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For my husband, who catches me when I fall.








  
  
A note to readers: 
I am so thrilled to bring you Zev and Isla’s story! A note about Isla and her silent illness before we continue. Isla has dysautonomia (specifically, autonomic syncope), and I wanted to make sure that my readers who struggle with similar conditions know that I gave my all to representing this illness in an accurate manner. I also want you to know that I don’t think lightly of your struggles, and I hope you relate to Isla and her feelings about adapting to life with silent illness. While some of the situations she finds herself in are humorous, and there are certain fictitious elements to her diagnosis that are a result of writing romance in general, I hope you feel represented, respected, and loved. 
You are all warriors, and you have my whole heart. 
-Devon 
P.S. Check out the sneak peek at the end of this book for a preview of the last book in this series!






  
  Chapter one








Zev


Weddings made me itchy.  
Clearly, I was allergic to them. It was the only explanation for why my throat had closed up and my skin felt raw under the three-piece suit that constrained my enormous frame. I ran a hand under my collar, tugging at the gray silk tie while my other steered smoothly through Salt Lake City traffic. I glanced at my left hand on the wheel. Were those hives? 
“Stop fussing,” Azura said dispassionately. 
I grimaced, pulling harder at the collar. “I feel like I did when I ate a plate of scallops in Cabos.” 
“You look fine. One wedding isn’t going to kill you.” My sister sat in the passenger seat to my right, and her eyes were on her phone. Her thumb scrolled through news articles idly. 
“They’re not even my friends,” I grumbled, flicking on the turn signal. “It’s Amos’ research partner marrying a random single mom. Remind me why we care.” 
Azura rotated a half-lidded glare my way, abandoning her phone screen. “Amos is our brother. He’s in said wedding. Dr. Cade and Laurel are family friends, and we have the misfortune of being family with you. Therefore, you’re going.” Azura went back to scrolling, her long, robin’s egg blue dress draped around her curled up legs. “Tristan doesn’t know them either, but he’s showing up, too. Actually, I think he’s already there,” she added, apparently texting him back. “He’s meeting us in the parking lot.” 
Lacing my voice with a heavy dose of sarcasm, I responded with a “Goody,” and a sneer for good measure. Every time I saw Tristan, I wanted to pop his nose up through his skull and then break a few fingers. I mean, the guy had actually ziptied Azura to a chair, and not by her consent. I liked a little bondage as much as the next guy, but it was mental for her to have fallen for the man who had literally abducted her a few months ago. I’d gone to rescue her from her helmet-wearing vigilante captor only to find her in love with him. Absolute lunatics, the both of them.
The only thing that had ever so slightly—microscopic-level slight, mind you—soothed my rage over the situation had been Tristan’s general demeanor around Azura. He did care about her, and he’d been nothing but gentle with her when I’d seen them together. In fact, the first few months they’d been together, I thought I’d need to get the jaws of life to pry them apart. Maybe there was something to the kidnapping strategy I was missing, I didn’t know. Either way, she was happy, so I had let it go.
Azura clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes. “Tristan isn’t going anywhere. Stop throwing tantrums about it.” 
“Oh, you haven’t seen tantrums yet,” I muttered under my breath. 
But Azura didn’t hear me, and she gasped loudly instead. She’d been scrolling through something on her phone, and then she put her free hand to her mouth. “Oh my God.” 
“What?” I asked, half-distracted by a group of people strolling slowly across a pedestrian crossing like it was a beach boardwalk instead of a busy intersection. 
“Oh my God. Oh. My. God.”
“Azura,” I said in exasperation. “What?” 
“It’s Chance,” she replied, holding up her phone to show me a picture of her dick ex-boyfriend. Only, it was a mugshot of him, and he looked beat to hell. 
“Whoa, what happened to that guy?” 
“He got extradited,” she said in wonder. “For… environmental fraud?” she asked, her voice tipping up. 
I stopped at another red light, and we exchanged loaded looks. “Tristan,” we said in unison. 
Azura put a hand to her forehead. “My boyfriend had my ex-boyfriend extradited on a bogus charge. For revenge.” 
“Tristan is a criminal,” I pointed out derisively. “What did you think he’d do when he found out your ex stole all your money?” 
“He’s not a criminal,” she frowned up at me, her huge brown eyes offended. “He’s a CEO for a multi-million-dollar company, and he’s doing very well considering that he got thrown into it less than a year ago.” 
“Azura, he kidnapped you,” I said, my voice deadpan. 
“Semantics,” she replied, waving me away like a gnat. Her eyes fell back down to her phone screen. “Holy shit. He really did it. He actually got him arrested.” 
“So, what relationship level is that?” I asked, my tone mocking. “He lets you out of the basement on Tuesdays, now? You get to sleep without handcuffs?” 
She gave me the middle finger. “Stuff it, meatbag. You wouldn’t know a relationship if it waved its ass in front of your face anyway.” 
“I can think of a lot of asses that have waved in my face,” I mused, my brain sifting through memories like a winning poker hand. 
She pulled a face. “Don’t talk to me anymore. I’m ignoring you.”
“Fine with me.” 
When we pulled up to the venue near Park City, a horde of reporters swarmed us, their cameras clicking, their phones snapping candid shots, and their eyes feverish with greed. I frowned. “Uh, what the hell? Are these yours?” 
“No,” Azura replied, her full bottom lip jutting out. “I shook mine, and I made sure they didn’t know anything about the wedding.”
“Well, they’re not mine,” I pointed out. I won plenty of high-profile, corporate law cases for our firm, but Azura had won hers in the spotlight and gone viral several times. Mostly because the public liked seeing an attractive woman in a suit hand grown men’s asses to them in a courtroom. But then she’d started to date the Tristan Valehart, and any hope she might have had about fading into the background was shot. The paparazzi loved the Valeharts. 
“True,” she agreed, her voice distracted as she peeked through the windshield at the mob. “Maybe they followed Tristan.” 
I doubted that. Tristan was a pro at sneaking around. See aforementioned title: Criminal. “Not likely.”
“Well, they’re here to stalk someone,” she mused. 
“Whoever the reporters are here for, let’s go around the back,” I suggested. 
“Fine, but hurry. If they get wind that Tristan is here, then I’ll have to stay sober so I don’t do something stupid on camera.”
I gave her a withering glare. “That’s the reason you have to stay sober?” 
She shrugged innocently. “I’ll eat my stilettos if you hadn’t planned on beating me to that.” I didn’t bother correcting her. She was wrong, but I wasn’t in a hurry to shed my heartless party boy persona just yet. 
I drove around the property as the Teton mountains loomed over us, their snow-capped ridges glittering blue and purple in the early spring sunlight. I managed to find a side entrance with a loading bay that went into the gaudy stone venue, and I let Azura out first, ducking my head around to keep an eye out for the vultures. 
I hated hanging around her anymore. Parties? Great. I loved them. Famous friends? Super fun, and they usually had good pills. But Azura’s adoring mob of fans and reporters? Absolutely not. It was a hard pass for me. Although, truth be told, even the clubs and famous friends had lost their appeal for me a while ago. Azura assumed that I still went out every night and lounged around on penthouse terraces and flew to a different city every weekend. But the truth was, I hadn’t done that for several months. 
Apparently, approaching thirty was my limit for the Kardashian-approved lifestyle. Lately, I’d been going back to my house—the weirdly cozy cottage thing I’d bought on a whim—and I’d been researching chickens and ducks and shit. And if I wasn’t doing that, I usually just read books. 
Manly books. Definitely not tragic romance novels and cheesy Westerns. 
I parked the car down the road, and after locking it, I slipped the key fob into my black suit pocket and made my way up to the venue. It was a nice spot up in the mountains with tall pine trees stuffing the area with green and the cool, crisp mountain air filling my lungs. I scratched my neck as I made my way around the back of the venue, dreading the wedding as a whole and wishing I’d taken a swig of Benadryl or something. 
As I crossed the back parking lot, the forest to my left had several hiking trails carved into it, and I heard a moan drift through the sparse tree line. I stopped, cocking my head. Was someone seriously already getting laid before the wedding had even started? At least wait until the fucking cocktail hour. Then again, maybe they were onto something. I’d much rather be hot and heavy with an hourglass shape under my hands than walking into a venue for a wedding between the two most lovesick losers I’d ever seen. 
I wandered down the hiking trail, my sneakers cracking dried pine needles and displacing loose gravel as I went. I kept one hand in the pocket of my dress pants, ducking my head and looking around for the source of the sound. If I didn’t get to have fun, then no one did. I was a petty bastard like that. Another moan ghosted through the thickening forest, but that time it sounded distinctly distressed. Worry pinched at the edges of my curiosity, so I picked up my pace, pulling my hand from my pocket and pushing to a light jog. 
“Ughnngh,” came a voice to my left. Above me. 
I swiveled and peered up through the tree branches. Clinging to the trunk of an old spruce tree was a woman, her legs dangling precariously off a thin limb and her face plastered against the trunk as she hugged it tightly. Even more bizarre than finding a young woman hanging from a tree was the fact that she’d taken her arms out of her long-sleeved black dress and had tied the sleeves around the tree trunk. If I had to guess, and I had an inkling I shouldn’t have stuck around to do that much, I’d have said that she had tried to make a harness out of her dress. The skirt had ridden way up her thighs, and her butt inched down the branch. She screeched, her teeth mashed together and her eyes closed tightly. 
This had “disaster you don’t need in your life” written all over it. “Do you need help?” I asked reluctantly. Abort mission, a warning voice chimed in my head. This chick is crazy. She’s a literal tree-hugger. 
“Uhm,” she moaned, her eyes still shut and not even bothering to look at me. “I—I’m…” 
I waited, like she was going to reveal that she was going for a world record in half-naked tree-hugging or something. But no such information was forthcoming, and instead, she went completely limp. The dress strained. Her head lolled forward, listing off to one side, and her feet dangled. The hem of her dress snapped up her ass and caught under her arms, and then gravity dragged her down like a sausage slowly releasing from its casing. 
“My fucking hell,” I managed to grunt out before the dress gave way with a loud rip. She fell through the branches with a heavy crash, and I reached for her, knowing full well it was going to hurt like a son of a bitch. When her body collided with mine, I managed to wrap my arms around her limp torso, tilting back so the momentum sent me sprawling on my ass. The impact knocked the wind from my lungs, and I wheezed out a pained breath. 
The girl remained completely limp, and as I rolled us to our sides, I had to wonder if something had gone horribly wrong with FernGully here, or if she really was just batshit crazy. Coughing and struggling to get my breath back after being assaulted by one hundred-something pounds of dead weight, I rolled the girl onto her back and checked her pulse under her jaw. It beat away steadily, and her chest rose and fell in a normal rhythm. 
I tapped her cheeks. “Hey, tree-hugger.”
She groaned, and then her eyes fluttered open. Clear as a bell and like she’d simply closed her eyes for fifteen seconds, her honey-hazel eyes found mine. “What? How did I—ah!” She shot into a sitting position, and her hands hovered over her ankle. They shook as she stared at the already swelling joint. “What—who are—did I fall?”
“Sleeping in trees isn’t generally recommended. Falling is a known side effect.” I sat with her, rubbing my ribs. 
“Oh shit,” she breathed. Her hands moved up her body, patting over her stomach and breasts like she was assessing for damage. Then her gaze flew to mine again. “Did you catch me?” 
“I gave it an effort,” I admitted derisively. 
“Fuck.” She glanced up the length of the tree to where her dress hung limply from the trunk. Realization dawned, and she hinged a look down at her body. She was naked except for a padded bra that looked nine million years old and pink granny panties even a nursing home would reject. Her cheeks went bright pink as she rotated an owlish stare my way. “Um.” 
I blinked. “You’re welcome.” She crossed her arms over her breasts, but in doing so, she pushed them up so they spilled over the cups and hooked my gaze like magnets. I kept my eyes trained on her round face and pink lips with a monumental effort. “I think you broke your ankle.” 
She gave her swelling ankle a despairing look. “It really hurts.” 
“What were you doing up there?” I grunted, standing and shrugging off my suit jacket with a wince. My ribs felt bruised, and my ass was practically numb from the impact. 
“I, uh,” she glanced back at the tree. “Well, I was trying to get a sample.” 
I paused, jacket halfway off my arms. “A sample?” 
She pointed to the trunk, which had light green, fuzzy shit growing in a spiral from the lower branches up to the narrowing tip. “Yeah, of lichen.” I stared at her, hardly believing what she’d said. She tucked her lip between her teeth and folded her arms tighter. “What?”
“You climbed a tree,” I clarified slowly, “to get some fungus?” 
“Lichen,” she corrected. “It’s lobarina scrobiculata, and I haven’t seen any up close, so I thought—”
I tossed my jacket her way, cutting off whatever tirade she’d started. “Are you insane? You climbed a tree on your own, used your dress like a shitty harness, and nearly killed yourself so you could get up close and personal with a plant?” 
She glanced at the jacket in repulsion. Hesitating, she fed her hands through the sleeves with a furtive glance at me as I towered over her with my hands low on my hips. “S’not a plant,” she muttered. 
I glared so hard, she shrank as she folded my suit jacket over her slight body. This entire situation was making me sweaty, and I unbuttoned the top button of my dress shirt, loosening my tie. “Who are you, anyway? Are you here for the wedding?” 
“Yes,” she hedged, starting to get up, and then grimacing when the pain in her ankle tugged her back down. 
“Yes, and?” I prodded, still looming over her. 
“Can’t you just take me inside?” she huffed, and her dark brows pinched together in annoyance. “I’ll call a rideshare to a hospital or something.” 
That was possibly the strangest thing I’d heard from the tree sprite yet. If she was here for a wedding, then surely, she knew someone who would be worried about her. Someone who would at least be willing to drive her to the hospital. I slid my hands in my pockets. “How do you know Cade and Laurel?” 
“I don’t,” she admitted. The sleeves of my jacket covered her hands completely, and she stared down at her knees. “I didn’t even want to come, honestly.” Chagrined, she added, “Clearly, it was a mistake.” 
She’d piqued my interest. I crouched down in front of her, searching her uncertain features. “Listen, I’m not sure I feel comfortable saving a tree-hugger only to send her away in a taxi to find a hospital on her own. Surely, you know someone here.” 
Her expression scrunched before she squinted up at me reluctantly. “I do, but… please believe me. I’d much rather be on my own.” Sighing, I pressed my lips together. Her throat bobbed as she stared back, her fawn eyes wide and pleading. “I can handle myself,” she insisted. 
“You passed out in a tree,” I reminded her. 
“Yeah, about that,” she muttered, looking down and tucking a strand of dark brown hair behind her ear. “Listen, it’s not a big deal. I have a medical condition. I randomly pass out sometimes—especially if I’m nervous—and it happens at like… all the worst times.” 
“Like a fainting goat?” I asked, my voice tinted with humor. 
She gave me an irritated scowl. “I guess.” 
“So,” I drew out the word incredulously, “you climbed a tree? Knowing you could conk out up there?”
She gestured lamely to the dress. “I figured that would catch me.” 
This chick needed adult supervision. Immediately. “Okay, well, there’s something called a ‘duty to assist’ law here in Utah, which imposes a legal obligation on individuals who witness a danger to another person’s life.” I gave her an up-down perusal. “You are clearly in danger, so I’m not going to chuck you in a car and hope for the best.” 
She glared, and her sweet features went from sugar-dusted to spicy in two seconds flat. “I appreciate your help, but you can leave now.” 
First, she was sweet, and now, she was sour. I’d always been a big fan of sweet and sour chicken. Intriguing. I tilted forward, shimmying my arms under her legs and behind her back, and then I braced myself to pick her up. “That’s very brave. And stupid.” I lifted her, bouncing her slightly to adjust my hold on her rigid, protesting form. 
“Oh my God,” she groaned. “Please put me down.” 
I paused, settling her weight in my arms and hooking her startled gaze with a steely one of my own. “Right here? Just drop you?” 
Her arms tightened around my neck. “That’s not very nice.” 
“I’m not nice,” I smiled blandly. “I’m conscientious. There’s a difference.” I walked carefully over the uneven terrain, following the hiking trail back to the event center. “And if you don’t tell me your name, I’m just going to start waving you around until someone recognizes you.” 
Her cheeks went cherry red. I’d never seen anyone blush like that. Like actually blush. I always figured it was an expression, but not on fainting goat girl. She manifested that euphemism literally. She turned that saucy glare on me even though she’d laced her hands behind my neck and seemed to have accepted my help in carrying her through the forest. “You’re not conscientious, you’re bossy.” 
“I am a boss.” 
“Not my boss,” she countered. 
“Lucky for you.” I gave her a hard glint for good measure. 
Her mouth clacked shut. I carried her silently through the forest, my mind turning over our conversation and trying to make sense of this woman. If she was here for the wedding, then she had to be a friend of Laurel’s or Cade’s, but if that was the case, then why didn’t she want me to know who she was? Maybe she was an ex-girlfriend. Or, more likely, she was supposed to be helping with the catering and had ditched her job to look for moss. 
“You really don’t have to do this,” she reiterated suddenly. 
I stopped at the edge of the woods, adjusting my grip on her soft body again. Normally, carrying someone her size wouldn’t be a problem for me, but she’d really thwacked my ribs. They burned with every breath, and sweat gathered along the collar of my dress shirt. I gave her a withering scowl. “I think what you mean to say is, ‘thank you for rescuing me. How can I make this easier?’”
Granite had nothing on the hardness of this girl’s answering glower. “I’m only saying it because you’re scowling and it’s making me nervous. And I faint when I’m nervous.” 
“I’m not scowling,” I muttered, but I pulled in a steadying breath through my nose, willing my features to relax. “There, better?” 
Her wide, hazel eyes surveyed my expression, so close I could see the dusting of freckles across her pale nose. “You’re still doing it.” 
“This is just my face,” I argued, but I felt my eyebrows drift together again. 
“You have a very unpleasant face, then,” she said seriously. 
My eyelids hooded with irritation. “Yeah, well, pretty boys don’t have the body type for catching fainting goats from trees, so maybe you should be grateful for my hideous face.” 
Her lips curled in, like she was tamping down a smile. “Did you just tell me to be grateful that you’re an enormous yeti person?” 
“A yeti?” I demanded. We had reached the parking lot of the event center, and the ground sloped upward steeply as I headed for the back entrance. “I can’t decide if I like that or if I should be mortally offended.” 
“The latter,” she sniffed. 
The sass on this girl. I made my way through a row of cars, my sights set on the back door, which had been propped open, and then it happened. They found us—the reporters. I wasn’t sure where they had been lurking—probably around all the entrances, realistically—but they converged on us like a swarm of angry bees with their cameras flashing and phones held out to capture the horribly damning image of me carrying a woman naked underneath my suit jacket. It matched my pants. There was no hiding from it. 
“Ms. Valehart, who is this?” 
“Isla, is this your new boyfriend?” 
“Isla, what happened to your clothing? Can you comment on what you were doing with this man?” 
“Is this your first boyfriend, Ms. Valehart? Our viewers would love to know!” 
I rotated a glare down to Isla Valehart. Tristan Valehart’s sister. She blinked back at me. “Oh.” 
“Oh?” I echoed angrily. 
The blood drained from her face, and as bodies pushed in around us, she released a shuddering breath. Then she fainted. 






