as you’re feeling up to it, let’s make another one.”

      “You’re joking!” I laughed. “Hold up there, cowboy. It’s going to take me a little while to get ready to go through all that again.”

      Blake pouted playfully. “What, like maybe a month? Two?”

      “Wow. You really want another one that soon?” I couldn’t believe he really did. This one wasn’t even a day old yet.

      He nodded, eyes dropping down to the fuzzy pink bundle in his arms. “She’s gorgeous and I’m so in love with her, I want a dozen more just like her. Two dozen, if you wanted. I can’t take my eyes off of her.”

      “Let’s settle on no more than half a dozen,” I teased. Honestly, with a man like him by my side, I really would consider six children.

      Blake had succeeded spectacularly in the challenge he set for himself about always being there for me. For the last few months, we were only ever apart at work, and even then, he was only a couple of yards away in the office down the hall from mine.

      Danny had been a huge help and had eventually taken over most of the duties that required traveling, which meant Blake didn’t have to do it. On the odd occasion when he did have to attend meetings out of state, he was away for one night at most. Though the vast majority of times he flew home the same day.

      Everything further away than what could be reached in two or three hours by plane, he let Danny handle. Blake had been my rock, my constant. With him as the dad, I could see myself having a lot more children. He certainly seemed to be on board.

      A nurse came in to check on us, as they did every so often. This was one who must have just started her shift, since I hadn’t seen her around earlier. She was an older woman with bright red hair and a kind smile. “Is everything okay in here? I need to take the baby for observation, it won’t be more than a few minutes before she’s back.”

      Blake’s eyes widened comically. “You’re taking her away?”

      “Just for a few minutes, sir.” The nurse smiled sympathetically. “I won’t take my eyes off of her for a second, you have my word. I know it’s hard for you to let go of her right now.”

      “She has to go?” Blake asked, not looking like he was inclined to hand her over at all.

      The nurse nodded. “A few minutes, sir. She’ll be back before you know it.”

      Reluctantly, he set Emma down in her little crib. It was a clear plastic bassinet type thing on wheels. “Bye-bye, my angel. Daddy will see you soon.”

      The nurse assured us again that she would be back, and wheeled Emma’s bassinet over to the door and paused as her eyes met mine. “Can I get anything for you or your husband? I can have some toast sent in if you’re feeling up to it. Or some coffee for your husband, people are always forgetting that they’ve also had quite the experience.”

      My cheeks grew hot. The nurse definitely hadn’t been here earlier, when all the other nurses had known Blake and I weren’t married. It wasn’t the first time someone had referred to him as my husband, but it was always a little uncomfortable to have to correct them.

      “He’s not my husband, but would you like a coffee?” I asked Blake.

      He was looking at the nurse with a strange expression on his face. Blank, as though he was trying not to show any emotion. The poor thing was probably terribly worried about letting Emma out of his sight. “Blake? Coffee?”

      Blinking, he looked down at me and then smiled at the nurse and shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m fine.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind, sir. I can have something here for you in a flash. You too, ma’am. I’ll have that toast sent in as soon as you’re ready.” The nurse disappeared after that, taking our little Emma with her.

      Blake stared after her. I took his hand, squeezing it to get his attention. “She’ll be fine, Blake. She’ll be right back.”

      “I know,” he said, turning away from me to head to the overnight bag he had packed for himself. “I was thinking about what she said.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, my brow furrowing. “Do you want that coffee? Or if you’re hungry we can ask them to bring you some toast. I’ll wait a few minutes before I ask for mine.”

      Shaking his head, he rummaged around in the bag. “No, the other thing.”

      “What other thing?” The entire conversation had been about Emma going with the nurse for a few minutes and whether we needed anything. There wasn’t anything else to it. “Are you okay?”

      “The part when she said I was your husband,” he said and crossed the room to stand next to the bed again. It didn’t look like he’d taken anything from the bag. I wondered if he’d simply been looking for a toothbrush or something.

      Waving my hand, I shook my head. “She didn’t mean anything by it. She just assumed.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I know, but she’s right. I think it’s about time we did something about that.”

      A look I’d never seen crossed his features. It was filled with as much emotion as when he’d been looking down at Emma, but there was something else there. Nervousness?

      Opening his hand, he sank down onto one knee and smirked when he saw my face drop. “What the—now, Blake? Really?”

      “Really,” he said, the smirk morphing into a gorgeous grin. “You’re the love of my life, Aston. There is no one else I’d want to do this with. No one else who could bring me to life the way you have. I wanted to do this last night before Emma came, but then you fell asleep early. I brought this along just in case I got the perfect moment here and I think this is it. So what do you say, Aston? Will you marry me?”

      For a long second, I just gaped at the massive pear shaped diamond on the ring he held up. It caught the early morning light and was throwing rainbows onto the walls. It was beautiful. Huge and ostentatious, but beautiful.

      “Aston?”

      I swallowed, blinking back to reality. The one where the love of my life was on his knees waiting for my answer. “Yes. Of course I will. I love you, Blake. Of course I’ll marry you.”

      He slid the ring onto my finger and in that moment, I knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that I was the luckiest woman on the planet. I never dreamed of a happily ever after, but I was getting it anyway. Blake, Emma and I would live happily ever after. Along with all of her brothers and sisters to come. I couldn’t wait.
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