  
  Chapter two








Isla


I played a sick and twisted gambling game every day. I never knew where I would pass out, and it was anyone’s guess where I’d wake up. On the ground with a bleeding chin? Surrounded by my peers with an ambulance on the way? Face-first into a plate of enchiladas? My life felt like a bad Mad Lib. Isla  slumps into a radioactive vat of flatulent gumballs. 
“What do you mean twice?” my brother’s voice demanded from somewhere over my head. “She fainted twice?” 
“I’ll call an ambulance,” another man’s voice said. 
“No,” two other male voices said in unison. One of them was Tristan, and the other, I was pretty sure, was the cranky yeti who had caught my fall earlier. 
I peeled open my eyes, fighting against the migraine that stabbed my retinas with every beat of my fast heartbeat. A small group of people surrounded me, but the only one I actually knew was my brother, Tristan. He stood at the back of the group, his features pinched with irritation.
“She’s tachycardic, her ankle is injured, and you just told me she suffers from a chronic case of primary dysautonomia,” a dark-haired man responded angrily. He looked like the yeti, but maybe a little more… rough. He was kneeling next to me, and I realized someone must have laid me on a couch. His dark, nearly black eyes found mine, and his brows twitched up in surprise. “Hey, Isla.” 
“Hey,” I said morosely. God, I hated this. It felt like a never-ending nightmare that had plagued my life since my eighteenth birthday, and I just wanted it to go away. The embarrassment never got better. 
“I’m Dr. Brady,” he said with a smile that softened some of the severity in his features. “Just sit tight while we call an amb—”
“No,” Tristan and the Yeti insisted together again. They were standing behind Dr. Brady, both of them with their arms folded. 
They gave each other matching scowls. Tristan was a good four inches shorter than the bearded giant, but I was pretty sure he could take him. I didn’t know what my brother did for a living for sure, but it was sus as hell, and I’d had the misfortune of seeing his six-pack before. 
Then again, my rescuer looked tighter than a drum, and the ripple of his muscles had made themselves quite evident through his white button-down. 
Dr. Brady twisted to glance at them both. “Sorry, why exactly?” 
“Because hospitals are the worst,” a pretty redhead stated from the couch where she sat at my feet. She held an ice pack on my ankle, but that didn’t stop it from throbbing with splintering pain. 
Dr. Brady gave her a swift, stern scowl. “You shush.” 
“Because the press will have a field day,” Tristan explained. “They already got a ton of pictures. I’m not giving them more ammo to light up and explode in our faces.” 
Accurate, I thought glumly. 
The yeti added, “They already think I fucked her, so we should—”
Dr. Brady turned and punched the yeti in the thigh. Hard. “Language.” 
My rescuer hissed, doubling over and glaring daggers at the doctor. He had a nicely trimmed, short beard that faded smoothly up his jaw, and it contrasted with the bright blue of his eyes. “Ow.” 
“I don’t care what the press says, this girl needs an X-ray and, at the very least, fludrocortisone and IV fluids,” the doctor said with a look my way. It made me feel vaguely guilty for… existing. 
“I just need a sports drink,” I piped up finally. 
All eyes latched onto me, and I shrank into the couch, my heartbeat skyrocketing. I hated that. I hated being watched or fussed over. It made me nervous, and when I got nervous…
“Okay, everyone out,” Tristan ordered suddenly. 
But rather than the room emptying of occupants, a person burst through a pair of cream, delicately distressed French doors. I realized I was lying in what looked like a bridal suite, and I’d likely interrupted this entire wedding. 
Stay calm, I told myself. I closed my eyes, cognizant of all the eyes assessing me closely, but I tried to tune them out. Deep breaths. You’re on a beach. A soothing beach. 
“I have clothing,” Azura announced. 
I popped my eyes open again and looked down at myself. I was still wearing the big guy’s jacket. Fuck my life. 
“Thanks, Az,” Tristan said with nauseating sweetness. 
I liked Azura, even if I didn’t fully understand how she and Tristan had met in the first place. One minute, Tristan had been on assignment in Alaska, and the next, he had come home with Azura like he’d found her in the woods. It was weird. Still, they really seemed to love each other, and I was a little envious of that. It wasn’t possible for me to experience a relationship like that, and I tried not to be bitter about it, but being around them was painful for that reason.  
She brought me a white sweater and a pair of brown, drawstring-style shorts with brisk purposefulness. “I figured this would be easy enough to put on even with your injuries.” Azura looked small and dainty, but she walked with the aggressive assurance that she was in charge, and I really loved that about her. She knelt next to the handsome doctor and elbowed him roughly. “Get out of the way, Amos. You’re smothering her.” 
“He does that,” the redhead commented sourly. 
“Okay, Peanut Gallery, that’s enough out of you.” Dr. Brady stood and hooked his hand around the young woman’s arm. He helped her stand, and it was only then I realized she was very pregnant. 
I gave her a tentative smile, and she returned it as the doctor pulled her to his side. She wore a loose, flowy black dress that made her green eyes stand out sharply. It gave her a very down-to-earth, artist-type vibe that I was sure would make her the “fun mom” if she wasn’t one already. Then she glared at the doctor. “Let them figure it out. Stop being nosy.” 
He leaned down so their eyes were almost level. “Make me, bossy.” 
I rolled my lips inward, fighting a smile. I didn’t know who these people were, but they struck me as entertaining to be around. 
“Amos is my brother,” Azura explained, helping me to sit up. She’d been around me when I’d fainted once before, and I was grateful for her and Tristan, at least. Azura was practical. I liked practical. “And so is Zev,” she added with a look over her shoulder at the yeti. 
Ah, so that was Zev. Wait, that was Zev? I looked him up and down with new eyes. Azura had talked about him before. They were both partners in the same law firm, and from the way she had described him, I had expected him to look like an unapologetic fuck boy. But he didn’t look like that at all. Or act like it. He’d been grouchy with me, not flirty. Somehow, I’d imagined him more suave and irritating. Although, he was attractive—really attractive—but it wasn’t in the sickly-sweet way I’d imagined. He looked kind of rough and stern. That was way hotter. 
“Azura?” another voice asked from the doorway. 
I resisted the urge to groan. How many of them were there? But then I realized it was the bride, and I felt guilty for even thinking ill of her because I’d clearly wrecked her wedding with my inane choices. I should have stayed home. I’d wanted to, but Tristan had insisted I go with him, and it was hard to say “no” to the brother who regularly saved my ass. 
Laurel swooped into the room, fully decked out in her off-shoulder, lace wedding gown and lace-trimmed veil. Her caramel blond-highlighted hair had been curled softly over her shoulders, but in contrast to her devastating beauty, she carried granola bars and a red sports drink across the posh bridal suite and straight to me. “Isla! Are you alright? I am so sorry this happened.” 
Like it was her fault. I wanted to tell her she was beautiful and perfect and that I felt horrible for doing this, but as per usual, I was me. I clammed up. And then I realized I hadn’t said a word since mentioning the sports drink, and that made my nerves crank up to an eleven. 
Zev looked at me like I was crazy. “What did you say she has? Is it muteness or something?” 
“Zev,” several voices scolded at the same time. 
“What?” he asked incredulously. “She never answers questions.” 
I answered them, you Neanderthal, I thought with a glower. And I am now changing my initial opinion about you and have decided your body hides a pimple-dotted ass for a soul, and your manners smell like it, too. I turned to Laurel and took the sports drink gratefully. “Thanks,” I mumbled. I unscrewed the lid, and taking a bracing breath, I started to down the whole thing. 
While I chugged, Dr. Brady said, “Well, if you’re not calling an ambulance, then we need to get her to a clinic somewhere.” 
“I’ll arrange for transport,” Tristan responded automatically. “I’ll go with her and make a few calls. I’d ask the two doctors I know, but…”
They’re in the wedding, I thought with an internal groan. They can’t just leave. I paused, intending to add my thoughts, but none of them were looking at me anyway. I stared down at the drink and my lip curled. I hated these drinks. Hated them with a fiery passion. But it was the quickest, non-medical way to get my blood pressure and blood sugar back up after my autonomous nervous system had malfunctioned. As it did. Frequently. 
“I can go with her,” Amos offered. 
“Amos, you can’t,” Azura disagreed. “Cade would be so sad if you weren’t up at the altar with him.” 
“I think he should go,” the redhead offered. “Then I can be alone for five seconds.” 
“June, will you shut up?” Dr. Brady growled. 
“Make me, bossy,” she countered, mocking his earlier assertion. I got the feeling these two needed a room, some alone time, and a certified, NFL-sanctioned referee to work through whatever issues clearly plagued them. I tipped my head back and resumed chugging while I waited for them all to come to the inevitable conclusion that I was better off taking a taxi to the hospital like I’d originally suggested. 
“Azura is right,” Tristan said wearily. “We can find another way.” 
They were all silent, with only the sound of my gulping filling the room. Then, suddenly, Zev said, “I’ll take her.”
I choked on the drink, spitting some of it onto Azura’s pretty blue dress and dribbling it all down the front of the yeti’s dress coat. I coughed and gasped at the same time, putting my hand to my mouth and staring at the red stains on Azura’s dress, and then the red all over the fancy gray jacket. I slowly raised my gaze to meet Zev’s. 
He gave me a look like a peevish feline. Azura chuckled, standing away from me. “I’ll find some paper towels.” 
“Are you okay?” Tristan asked me, but his tone told me that he was trying not to laugh. 
Spontaneous combustion would be welcome, I thought, offering up a prayer to whoever was in charge of that. Hades? A volcano god? “Sorry,” I choked out. 
Zev rolled his eyes, his arms still folded. “Anyway. I’m friends with a concierge PCP. I can call in a favor.” 
“In Salt Lake?” Dr. Brady asked suspiciously, his arm still around the girl who I assumed was June. She was trying to push him away, and he was stoically ignoring her attempts.  
His brother gave him a lazy eyebrow raise. “Is that a problem?” 
“Which doctor?” Amos probed. 
“Dr. Carraway,” Zev tilted his head with annoyance. “Does he meet your approval, oh great and mighty Doctor Brady?” 
“Fine,” Amos muttered, apparently appeased. 
“Excuse me.” I raised a hand. Five pairs of eyes turned on me. I swallowed a wave of anxiety. “I would like a say in this.” 
“No,” Tristan and Zev said in unison. They glanced at each other like they were both equally annoyed that they kept doing that. 
“We should go,” June suggested, tugging on Dr. Brady’s arm. “They can figure this out.” 
He reluctantly allowed the pretty redhead to yank him away. “Call me if you need me,” he said. 
Laurel followed him. “It sounds like you all have some things to work out, and I think Lachlan is going to pace a hole in the floor out there. He didn’t want to add to the mayhem.” 
Thank you, Lachlan, I thought with silent gratitude. “Thanks again,” I smiled. Gathering my courage, I added, “Sorry about your wedding.” 
Laurel laughed. “My daughter, Calla, busted her knee open this morning. Lachlan already had to give her stitches. You’re pretty much on par with the chaos.” 
“I guess as long as you don’t get hurt, it’s all salvageable,” I offered with a bad attempt at humor. 
Laurel’s face suddenly fell, and her eyes shifted to the left. “Oh, yeah…” 
Zev pinched the bridge of his nose like it was painful to be around me. I couldn’t disagree with him there. Laurel left, and then I was alone with Tristan and Zev, and I tapped my fingers on the sports drink bottle nervously. I hadn’t painted my nails in a week, and they had remnants of sparkly blue nail polish in the middle of each one. Wait, how did this happen? Bring back the feisty redhead. Who’s going to buffer these two testosterone junkies?
“This doctor of yours is discreet?” Tristan asked, turning to Zev. 
He shrugged in response. “It’s his profession. He won’t say anything.” 
“Fine.” Tristan gave me a weary glance. 
“Sorry,” I offered weakly. 
“It’s not your fault,” he replied quickly. 
“Uh, yeah it is,” Zev argued with a scowl. He still had his arms folded, and his biceps strained against the fabric in an undeniably enticing way. “She climbed a tree to look at fungi and passed out twelve feet in the air.” 
Tristan rounded on me angrily. “You did wha—”
“Lichen,” I corrected firmly. “It was lichen.” They both stared at me like I’d grown a fungus on my face. I cleared my throat. “The… the symbiosis between the fungi and algae have diversified from their original ascomycete lineages at an accelerated rate, and I was trying to find a sample to examine the thalli.” 
They were both silent, staring. Tristan looked like he might want to have me committed. Zev smugly pointed out, “So it is a fungus.” 
The fact that he’d been listening to what I had said surprised me. People tended to tune me out past “symbiosis.”
“No,” I disagreed seriously. “It’s lichen.” 
Zev narrowed his gaze to slits. “You’re awfully cheeky for a fainting goat.” 
“You’re awfully arrogant for a neolithic meatbag,” I launched back at him. Zev’s eyes glinted, and a ghost of amusement veiled the expression. 
“We’ve digressed,” Tristan droned.  “Zev, can your doctor come here, then?”
“I’ll ask,” he replied, his gaze on me sharp with interest as he pulled out his phone. “Give me a minute.” 
He left the room, and I gave Tristan a “help me” look. He shook his head, sighing, and sat down at my feet. He lifted the ice pack on my ankle, winced, and replaced it. “You climbed a tree?” 
I stretched my mouth guiltily. “Sorry.” 
“You need to be more careful,” he scolded softly. “If Zev hadn’t been there, you could have died. You don’t get to do dangerous things if there’s a risk you’ll faint in the middle of it.” 
“I know,” I muttered, duly chastised. “I said I was sorry.” No risks. No chances. Sit there, exist, but don’t make it too much of a burden on anyone else. It was the message that had been stamped into my psyche like the permanent work of an embossing tool. They meant it in kindness—in worry for me. But the result remained the same: I needed to make my existence as safe and devoid of drama as humanly possible, so I didn’t inconvenience everyone with my illness. 
Azura marched back into the room, took one look at me, and then slid a silent message to Tristan that very clearly said, “leave her alone.” “How about I help Isla change out of Zev’s coat and get her settled a little better? Zev just said he’s talking to the doctor.” 
Tristan held up his hands, his eyes sparking with admiration as he stared at Azura. “You’re the boss.” 
Blech. Gross. Tristan left, and blushing furiously, I let Azura help me sit forward so she could briskly slide the jacket off my arms and swish the sweater over my head. I gritted my teeth against a scream as she tenderly fed my feet through the shorts and helped me shimmy them up my hips. I rolled the turtleneck collar up over my mouth and peeked at her sheepishly. “Thanks.” 
Sitting at my feet again, Azura gave me an amused eyebrow tilt. “It’s no big deal, Isla.” 
Only, it was. When I fainted at school, my classmates freaked out. If I fainted in public, it was ten times worse, and I often had to fend off an ambulance that would cost me an arm and a leg. I’d actually reached the point where I preferred to stay home all the time if I could, but I had to go to school and work. Although my co-workers at the temp agency always explained my condition to the managers at whatever assignment I’d been given, and they often saved the least stressful ones for me, it didn’t keep me from ending up in humiliating situations on the regular. 
A knock on the door sounded, and Zev leaned in, holding onto the doorframe. “A word?” Azura waved him in. He ambled in, tossing his phone between his fingers in a deft, unconscious gesture. “Dr. Callaway said he’d rather have her at his center in the city. He promises to keep it on the down-low, but they need to X-ray her ankle.” 
I was afraid of that. “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. 
Zev came to stand in front of me, his hand sliding his phone into his pants pocket. He kept his hand there, and he gazed down at me with a darkly amused expression. “Are you going to faint if I carry you again?” 
My cheeks went oven range hot. “I didn’t faint because you were carrying me.” 
Azura pressed her dusky lips together like she was fighting a laugh. She schooled her features and looked up at her brother in censure. “Be nice.” 
“We have a problem,” Tristan announced, breezing in without knocking. Jesus, what if I’d still been dressing? Tristan never had been good about boundaries. He held up his phone. “You’re all over the news.” 
“I assumed so,” Zev drawled. “The reporters were everywhere. I had to kick half a dozen of them to get through the doors.” Tristan showed him the article without another word. Zev read it. His dark, slashing eyebrows went straight up. “Oh.” 
“What?” I asked nervously. 
“Relax,” Azura soothed, patting my good leg. “I’m sure it’s not that—” She paused, having pulled it up on her own phone. “Oh.” 
I didn’t even know where my phone was. I’d probably left it in my car. “What?” I demanded again. 
Tristan looked at a loss. Azura fumbled for something to say. Zev shoved Tristan’s phone back at him. “The headline says, ‘Too Hot to Handle, Heiress Faints After Illicit Tryst with Hotshot Lawyer.’” 
I digested that, throwing all the words around in my head and pairing them with the pictures they’d probably taken of me practically naked in his arms. I felt my blood pressure drop at the same time my heart rate kicked up, and I clenched all my muscles, willing my body not to respond by passing out again. “Uhm,” I squeaked. 
“For fuck’s sake, Zev,” Tristan growled, crossing the room to me. “Isla, breathe. Here, drink this and just keep calm.” 
I sucked in breaths through my nose and drank the sports drink. Zev had pulled out his phone and frowned at the articles. “Oh classy. Here’s another one. ‘Socialite Caught—Scandal for the Valeharts.’”
“Will you stop that?” Azura snapped. 
“Oh my God,” I moaned. “They think I’m a—they think I did things.” 
Zev looked immensely entertained by my choice of words. “What things, pray tell?” 
“No one is going to assume anything about you, Isla,” Tristan barreled on, spearing Zev with another reproachful look. “We’ll fix it.” 
“How?” I challenged, suddenly fueled by my bone-deep exhaustion and overall irritability with my life in general. “How are you going to fix this? There’s nothing you can say that will explain me appearing naked in some other guy’s jacket. Everyone is going to think I’m-I’m a—” I couldn’t even get the words out. 
“Who cares?” Zev asked with derision. “So, they think you like sex in the woods. Who doesn’t?” 
I choked, my vision going black. 
“Zev, disrespectfully, shut up,” Tristan growled. “Isla, calm down. We can fix this. It’s just a matter of PR. Azura is great with this stuff.” 
“Not that good,” Azura muttered. 
I drank more from my sports drink and forced my mind to go to the beach while they bickered about their options. Calm waves. Sand between my toes. I hate sand. Actually, I hate the beach. I don’t know why I’m picturing this. I think because the meditations say to do it. The ocean burns my nose and there’s probably worms from dog poop in those beaches…
“… could always just take the illicit part out,” Azura was suggesting. “Don’t deny it.” 
“Excuse me?” Zev asked, affronted. “You want me to admit to having sex with Goody Two-Shoes over there? No one would believe that.” 
“You know what, I’m trying to be nice because you’re Azura’s brother, but if you don’t watch your mouth,” Tristan threatened, “I’m going to introduce it to the carpet.” 
“Try it, Power Ranger,” Zev threw back. 
“I don’t mean sex,” Azura ground out, ignoring their squabbling. “I mean, admit to dating. It’ll take the heat out of the articles. If Zev and Isla are just dating, then it becomes cute. Sweet. It’ll be less scandalous that way.” 
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Zev groused. 
“I hate that idea,” Tristan said. Although, after a beat of silence, he added, “But Azura might be right.” 
I opened my eyes, squinting at them. “I would rather not.” 
They stared at me in surprise. A slow smile crept up Zev’s face, like he hadn’t expected me to fight back. “Oh?” 
“I think I’ll take my chances with the paparazzi,” I tacked on firmly. 
Tristan cackled, and Zev looked amused himself. “How very dare you, Ms. Valehart. Do you know how many women would kill just to fake date me?” 
Azura rolled her eyes. “Do you two want to avoid weeks of slavering reporters, or not? They’ll be intrigued for a little while, but if you’re just ‘dating,’ they’ll get bored. I promise you.” 
She would know. I’d seen Azura in the tabloids a lot, and at first, they had been obsessed with her and Tristan when their relationship had been made public, but they’d cooled down considerably in the last few months. She probably had a decent point, logically. 
But pretend to date the yeti? Ick. I turned to Azura. “Will we have to actually be seen together?” 
“Not necessarily,” she shrugged. “He lives in Denver anyway. We’ll say it’s long-distance.” 
I nodded thoughtfully. “Alright. I guess that’s… not terrible.” 
“Whatever moves this entire operation along,” Zev intoned, motioning toward me in a sweeping motion. “That works for me. Put out a press release or whatever.” 
“Your litany of side chicks won’t mind?” Tristan asked acerbically. 
I turned round eyes on Zev. So, he was a fuck boy? Zev looked bored. “I wouldn’t worry.” 
Tristan looked like he wanted to say something else, but he held himself back. His light brown hair had gotten disheveled, and he ran his fingers through it. “Fine. Lover boy, how do you feel about taking your girlfriend to the doctor, then?” 
Zev’s dark gaze met mine, and he gave me a lazy blink. “I guess it’s a date.”






  
  Chapter three








Zev


I held Isla against my side as we both stared at the stairwell in front of us. Of course, she didn’t live in an apartment complex with an elevator. Why would she? She only had millions to her name and a shiny new inheritance that made her disgustingly wealthy. So, naturally, she lived in a sixty-year-old building with rusted metal stairs and beat-up siding. Totally logical.  
I glared down at the slight girl as she hung on my arm. She slowly rotated a guilty look up to me. Right. Bastard though I was, I wasn’t about to make the injured chick climb three flights of stairs to her apartment. “You’re a millionaire. You can’t splurge for an apartment with an elevator?” I griped. 
We started up the stairs, and Isla limped gingerly on her booted foot. She hadn’t broken it, it turned out. Sprained, yes. But she’d gotten away with a boot and instructions to rest, and I thought for the dozenth time that she was goddamn lucky she’d escaped with only that. 
“Sorry. I just got my trust fund money last month,” she admitted, as if confessing her sins. “When I turned twenty-one. But I feel weird using it, and I like this location.” She waved behind her, almost toppling us both. 
I had to use two hands to steady her so we didn’t fall down the first flight of metal stairs. “God, woman,” I muttered. “Could you keep yourself upright for thirty seconds? Please. Thank you.” 
“Sorry.” 
I clicked my tongue. “Stop apologizing.” 
“Okay, then fuck you. How’s that?” she shot back. 
I rolled my head down to her with shuttered eyes. She gave me a faux-innocent blink. 
“I don’t suppose your roommate is a bulky bodybuilder?” I joked, hefting her up two stairs at a time because her snail’s progress was making me antsy. “I could make her do this.”
She snorted softly. “Robert is definitely not into fitness.” 
“Robert?” I asked incredulously. “Your roommate is a dude?” 
A pink blush colored her cheeks. “We’re friends. It’s cool.” 
Oh right, I thought with a mental eye roll. Sure they were. “Well, tell your boyfriend he owes me.” 
“You’re my boyfriend,” she pointed out with a sharp look. “Azura texted me and said she already had someone write up an article for People Magazine.” 
“True,” I conceded with an indulgent smile for her benefit. “Sorry. I should say your boytoy owes me.” She made a choking sound, and I grinned devilishly. “What? No toying with Boy Bob?” 
“Oh my God.” She pulled an “ew” face that told me she had about as much experience in the bedroom as she did fashioning tree-climbing harnesses. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been in literal contact with a virgin. And I’d contacted a lot of women. But it wasn’t an unwelcome surprise—the easier to tease her with. 
I hauled her up another few steps, which she stumbled on, and when her breathing started to come out in ragged little puffs, I finally gave up. “I’m carrying you,” I announced. I didn’t wait for her to agree because I was fairly certain she wouldn’t. Anyone who had a brother swimming in Benjamins and resolutely insisted on living in a dump like this was probably more stubborn than I was—and that really was saying something. 
She let out a little sound of pain as I jostled her ankle, so I held her tighter to me and clamped my hand around her knees to stabilize her legs. She looked up at me, clearly embarrassed. “Listen, you didn’t have to do thi—”
“If you apologize one more time,” I drawled as I jogged up the stairs, grateful for the speed. I hated going slowly. For anything. “I swear, Isla, I’ll find a way to shut you up. And I don’t think you’ll like it.” I thought for a second, puckish humor pulling at my mouth. “Or you’ll love it. Tossup.” 
Her teeth made an audible click.
I reached the landing of the outdoor staircase, and I paused, looking out at her view. She had a perfect panorama of the Wasatch Mountains, and although most of the snow had melted off them in May, they still glowed dark violet and slate blue in the setting sunlight. Salt Lake had better mountain views than Denver, I had to admit. 
She quirked her head at me, staring first at my face, and then following my gaze. Her dark brown hair tickled under my chin, and she unconsciously tapped her fingers along the back of my neck. It gave me goosebumps. 
“I guess the million-dollar view makes up for the rest of it,” she said quietly. 
“I guess it does,” I agreed reluctantly.
“I’m this one.” She pointed to the left. The door looked utilitarian at best, with green paint peeling off the metal and the “sixty-nine” askew. 
I slid a suggestive look her way. “So, that’s what you two are up to in there.” 
She squinted up at me shrewdly. “You’re trying to embarrass me. It won’t work.” 
“If you say so.” I flashed her a grin and set her in front of the door where she pulled keys out from her boring, black purse. She shoved them in the lock, opened the door, and limped in. 
Immediately, I noticed an interesting dichotomy about her apartment. The living area, which was the first thing we walked into, had cozy red couches, a coffee table, lots of candles, and twinkle lights strung up around a walnut bookcase. It looked like a bookish girl’s fantasy with knit throws, fluffy pillows, and a stunning view of the mountains out of the window. But then, off to the left, what was supposed to be a dining room had been made into a computer nerd zone with an ugly desk, at least three computers, lots of trash, a ripped-up computer chair, and a general air that made me think of the word “fungus.” 
The kitchen beyond it looked standard enough—small and likely unused if they were both college kids. The computer chair swiveled around, and a young guy looked at us in surprise. He had curly blond hair, a defined jaw, and weirdly small ears. He also looked frailer than Isla, if that was possible, and in contrast to that, had a dark floral tattoo sleeve wrapped around his right calf beneath a pair of silver basketball shorts. He had a certain “prince under the tower” appeal, I supposed. 
“What happened?” he asked, standing as his gaze cataloged Isla’s booted foot. 
“I’m just clumsy,” Isla said dismissively, her voice going from saucy like it had been a moment ago to breathy. 
I gave her a sardonic look. “You fell out of a tree.” 
“A tree?” he echoed. I had to assume this was Robert, and no, he could not have helped me get Isla up the stairs. Also, he looked irritated at the knowledge that his roommate had gotten injured. His brows drew together, and he held out his arms to give her something to lean on. Isla gripped his forearms and stared up at him nervously. “I leave you alone for one day,” Robert joked with a deprecating shake of his head. 
Oh, man. This guy was an asshole. The kind that said the right thing and thought another entirely. He looked equal parts belittling and put out as he stared down at Isla’s shrinking form. 
“Uh, yeah,” Isla agreed hesitantly. 
Robert looked her over, and then reluctantly turned his blue-gray eyes to me. “You were there?” 
“Zev,” I said, holding out a hand. I kind of wanted Fungus Bob to take his hands off Isla. 
Like he’d read the message in my narrowed eyes, Robert let go of her and shook my hand. “Robert.” 
“Can I call you Bob?” I asked seriously. 
Robert hesitated, his eyes shifting like he wasn’t sure if I was joking. “Er…” 
Isla glared daggers at me. “He’s kidding. Rudely.”
I shrugged, but I didn’t deny it. Instead, I gestured to the apartment. “Well, Kid, where do you want to set up? They said you should stay in one place with it elevated for at least three days.” 
Isla turned affronted hazel eyes up to me and folded her arms. “Excuse me? Kid?” 
“Because you’re a fainting goat,” I grinned. 
She fought a laugh. I could see it ripple across her features. “Says the yeti.” 
Robert’s gaze bounced between us, and he looked distinctly uncomfortable. Good, I thought savagely. I wasn’t sure why I thought that, but regardless. “Right, so where is the yeti carrying you?” 
“Nowhere,” she rushed to say. She hobbled over to the couch and lowered herself gingerly to the cushions. “I’m just going to hang out here.” 
I put my hands in the pockets of my slacks and slanted a look at Robert. “You going to be around for a few days?”
His boyish features looked chagrined before settling on Isla. “NerdCon.” 
“Oh,” she breathed out, closing her eyes and nodding. “That’s right. I forgot you had that.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She kept it long, falling down to the middle of her back where it curled at the ends like birthday present ribbons. “That’s okay.” 
“Not really,” I contradicted. “You need someone here with you, Isla.” 
She chewed on her lip uncertainly. Robert sighed like a long-suffering hero and pulled out his phone. “I don’t know. I could ask my mom, maybe. She could check in on Isla.” 
The stark fear on Isla’s face almost made me laugh. “I’m sure her brother can arrange something,” I pointed out. 
She flitted a grateful glance my way. “I’m sure he can,” she agreed. 
“Oh yeah,” Robert said, putting his phone away. He looked me over, bounced his eyes over to Isla, and then returned to me. “Well, thanks for helping her, sir.” 
Sir. I’d have laughed except it was true. I’d be turning thirty in two months, and if that didn’t earn me the “sir” title, then I didn’t know what did. I made sure to make him cower with my scowl a little before I left, though. “You’re welcome.” 
Robert swallowed visibly, leaning away from me. My inner bear grinned with sharp teeth. To Isla, I gave a little wave. “Stay away from fungus,” I suggested. 
“Lichen,” she corrected with a stern kind of teacher voice.
“Sure,” I smirked. I left Isla sitting uncertainly on her couch, and as I opened the door, Fungus Bob shook his head. “Leave it to Isla to fall from a tree. How did that happen, again? Was it that guy you were with?” He sat down next to her, clumsily kicking her boot and causing her to wince. 
I hesitated on the threshold. Not my problem. In fact, I’d done more than enough for a stranger I’d just met. Isla caught my eyes, her lashes fluttering softly as she held our shared gaze taut like a tightrope. I turned away, snipping the tether, and pushed Isla from my mind. 
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The skin on my forearms peeled away from the bar surface as I lifted them, and I glared down at it, offended. Some place for a business meeting. The drinks here were way overpriced, and it reeked of too many bodies shoved inside a greasy bar. The mill-turned-brewpub had come highly rated, but apparently, they were too busy to send someone to wipe away spilled Long Island iced teas. 
The bartender, a young woman with thick blond streaks through her unnaturally red-brown hair, tapped the bar with a sparkly smile. “Hey there, handsome. What can I get for you?” 
I looked her up and down. She had dull, green-tinted hazel eyes and a perky, tight body under her black, ribbed tank top. 
Isla’s eyes are prettier. 
The thought came out of nowhere, and I almost shook my head in response. What the fuck was that? I blew out a breath and gave her a reserved smile. “Water, thanks.” 
“You sure?” she pushed, pouting a full lip. 
“I’m sure.” 
Shrugging, she went to pour me a glass of tap water. I craned a look over my shoulder, looking for Hawk, the other partner in our law firm. He’d flown from Denver just to talk to me, which I thought probably didn’t bode well for our firm. We had problems, to put it lightly. Last year, Azura had uncovered a money-laundering scheme that several of our high-profile clients had taken part in, and while she had done the right thing in blowing the whistle, it had been catastrophic for our firm. 
Many of those dickwads had managed to wriggle their way out of charges, but they certainly weren’t going to use us after Azura had been the one to expose them. Azura had saved lives, but it had cost us millions. Hawk had almost sold out of our firm entirely, but Azura and I had busted our asses to bring in new clients and make up the deficit. We were just about there, but we were also one failed merger away from total ruin. 
I got a text and peeked at it. 
Starla: Hey when you coming back? Drinks at SnV? 
Slate and Velvet was a favorite club/bar for my group of friends, but I hadn’t been in months. It was getting weird to keep turning them down, but I didn’t know how to explain that I didn’t want to party with them. Especially not when they would give me a hard time for it. I pocketed the phone and kicked that can down the road. 
Hawk walked through the door, his eyes on his phone and his suit wrinkled from his flight. It looked like he’d left work and come straight here. Definitely urgent and not good, I decided. 
Azura had gone to Seattle with Tristan for the rest of the weekend, and I’d spent the day working on our merger with GreenTech from my hotel room. I’d technically taken the weekend off, just like Azura, but I suspected that she, like me, had not actually kept her laptop closed. Not working felt like more of a mental strain than working over the weekend, at this point. Our futures depended on it. 
Hawk looked up, and his faded, brown eyes found me. Hawk was about as soft and middle-aged as it got, with a hook nose on the longer side, an age-heavy jaw, and slicked back, thinning brown hair. He dressed well, though, and none of his mediocre attributes seemed to keep him from finding girlfriends. And wives. Repeatedly. 
He dropped his carry-on bag and took a seat next to me with a weary wave. “Gin and tonic.” He glanced my way. “You having anything?” 
The waitress set down my water, and I gestured to it. “Yep.” 
Hawk gave me a confused look. He hadn’t been out of the office with me for a long time, I realized. I hadn’t had a drink for more than a year and a half, but not even Azura had noticed. Which suited me just fine. If people didn’t notice the absence of my drinking, then I didn’t have to tell them why I had chosen sobriety. 
Hawk took a deep swig of his drink, plopped the glass on the gummy bar surface, and then turned to face me, leaning on his elbow. “We got problems.” 
“I assumed,” I replied placidly. 
“I can’t explain this over the phone. I have to show you, and I sure as shit won’t send it over email. Not after the hacker disaster last year.” 
He meant Azura’s whistleblowing, and I couldn’t disagree with him there. Hacking had been involved, and the people we’d pissed off were exceptionally good at it. “What is it?” I asked. 
Hawk slid the file across the bar to me. “It’s GreenTech. Behold, pictures of their not so green exploits.” 
“What do you mean, ‘not green?’” My brow creased as I opened the manila folder and flipped through pictures. GreenTech was in the middle of a gigantic merger with Earth Care Global. If GreenTech was a tasty, environmentally conscious morsel, then Earth Care was Pac-Man. Earth Care had been gobbling up every “eco-something” company with promise for the last decade, and before long, they would have a virtual stranglehold on the environmentally safe, successful businesses. It was brilliant on their end. That’s where we were headed, and whoever held all those cards was going to cash out big time when we all eventually agreed to be more environmentally responsible. 
But it turned out that GreenTech really wasn’t very green. From the looks of it, they were dumping battery waste in the waters of the developing countries they based their operations in. They’d said they wanted to help developing countries and their economies, but apparently, they were more interested in finding somewhere to hide their run-off. 
I sighed heavily, flipping through the pictures. “Who knows about this?” 
“Not Earth Care,” Hawk grunted, swallowing the rest of his drink. “But the press will get a hold of it eventually, I’m sure.”
“You’re sure Starla doesn’t know?” I pressed. As the head attorney for Earth Care’s acquisitions and mergers, Starla and I often worked together on similar projects. And I’d dated her. Messy… and not in the fun way. 
“Not that I’m aware of. You think she’d let her client go forward with that?” he asked incredulously. 
“Fuck,” I muttered. I closed the file and kneaded my forehead. We needed this merger. It wasn’t just nice to take the paycheck it offered. It was essential, or we would go under. But if we let our client scam Earth Care into a merger, we’d be screwing them over. “How long before it gets out?”
Hawk shrugged his pudgy shoulders. “Hell if I know. It’ll ruin Earth Care if it gets out after the merger, though.” 
I nodded, tapping my fingers on the folder. It reminded me of the way Isla had drummed her fingers on my neck. I screwed my eyes shut. For God’s sake, I thought. What is going on with me today?
“I say, it’s not our problem,” Hawk ventured to say. He dipped his head, as if watching my reaction. “Earth Care didn’t do their research… not our problem.” 
I let out a grunt. “Maybe.” 
“It’s your deal,” Hawk said, holding up his hands. “I’m just giving you the heads-up. Do me a favor, though?” 
I slid a weary look his way. 
Hawk slapped a twenty on the counter. “Give me a heads up if I need to jump ship.” 
Fuck. I nodded, rolling the bottom of my water glass in circles on the wood surface. “Right.” 
“Good luck,” he muttered, and with that, he was gone. Hawk never was one for pleasantries, which was what Azura and I liked about him. But in that moment, I found myself feeling bizarrely alone in the crowded pub that smelled like sickly sweet beer, fries, and a potpourri of different deodorants. I ran my finger over the closed file, thinking, but I couldn’t make my brain fit things together. 
I didn’t know why things had been so jumbled lately. Making decisions felt like a chore. Stay in or go out? Order in or cook? Stay at home or travel somewhere new over the weekend? Text a friend or watch a show? It all felt… bland. 
I’d already been to the gym that morning, but I thanked the waitress, left her a twenty of my own, and decided to lose myself in reps. At least then I could focus on something easily controllable.
“Zev?” a woman asked. 
I turned, my mind swatting away my dour thoughts like a cloud of mosquitos. “Yeah?”
A young woman in her twenties pushed through the crowd to smile up at me. “Hi!” She had light brown hair cropped to her chin and enormous eyes behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses. She looked tall, too, towering over several men in the room in her heels. “How are you?” 
I looked around, wondering how she knew me. “Er, sorry, who are you?” 
“I’m Talia from ScandalSphere. I can’t believe I ran into you here! Do you have a minute?” She had her phone held at her midline, and I suddenly realized what this was—an impromptu interview. 
That marked a first for me. Ordinarily, I had to beat Azura’s reporter stalkers back with a spiked club, but I’d never had to deal with them on a personal level. That was, until I’d caught a fainting goat. Apparently, I’d been put on the tabloid map like a pushpin next to my sister. 
I turned without a word and walked away.  
“Mr. Brady!” Talia called out, following close behind and weaving through the crowd with frenzied determination. “Is it true you took Isla’s virginity? Was it consensual?” 
For Christ’s sake. I’d effectively taken the rare, enticing Isla Valehart—heiress and product of a sordid affair—and fried her up with a side of seedy sex for the reporters to salivate over. I turned and gave her a glare that I knew turned plucky enthusiasm into wilted passivity. 
It did the trick. She shrank down about two inches. “Mr… Brady…” 
“No comment, and if you follow me, your boss is going to get a nasty summons in the mail.” 
She closed her mouth. So, she really wasn’t on an official job, then. Perfect. “I’m leaving. Do not. Follow,” I reiterated. 
Disgruntled, Talia the reporter tapped her phone to turn off the recording app and meandered back to her table. That was going to be a problem. It would likely all die down eventually, but not if I didn’t put some distance between Isla and me. The long-distance relationship that eventually puttered out was a solid plan, but only if I didn’t go anywhere near her. 
As I exited the restaurant and walked out into the late afternoon with its garish sunlight and loud traffic, my phone rang. 
I answered, hitting the unlock button on my rental car’s fob. “Hello?” 
“Zev, hey, it’s Tristan.” 
I pulled open the door and paused, twisting my features into surprise. “Uh, hey.” 
“Listen, I just wanted to thank you for helping with Isla yesterday. I know that’s not usually your thing, but you stepped up, and I really appreciate it,” he said. I heard a busy street in the background of his call and had to wonder what had prompted the call. 
“It wasn’t a big deal,” I replied honestly. I slid into the seat and punched the car to life. 
“Well, no, but even still. Thank you.” 
“Sure,” I said easily. 
Tristan added, “If there’s anything I can do for you, just let me know. I mean it.” 
I frowned. What in the Hallmark special? To deflect his sincerity, I joked, “You can get rid of Isla’s loser roommate. The asswipe wouldn’t even cancel his GeekCon tickets to help her stay off her feet.” 
Silence stretched on the other end. Finally, Tristan barked, “What?” 






  
  Chapter four








Isla


I should have asked Robert to drag the couch over to the bathroom. Forget having it by the TV… every time I had to force myself off the couch to the bathroom, it was a laborious test of my pain tolerance. For one thing, yes, my ankle felt like it had been stabbed through with twenty kebab skewers, but that wasn’t the hardest part. I had scraped and bruised my body all over from my fall, and something about the experience had set off my dysautonomia in a horrible way. I had a migraine that came and went with lightning-bolt intensity, and my dumbass self hadn’t thought to ask anyone to buy me sports drinks before Robert had left. Also, we were mostly out of food. So, I had water, if I could manage to get to the kitchen, and I’d found an old box of saltines to munch on.  
For me, that was the equivalent of medieval-level torture. I loved food. I wasn’t picky about what kind it was, usually, and the absence of it made me distinctly miserable. As a secondary problem—that likely should have been my primary concern—my condition worsened without food. It made me tired and dizzy. 
I slept most of the day, taking breaks to work on my ECL 312 paper on thalli morphology. If I hadn’t fallen out of the damn tree, I could have taken a sample and looked at it under the microscope for comparison. Admittedly, I had been… kind of an idiot about that. I had a tendency to get tunnel vision when I was interested in something. I was pretty sure the internet had called it hyperfixation, but whatever it was, I had a way of zeroing in my focus on one thing and tuning out logic. 
And that’s exactly what I did with my homework. I focused on the twenty-page paper that wasn’t due for another week, and I managed to finish my last section and my conclusion. Wanting to wrap it up, I kept my attention on double-checking my references and citations. It was a good paper—one of my better ones, and that was because I found the material fascinating. The changes in our environment could be seen in the little things, not just the global warming. The way lichen reacted to the air purity—or lack of it—had a bone-chilling, kind of prophetic feel to it. 
I looked up from my computer and realized the day had waned from bright sunshine to golden hour, and I’d forgotten to eat. My head hammered, reminding me of that fact. Stupid. I knew better than to skip meals when my condition centered around my blood pressure and blood sugar dropping. 
I stood stiffly from the couch, wincing against the stabbing pain in my eyes and gritting my teeth as white-hot pain shot up my ankle. I needed fresh air. I stumbled to the dining room, trying to keep off my ankle, and slammed heavily into the sliding glass door to our doormat-sized balcony. It had a metal railing and barely enough room for two people to stand side-by-side, but I found the mountain view soothing, and as the day dipped into night, I longed for the fresh air. 
I slid it open and sucked in a welcoming breath. Some of the pain in my temples lessened, and I leaned against the railing gratefully. Below me, a car pulled into a visitor parking spot, and I watched a couple laugh and walk across the parking lot holding hands. Sighing, I absently wiggled my brace through the opening in the railing, wrinkling my nose at the pain that shot up my shin. It distracted me from the headache, though, so I kept it there and watched the sun set gradually. 
Eventually, my headache receded, and my stomach growled obnoxiously. I needed to find some food. It was probably wisest to just order something and have them deliver it to my front door. I leaned back, hanging onto the railing so I could stretch out my shoulders with a groan. 
Pop. 
My boot shot through the railing with a blinding twist of pain, and I stumbled back. I threw out an arm, and my elbow caught the sliding glass door with an audible crack. Glass shattered. I went down heavily, falling without any way to stop my momentum, and my trapped boot yanked hard in the railing as I landed. 
Glass tinkled around me, and black dots danced in my vision. I groaned and rolled onto my back, but the movement sent a whiplash of pain through my ankle, and I cried out, sitting up. Broken glass scattered off my body as I sat up, and I looked around in shocked dismay. “What the fuck?” I asked no one. 
My brace looked to be stuck through the railing, and I gave it a cautious tug. Fire lanced through my ankle, foot, and leg, and with a harsh breath through my teeth, I gripped my knee like that would detract from the pain in my ankle. Unfortunately, I’d been wearing a flimsy jersey nightgown with a swooping, low back, and I felt little stinging cuts on my back and arms. 
I twisted around to look at the patio door. Or what was left of it. The sliding door closest to me had shattered, apparently struck in just the right place by my elbow, and shards of glass had exploded everywhere. 
A knock sounded on my front door. I leaned over, and from my spot on the balcony, I had a direct line of sight to it. Who on earth would be here now? I tugged my leg again, but the intense pain only made black dots billow out and block my vision. I let out a muted cry, curling in toward my throbbing leg. Stupid. So, so stupid. 
The knock sounded again, more insistently. Whoever they were, their timing could not have been worse. It was probably a fellow student doing a dumbass survey for their marketing class. I ignored the door and leaned forward, fumbling with the boot. Maybe if I could undo all the Velcro, I could wiggle my foot out. But the pinching, insistent pain told me it would take a lot of unbearable wiggling to make that happen. 
Something wet and warm slid down my back, and I froze. That had better be sweat. 
The door shook as the person on the other side of it pounded it. “Isla!” 
My insides turned to stone. “Oh my God,” I whispered. I twisted around again, dislodging glass from my shoulders and lap so I could look at the door. “Zev?” I hadn’t seen him since yesterday afternoon, and I had assumed he’d flown back home a long time ago.
“Isla, are you in there?” He slammed his fist against my door so hard, I was worried he’d break the only other entrance to my apartment. 
“No, no, no,” I shrieked and pulled on my leg hard. Electric pain, burning and sharp, wrenched a sobbing cry from my throat. “Shit,” I hissed. 
“I’m breaking down the door,” Zev yelled. 
“No!” I shouted back. “No! Stop!” 
My voice must have carried across to him because there was a pause, and then my phone rang. I’d left it on the coffee table in the living room. As it rang, Zev shouted, “Isla! Open the door!” 
“I can’t!” I shouted back. “Go away!” 
Another pause. Then, “Isla, you have three seconds…”
Groaning, I gave up and let my head fall to my knees. “Fuck my life,” I muttered. 
To Zev’s credit, he did wait three seconds before slamming his tree-trunk body into my front door. The old, brittle doorframe splintered under the weight of his assault, and he stumbled through the front door and into the small living room. He swiveled his head around. “Isla?” 
I stared at him with my cheek on my knees. “Here,” I said flatly. 
His bright, jean blue eyes found me. A millisecond of shock flitted over his features before incredulous anger replaced it. “What…?”
“I don’t know,” I mumbled. I picked up my head and sent a few more glass fragments clacking to the cement balcony. “Maybe I walked under a ladder.” 
“Jesus, Isla.” He jogged forward, and his designer sneakers crunched over broken glass as he maneuvered himself onto the balcony. He crouched down in front of me, and I noted that he was wearing a pair of comfortable-looking canvas joggers and a white T-shirt. He had his keys and his phone in his hand, and he pocketed them as his vibrant eyes looked me over. “What happened?” 
“I don’t know,” I admitted. Having him nearby should have made me nervous. It should have set off my dysautonomia. It should have made my blood pressure plummet and my heart rate skyrocket, but like the other day, I didn’t feel that way with him around. I felt calm and maybe even… safe? What the hell? 
Glass crunched as he shifted forward and took my bloodied hands in his. “You’re cut to shreds, Kid. Did you pass out?” 
Oh, no. It was so much worse than that. I was just clumsy. Sighing through my nose, I gestured toward my boot with my chin. “It got caught and I lost my balance.” 
He glanced at the boot, and then his gaze traveled up my bare legs, over my thighs, up my stomach and to my face. Heat radiated from my neck and bloomed up to my cheeks. Why was he looking at me like that? “What are you doing home alone?” he asked. 
The warmth in my face lit like tinder. Words jammed themselves in my throat as my nerves prevented me from giving him a decent answer. I felt my throat work to swallow aridly. Because I make stupid choices to give myself the illusion of control. 
“Hm?” he prompted, angling to catch my eyes as I looked away.
“It’s embarrassing to ask for help,” I finally huffed, leaning away from him. “Okay? It’s embarrassing.” 
“More embarrassing than this?” he demanded. 
Obviously, this was more embarrassing. I slid a resentful look his way and pulled my hands from his. 
Zev’s chest rose and then fell as he exhaled, and he rubbed his dark stubble with a scratchy sound that made me shiver. In a good way? I wasn’t sure what my body was doing, but it didn’t jive with my brain, and that kind of pissed me off. He shifted, still crouched, so he could examine my stuck boot. After a few test pulls on my boot that, despite my best efforts to remain stoic, caused me to cry out in pain, he let go of my ankle and pushed against the railing. 
Zev made a thinking sound, and then without preamble, he grasped each pole on either side of my ankle and pushed out. The muscles on his arms strained, popping out in high definition like a 3D movie theater experience, and with the briefest of grunts, he bent the balusters until they looked like parentheses. 
I gawked. “Whoa.” 
Gently, he lifted my foot and fed it out of the widened opening. Then he swiveled a scowl of censure my way. “Someone needs to sign you up for a common sense class.” 
“That’s not a thing,” I breathed out, still in awe that he had gone Hulk on my railing. 
“I’m sure they’ll make an exception for you,” he muttered. Zev brushed his hands over my legs, leaving goosebumps trailing after his fingers. His eyes, bluer than a deep summer sky, focused on what his hands were doing as he brushed glass off my back and shoulders and picked little shards from my skin. “You got sliced and diced on your back a little, but it’s not too bad. I think I got as much off as I can. Don’t try to stand or you’ll cut up your good foot.” 
“Maybe I want to punish my foot,” I joked. “It tripped me into a glass door.” 
Zev blinked at me in irritation. “If you’re looking for punishment, I can think of a few ways.” 
My jaw hinged open. That pulled a roguish half smile from him, and he slid his hands under my knees and behind my back like he had the other day at the wedding. “I’m taking you to the shower so we can rinse off the rest of the glass.” 
“Nope,” I protested, twisting. 
But he had already lifted me, his sneakers cracking over glass before he lunged into the living room. He brushed off the bottom of his shoes on the door frame, inspected them behind him as he balanced me in his arms, and then strode across the house toward the shared bathroom. 
I grabbed onto the trim around the bathroom doorway to stop him, but Zev barreled through like he’d walked through a cobweb. I screeched in frustration. “Okay, okay, but you have to leave, right?” 
“Not a chance,” he laughed derisively. I tried to escape, but he stood me in the tub. “Give me your foot.” 
I plastered myself against the back of the shower, holding out a warning finger and giving him crazy eyes. “Only if you leave.” 
“I already saw you in your underwear,” he pointed out. 
“Do not remind me,” I bit out. “I’ll pass out, I swear to God.”
“Fine, fine,” he backed away, hands up. “Let me help you with the boot and then I’ll leave. But Isla, if you fall—”
“I got it,” I rushed to concede. “You dash in and rescue my bare ass. I get it.” 
His lips pressed together, twitching. “Right.” He bent to one knee and ripped off Velcro straps on my brace. 
“Why are you here, anyway?” I asked. 
“Tristan called,” he replied with a glance up at me. “He called to thank me for helping, and I told him your boyfriend didn’t cancel his tickets.” 
“Oh, no,” I groaned, hitting my head against the shower wall. “He’s going to kill me.” 
Zev eased the boot away from my foot, and it throbbed with every banging pulse through my veins. “If you were my sister, I’d kick your ass.”
“Thank God I’m not your sister.” 
Zev looked up again, something loaded and humorous shimmering in his eyes. “Thank God.” 
My pulse leaped, but I tried to play it off by looking down at my foot. It looked horrendous. Purple and blue blotted the swollen tissue, and it had puffed up to more than twice its original size. Zev and I exchanged grimaces. I swallowed against a wave of nausea. “Gross.” 
“Well,” he said with some resignation, “that’s way worse than I thought.” 
“Me too,” I admitted, feeling squeamish. 
Zev stood and reluctantly backed away to the door. “Seriously, you so much as drop a shampoo bottle—”
“I got this,” I reiterated. I waved him away. “Bye.” 
He closed the door slowly, his suspicious expression pinched with worry. When the door clicked shut, I let out a relieved breath. Okay. Damage assessment. 
My ankle? Fucked up. 
The rest of my body? Shredded and sliced along the back of my thighs, my right arm and down my back. I only knew that because of how badly it burned when the water washed over my skin. And the fact that the water turned pink. 
My pride? Demolished. 
This was the second most idiotic thing that had ever happened to me, and Zev Brady had been there to witness them both. Maybe he was bad luck, on second thought. 
Or good luck, another voice piped up quietly. You’d probably be dead if he hadn’t been there under the tree.
I dispelled that thought immediately. If I let myself get giddy over a guy, I knew what would happen. The mere memory of when I had given into my feelings for Robert made me want to curl in on myself like a centipede. Okay, so Zev had been there for two of the three most humiliating moments in my life. 
I finished my shower, barely managing to keep myself upright while my ankle screamed for ice, and as soon as I had a towel wrapped around my body, Zev opened the door. I gasped, clutching the towel to my breasts and glaring. “Christ, what if I’d been naked?” 
He looked immensely amused by that reaction. “You have something under there you don’t want the world to see? A birth mark that looks like Donald Trump?”
“You are not funny,” I glowered. 
Zev looked very much like he thought he was hilarious. He held up my Christmas elf nightdress. “I found this.” 
“Oh my God.” I leaned forward, intending to snatch it from him, but he caught my wrist and steadied me before I could fall. 
“Easy, Kid. You ever seen your brother in his gear? He’ll assassinate me in my sleep if I let you get another bruise.” He wrapped his strong arm around my back again and lifted me out of the tub. 
“What gear?” I asked, suddenly curious.
“You don’t know?” he asked with lifted eyebrows. 
I shook my head. “He doesn’t tell me anything.” 
Zev seemed to consider that as he slowly helped me to limp across the bathroom floor. I watched him, wondering if he was about to give up my enigmatic brother’s secrets. Finally, he said with some caution, “Let’s just say that he isn’t only an engineer.” 
That was supremely unhelpful. I already knew that much. “Is he Batman or something?” 
“Rich guy, wears a mask, and takes down bad guys vigilante-style?” Zev asked. 
“Yeah.” 
“Nope,” he smirked. He helped me back into the living room, moving slowly so I didn’t have to put any weight on my ankle. 
“I hate secrets,” I grumbled. 
“Oh, you mean like hiding the fact that you’re all alone in an apartment with a busted ankle and fainting goat syndrome?” Zev challenged. 
“It’s dysautonomia.”
“Don’t deflect the point.” Zev guided me to the couch where he helped me sit. 
I gave him a side-eye and snatched the flannel nightgown from his hands. I was going to sweat to death in this damn thing, but I wasn’t going to complain when he’d been kind enough to find me something to wear. 
Zev looked down at his shirt, which had smears of drying blood on it from my back. “Do you have a washer?” 
I shook my head apologetically. “I’m sorry about your shirt. I use a laundromat… but I can buy you a new shirt.” 
Zev shrugged, and without hesitation, he reached up behind him and pulled the shirt over his head. His well-defined, sharp-cut muscles rippled as he pulled the shirt off his arms and turned without preamble toward my kitchen sink. Even his back looked mouth-watering, with a deep valley down his spine and flexing muscles around his shoulder blades as he ambled over to the faucet. 
I’d never seen a man like him in my life. Not in person, anyway. I changed my mind about Zev. He wasn’t a yeti—he was a Viking. A strong, tall, dangerous Viking with blue eyes and a soft beard I desperately wanted to scrub my hands over. I imagined tickling my fingernails through his beard as he pulled me near and angled his head down to mine. What would it feel like to kiss someone with a beard like that?
I blinked, sitting up straighter on the couch. What was I doing? If I went down that road too far… but, no. Actually, I felt fine. I didn’t feel like I wanted to barf, and my blood pressure hadn’t fallen because I’d made myself nervous. In fact, the only thing I really felt was an aching between my legs. Baffling, but maybe not unwelcome, all things considered. 
While his back was turned, I slipped the nightgown over my head and threaded my arms through the sleeves. My boobs strained against the flannel material, and I realized that the “freshman fifteen” had probably turned into the “junior jiggle,” and I’d added a little extra swoop to my curves lately. I’d have to find a baggy T-shirt and sweats after Zev left. 
Which was… when?
I watched him wash his shirt in the sink with dish soap while I unwrapped my cold, wet towel off my body and shimmied the nightgown over my hips. I wanted to ask when he was going to leave but being that direct wasn’t really my style. 
Zev wrung out his shirt, hung it over the cheap metal chair at our kitchen table, and sauntered back over with an ice pack in his large hands. He pulled up short when he saw me, and a slow smile crept up his face like he’d discovered his dog cuddling with the cat. “Oh, man.” 
I looked down at myself. “What?” 
He chuckled as he brought me the ice pack. “You just look very… cozy.” 
A flash of temper snapped away from me like a solar flare. “Excuse me, but I didn’t pick it out.” 
“Lie back, Isla,” he smiled, ignoring my hackles. 
I darted a hesitant look his way for a second, and then realizing he probably had the right idea, I shifted so I lay against the fluffy white throw pillow propped up on the armrest of the couch. He stacked two other pillows on the sofa cushion before gently placing my foot on them and topping it with the ice pack wrapped in paper towels. “Thanks,” I ceded. I let my gaze travel over his rigid shoulders and the way his biceps rose and fell down to his strong forearms. 
He leaned his forearm on his bent knee and gave me a look like he knew I’d been ogling. “I ordered pasta for dinner. I hope that works for you.” 
“It’s fine. You didn’t have to do that.” I picked at some pilled fabric on the Christmas elf nightgown. “I guess I owe you now,” I admitted, leaning my head against the couch and willing my cheeks to stop giving away my embarrassment. 
Zev’s brows tilted up, faintly amused and, dare I assume it, empathetic. He started to respond, but a knock sounded on the door. He cleared his throat, standing. “That’s probably the nurse Tristan hired.” 
“Nurse?” I asked indignantly, sitting up again.
Heedless of his bare chest, Zev answered the door, pulling it awkwardly on its broken hinges. “Is this the residence of Isla Valehart?” a woman asked. 
“Yes,” Zev said, opening the door wider. “Thanks for co—”
“And you’re Zev Brady?” she inquired. Zev and I exchanged a quick, confused look before she barged on. “Mr. Brady, how long have you and Ms. Valehart been dating? Does this have anything to do with the Valehart inherita—”
Zev slammed the door shut and swiveled wide, blue eyes to me. I covered my mouth with my hand. 
“Shit,” we both said. 






  
  Chapter five








Zev


I woke with one leg propped up on Isla’s coffee table and a crick in my neck. I’d fallen asleep on her loveseat, my nerves tighter than a sharp guitar string and worry settled in my gut. She had a broken front door, a gaping back door, and reporters camped outside with phones and cameras at the ready. And I hadn’t helped the situation much by answering the door half naked.  
My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I hurried to silence it, darting a bleary glance at Isla. She slept under a thick quilt, her chest rising and falling slowly and her hair spilling over the pillow like a chocolate fountain. She’d managed to keep her foot elevated, but she’d twisted herself weirdly to the side like she was used to being a side-sleeper. 
I stood from the couch and crept to the bathroom before looking at the caller ID. Tristan. I cleared my throat and answered, “Yeah.” 
“Zev, hey,” Tristan said, his voice weary. “They just broke the story.” 
“How bad?” I rasped. 
“Uh… it’s not great.” 
I nodded, resigned to that. “It’ll blow over eventually.” 
“I mean, not if you keep letting them take pictures of the two of you not wearing clothing,” he retorted bitterly. 
Fair point. “I could walk out totally naked and do one of those viral dances,” I offered with a grin. “That would give them something else to write about.” 
“Dude,” Tristan intoned. 
“Relax, Batman. I’ll duck out as soon as that nurse shows up today, and the longer there’s distance between us, the faster they’ll lose interest.” 
“Well, I appreciate you helping Isla, anyway,” Tristan said. “I know you’re busy. Azura told me about the GreenTech merger.” 
I nodded, not wanting to think about my dirty client and their battery acid issues. “Her place is going to need repairs, though. I broke the front door, and she broke the back door. Wild night over here.” 
“I’d appreciate it if you stopped insinuating that you’re having filthy sex with my sister, asshole,” Tristan bit out. “Even if I do want to marry your sister.” 
“Marry her?” I clarified. 
Silence slammed down on the call. Tristan cleared his throat. “You know what I mean.” 
“I’m not sure I do, Daft Punk,” I grinned again. 
“Okay, I’m hanging up. I’ll send someone to fix her doors.” 
“Listen, when you propose, I can help you deck your helmet out with rhinestones,” I started. But the line went dead, and I laughed darkly. Easy targets, those Valeharts. 
And none were easier than the always-blushing fainting goat on the couch. I poked my head out of the bathroom and found Isla sitting up with a bewildered look on her face and her hair askew on her head. I gave her a wave. “Morning.” 
“Oh,” she exhaled, putting a hand to her messy hair. “You’re still here.” 
“I said I’d stay,” I reminded her, padding across the worn carpet back to her. 
Her eyes jumped up and down the length of me, lingering on my bare torso and making me want to tease her endlessly for it. “Your shirt is probably dry by now.” 
I snorted, heading for the kitchen and then pinching my filthy white T-shirt off the back of the chair. It still had rust-brown blood stains from the cuts on her back. “Lucky me.” 
Isla got a crafty tilt to her lips. “You could borrow one of mine.” 
I tried to imagine myself in one of Isla’s shirts, and we laughed in tandem. “I’ll wear one of your shirts if it comes off your body first.” 
She stopped laughing with a start. Her cheeks went cherry pie red, and I got the same feeling I got after sinking my teeth into a warm donut. So fucking satisfying. I flashed her a grin. “No?” 
“Very funny,” she bit out. She threw her blankets aside like she wanted to get up but pulled up short with a forlorn glance at her ankle. 
“I’ll get your boot,” I offered, sliding my shirt back on. 
Isla looked like a perfect mixture of frustration and resignation. “Yeah, alright.” 
I brought her the black brace, inspecting it for any leftover shards of glass before I handed it over. I’d swept up the carnage from her fall while she’d been asleep, but I hadn’t been able to find any kind of tarp or even wrapping paper to put over what was left of the back door, so it had let in cold air all night. 
Isla cinched up her boot, her hair sliding silkily over her shoulder, and the contrast of her sexy, slightly curled hair over her ridiculous Christmas pajamas did something funny to my chest. I rubbed it absently as I watched her. Don’t go there, I thought with a sudden grimace. Off-limits. You don’t want to mess with that. Tease all you want, but don’t make it real.  
Isla looked up, her hazel eyes light as caramel in the morning sunlight, and rubbed the bridge of her nose nervously. “Thanks for hanging around.” 
“It’s the least I could do,” I replied easily. 
Her eyes bounced from side-to-side. “For what?” 
“All the free publicity.” I gave her a toothy smile. 
She gasped and reached for her phone. “Oh my God, I forgot.” 
“Whatever it says,” I warned. “Ignore it. It’s probably better not to read it.” 
“What are you?” she asked incredulously, tapping away at her phone to pull up the news articles. “Only an alien wouldn’t want to know what people were saying about them.” 
“Earthlings are notoriously savage. Trust me.” If anyone knew the depths of human depravity, it was a lawyer. 
“Oh, fuck,” she groaned, her thumb swiping through pictures and salacious headlines. 
I leaned over her and gently placed my hand over the screen. She looked up at me with distress pulling down the corners of her small mouth. I closed my hand over the screen, brushing against her warm fingers. “Leave it, Isla. It doesn’t matter what money-hungry jerkoffs think.”
She held my gaze, and then she got a kind of dazed look on her face. “Okay.” 
I set the phone aside and gripped her wrists. “Come on. I’ll help you to the bathroom, and you can—” I paused, my eyes roving over her face and down her flannel-clad curves. “—do whatever fungus nerds do in the morning.” 
A reluctant smile dimpled her cheek. “Yes, I have to brush my spores.” 
“Disgusting.” I helped her stand, and then I wrapped my arm around her waist to hold her steady. Isla leaned into me, her lips parting and her attention jumping from my eyes to my arms, and over to my chest. 
That was possibly the cutest eye grope I’d ever been given. 
The door knocked again, and I subconsciously pressed Isla tighter to me. She must have agreed with my reservations because she asked, “You think it’s actually the nurse this time?” 
“Better fucking be,” I replied with my eyes on the broken door, which had listed sadly off to one angle. “Otherwise, I’m going to jail for assault.”
“Battery,” Isla corrected. I flicked my eyes to her, with an annoyed blink. She shrugged. “You’re insinuating that you want to punch the reporters. That’s battery. Aren’t you a lawyer?” 
“Apparently not a very good one,” I drawled. 
She gave me a pitying shrug. 
“Okay, smartass.” I lowered her back to the couch. “Hang out there while I answer the door.” 
“At least you’re wearing clothing,” she pointed out. 
“Points for the stupid lawyer,” I smiled. I lifted the door and then swung it open, my body language guarded. 
An older woman in scrubs smiled back at me. She had salt and pepper hair cut short in a pixie style, and already I liked her no-nonsense aura. Isla could probably use several hefty doses of that. “I’m Shirley, with Home Health and Heart.” She handed over an ID card and waited with expectant patience. 
I examined the card before handing it back to her. “I’m Zev,” I said, holding out a hand, which she shook firmly. “Thanks for coming.” Isla scoffed from her spot on the couch. I gave her an inquisitive eyebrow raise. “Something to say Isla? Oh, this is Isla,” I said with a sweep of my hand her way. Isla tried to stand, and I leaned over to push her back down. “She’s not supposed to get up for three days,” I added with a bland smile. 
Shirley bent around the doorway to give Isla a sharp look. “I’ve been told.” 
“Traitor,” she muttered under her breath. 
My original assessment of Shirley turned out to be true, and she brought plenty of gear into the apartment with her, casting concerned looks at the broken doors and getting Isla set up with breakfast, sports drinks, and alternating ice and heat for her ankle. I texted my assistants and paralegals as Shirley did her thing, and it became apparent to me that if I didn’t get my ass back to the office, this merger was going to fall apart. 
I sat on the coffee table in front of Isla while she thumbed through a textbook. She looked up, and I watched as her eyes assessed my expression, the keys in my hand, and my laced-up sneakers. “Headed off?” she asked coolly. 
Goddamn, she was cute. I resisted the urge to pinch her cheek. “I am. I have to get back to Denver. How do you feel about Shirley?” 
She shifted her gaze to the nurse as she sorted Isla’s pills into a weekly container. “She’s very bossy.” 
“Perfect,” I emphasized. “Anything else I can do before I head out?” 
She shook her head, looking discomfited. “You’ve done more than enough. Thank you.” 
“I already texted you my number. Save it, and if you think of anything you need, text me. My flight leaves in three hours, but if for some reason you can’t get a hold of Tristan for something—”
“I’m sure I’ll see you at Thanksgiving or something,” she smiled weakly. 
I winced. “I don’t really do family holidays.” 
“Oh.” She twirled her fingers through the strings on her sweatpants she’d changed into. “Well… have a good flight.” 
Why did this feel so weird? We weren’t quite friends—I couldn’t go so far as to say that. And we weren’t really family, either. I wasn’t sure what Isla was to me. I just knew that it felt wrong to leave her. “Stay safe,” I said pointedly. 
She gave me a crooked smile that tugged on my heart. “I’ll try.” 
Ignoring the twang of misgiving in my chest, I stood and gave Shirley a wave. “Nice to meet you.” 
“You too,” she smiled briskly. “She’s very lucky to have you.” 
“Oh, I don’t—” Isla started to say. 
“Yes, she is,” I cut in with a teasing grin for Isla’s benefit. 
She rolled her eyes and buried her face in her textbook, but I could see the blush above the pages. Smiling to myself, I leveraged the broken door open and backed out. As I did, my phone rang, and my usual world—my gray, corporate world with greedy CEOs and never-ending demands—pulled me away from strawberry blushes and banter that made me feel like I’d been filled with helium. I knew which one of those I’d rather be headed to, and the difference was so stark, it only made the choice clearer. There were needs and then there were wants. Needs took priority over forbidden wants. 
What I couldn’t ignore was the niggle of worry about reporters and the mess I’d gotten Isla into. I might not be able to guard her myself, but I knew who could.  
. 






  
  Chapter six








Isla


I dodged curious stares as I took my veggie cup and armful of books to a table in the library cafeteria. They didn’t allow food in the library itself, but they had an eating area, and if I didn’t get some food in my stomach soon, I was going to add to the negative attention swirling around me lately. And that really was the last thing I needed. My life had been Hell,  pure Hell for the last week, and for the first time in my life, I couldn’t wait for school to be over. 
A haggard stringbean of a guy passed by my table, coffee in hand and eyes feverish as he argued on the phone with what sounded like a group member from a project. This was our last full week of classes before finals, and I could practically feel it like a charge of voltage through the air. It made us all buzzy and twitchy, and although I had finished my bigger assignments, CHEM 412 had me sweating a little. 
I set my food on the table and pulled out my textbook and digital notebook, intending to go through the notes for that class and see if I could answer the questions at the end of the chapters with my hastily scribbled notes alone. As I got to work, homing in my focus on the questions, I ate broccoli and carrot sticks absently, frowning at my notes and writing out answers. 
A text came through on my phone with a barking sound. Sighing, I picked it up and checked what I knew was a message from the security detail Tristan had hired to tail me. 
Guard Dog: 
I turned away two reporters at the door, 
but they’ll go around. I’m coming in. 
Isla: 

I said don’t come in. 

Guard Dog:
You don’t pay me.

I let out a sound of frustration, packed up my books and notepad, and shoved them all back in my black backpack. This had been my reality for the better part of the week. I hobbled through my classes on a boot, my guard dog followed close behind, and I ditched her every chance I got. Tristan had hired a girl bodyguard so we could “hang out” in public without adding fuel to the scandal, and so I would feel comfortable having her around. It was thoughtful of him, and I hated him. 
But even a discreet bodyguard did nothing to deflect the attention that had been turned on me. Everything had lined up just so to conspire against me. Tristan had named me an heir to Valehart Industries on my twenty-first birthday, then I’d been caught naked in Zev’s arms days later, and now the media thought I was positively salacious because my “naked boyfriend” had been caught at my apartment. Zev answering the door shirtless had been like napalm to the fire. Kaboom. There went my normal life. 
It was bad enough to have my face plastered on every social media platform and gossip magazine in the country—there was nothing more isolating than scandalous fame. But now my classmates either avoided me or hounded me, there was no in-between, and I found myself hiding far more than socializing or trying to make friends. Robert was always there, although lately, that had begun to feel insidious for some reason I couldn’t put my finger on. 
And on top of all that, apparently, Tristan had received word that there were creepy people watching me. Or something. I didn’t fully understand what he’d said because he’d been purposefully vague, but it had resulted in Guard Dog, and I despised the entire thing. 
My only consolation was that Tristan had gone with Azura to Nova Scotia for some kind of marketing deal. He’d shut up slightly since then, and it had made ditching the Guard Dog way easier. 
I ducked into the library shelves, looking around for a quiet nook somewhere I wouldn’t be seen. If Guard Dog couldn’t find me, then probably the reporters couldn’t either, right? Made sense to me. I weaved through the shelves and then waved awkwardly at a girl sitting in a stray desk cubby in a corner. She gave me a sideways look that clearly asked, “Why are you making eye contact with me right now?” 
Because I’m socially awkward and don’t know how to be a human, apparently, I thought sardonically to myself. I hurried past her and searched desperately for a vacant study spot.
The library was packed, of course. Finals were nutty, and we were all walking around hanging from fraying threads of sanity that threatened to snap before we could make it to finals. I finally found an empty, navy-blue armchair in a corner of the History section and settled in with furtive glances around the bookshelves. No Guard Dogs. No reporters. It seemed safe to me. 
I loved the smell of libraries. They smelled like new books and laminators, and they made soft shushing sounds as people shuffled around and turned pages. Sighing in relief, I pulled out my book and notes and lost myself in the process. 
Several hours passed, and I relished the solitude. Lately, it felt like the people closest to me insisted on hovering over me. Robert hovered. Tristan hovered from thousands of miles away. Strangers hovered when I had an episode. The hired nurse hovered. Guard Dog hovered—
Oh, shit. 
Tabitha “Guard Dog” lowered a green, hardback book with gold lettering to glare at me from the chair across the room. How long had she been there? Fuck me. Her black hair had been straightened today, and she wore a random gray T-shirt with lettering I couldn’t read over a pair of shredded, light wash jeans. She crossed her toned leg and I noticed that she was wearing black tennis shoes tied tightly. Probably for chasing bad guys. 
She quirked a thick, black brow, licked her finger, and turned a page. Scary Guard Dog. At least she did look like she fit in with the other college kids with light makeup applied to her gold-brown skin and headphones around her neck. None would be the wiser that she was my security detail and not a student. I gave her a wave. 
She glared daggers. 
So much for remaining hidden. But, hey, my plan to remain unseen must have worked because the reporters hadn’t bothered us, and she had clearly allowed me to do my thing in peace and quiet. That was more than I could say for most of the significant people in my life. “Thanks,” I mouthed. 
Tabitha blinked, and her eyes jumped to the right like she wanted me to look at something. I followed her gaze and saw a guy wearing a hoodie standing in front of one of the shelves. His fingers trailed over books, but he didn’t pick out anything. Or move. Also, he looked like forty-years-old and very clearly didn’t belong in a college library. More than likely, this was one of the reporters waiting for a chance to get pictures of me.  
Oh. I made an “oops,” face for Tabitha’s benefit. After zipping up my stuff in my backpack, I texted her. 
Isla: 

Should I just… go? 

Guard Dog: 
You should follow directions. 
Isla: 

You’re testy

Guard Dog:
I’ll distract him and you go to lot 6 
and wait by the trees. Don’t go anywhere until I join you. 
Isla: 

But what if the Joker jumps out and 

kidnaps me while you’re distracting Mr. Obvious? 

Tabitha shot me a middle finger, and I admired her oval, sparkly nails. How did she do ninja stuff with nails like that? 
I stood up, slinging my backpack over my shoulder, and casually strolled away. I felt the reporter’s eyes follow me, and I was pretty sure he took out his phone to snap a picture, but it hardly mattered. It wasn’t like I was sexting Zev in the library or anything interesting like that. 
Regrettably. 
Was I attracted to my brother’s girlfriend’s brother? Completely. Should I have been? Hell no. But… there I was, daydreaming about him in class and wondering what it would be like to rub my fingers over his faded, manicured beard. 
It was probably several years’ worth of pent-up sexual frustration at work, but my initial curiosity about Zev had slowly mutated into a full-blown crush in the week or so we had been apart. Probably because I knew it was unlikely that I’d ever see him again, so it felt okay to drool over his body and let myself fantasize about all the things I couldn’t have. 
Tabitha engaged the suspicious guy in a conversation, wanting to know if he was a professor, and—in a flirty voice—oh my God, did he know Professor Proust? 
I booked it out of the library, limping on my boot through shelves and pushing my way through a side door to the cool May night. I breathed in deeply, grateful that I didn’t have a migraine or dizziness today. Begrudgingly, I had to admit that having a nurse to pop in and check on me had been nice. She had called in adjustments for my meds and made sure I drank electrolytes, which had helped tremendously. A little tweak she made to my blood pressure medication alone had been like a miracle. I’d only fainted once, and it had had more to do with standing up too fast than anything else. My ankle felt better, too, and the swelling had gone down with medication and consistent icing. 
I reached the row of trees on a concrete island near lot six and leaned against the thin trunk, my eyes roving over the dark parking area. The yellow overhead lamps had blinked on, and scattered lights from the surrounding buildings warmed the night with fairy light twinkles. I sighed, fighting a wave of exhaustion. I wanted finals to be over, and I wanted to leave campus, but I couldn’t help but feel a little pang of regret for passing yet another semester with no new friends and little progress outside of my schoolwork. How was it possible to be so busy and so empty at the same time? I’d kept my temp job with the agency because it felt strange to not work, but realistically, I didn’t need the money.  
Which was a really bizarre development for me. I’d always been cognizant of the fastest ways to make spare change when necessary. Sometimes, my dad would run out of funds in some third-world country, and we’d had to ride on a crowded bus with people we didn’t know, or had needed to stay in a hostel with strangers who leered and purposefully talked about us in languages we didn’t understand. Other times, I’d run errands for travel agencies to make extra money, and I’d spent hours online filling out surveys and writing essays for other high school students. I’d thought about money endlessly then, even if I didn’t need to think about it now. It had caused me intense anxiety more than once, and just the memory of that instability over and over caused my pulse to race. 
I closed my eyes against those thoughts and tried to push them away. “Don’t freak yourself out,” I muttered to myself. 
It was then I realized that Tabitha was taking a long time. Even if she’d had to shake a reporter, she should have made her way back to me by now. I texted her and waited a couple minutes, but nothing. 
Fear pushed itself under my breastbone and squeezed my heart. I’m sure it’s fine. I reasoned. Nothing to worry about. But my fingers hovered over Tristan’s name in my phone. No, I couldn’t worry him anymore than I already had. He had already mentioned cutting his trip short, and I would die of embarrassment if my half-brother not only felt so responsible for me that he had to put his business in jeopardy, but also if he was the only one I could think to call in the first place. I didn’t need him upending his existence just because he had a pathetic younger sister. 
A wind that carried the warmth of the sun-soaked asphalt swept over me, and I glanced around the deserted parking lot. A group of boys walked to a beat-up brown sedan, joking loudly and hooting about something. I watched them warily, glancing back down at my phone. I could text Robert, but…
But you know how he’ll react. And you hate it. The fussing. The put-down remarks about putting myself in bad situations when I “know better” about my limitations. The well-meaning degradation of someone who cares for you but holds no respect for your ability to succeed. 
I scrolled through my contacts and my eyes landed on Zev’s name. My finger hovered over his name. Wait, why the hell would I do that? He was five hundred miles away and we barely knew each other. Shaking my head, I closed the screen and shoved my phone in my pocket. The parking lot had gone disturbingly quiet. No cars rolled by. No students walked past. The trees above me rustled, scraping against my nerves like teeth on an emery board. 
Suddenly, a hand snaked around my mouth and pulled me hard against the tree. A shrill, piercing scream filled my ears and shocked my heart like I’d been electrocuted. The hand released me, but the damage had already been done to my nervous system. My body shut down, and I saw the world tilt as I fell.
I knew nothing after that.  






  
  Chapter seven








Zev


I settled back onto 6,000 sharp points of contact and sighed in relief. Each stinging tooth on the acupressure mat needled into my skin and shot straight through my sore muscles. It always began as a sharp prickle before melting into a pleasant warmth that forced my body to relax into the mat. Like my brain couldn’t handle rational thoughts and the sensation of the mat at the same time, my consciousness faded into a shadowy soup.  
Dimly, I heard my phone buzz on my bedside table, but I ignored it. Heavy relaxation reached for me again. 
My phone rang, vibrating loudly against the reclaimed wood side table. 
I sighed, and as my awareness rose back to the top, the sharp prickles felt uncomfortable. The mat didn’t work if I had to think about it. 
The phone rang again, and I knew then it was probably urgent. Groaning, I reached over carefully and brought the phone to my ear. “Yeah?” I growled. 
“Good news and bad news,” Tabitha said without preamble. 
“It’s not really like you to play games,” I muttered, sitting up slowly and letting the spikes peel away from my back. “Is Isla okay?” 
“Ish.” 
That woke me up. “What happened?” 
“Well, the good news is that the reporters don’t care who you’re dating anymore.” 
I squinted one eye and slowly asked, “Why?” 
“Because bad news, they like pictures of Isla fainting better.” 
“Fuck,” I breathed, standing. “Is Isla okay? Was she hurt?” 
“She’s fine, but they scared her shitless. One of the news outlets hired someone to snatch my phone and make a run for it. He was fucking fast, and my chasing him gave the reporters plenty of time to scare Isla so badly, she fainted on the spot. She was waiting for me alone in a parking lot.” 
“Jesus,” I muttered, and unease writhed around inside of me. “Are you sure she’s okay?” 
“I mean, I don’t know—she kept saying she faints all the time. But I don’t know what kind of pictures they managed to get. She walked home because she insisted she could handle herself, but they had her pretty jacked up and shaking.” 
I paced. “Do we know who the reporters were? Who got the pictures?”
“We won’t know until tomorrow,” she said, and I heard the shrug in her voice. 
“Cock-juggling asshats,” I muttered. 
“Colorful. You know what this means?” 
I folded my acupressure mat as my mind sprinted away from me with images of Isla fainting on her own in the dark. “You want a raise?” 
“Sure as shit, I do, but no. She needs more than one shadow, Zev. They’ve tasted blood, and the prospect of getting Isla to faint in public is going to send them all into a frenzy.” 
I exhaled, agitated and restless. “I need to mull this over. How does Isla feel about you staying over there in her house?” 
“I already asked, and she was not cool with it. Actually, scratch that, you need to talk to her about this whole thing. She keeps ditching me.” I could hear her chewing, and I assumed she had gone for food after what sounded like a hellish night. 
“Ditching you?” I scowled. “How often? Why?”
“Every day,” she answered, still chewing, “and fuck if I know.” 
I kneaded a sudden pain between my eyes with my fingers. “For someone who seems so smart, she really makes some questionable decisions.” 
“You want my opinion on that?” Tabitha asked, and something crunched in my ear. 
I pulled the phone away and glared at it before replacing it. “Sure.” 
“She got a crappy deal in the body department, you know? If I want to go jump off a cliff into a lake, I get to decide if I want to run fast, hurl my fit and fab body off the cliff, and swim away to safety. Your girl doesn’t get to do that. She’ll probably pass out before she gets three feet away.” 
I rubbed my jaw, shuffling across the rustic cottage bedroom to the adjoining bathroom. “Um, okay.” 
“So, I’m saying,” Tabitha went on, “that she takes control when she can. Like, literally when she can and not when it’s smart.” 
“Ah,” I flipped on the light and a row of bright lights above my mirror blinked to life. I looked at my reflection in the mirror, at the beard I trimmed every morning and the long hair that probably needed a haircut. I looked at my body that I got to make choices about—I could go to the gym or not. I could drink or not. I could go for a hike or not. Isla didn’t get to decide any of those things. “I’m hearing you,” I said. “But we need to find a way to make sure she understands that she’s a target now.” 
“Good luck,” Tabitha said unhelpfully. “Even after they essentially assaulted her, she’s adamant that she wants me to give her space.” 
“That defies logic,” I argued. I ran a hand through my thick hair. “She has to see that she needs help with this.” 
Tabitha snorted. “I don’t think you’re going to win that argument. I’ll tail her tomorrow if she leaves, but she seemed pretty spooked. I’d be surprised if she went anywhere for a couple days.” 
“Yeah,” I sighed. “I guess I’ll… check in with her. Maybe tell her the truth about who hired you.” 
“The truth is a good place to start,” she said derisively. “She bought Tristan’s story about me working for him, but Tristan is still in Canada for Christ’s sake. He can’t do jack shit to help her anyway.” 
“Noted,” I said. 
Tabitha hung up, and I leaned my palms on the white marble vanity. Well, hell. I tried to think through the problem rationally, but a red mist of anger clouded my thoughts. I imagined the reporters terrorizing Isla, causing her to faint just so they could get a click-worthy picture. My hands rolled into fists, and I tapped one against the marble. 
Fucking bastards, I thought with mounting fury. I had to do something. I couldn’t just let Isla get stalked and terrorized because I hadn’t taken the press seriously to begin with. I’d probably pissed off whoever that Talia girl worked for, too. 
But as soon as I thought that, I forced myself to pull up short. What could I do? Isla wasn’t anything to me. Not really. She was a victim caught in the middle of a PR mess, but did that give me the right to wedge my way into her life any more than I already had? 
I pictured the way Isla had looked when she had fainted in my arms. How her long lashes had fanned out over her cheeks and her body had gone limp and vulnerable. Reporters had done that to her. Alone. In a fucking parking lot where anyone could have done God knew what to her. 
I pushed away from the counter and went to the bedroom. I had to do something. If one group of reporters was smart enough to isolate Isla from her security detail, then what would happen when it got out that Isla was easy pickings? She’d be driven into hiding. It could ruin her life, especially if she continued insisting that she didn’t need help.   
I couldn’t just sit here and hope for the best from afar. Whether I had planned it or not, whether I had a right to or not, I had become involved in this, and I wasn’t going to pawn the responsibility off on someone else. I’d gotten her in this mess, so I’d make sure she got out of it less scathed than she was now. I pulled up Isla’s number and tapped out a message. 
Zev: 

Quit ditching your security. 

I doubted she would answer at this hour. It was ten at night and she’d been through a harrowing experience. But her response came immediately. 
Isla: 
Who is this? 
Zev:

The bossy yeti.

Isla:
Oh. I forgot to save your #
Zev: 

I’m wounded. And you're lying. Don’t deflect. 

Isla:
I’m so good at it, though. 
Zev: 

…

Isla: 
How do you know about my guard dog? 
Zev: 

I hired her.  

I sat on my bed and jiggled my knee while I waited for her to answer. Three little dots jumped up and down for a full minute. Finally, she sent a perfunctory, “?”
Zev: 

It’s kind of my fault you need one,

so I told your brother to 

cover for me and say he hired her. 

But I’m not as nice as your brother. 

So now I’m telling you. Stay with her. 

Isla: 
That’s creepy. I don’t want your bodyguards. 
Zev:

Reporters scaring the shit out 

of you is creepy. Stick with Tabitha.  

Isla took her time answering again. The dots that appeared, disappeared, and then reappeared told me she was struggling to find a good answer to that. 
Isla: 
I politely decline. 
Zev: 

I’m going to politely 

shove my foot up your ass. 

Isla: 
I’m so scared. Omg I’m going to faint. 
A reluctant smile tugged my mouth up, and I let out a sighing groan. A thought occurred to me, and rather than examining it logically from any angles whatsoever, I sent it off. 
Zev:

Stick with her or I’m kidnapping you. 









  
  Chapter eight








Isla


Coffee dripped in a steady, thin stream into my travel mug, filling the kitchen with its rich aroma. I inhaled deeply, willing the caffeine to enter my system early. With my body slumped over the laminate countertop and my chin on my fist, I felt more liquid than solid. Most juniors during finals week likely felt the same, but my frayed sanity had less to do with tests and more to do with reporters. Apparently.  
Robert shuffled into the kitchen, and the bags under his eyes matched mine. He’d been engrossed in an MMORPG raid that kept him up until the early morning hours, and on top of that, he’d been studying for his finals as well. His curly blond hair stood out at all angles, and he rubbed a fine layer of thin hair growth on his jaw as he gave me a sleepy smile. “Morning.” 
I averted my gaze quickly. Getting fluttery and nervous about my roommate had been a shocking development a few months ago, and I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to get past it. Oddly, it didn’t feel as fluttery anymore. It felt slithery. Uncomfortable. “Morning.” 
The grown up thing to do with my roommate would be to talk about the weirdness between us. Robert had made the first move a while ago, but it had gone so spectacularly badly, I didn’t have the heart to bring it up. I added ungodly amounts of creamer and sugar to my coffee, stirred it, and twisted the cap on top the travel mug. “Any tests today?” I asked. 
Robert shook his head. “Nah, just class. You?” He paused in the middle of switching out our coffee pods. “Isla, you okay? Are you doing too much again? I don’t want to end up with you passing out or something. Like, no offense, but you know how you get.”
My spine fused into stiff discomfort. First, he hadn’t seemed to care at all about what had happened with Zev, and now he was going out of his way to remind me what a pain my existence was. “Yeah, I’m just going through some stuff,” I replied with stilted words. I’d thought that his indifference after getting back from his conference had to do with the new group of gamer friends he’d been online with, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I’d become too much of a burden even for my roommate to take. 
“What stuff?” he asked, his blue-gray eyes sweeping over me.
I took a sip of my sweet coffee and leaned my hip against the counter, watching him make his own cup. “It’s kind of a long story,” I hedged. 
“Aw come on,” he said with a wink. “I’m your guy.” 
I clenched my teeth hard. Why did that feel so cringy? “I know you are,” I replied mildly. 
“As long as you don’t forget it.” He smiled lopsidedly, but it had a strained quality to it. “Sorry I’ve been distracted.”
“It’s fine. Technically, I think it’s family drama. You know that girl my brother has been dating?” 
“Yeah,” Robert said, taking a sip of his black coffee. He winced. I knew he liked sugar and creamer, but his buddies had teased him for it, so he drank it black now. 
“Well, her brother is the one I ended up in the tabloids with,” I explained. “And it’s just causing unnecessary drama in my life.” 
Robert paused with the mug in front of his mouth. “What tabloids?” 
I rolled my eyes and pushed away from the beige countertop. “I think Russia could take over the country and you wouldn’t notice if it didn’t creep into your raid.”
Robert looked offended. “That’s not true.” 
It wasn’t worth it to point out that gaming had gone from hobby to obsession. He’d failed a class because of it last semester, and since then, he’d been touchy if the subject came up. “Just Google my name. It’ll probably come up. Anyway, I’m going to be late if I don’t run.” 
“Okay, but stay safe.” He didn’t know about Guard Dog, and I didn’t intend to tell him, either. “Do you need me to go with you?” 
I suddenly felt suffocated, stuffed in a two-by-two metal box of his smothering, misplaced concern. “Nope, I’m good.” 
“Okay. You know how you are, Isla. Don’t be a hero.” 
“Sure,” I promised tightly. 
I practically ran out of the apartment. I knew it would be straight into Tabitha’s watchful gaze, but I would just have to be a woman about it. Especially after the incident three nights before. Apparently, she’d been busy chasing down a phone thief, but it had left my tormentor just enough time to scare me into fainting. They hadn’t hurt me, and the pictures that had surfaced the next morning confirmed what their objective had been.
Humiliation and sensational content. Mission accomplished. 
Party Girl Valehart Drunk? Passed Out in Public! 
I’d spent the entire weekend huddled up in my bed watching cheesy anime and eating microwave soft pretzels until my sense of reality had been able to settle back into something I could cope with. It hurt. I knew it was a tactic on their part to catch public attention, and their real goal was to make money off the pictures, but the idea that people were commenting on the pictures, making assumptions about me, saying cruel things about me and what my mother had done was enough to drive a sane person crazy. 
The text from Zev that had come through the night of the incident had weirdly soothed my fears a little. Knowing that he was aware and even involved had been disturbingly comforting. 
It was best not to examine that too closely, though. 
As I took a seat in my first class, which was in a large lecture hall with a hundred other students, I glanced at my phone. Speaking of the yeti, he had sent me a message. 
Yeti: 
Tabitha needed a few days off, 
so your new security detail 
will be waiting outside your first class. 
I frowned. Um, no. 
Isla: 

Stop doing things without asking. 

I didn’t agree to that. 

Yeti: 
🤧 Poor spoiled heiress and her 
unwanted bodyguards
Isla: 

Poor fired bodyguard. No thank you. 

Yeti:
I didn’t ask your opinion for a reason. 
He’s highly rated, and it’s only for three days. 
Isla:

No

Yeti: 
I know you think I’m bluffing, 
but I assure you, I’m not. 
I couldn’t help but smile. Zev kidnapping me would be hilarious to see. Tristan would eviscerate him if he did something that loony. 
Isla:

Bet

Yeti:
I don’t speak generation stupid. 
Don’t fuck with me, Isla
Isla:

If I can lose him, then agree to call him off 

because he probably isn’t 

very good if I can shake him. 

Yeti: 
Last warning
I grinned outright. It was really fun to spar with Zev. Especially when he was 500 miles away and couldn’t do jack shit. Plus, this was the only time I felt kind of human instead of a walking curiosity.
I gave my professor my attention after that, scribbling notes on the test prep sheet she had handed out, and I listened while she went over which topics would be covered on the final. I felt confident about this one because I loved ecology, and now that I’d finally entered the last leg of my degree, all my classes were specific to what I actually wanted to do. 
When the class ended, I pushed my arms through the straps of my backpack and strode down the sloping lecture hall floor, my gray sneakers squeaking against the polished cement floors. I approached my professor after waiting in line for a few minutes, and she turned to me with an inquisitive eyebrow raise. “Hey professor Linden. I’ve got a question.” 
“Sure,” she smiled, her bright red lipstick cracking along the fine line wrinkles along her upper lip.
“Can I go through the lab exit?”
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May days in Utah had a way of starting off as chilly sweatshirt weather and progressing to pizza-oven hot by the afternoon. I’d worn a loose “National Park” T-shirt the color of wet moss, and by lunchtime, I had to tie my hoodie around my waist. I looked like a dork, but if I were honest, that was on brand for me. 
I had one other class for the day, and then I could go home and give myself the illusion of relaxation. Sans bodyguard. Because whoever Zev had hired had not been able to pick up my location all day. I’d spotted him first, actually. He had my school schedule, so he’d been waiting for me at the entrance to my chem class, but I had pulled up my hoodie and sneaked in with a group of students. I’d seen him at the top of the steep lecture hall, conspicuous because of his age and black baseball cap. He’d stalked the aisles, scanning the crowd looking for me, but I’d made a point to wedge myself between a couple of football players and stayed out of sight. He’d given up by the time my professor walked in, and I hid a satisfied smile. 
I win. 
Now I was in another lecture hall, this time for Statistics for Ecology, and I knew I had better pay attention to this test prep because math wasn’t my strong suit. My dad had always encouraged me to have a “growth mindset,” so I refused to accept that I was any one way without hope for improvement. This meant that I refused to say I was “bad” at math, and I told myself I simply had to study harder. That said… I was bad at math. 
I sent my dad a text letting him know that my finals were Thursday and Friday, and made sure to send him a thumbs up to let him know I was doing alright. He probably wouldn’t see it for a while after I sent it. He worked for an international NGO, and the last time I had heard from him, he had been in Port-au-Prince. But who knew where he was at the moment. Dad had done his best with me, but in all reality, he hadn’t expected his affair with my mom to result in anything quite so tangible as me. He’d dragged me along with him to all the non-profit projects he’d been assigned to, and I’d tried not to complain too much when we both knew it was a struggle for him.
And I sure as shit wasn’t going to inconvenience his life any more than I had for the sixteen years he’d raised me.  
My professor put up a slideshow going over the key principles we would need to understand for the test, and I snapped a picture with my phone and scratched out notes on my digital notepad while he talked. Despite my desire to do well on the test, I found my thoughts wandering to Zev. He hadn’t texted me since I’d successfully ditched his hired goon, and I assumed he was probably busy with important lawyer-y stuff. Too bad, because I missed sparring with him. Could that be a hobby? “Hi, my name is Isla, and my hobbies include examining lichen and poking sexy bears who live 500 miles away.” Maybe I needed a real hobby other than antagonizing Zev Brady. 
I imagined him in a button-down shirt, his sleeves rolled up and his intense blue eyes concentrating on whatever legal jargon he dealt with, and it made my stomach warm. My hand drifted to the side of the paper, and I started a ridiculous sketch of a yeti. It had a grouchy face, and through its snarling mouth, I drew a speech bubble that said, “This is just my face.” 
I snickered, adding little curly Qs above its head to make it look steaming mad. 
“You left out my washboard abs,” a husky voice whispered over my shoulder. 
I screamed, jumping in my seat and scooting forward so violently, I almost fell into the descending row of seats in front of me. Zev lashed out, grabbing hold of my shirt to keep me from tumbling over. He had a savagely satisfied grin on his handsome features, and he yanked me back into my seat. The entire class, including my professor, turned their attention to me. I stared at them all, my nerves tangling around my vocal cords and preventing me from uttering a single excuse. 
“She saw a wasp,” Zev offered. The eyes in the room seemed to swivel up to him. He waved. “I’m her bodyguard.” 
My professor, an older man with a bald crown and gray beard blinked at us from behind his rimless glasses. “I see. Everything okay?” I waved for him to continue, still choking on my fright.
While my professor resumed his discussion about pseudoreplication, Zev leaned forward until his breath warmed the back of my neck. “What was that thing you said? ‘Bet?’”
A shiver traveled from my neck to my arms. Holy fuck. He’d actually flown here just to prove a point? I clenched the stylus for my notepad with a white-knuckled grip. “What. The fuck?” I asked through gritted teeth. 
“You know what my dad used to say?” he asked, his voice so low I could barely hear it. 
“Don’t make that face or it’ll get stuck that way?”
“Play stupid games,” he murmured, swishing a stray lock of my hair away from my neck, “win stupid prizes.” 
I’d definitely been playing stupid games with Zev. But what stupid prize had I won? 
My attention on the rest of the lecture fled the building, and I sat twiddling my stylus nervously. I could feel Zev behind me like a warm shadow. When he shifted, I felt it like a stroke along my back. When he bounced his knee, I thought maybe my heartbeat changed to match the tempo. 
The class dragged on, and all I could think about was what the hell Zev planned to say… and was he really going to “kidnap” me, or had he just been blustering? What would that even look like? Would there be handcuffs involved or…?
The professor dismissed us, and I shoved my stuff in my worn-out backpack, mindful of the cobalt eyes on the back of my neck as I did. I decided the best course of action would probably be to just ignore him. If he had something to say, then I hoped he would wait until we weren’t in a crowded lecture hall. He followed me up the steps and out into the hallway, which in this building looked almost corporate with its window walls and decorative potted trees. As I walked awkwardly on my boot, which dipped with each step, I looked over my shoulder. 
Zev looked devastatingly handsome. His button-down, just a shade bluer than white, had been rolled up at the sleeves like I’d imagined, and he had a pair of sunglasses hanging off the collar of the white undershirt that peeked out from the unbuttoned top. His dress pants were black, but he had on a pair of spotless white sneakers that dressed it down. Zev Brady was, without a doubt, the yummiest lawyer I had ever seen. 
And he was also stalking behind me with purpose, his gaze shimmering with darkly amused promises. I turned back around, my pulse jumping, but somehow it felt like the good kind of pulse spike. The exciting kind. It wasn’t the kind of nervousness I got around Robert where I suddenly became self-conscious, my palms grew sweaty, and I overthought every possible interaction we might have. 
With Zev, I didn’t know what to expect, and that somehow made me a little giddy. Like Christmas. Christmas didn’t make me faint; it just made me excited. Although, in this case, there was a chance I was going to get yelled at in public for Christmas, and I wasn’t completely thrilled about that prospect. 
We exited the building, and I refused to look at him again. I strode across the cement, blinded by the hot afternoon light that hit me with a pinprick of pain behind my eyes. The thing with my faulty autonomic nervous system was that if it decided to misfire—and it could misfire in a dizzying array of ways—I didn’t get to decide what set it off. I could be aware of triggers, like things that made me scared or nervous, but new ones popped up all the time. And sometimes they never happened again. 
The sun beating down on my forehead triggered a sudden migraine, and I winced as nausea and a searing headache assaulted my body. Next would come the dizziness, and if I was really lucky, I wouldn’t keel over in front of the math building. Whatever Zev had planned, I hoped he would make it quick because the last thing I needed was to prove him right and faint into his arms so he could lord over me the clear necessity for a babysitter. 
We reached the curb where a semicircle drive-through lane allowed cars to drop off students. A silver, fancy sedan pulled up to the curb, but just as I moved to step around it, Zev swooped in from behind me, steered me toward the back of the car, opened the door, and shoved me inside. He had done it so quickly, and with such little fuss, I found myself bundled into a posh-scented leather seat and crowded by Zev’s tall body in a matter of seconds.
He swept an arm under my legs, guiding them to the far side of the seat. Then he closed the door, sat back, and folded his arms. The windows were tinted, and the air conditioning blasted over my face in a cool wave. It calmed the harsh pain behind my eyes, and I immediately felt less dizzy. 
I looked around, bewildered. “Uh, what?” 
Zev lifted his hands, gesturing to the car’s interior. “Kidnapping.” 
The car pulled smoothly away from the building, and I twisted around, still shocked. “Are you for real right now?” I pointed to the driver, a small woman with long, black hair that fell over her blue polo. “Does she know this is a kidnapping?”
“I’m deaf,” she replied in monotone. 
“Pretty sure that won’t hold up in court,” I countered with a squint. 
“Technically, you’re about to agree to go with me, so it’s a moot point,” Zev smiled arrogantly. 
“Am I?” I asked, rounding on him with wide eyes. “What a fascinating prediction.” 
“Yes, because we’re going to play a game,” Zev continued, looking smug and relaxed. “If I win, you go with me to Denver.” 
“And if you lose?” I asked with raised eyebrows. 
“I’ll back out and leave you alone,” he said simply. 
I narrowed my eyes. That sounded too easy. It had to be rigged. “What’s the game?” 
“Two truths and a lie,” he said with a bounce of his eyebrows. “You tell me two truths and a lie, and if I guess the lie, then I win. If not, I let you out at your apartment and leave you to handle things as you will.” 
I knew he was doing this because he was a lawyer. Because he was probably well-versed in body language and detecting deception. But if I played dirty, how would he know? I tried not to look too coy. “Alright. Fine. I’ll play along because you flew all the way out here and I feel a little guilty about that.” 
“As you fucking should,” he said with a glower. 
I cleared my throat, thinking. I sifted through all the facts about myself, and tried to pluck out the ones not even Tristan would know. Truthfully, not many people knew anything about me, and I was just fine with that. “Alright,” I said at last, meeting his gaze and trying desperately not to melt under it. “I was in the Olympics, I’ve never been kissed, and I danced with an indigenous tribe under a lunar eclipse.” 
Zev’s eyes traveled all over me, bouncing up and down my face, traveling over my loose T-shirt and distressed jean shorts, and back up again. “You’ve really never been kissed?”
I struggled to keep my features passive. “I’m not giving anything away. Which one is the lie?”
“None of them.” He leaned forward, forcing me to angle back against the side of the car. “You dirty cheat.” 
I swallowed audibly. “How did you know?” 
Zev didn’t try to put distance between us again. He stretched his arm out along the seat behind me, and his lashes flickered down as he perused my face again. “I could just tell.” 
“Are you curious about the Olympics?” I grinned. 
He shook his head, his lips pressing together in thought. “Nope. I know you traveled with your dad growing up. I’m more curious about how the hell you got through twenty-one years without someone stealing a kiss from you.” He smelled like pine. I’d thought that had something to do with the forest when we’d first met, but no. It was just him. Pine and something woodsy, and it was making it hard for me to focus. 
I pressed my body into the leather seat, and I felt my blood beat in my veins with a strange kind of warmth. It swirled around in my stomach and dropped down, down, down…
“I can’t,” I rasped out finally. 
“Can’t what?” 
“Can’t, you know, be intimate with people,” I whispered, my eyes glued to his like he had me in a trance. 
“You’re asexual?” he asked in surprise. 
“Er, no,” I hurried to say. I didn’t want to misrepresent my sexuality, even though it probably would have been easier to claim that. But that would be unfair and a disservice to my friends who did identify as asexual, so honesty it was. “I just… I got nervous once. Kissing someone. And it didn’t go well.” 
“You mean you got nervous almost kissing someone?” he clarified with quiet amusement. 
“Yeah.” I searched his expression, so close to mine, and tried to figure out what he thought about it. He probably thought I was pathetic. I thought I was pathetic. 
But Zev looked fascinated. Heat simmered in his eyes, almost like they had darkened a shade to deep ocean blue. “How many times did you try?” he asked. 
Energy vibrated throughout my body, imbuing me with a rush of desire and a weird kind of recklessness. I’d never felt like this before. Like I wanted Zev to put his hands on me and show me where to put all the energy crackling through me like lightning in a bottle. “Just once,” I admitted. “But it was pretty bad. I don’t think it’s possible for me.” 
I realized then that I’d more or less laid a challenge at Zev’s feet. 
And he looked like he was ready to win the Olympic gold medal. 






  
  Chapter nine








Zev


Tempting. Very,  very tempting. Isla watched me with quiet expectancy, as if testing how I would react to such a foolishly confident statement. Couldn’t kiss? Or have sex? 
Bullshit. 
I didn’t deny the possibility that she had gotten nervous when she’d tried to kiss a boy at some point. And following that train of thought, if a man were to make her feel both comfortable and confident enough that her desire to kiss him overcame any physical nerves, well, then…
She knew she’d handed me a challenge, and she knew I wanted to take her up on it. I could tell by the way her honey-hazel eyes were watching me. And I did. I really did want to part those pink lips with my mouth and show her how to melt the world into swirls of heady desire with a kiss. But if that was the goal, then a last-minute make out session in the back of a car while I was actively trying to kidnap her wasn’t the ideal time. 
Sorry, actively succeeding at kidnapping her. 
Isla watched me expectantly, slumped into her seat like she’d given herself over to something. So, I leaned in a little further, stretching across the middle seat, and I hovered my mouth six inches from hers. “Are you nervous right now?” 
She shook her head. She’d put her long, silky hair into a ponytail, and it curled over her shoulder and down to her breasts. I smoothed a stray wisp of escaped tendrils away from her forehead to her temple. “I’m awfully close to you, right now. You don’t feel like passing out on me?” 
She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and shook her head again. 
My lips curved. Oh, yeah. This was going to be a piece of cake. I sat away from her suddenly, leaning back against my own seat. “Okay, then.” 
Isla blinked, long lashes devoid of any makeup but still framing her eyes with a feathery curl. “What?”
“Since you cheated,” I pointed out smoothly, “you have to make one of those truths a lie.” 
Her gaze strayed into thought. I let her work through the quick little logical calculation of that because only one of those things could be made into a lie anyway. “And… you’re going to make that happen?” 
“Mhm,” I smiled. 
She gave me a skeptical tilt of her head. “I want to ask why you’d do that, but maybe asking a guy why he’d want to kiss a girl is a silly question.” 
“It is silly,” I agreed. “And I’ll teach you how to kiss and not feel nervous so you can use that or whatever,” I said with a wave of my hand, “and not worry so much about it. But you have to go to Denver with me.” 
“Shrewd,” she murmured, squinting one eye. “There’s just one problem with that. I have finals in three days.” 
“Not a problem,” I replied dismissively. “I already emailed your professors and I’m proctoring your exams.” 
Her jaw fell open. “You can do that?” 
“I’m a JD,” I reminded her, “which makes me well qualified.” 
“You are exceptionally arrogant, you know that?” 
I held up two plane tickets, one with my name and one with hers. “With good reason.” 
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Being the benevolent captor that I was, I let Isla go home and pack a bag before we left. I followed her into the apartment to make sure there weren’t any psychos lurking in the shadows, and while I waited, she hastily stuffed things into a rolling suitcase. It was while I watched her choose items to bring that I made a startling discovery. 
Isla seemed to have bought the least expensive, least noticeable things possible. It fit her perfectly, but I had a pang of sympathy over that realization—an uncomfortable urge to turn her loose with my credit card and ask her to pick out what she would choose if she wasn’t worried about drawing attention or spending money that she hadn’t grown up with. 
I indulged in that a little by forcing her to choose dinner from any of the restaurants she wanted in the airport. And I’d insisted that we visit the overpriced bookstore so she could pick out whatever she wanted. She found a romcom that made her smile, and I hid my own smile behind her back. I’d already read it, and it was a top ten for the year for me. 
As we boarded the plane, Isla tried to look occupied with her book, but I noticed little beads of sweat gathering along her temples. Then her face went pallid as we stepped onto the plane and shuffled down the narrow walkway. She didn’t face-plant onto the tacky carpet, but I would have bet my next bonus check she was fighting it.  
The flight would be maybe forty-five minutes at most, but she tapped her fingers nervously on her leg and chewed away at her thumbnail, and honestly, that surprised me. Hadn’t she traveled all over the world? What was there to be nervous about? As we took off, she did the same thing she’d done the first time she had fainted in the tree. She didn’t give a warning when it happened. Her head simply slumped forward like she’d fallen asleep. 
I caught her forehead, crossing my other arm over her body to brace her against the seat. I’d done some research the first time she’d told me she had dysautonomia, and from what I could tell, she probably had a specific type called autonomic syncope. The fainting itself was harmless, according to what Amos had told me. He had said it shouldn’t last long or have any dangerous side effects. So, I held her. I pressed her head against my shoulder and kept my arm braced in front of her to keep her from falling forward, and I ignored a curious look from a passing flight attendant. 
Isla woke from it in seconds, blinking and sitting up like she’d fallen asleep. She looked mortified, and her eyes glanced around like she expected someone to laugh at her or something worse. 
I gave her a reassuring smile as I removed my arm from her torso. “It’s okay. I caught you.” 
Isla turned enormous eyes up to me. “That’s it?” 
I shrugged. “That’s it.”
“You’re not freaked out?” she asked, nervous. 
“Nah,” I replied with lighthearted dismissal. “So, you take five second naps every once in a while. No big deal.” 
The gratitude on her face nearly sent my heart hurtling back down to the ground from thirty-thousand feet in the air. “Thank you.”
“Of course. Nothing to be nervous about. Is it flying that’s got you twisted up in knots?” 
She inhaled deeply through her nose. “I didn’t used to care about flying, or tree climbing, or meeting new people. But something happened to me after my eighteenth birthday,” she explained. “I got really nervous about an amusement park ride. Like… pukey, dizzy, crazy nervous. I’d never felt that way before, and I thought maybe it was hormones.” She closed her eyes, leaning her head back against the headrest with her brows pinched together. “But that was the first day I lost consciousness. On the ride. After that, I barely made it out of the park without it happening again.” She exhaled softly. “Nothing has been the same since then. I get anxious about things for no reason, and then because it caused me to throw up or pass out in random places before, I get anxious about getting anxious. Bad luck, I guess.” 
I resisted the urge to reach out and take her hand in mine. Bad luck didn’t quite cover it. To have that happen right out of high school, and then to deal with it while finishing her degree—it was admirable that she had handled it at all. And completely unfair. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. 
She gave me a hesitant smile. “Like you said. It’s not so bad as long as people don’t overreact.” 
“It sounds like you need an unflappable lawyer with a good poker face,” I joked. 
Isla gave me an eyebrow quirk. “Let me guess—they kidnap people and look like yetis.” 
“With washboard abs,” I clarified. 
“Thank God, I’m saved.” 
The rest of the flight passed by without incident, and Isla bopped her head to music with her headphones on while she stared out the window at the golden-hour sky. As we landed, she chewed her thumbnail again. Her knee bounced up and down, and her breathing deepened as she blew controlled breaths through her lips. She shirked away from every loud sound, and she nearly vibrated with tension as we made our way through the narrow aisles to exit the plane. Okay, I thought as I watched her, maybe she doesn’t give any signs she’s going to faint in the moment, but she certainly has symptoms leading up to it. 
I put my hand to the small of her back, and as soon as we funneled out to the walkway, I pulled her aside and shoved her head between her knees. 
“If you ignore it, you’re going to make it worse,” I murmured, crouching in front of her. She groaned, putting a hand over her eyes. I rubbed her back in wide circles. “And stop making yourself an anxious mess over it. You know what people are most interested in?” 
“What?” Isla croaked. 
“Themselves. I promise you, they’re going to forget they ever saw the pale woman with her head between her knees in the plane walkway. I give it fifteen seconds. They’ll get a text from their bratty kid or a call from their boss, and they won’t give a shit who you are or what’s going on with you.” 
“You care,” she pointed out, her voice thin. 
“I’m an exceptional human being.” 
She spared me a glance, and a smile tugged at her pretty bow lips. “Must be the yeti DNA.”
I let out a soft laugh and then traced a line under her lip with my thumb. “Any better?” 
“Yeah,” she said, like she couldn’t believe it herself. “Yeah, that helped.” Her eyes bounced between mine, and suddenly, my breath stalled in my lungs. The desire to pull her close to me nearly overwhelmed me, and I tried to shake it loose. It didn’t make any sense. I’d been with dozens of women, but what I’d felt with them paled in comparison to three seconds crouched in an airplane walkway with Isla Valehart. 
Logic deserted me, so I clung to desperate pride and cleared my throat, looking away. 
Isla fell asleep in the car on the way to my house, which I couldn’t blame her for. She had purple shadows beneath her eyes, and Tabitha had sounded concerned that Isla hadn’t slept much since their run-in with the paparazzi. And if that was the case, then it was my fault. Guilt writhed in my gut like a parasite. It wasn’t that I had put her in this situation on purpose, but I hadn’t exactly been careful, either. 
When I pulled into the driveway of my house, she stirred, sitting up from where she’d been slumped against the window. She gave me a confused look. “Whose house is this?” 
“Mine,” I said, pulling past the white picket fence and over to the two-car garage. 
Isla peered at my cottage house like I had a giraffe in my front yard. “This is yours?” 
Truth be told, I couldn’t quite believe it myself most days. “It’s kind of a long story.” As I pulled into the garage, the lights flicked on and cast an orange glow over Isla’s skin. She cocked her head, silently waiting for me to continue. I turned the car off and sat back in the sudden hush. “I was apartment hunting because I was tired of renting, and as far as investments go, buying seemed like the wiser choice.” 
She nodded, ending it with a little eye squint. “I mean, I don’t know, but yeah, so they say.” 
Fuck, she was cute. And way too innocent for me. “Right,” I smiled mildly. “So, I had scheduled a bunch of house tours over a weekend, and nothing felt quite right. They all had the things I’d asked for, but they didn’t feel like home. On our way out of an apartment building, my realtor dropped a whole stack of listings she’d been carrying for her clients, and they scattered everywhere.” I stared out of the windshield at my bare, tidy garage, remembering the blustery November day in high-definition clarity. 
“An older woman waiting for her bus stooped over to pick up one of the papers, and I ran over to her and thanked her for it. But when I tried to grab it,” I mimed tugging on the paper, smiling faintly, “she wouldn’t let go. I thought maybe she liked the house or something, but she looked at me, and I swear to God, I felt like I’d seen my own soul in her eyes or something.” 
Isla watched me with rapt attention, her mouth parted slightly. 
I gestured to the garage. “It was this house. She said, ‘Welcome home.’ It was hard to ignore that, and despite it being literally everything I thought I didn’t need, I knew it was mine when I stepped through the front door.” 
“Your soulmate is a house,” Isla said in awe. 
I laughed, turning an eyebrow raise her way. “You think so? Happily ever after, just me and the house?” 
“Well, no,” she amended with some humor. “I’m sure you’ll find some kickass chick who will appreciate the house with you. But wow. That’s really cool.” 
I wasn’t sure about the kickass woman, but I appreciated her optimism. I grabbed her bags and led her into the house through the side door, which opened to a narrow hallway before funneling out to a dayroom that looked out over the backyard. None of it was huge, but the well-manicured lawn sloped up a hill to a stone wall and had been dotted with mature trees. I also had a chicken coop. Randomly. I’d cleaned it out really well after moving in, but beyond that, I had no idea what to do with the thing. 
The floodlights out back illuminated the wooden swing hanging from the maple tree, and Isla gave me a mildly amused look over her shoulder when she saw it. I shrugged. “Azura liked it.” 
“You swing when you’re moody. I’m calling it,” she grinned. 
I did, dammit. 
I showed her to her room, which Azura had borrowed for a bit after we’d “rescued” her from Tristan. Not that I could judge them too harshly. I had just kidnapped Tristan’s sister so… payback. The only difference is that I’d struck a deal with Isla to convince her to be here. A completely fair, not-at-all-leaning-heavily-in-my-favor deal. 
If I taught her to kiss, she would stay in my house. Totally reasonable.
Isla trailed her hand along the sheer curtains in the bedroom, peering out of the window which also looked out at the tree swing, and she leaned against the wood trim with her arms folded. “This is cute. You’ve got the whole kidnapping thing down. You should make a career out of it.” 
“You couldn’t pay me enough to put up with more than one fainting goat,” I replied seriously. “Towels and everything are in the bathroom down the hall. Do you need anything else?” 
Isla’s gaze wavered uncertainly, like she had just then realized she was staying in some guy’s house. “Is it too late to change my mind?” 
“At nine o’ clock at night?” I queried, cocking my head. 
She grimaced in resignation. “I guess I’m good, then.” She watched me closely, her expression guarded. 
I bit the inside of my lip to keep from smiling. She absolutely expected me to charge across the refinished wood floors, snatch her up, and give her a kissing lesson now that I had her in my evil lair. I schooled my features into a placid mask. “I’ll be in the garage if you need me.”
She perked up with interest. “The garage?” 
“I’m just working on a project,” I replied, leaning out of the room. 
“Oh, okay,” Isla said, playing it cool. 
She was nervous as fuck, and I found it nearly irresistible. Which was why I forced myself to leave her alone. She didn’t need an overbearing yeti hovering over her while she worked through her thoughts. 
I changed into a stained T-shirt that I’d worn when I’d repainted nearly every room in the house, and then pulled on a pair of gray sweatpants. With my headphones over my ears, I ambled into the garage to work on the unstained boards I had lying on the cement floor. I’d bought the stain and boards two weekends ago, but work—and a certain, lichen-obsessed college student—had distracted me from actually building a garden bed. Never mind that it was two months too late to start a garden. But I was determined, dammit. 
I set up two sawhorses, set a board between them, and got to work staining. If any of my friends saw me doing this, they would piss their pants laughing. As far as they knew, my hobbies included knocking back shots, watching women dance in clubs, and working too much. Zev Brady did not pre-treat lumber for garden beds. Starla had already texted me earlier and asked if I wanted to meet for drinks at her rooftop party, but I wasn’t about to leave Isla alone in my house just to get wasted with Denver’s finest assholes.
Besides, if I really did want this garden thing to be useful, I was fairly certain that I needed to get it finished this week. My mother always had plants in the soil by April, so I was pretty far behind schedule.  
A sharp pain pierced through the middle of my chest, and I rubbed it, smearing some stain on my already ruined shirt. Thinking of my mom was like lying on my acupressure mat. It hurt, but the more I did it, the more I acclimated to the pain. I’d spent the entirety of my twenties avoiding the exercise entirely, but the more I did that, the more I’d found that I drowned my feelings in whiskey and beer. I’d known then it wasn’t sustainable, but it had taken me longer than I cared to admit to let go of the crutches I’d leaned on when the pain had been the most acute. 
I’d given up alcohol entirely almost two years ago, but when Amos had found June… it had changed me. He had changed. And I found myself envious. He had a calm look about him, like June was the best kind of drug, and he got a hit every time he was around her. If grumpy-as-fuck Amos could find peace, then why couldn’t I? 
Amos had been older when Mom had died, and Azura had fallen apart all at once and sort of dragged herself through the pain right from the beginning. I’d ignored it, and it had come back to bite me in the ass. 
So, I was building a garden. For her, for me, and for whatever version of myself I was chasing. It had the same satisfying burn as a full-body day at the gym, and I intended to keep going until I had worked up my mental strength in the same way I conditioned my body to endure exercise. I would push through the painful moments until it hurt less, and then hopefully, I might have some days where the pain wouldn’t cripple me. Even trying, even feeling things fully without numbing the memories, reminded me that she would have wanted this for me. She would have wanted me to grow from the pain, not wilt under it.  
Although, I thought with some self-deprecation, she might not have been impressed with my wood-staining skills. I grimaced as I took in the splotchy brown streaks over the wood grain. How did a guy mess up wood staining? 
As I swiped the stain-soaked rag over the cedar board again, the overhead lights dimmed for a moment. I glanced up, suspicion poking through my thoughts. 
Then the lights went dead. 






  
  Chapter ten








Isla


Zev lived in a fairytale house. If someone had told me that hulking Zev Brady lived in Disneyworld, I would have believed them more readily than believing he lived in this charming white cottage. But I couldn’t deny what I saw, and what I saw was the most darling house on the street, complete with a white fence and blooming flowers in boxes beneath the windows.  
My bedroom had masculine, modern furniture like he had brought over the contents from his swanky high-rise to furnish his cottage, but I liked the contrast. I spent a little while setting up my laptop on the oak desk and unpacking a few toiletries I didn’t want to fish through my bag to find. My nerves wound down as I did, uncoiling like a tree swing that had been twisted and let loose. It helped that I could take off my ankle brace for a while. The doctor had said after a week, I could leave it off at night and just wear it when I was out and about during the day. Or, I decided as I glanced at it, never again. 
I gathered my shampoo and conditioner, and then peeking into the bathroom Zev had pointed to, I found the stack of clean towels on a shelf above the toilet. Being in other people’s houses usually made me vaguely nauseated, but I felt alright about being with Zev. Probably because he’d already seen me as a total dumpster fire, so really, how much worse could I get? 
The bathroom had an interesting mix of modern glass shower with river rock tile on the floor and an antique vibe with a clawfoot tub and distressed mirror. A bright, storybook window took up most of the far wall, and a pedestal sink had been flanked by wall-mounted, farmhouse-style counters. He didn’t have any personal things in this bathroom, so I had to assume that he had an en suite bathroom in the master bedroom for his things. That made me feel even better that I wasn’t invading his privacy, and I relaxed under the hot stream of water.
As I brushed my wet hair with my towel tucked around my breasts, I decided that getting kidnapped was actually a lot like staying in a nice BnB, and if I really was done with classes for the summer, then I should probably enjoy myself. I fetched my hair dryer and curling iron from my bag, and as the steam in the bathroom dissipated, I plugged in the curling iron and set it to “fires of Mordor hot” for my thick hair. While I waited for it to heat up, I switched on the hair dryer. It usually took a Triassic age to get all my hair dry, so I started upright, and then when it was almost dry, I bent over to blast the bottom roots with heat. It was while I had my hair flipped over, the ends brushing the dark slate tile, that the power suddenly died. 
I stood up, flipping my hair back like a fluffy veil, and I looked around in confusion. I hadn’t noticed it storming outside, so why had the power died? Suddenly shivering, I set down the hair dryer and shuffled out of the bathroom with uncertain glances left and right. From down the hall, I made out the fact that the kitchen light was still on, and the floodlights out back illuminated the tidy back yard. 
Weird. 
The garage door was just down the hall past my bedroom, so I tentatively padded barefoot to the door and eased it open. It made a sticky shwick sound, and inside the garage was even darker than inside the house. “Zev?” I asked quietly. It smelled like chemicals, and the cool night air drifted in from an open door at the back. 
“Did you trip my breaker?” Zev demanded with amusement lacing his voice in the darkness. 
“Did I…?” I paused, thinking. Oh. “Is that what happened?” 
“Were you doing something that uses a lot of power?” he asked. 
“Do hairdryers use a lot of power?” 
“Yes.” He choked on a laugh. “You never tripped a breaker growing up?” 
“Uh… I don’t think so. I spent a lot of time in hotels, honestly.” 
“That’s not normal. Anyway, the electrical panel is in the living room. Old house problems. I’d do it, but my hands are covered in stain. It’s going to take me a minute.” 
“Right,” I nodded, having no clue what the hell he was talking about. “I got it. Sorry.” Then I closed the door before I could embarrass myself any worse than I already had. I’d tripped the breaker with my hair dryer. Smooth. 
Blue shadows wrapped the hallway, slanting off the doorways and dead light fixtures. My skin pebbled, and I folded my arms tightly over my breasts as I made my way past the doors and back to the bathroom where I’d left my phone. I wasn’t about to admit to Zev that I was going to Google “trip a breaker,” but I had no idea what the fuck he was talking about. 
As I scrolled through articles, I held my towel in place with one hand and made my way to the living room, which was at least partially illuminated by the half of the house that still had power. His living room looked absurdly cozy, with a wood stove tucked away in a brick-laid corner, and well-stuffed, linen couches draped with knit throws. I peered at the article that talked about tripped breakers and flipping switches and making sure they were labeled. 
I scratched the back of my neck, looking around the living room walls for the “panel” that should look like some kind of metal box. I found a black rectangle over by the wood stove, and with a timid poke, I confirmed that it was, in fact, a thin door. It opened up to a panel tangled with wires that crept out from little black switches. I looked down at the picture on my phone, which showed a tidy panel of easily distinguishable black knobs and definitely no wires. 
This seemed like a great way to get myself electrocuted. But looking closer, I did notice that the switches still looked similar to the ones in the picture, and logically, it wasn’t like the breaker switches would electrocute me if they were meant to be switched on and off. Wires or not, I just needed to find the one that I had “tripped.” Right? I lifted a hand and hovered it over the switches uncertainly. 
The smell of wood stain suddenly surrounded me, and a warm shape pressed against my back as Zev reached around me to flick the breaker switch back into position. He put his other hand on my hip as he did, and his warmth sent a shiver down my arms. I barely noticed the lights down the hallway turning on, and the living room remained doused in semi-darkness. I twisted around, pressing my phone against the knot in the towel over my cleavage. 
Zev had on a paint-stained, white T-shirt, and his blue-jean eyes shimmered with mirth. “Hotels, huh?” 
“Yeah.” My voice sounded scratchy, and I looked him up and down. 
Zev caged me in, planting his hands on either side of me on the wall and angling his body into mine. “Looks like I have a lot to teach you.” 
I pressed myself against the wall, staring up at him. When he wore shoes and I stood on bare feet, my above-average height didn’t do a whole lot to mitigate the way he towered over me. I’d heard attraction described as butterflies, but I wasn’t sure that was accurate. It was more like an army of drones that buzzed around in my stomach and rattled my brain. “I swear, I’m marginally intelligent most of the time.” 
He cocked a smile. “I don’t think they measure intelligence based on lived experience. I already know you’re smart.” 
“I guess that’s why we smart people make deals to… learn stuff.” 
“Hm,” Zev looked away in thought, leaning closer so his leg pressed into mine. “Clever of you brainy types.” His gaze flicked to me, focusing on my lips. 
I rolled my lips inward and then said, “Are you uh… starting class right now?” 
“Seems like a good time,” he murmured, shifting so his palms slid down the wall and then landed lightly on my arms with a feathery touch. 
My heart went crazy, and I sucked in a sudden breath. “Seems sudden,” I replied tightly. 
“Why?” Zev trailed his hands up my arms. “You busy?” 
“I’m not prepared… I have to, you know, get in the mindset.” But even as I spoke my body betrayed my desires and I lifted my chin to him. 
“My mindset is, you smell like strawberry shampoo and you’re wearing a towel, and it’s making me want to lick you,” he said, his voice dipping along with his head. 
I held my breath, my eyes going wide. Whoa. He’s really good at the whole seduction thing. Although, if I’m thinking about how good he is at the seduction thing, then maybe I’m not doing a very good job of letting him do the seduction thing…
“Stop thinking,” he whispered, and a smile tugged at his lips. 
“I can’t. This is why I barfed and then passed out the last—” I stopped, realizing that was way too much information. 
“Well, I want that story later,” he grinned. “But I don’t know why you’d be nervous. If you’re worried I’ll think you’re inexperienced, I think we’ve been over that—I know you are. And it’s kind of sexy, actually.” He ghosted his fingers up my shoulders to the sides of my neck. “And if you’re worried I’ll think you’re clumsy, I literally pulled your foot out of a balcony. I know you’re clumsy. It’s hilarious.” 
I let out a rueful laugh, tilting my head and letting my eyes flutter half-closed as his fingers tickled up to my jaw. 
“If you’re worried you’ll pass out, I’ll catch you.” He leaned down close, angling his mouth over mine and cupping my face with both hands. “You’re safe with me, Isla.” 
I exhaled, my shoulders relaxing and my nerves settling. “Okay.”
“Okay, then,” he whispered, his lips so close to mine that I could feel the puff of warm air that fogged over mine. His thumbs tilted my chin to an angle. “Close your eyes.” 
I did, swallowing nervously as I pressed my lips together. Was this like a team effort where I magically knew when to move forward the same time he did? Or did I wait for him? That didn’t seem very feminist friendly. Maybe if I just leaned into him, our lips would touch and then he would—
“Stop. Thinking,” he murmured, his lips brushing mine with each word. 
I let out a quiet, muted shriek behind closed lips. He gusted out a single laugh, and then his lips pressed against mine. It only took a second for me to realize that kissing was infinitely better than I’d imagined. 
The way his lips molded to mine, pressing firm but marshmallow soft, it was delicious. My hands left my chest, and I found myself grasping his shirt like I wanted to pull him closer. He obliged, moving his lips over mine in a silky slide as he pressed his body to me. His beard tickled around the kiss like that feather-light touch he had used on my arms, and then he fitted his bottom lip between mine, coaxing my mouth open. 
I wasn’t sure about that. What the hell did I do with my mouth once it was open? 
I felt him smile against me. “Open your mouth, Isla.” 
I hesitated for a moment, and then I remembered what he’d said. You’re safe with me... 
I opened my mouth, and he shifted his hand around the back of my neck, pulling me into the kiss. He slanted his mouth against mine, and his tongue flicked out, filling my mouth with satisfying warmth that traveled from my tongue to my breasts like I’d swallowed a full mug of hot cocoa. 
I did the same to him, tentative at first, flicking my tongue against his and exploring how his teeth felt along my sensitive tongue. He sighed through his nose, and it ended on a groan. I tilted into him, slowly, like my body knew what I really wanted, and as I did, I felt his erection press hard between my legs. Instinctively, I pushed my hips against him, and mother of God that feels good. 
I kissed him eagerly, molding my lips to his, following his lead and losing myself in the feel of him. There wasn’t room for thought. I felt. I burned. I craved more of him, and the heat spiraled down between my legs. Zev groaned into my mouth, and our breath mingled as he changed the angle of the kiss, deepening it. Heat invaded my senses, and I grappled to be nearer to him. I chased each kiss with increasing need, soldering our bodies together in a swirl of warmth and panting breaths. 
Just when I felt like it wasn’t enough, like I wanted to grab him and—something, Jesus, I didn’t even know what—Zev lifted his head and slowly broke the kiss. I realized I was panting, clinging to his shirt for dear life, and my legs had turned to pudding. Zev pulled away just far enough that I could focus on his simmering gaze. I blinked drowsily. “Wow.” 
Zev looked confused, his brows drawn together slightly. “Yeah. Wow.” 
I stared at the sharp planes of his face, at the way his warm eyes danced over my features. I licked my lips, and they felt puffy. He still hadn’t released me, and our chests rose and fell, slowly calming in tempo. “Um,” I hummed uncertainly. 
He nuzzled my nose with his. “You taste like strawberries, too.” 
That pulled a grin from me. “Do you want my toothpaste brand?” 
“I think I like it better on your lips,” he whispered with husky amusement. 
I swallowed hard, and then reluctantly, I eased further away from him. “I guess I’m glad you like it if you have to teach me to kiss.” 
“Taught,” he corrected with a wink. 
My stomach swooped and it stole my breath. That… was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. And, in that moment, I realized something that spelled danger for me more surely than a fall from a blue spruce. I was really into Zev Brady. Shit. 
“So, let’s hear the vomit kiss story,” he said as he took my hand and led me out of the living room. Just like that, he had my hand. Like it was no big deal and didn’t make my pulse race like crazy. 
“Uh,” I glanced down at our joined hands. Be cool. This is totally normal. Sexy, unattached people who make out do this all the time. “I should go change.” 
Zev looked over his shoulder with a smoldering glance. “Don’t you dare.” 
“Oh boy,” I murmured, smiling reluctantly. Sure, I’ll just hang out in this towel that could fall off at any second. Seems reasonable. 
“So, the failed almost kiss?” he prompted.
“I didn’t have many chances to get to know guys in high school. I did remote school online while I traveled with my dad. He left me alone a lot, and he didn’t think to enroll me in any local groups. I didn’t ask because the idea made me want to puke even before I had dysautonomia.” I blew out a sigh. “It wasn’t until college that I started to make some friends and get to know people.” 
“Not normal,” he reiterated with sharp emphasis. Actually, he looked kind of peeved as he led us to the kitchen. He let me go at a barstool in front of a floating island in the middle of his white and cream kitchen that looked like it belonged to a cottagecore influencer. The island had wheels, and it stored copper pots and pans underneath. I sat on the white barstool and leaned my elbows on the counter. 
“I did have a weird childhood,” I admitted. “Anyway, I made friends in college, and obviously, I did find a… a crush.” I felt my cheeks light up like a stoplight and resisted the urge to touch my cold hands to them. “But I didn’t say anything for a long time.” 
Zev gave me a side-eye as he filled a kettle at his white porcelain, farmhouse-style sink. “I’m surprised he didn’t speed that up.” 
Robert would never. He was just as nervous about intimacy as I was. “We both felt the same. We’re kind of well matched that way.” 
Zev gave me an inscrutable look and clacked the kettle lid closed. “Right.” 
“So, anyway,” I went on, looking down at the wood grain and tracing swirls in it. “I turned twenty-one, and we went out for drinks.” 
“Oh Jesus,” Zev muttered. He put the kettle on the stove and leaned against it, toned arms folded as he listened to me. 
“I didn’t get drunk,” I rushed to add, my eyes flying to his. “Really. I was smart about it, and I mostly drank hard lemonade.” His lips twitched, but he didn’t say anything. “But I guess we both got tipsy enough that he pulled me aside in the bar and said he wanted to kiss me. It was really sweet. He asked permission first and everything.” 
Zev rolled his eyes. “Okay.” 
I gave him an answering look of annoyance. “It was cute. But it made me nervous, and before I knew it, my head was spinning and while he leaned over to kiss me I just—I lost it. I puked on our shoes and then passed out cold.” 
He grimaced. “That’s pretty traumatic.” 
I hadn’t thought about it as a traumatic experience exactly, but it had made it that much harder for me to go out of my comfort zone. “It was just awkward,” I mumbled, looking back down. My hair had mostly dried and fell over my shoulders and pooled on the counter. “I don’t think I can do romance.”
“Pretty sure you just did romance,” Zev pointed out as he slid two mugs from hooks mounted to the wall above his butcher block counters. “And you gave me a fucking run for my money, for that matter.” 
I peeked up, uncertain. “You’re not just saying that because you feel sorry for me, are you?” 
Zev walked over and set the two mugs on the counter in front of me. He leaned over, bracing his weight on his hands so he could catch my eyes. “The only thing I feel is desperate to kiss you again.” 
My mouth opened in surprise. His eyes flitted down to my mouth and back up to my eyes. I saw the indecision in his gaze, that moment where he wasn’t sure if he wanted to do something about what he’d confessed. 
Then the sound of a security alarm beeping off and the front door opening broke the spell. “Hello?” a woman’s voice called. “Zev?” 
Zev straightened, his expression suddenly guarded. He looked down at me and back to the foyer just a second before a tall vision in white strode confidently into the kitchen. She wore a two-piece that was clearly designer, and her full, pouty lips had been glossed with pink that matched her rosy cheeks. She had enormous, heavily lashed eyes the same color as Zev’s, and her caramel-highlighted hair hung straight and sleek, tucked behind her ears. 
She strode in confidently, like she belonged there, and pulled up short with a cute quirk of her well-defined brows. Her eyes traveled over me with interest. “Well, this is a surprise.” 






  
  Chapter eleven








Zev


Starla crossed her thin arms, her designer leather handbag hanging from her forearm and her brow arching in question. She looked immaculate, as always. It didn’t matter if she was standing in front of a boardroom or visiting for “fun.” She never had a brow hair out of place.  
Isla jumped up from her seat on the stool, her body tensing up like a rusty mechanical doll. “Oh,” she whispered, her hands over her twisted towel. 
I always bought extra-large towels that, on her, looked enormous, so I wasn’t sure what she was worried about. I’d seen more scandalous outfits at the Met Gala. “Starla,” I said with a note of disapproval coloring my tone, “I didn’t know you were coming over.” 
“Well, I planned on surprising you,” she replied with an amused uptilt of her eyebrows. “Apparently, I should have called first.” 
“You think?” I asked derisively. 
“This looks like the ‘girlfriend’ I’ve seen so much about,” Starla barreled on blithely. She waved. “Hi, I’m Starla.” 
Isla waved weakly. “Ah, hi. I, um, I’d better…” She didn’t finish her sentence. She just stood there rigidly, and I realized that she desperately wanted to run away, but her desire to appear polite had overridden her fear. I wanted to gather her in my arms and squeeze her until she stopped freaking out. 
“Starla, this is Isla,” I said, hoping Starla would take a hint and leave. “She’s visiting for a few weeks.” 
Isla rotated a questioning look to me. She didn’t have to speak for me to know what that look asked. Weeks? 
Starla gave Isla a straight, white smile, the one that won her million-dollar deals all the time. “How lovely.” 
“Um, well, I was just—” Isla gestured with her thumb toward the bedrooms. 
“It was nice to meet you,” Starla replied, completely at ease. 
With a glance my way that was full of questions and discomfort, Isla waved to Starla before walking briskly away to the hallway behind Starla. I sighed, leaning my hip against the counter with my arms crossing in irritation. 
Starla turned an inquisitive, cat-like blink to me. “Well.” 
“‘Well,’ what?” 
“Well, I honestly didn’t think the tabloids were right,” she muttered with a flare of her heavily lashed eyes. She clacked across the hardwood floors, deposited her purse on the island, and sat in Isla’s seat. “I admit, I might have come over unannounced to see if the news held any truth.” 
“It doesn’t,” I retorted, still glaring. “But even if you thought there was a chance it was true, then what the fuck are you doing in my house at ten o’clock at night?” 
She shrugged innocently, her eyes a perfect sapphire blue. “I’d be lying if I wasn’t hoping to stay the night.” 
“Starla,” I groaned, pushing away from the island to turn and find the tea bags. “We’ve been over this.” 
“Are you telling me that one-nights aren’t allowed anymore?” she asked wryly. 
“I’m saying call before you come barging in,” I growled. I hadn’t slept with her in months, so I knew this newfound interest in me was because of the goddamn tabloids. I opened a ceramic cannister and fished out two chamomile tea blends. “And definitely don’t do it hoping to catch me mid-fuck with a new girlfriend.” 
“Ooh, you’re surly about this,” she murmured mildly, smiling. “What is Miss Teen America doing in a towel in your kitchen, then?” 
I suddenly regretted every utterance of “kid” I’d jokingly used around Isla. “She’s Isla Valehart. My sister is dating her brother.” I dropped a tea bag unceremoniously into the mug in front of Starla. “And she’s here because I want her here. She needed some protection after the paparazzi took an interest in her. Which was my fault, by the way.” 
Starla leaned her porcelain chin on her hand slyly. “I can see you’re protecting her quite intimately.” 
I inhaled slowly, trying to draw on dwindling reserves of patience. “She’s here because of my stupidity. Don’t insinuate things because you’re jealous.” 
“Alright, cranky bear,” she said, spreading her hands out before her. “I’ll backtrack.” She pasted a bubbly smile on her face. “Hi. How are you? It’s been forever.” 
I rolled my eyes, and the kettle whistled behind me. As I pulled it off, I said, “I’m busy.”
“Well, I can’t complain about that, seeing as you’re working with me.” It occurred to me then that I really ought to tell Starla about GreenTech’s irresponsible habits. She’d likely tell her client, Earth Care, to pull the plug on our merger, but it felt so smarmy not saying anything. Even for a lawyer, it was pretty low. But I wasn’t getting into that this late without proof to back up my claims. I’d have to pull her aside tomorrow. 
Starla spun the mug on the butcher block island surface. “Although, being busy never stopped you from coming to my parties before.” 
I took the mug from her hands, poured boiling water in it, and set it aside for Isla. “I told you a while ago that I’m focusing on my career.” 
“Right,” she droned with a look that told me she didn’t believe me one bit. “And your pretty little pretend girlfriend has nothing to do with that?” 
I met Starla’s gaze finally, leaning a hand on the counter. “What do you want me to say, Starla?” 
“How about, ‘Hi, Starla, nice to see you. I know we saw each other at work, but let’s catch a drink.’” She paused with a mischievous twinkle in her royal blue eyes. “‘Fuck me, Starla.'” 
The last time I had seen Starla, three days before, we had gone over the merger for GreenTech, and I’d been so lost in thought about Isla, I’d barely said five words to her. Which, I realized, had been unfair of me. I liked Starla. I had enjoyed dating her even if we hadn’t been compatible in the end. I enjoyed being her friend even more. But I didn’t enjoy someone coming into my house and making my guest feel uncomfortable. 
My inner voice snorted at the word, “guest.” I shoved it away and reached into the drawer of the island and pulled out a sugar packet. “I’m sorry if I’m not as welcoming as you expected, but I do have a guest over. And this isn’t your house.”
She arched a brow again. “You didn’t use to mind. Why does it get your hackles up now?” 
I honestly didn’t know. “Isla’s here because the paparazzi figured out that she has dysautonomia and sometimes faints when she’s scared. They’re hounding her.” 
Starla’s face fell into sympathy. “Oh.” 
“I’m just trying to keep her safe. And make her feel comfortable.” I sprinkled sugar in Isla’s tea, and after a moment of hesitation, figured she would probably go for two packets, so I fished out another one. “That’s hard to do when you waltz in here and catch her hanging out in her towel.” 
“I didn’t take you for a babysitter,” Starla smirked. 
“I’m a friend,” I replied pointedly. 
“Well, either way,” Starla said, standing and holding up a placating hand. “Sorry to barge in. I didn’t know surly Zev would be at home.” 
I gave her a glare that probably only emphasized her point. “We’re meeting tomorrow anyway, so I can talk to you then.” 
“Sure,” she replied mildly, her eyes bouncing up and down the length of me. “You sure those rumors are false? You don’t have to lie to me.” 
Exasperated, I picked up the mug of tea and growled out a sigh. “Starla. She’s eight years younger than me and just finished her junior year of college. She’s too young for me to date. Happy?” 
“Yep,” she said with a toothy grin. She picked up her bag. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” She waved as she sashayed out of my kitchen, her plum-colored pumps clicking loudly on my polished floors until she went out the front door. 
I looked down at the tea I’d made Isla and wondered how my luck was so abysmal. That had not been the direction I’d hoped this night would go. I mean, I wasn’t sure where it would go, but that definitely wasn’t it. 
I looked up and found Isla leaning against the doorway to the kitchen, one arm crossed across her body and grasping her elbow. She had a silent look of resignation on her face.
She’d heard that last part I’d said to Starla, then. Goddamn it. Then again, maybe it was for the best. Isla was soft and sweet and oh so tempting, but I knew better. She could do a lot better than me and all the broken parts hinging off my past. I held out the mug to her. “Sorry about that.” 
Isla had changed into a big T-shirt with a faded alien giving a peace sign on the front, and her sweatpants practically fell off her hips, they were so big. She shuffled forward with a small smile and took the mug. “Sorry I ran off. I’m not used to—I mean I was in a towel.” 
I grinned ruefully. “Yeah, I did tell her off for that. She should have called.” 
Isla shrugged. “This is your home. I don’t want your f-friends to feel uncomfortable.” 
The way she stumbled over the word “friends” made me want to overexplain myself and assure her it wasn’t what she thought. Except that I was pretty sure she had a good read on the situation. “She’s my ex,” I explained, trying to bypass some of her discomfort. “But we work together and go to the same events occasionally. I’ve been ignoring her texts, so I guess she decided to drop in on me.”
Isla nodded, sipping the tea. Her eyes lit up. “Mm. This is good.” 
“I should take you to the store I bought the tea from. It’s cute.” 
Over the rim of her mug, she gave me an incredulous look that she quickly dropped back to the tea. “Cute, huh?” 
Like you. It’s warm and rustic, and it has charm coming out of its ears. “Cute,” I echoed simply. 
Isla set down her mug and pulled her hair over her shoulder so she could braid it. “Well, I just wanted to come back out to thank you. And say goodnight.” 
I nodded, watching her fingers with unabashed interest. “Sure.” 
“I, uh, I tend to forget that I have money now. It makes me feel kind of icky,” she admitted with a scrunch of her nose. “Seeing as my mom gave me away and basically wished I didn’t exist.” 
“I’m sure that’s not true,” I murmured. 
She shrugged, finishing the braid and leaving it over her shoulder. “Well, anyway, I can pay you rent and help with utilities while I’m here. And I’ll take rideshares and stuff if I need to go somewhere.” She was averting her gaze, and I knew it was because I had hurt her. I’d kissed her, I’d told her I wanted to do it again, and then I’d brushed her aside. Fuck. 
“I don’t want you to pay me,” I countered with a dose of amusement. “It’s my fault you have to be here in the first place.” 
“Only a bit,” she admitted stiffly. She ran her finger around the rim of the mug idly. “I’m sure all this craziness will die down soon.” 
“I’m sure it will,” I agreed quietly. 
She lifted her lashes to hook me with an amber gaze that glittered gold in the warm kitchen lights. “I’ll go back to Seattle as soon as Tristan is back.” 
That was a perfectly logical thing for her to do. And I hated it. “Right.” 
“Thanks for letting me stay in the meantime,” she finished, looking down the hall to her room. 
“Sure,” I replied mildly. Why does this feel so horrible? Why do I feel like shit right now? What I said to Starla is true—Isla is not for me. There are a hundred reasons why. But those reasons were like chalk drawings in the rain, melting and dripping away into gibberish. 
She stood up from the chair, pushed her mug away, and gave me a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. Suddenly her eyelids folded over her eyes as they rolled back in her head. She crumpled on the spot. 
“Fuck.” I surged forward, barely managing to catch her before her forehead smacked the corner of the island. I pulled her into me, adjusting her weight and clamping her against my body with an iron grip. That had been a close call. My eyes jumped over all the sharp angles in the kitchen. The useless decorative things made of breakable material. The tripping hazards. Isla didn’t want me to freak out when she had a fainting episode, but I sure as hell wouldn’t be able to relax if I thought she was going to biff it face-first into a vase. 
Her head had fallen heavily against my chest, and as she came to, she shuffled her feet under her and blinked a few times to wake herself up. She still smelled like strawberry shampoo and her body felt so soft and pliable in my arms. One kiss, and I was starting to lose my sanity over this woman. It made no sense. 
Isla squinted up at me. “Did I break anything?”
“You mean my house, or you?” I teased, moving my hands to her arms to steady her while she found her balance. 
A reluctant smile tugged at one corner of her mouth. “I should have meant me, probably.” 
“Probably,” I agreed with chagrined amusement. 
She looked around. “You caught me again.” 
“Shouldn’t I?” I challenged.
“Robert never makes it to me in time,” she admitted. “He says he has bad reflexes.” 
I’ll give him a bad reflex, I thought darkly. But I kept my features unaffected and said easily, “Good thing I’m your roommate now. My reflexes are the shit.” 
Like she didn’t want to, but it had escaped her anyway, she let out a breathy laugh. “Unmatched only by your humility.” 
“My humility is the shit, too,” I grinned. 
Isla folded her arms over her goofy T-shirt. “I’ll give your terrible manners a pass because you saved me from a bloody nose.” 
More like stitches to your forehead, I thought with a squeeze of fear. “What is one pass worth?” 
Her dark, delicately arched brows tilted up in amusement. “What do you want a pass to be worth, Most Honorable Exemplar of Humility?”
I hummed out a thinking sound, drawing her nearer again after she’d stepped away. “How about time?” 
“Time?” she queried with a cock of her head. 
“One pass is five minutes,” I added, knowing full well I was flirting with dangerous territory. I didn’t care. It was fun, and apparently, I was a thrill seeker. 
Isla looked rightfully confused. “Five minutes of what?” 
“You,” I said simply. 
She gave me a skeptical tilt of her chin. “Care to elaborate on that, Counsel?” 
“No.” 
She rolled her eyes. “Okay, five minutes of me. You got it. Are you going to cash in on that now, or can I go to bed?”
I released her, stepping away and mentally making plans for making my house more Isla-friendly. I wasn’t sure how long she would be here, but a weak, traitorous part of me wanted it to be a long time. “Goodnight Isla.” 
“Goodnight, Yeti,” she waved.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   






  
  Chapter twelve








Isla


I added a new trigger to the list I kept in my head. Ex-girlfriends (or current lovers?) who looked like lingerie models.  
Or…
Social situations in a towel. 
It was a tossup which one was worse. All I knew was that I had fainted twice yesterday, and Zev had caught me both times, which was two times more than anyone had caught me in a long time. Not counting the tree incident, which I supposed I should have counted. I’d known about my anxiety about planes, so that hadn’t been a surprise. But the stress of the entire Starla encounter had totally undone all my Zen. 
And then, of course, there was Zev himself. “She’s too young for me to date.”
Logically, I had already known that. Logically, and by most social dictates, it pretty much went unsaid that if I was in college and he was turning thirty, we might have reason to pause about making out in his living room. The problem was, it had felt so good. My heart had raced in a good way, and my stomach had fluttered with an addictive sort of warmth. I’d felt trust and desire and admiration all folded up in a package topped with a bow labeled “lust.” And even the morning after those rollercoaster emotions, I still desperately wanted to rip open that Christmas day package in a frenzy. Logic didn’t play into that. 
Unfortunately, my autonomic nervous system had different ideas about what I would be doing when I woke up, and I didn’t think it involved frenzied anything. I woke up groggy and tired like I hadn’t slept at all, and little needles of pain stabbed my eyes as I tried to pry them open. It was going to be one of those days, then. I knew that if I ate something salt-heavy, drank a lot of water, and maybe forced myself to go for a walk, then I might be able to sleep off the worst of it with a late-morning nap. 
But self-care required energy, and with nothing in the metaphorical energy bank, I couldn’t even afford to invest in my own well-being. I tried to remind myself of what the nurse had told me while she’d been with me; baby steps. One thing at a time. I could start with water. 
I forced my eyes open again, only to find that a pitcher of ice water and a glass had been set on my nightstand with a note. I lifted my head and plucked up the stationary with Zev’s name, title, and law firm stamped on the bottom. 
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I smiled at the name he had used. “Yeti.” Funny. Then I drank a full two glasses of water, my eyes on the window that looked out at the beautiful maple tree and swing. The bright light stabbed at my eyes, so I closed them again and took deep breaths, willing my body to not collapse the second I stood up. Mornings like this made me resent the way my body had been made. I wanted to stand up out of bed without taking forever to acclimate to being alive. It was maddening. 
I managed to take my medications, and then realized I hadn’t asked Zev if it was alright that I rummaged through his cabinets for breakfast. I could always pay him back for groceries, I decided. Before I could make my way to the kitchen, I fought nausea and swimming vision while I forced myself into a gray linen jumper that ended mid-thigh and tied with knots to the bib. I sat on the toilet while I brushed my teeth. I skipped the hair brushing and stuck with my messy bun, but I did swipe a bit of mascara over my eyelashes. Then I held onto the wall to keep my vertigo in check as I shuffled in bare feet to the kitchen. 
I found a bowl of oatmeal, five strips of bacon, a pitcher of orange juice, and a note on the kitchen island. 
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I stared at the food and the note in awe. No one had ever done that for me before. Not willingly, anyway. When I’d told my father about my condition, he had suggested I take allergy medicine because my ears might be clogged. When I attempted to explain it to my friends, they often remarked how “I looked fine” to them. They even had a hard time believing that I might struggle with my autonomic syncope diagnosis at all. One girl offered to sell me vitamins she swore by. Before the syncope fainting episodes had gotten really bad, I’d asked my autonomic neurologist about a temporary handicap pass so I was less likely to faint while walking long distances. The first time I’d used it—the very first time—a student from one of my classes had said, “I should start fake fainting so I can park closer, too.” 
Their friend had laughed, and I had ripped the tag off my mirror. 
But Zev… he’d known me for less than two weeks, and without question, he’d accepted what I’d said without flinching. He’d done that even from the first moment he’d met me. He hadn’t freaked out or approached my odd fainting episodes with trepidation. It was simply a fact about me that he accommodated. Not only had he clearly spent some time researching my illness, but he had also gone out of his way to make sure I felt welcome. 
Tears blurred the bowl and note and juice into a blotted mess, and I swallowed against a tight throat. I hadn’t done anything to deserve this much care, and it put me in seriously dangerous territory. 
Infatuated territory. 
Pushing those thoughts aside, I sniffed back my tears and heated up the breakfast he had made me. It tasted amazing, of course. He’d made the oatmeal with butter, brown sugar, walnuts, and spices like cardamom and cinnamon to compliment the saltiness. Ordinarily, I ate everything without complaint because tagging along with my dad all over the world had given me a varied palate. But even I could admit that he’d put extra care into making sure it tasted good. 
Feeling a little better after breakfast, I slid across the polished floors in my ankle socks back to the bedroom and set up my laptop and textbooks to study for my tests. I wasn’t sure when Zev planned to “proctor” these exams, but I wanted to be prepared for whenever he had the time. 
If there was anything I knew I could get right, it was ecology. Specifically, forest ecology. I always had a knack for classes like biology and chemistry even if my math limped to catch up, and my love for the smallest living things came about from my travels. 
When I was fourteen, I’d been in Finland with Dad while he visited with ecologists studying phytoplankton, and I remembered giggling at the idea that a bunch of brainy scientists would study something that featured as a nemesis in SpongeBob SquarePants. But then I’d found out that the littlest organism found in wide patches throughout our oceans was responsible for more than half of our oxygen supply. We were alive because of them. 
It had stunned me—and inspired me. I had realized that our grandest achievements rested on the smallest of miracles, and that gift deserved to be protected. Forest ecology wouldn’t study phytoplankton, of course, but it did study lichen. And fungi. I smiled to myself at the thought, remembering Zev’s insistence that they were the same thing when we’d first met. Hopefully, if he was proctoring my final exam, he would re-think that when he graded my answers. 
I crammed as much chemistry into my brain as I felt I could stand, getting up every fifteen minutes to keep the blood flowing and keep my blood pressure from taking a dive. Eventually, I couldn’t look at another equation or I was going to pass out from actual boredom instead of a syncope episode, so I stood carefully and made my way down the hallway. As I walked, I tapped through a shopping app so I could order groceries to be delivered. I meandered into the front room, which looked out over the front yard and quiet street. I perched on a window bench while I placed my order, and then I figured I should call Tristan to update him about my “kidnapping.” 
I would probably leave out the kissing deal, though. Definitely. On second thought, it was probably best to pretend that deal hadn’t been made at all, going forward. 
A car drove slowly around the cul-de-sac, its tires sticking to the warm asphalt as it rolled to a stop outside Zev’s house. I glanced at it, wondering if Zev had more ex-girlfriends who intended to humiliate me. It did seem to be a girl, but she looked down at her phone, up at the house, and then rolled away again. Shrugging, I grabbed a throw from the couch and shuffled back through the house to the sliding glass door near the sunroom. 
Zev had a stunning backyard, and I felt a pang of jealousy over the mature trees, soft grass, and general feel of secluded sanctuary of it all. If I had a yard like this, I’d probably spend eighty percent of my time in it. I found a bench near a cluster of rose bushes by the far right fence and pulled up Tristan’s number as I sat on it. I had no idea how he would react to me staying with Zev, but I knew for sure if he thought I was kissing said guy, he would blow a gasket. 
Kissed, I reminded myself, picturing the elegant vision who had waltzed into Zev’s kitchen last night and reminded me that I was an inchworm to her graceful leopard. Past tense. You are an idiot for letting yourself get as attached as you are. I tapped Tristan’s number with unnecessary force. 
He answered with a hushed, “Hey, kid.” 
Was “kid” a universal vibe I put off? Jesus. “Ugh, not you, too,” I griped. 
“Huh?” 
“Nothing,” I rolled my eyes and stood from the seat. I teetered on my feet as black spots danced in my vision. “Oh shit.” 
“Isla?” 
I knew I managed to catch my fall when my forearm slammed into something hard, but that was it. The ineluctable fist of unconsciousness closed its fingers over my mind, and I lost myself to it.  







  
  Chapter thirteen








Zev


I faced the COO of GreenTech across the boardroom table and exercised the greatest restraint not to wrinkle my nose. A sculpture made of ground beef stuffed into his Armani three-piece suit would have been a more appealing sight than the bloated, snuffling creature in the chair opposite from me. He kept blowing his sodden nose into the same handkerchief that had gone limp with moisture an hour ago, and his complexion ranged from mottled chipped beef to gangrene depending on how angry I’d made him.  
Which, as it turned out, was a lot. 
“The FTC has already signed off on this,” he insisted, his voice gargled with what I could only assume was phlegm. 
I leaned away from him. “I’m aware, but I cannot, in good conscience, go forward with this merger knowing what I do about your company’s unethical practices, Mr. Ferguson.” 
“Lies,” he gurgled out, his eyes—as nondescript as his hair and wheat cracker personality—bounced from the paperwork between us and back to my face. “Those are fabrications. Falsehoods.” 
“Fake news, I get it,” I drawled. “Regardless, even scandalous suspicions must be brought to Earth Care. If not, you could be held legally and fiscally responsible in ways I’m not sure even I could wriggle you out of.” 
“It’s about the bottom line,” he insisted, and using the same handkerchief he’d emptied buckets of snot into, he wiped at the perspiration on his forehead. 
I gagged in my mouth. “Your interests are my interests, Mr. Ferguson,” I replied calmly. “And deception is not in either of our best interests.” 
“You tell me this ten minutes before we meet to finalize the SEC filings?” he asked with breathy anger. 
Truthfully, that had been my bad. I’d taken too long to dither about how to handle the situation when I knew, ethically, I couldn’t compromise what I believed. Even for a merger that would save mine and Azura’s jobs. “I did hesitate,” I replied honestly, lifting my hands from their folded position under my chin. “But the truth remains the same.”
Mr. Ferguson chewed on his lip, pulling it through his teeth like a piece of salmon taffy. After thinking for a moment, which I allowed despite my conviction to not capitulate on this, he slapped a meaty hand on the table and turned back to me. “Talk to their lawyer first. Ask if they know.” 
A frighteningly competent suggestion. “Alright,” I replied slowly. “That’s fair enough. I can pull Ms. West aside when she arrives.” 
He nodded, his third neck quivering. “Caution,” he added. “Everything with caution.” 
Translation: I’m firing you if you fuck this up. But I’d already expected that. 
Starla showed up with Earth Care’s legal team, and our own personnel filed in around them, filling the board room with eager participants all ready to finalize details that would hopefully be advantageous for them all. Only, this deal wouldn’t be advantageous to them at all, and Hawk watched me with eyes to match his name as he took a seat down the table and tapped his tablet to life. 
I took Starla by the elbow, drawing her aside. “A word?” 
She wore her hair in her signature sleek style tucked behind her ears in a way that accentuated her high cheek bones and wide eyes. She adjusted the neckline on her navy pantsuit that fluttered around her like a chiffon cape at the back. “So soon,” she murmured with a satin smile. 
I didn’t correct her because she had a habit of digging in her heels when she sensed she might not get what she wanted. In this case, I wasn’t planning on giving her anything but a double scoop of disappointment. I led her out of the boardroom and to an auxiliary meeting space, smaller and out of earshot, but still overlooking Denver with a spectacular wall of windows that let the bright May sunshine into the room. 
Starla turned to face me, folding her arms and gracefully tapping her French-tipped nails along her toned biceps. I had liked that about her once upon a time—I’d liked going to the gym with her and swapping fitness goals. But, like everything else about Starla, she’d been so unyielding, it had sucked the joy out of shared experiences. “Well?” she asked. 
“I need to ask if your client has done their due diligence with GreenTech,” I said, getting straight to the point. I slipped my hands into the pockets of my striped suit. “Have they looked into their activities in Myanmar?” 
Starla blinked once, slowly, like an irritated owl. “Has Earth Care? No. How did you find out, Brady?” 
Gut punch. She knew. “I did my due diligence,” I said slowly, angling my face in suspicion. “As it appears you did.” 
“And what my client doesn’t know isn’t going to hurt their margins,” she answered with a tight smile that didn’t touch her fake-lashed eyes. 
“Wow.” I shook my head, disappointment lodging in my throat like I’d been forced to swallow it. “You mean your margins, right? Because what Earth Care doesn’t know will secure your paycheck.” 
“Padded by GreenTech,” she admitted with a shrug. “Brady, you can’t be this idealistic. If you tell Earth Care about a little well poisoning, then you’re sinking your ship, their ship, and that of thousands of employees, too. GreenTech is on a one-way train to ruin without this merger. What will those employees do when they get shut down? You’re going to destroy entire lives over some rivers?” She gave me a disappointed eyebrow raise. “Grow up.” 
I suddenly felt twelve years old again. Twelve and face-down on my brown carpet as I sobbed and refused to go to school after my mother had gotten her cancer diagnosis. Twelve years old and kicked in the ribs as my father told me this was life and not to throw a tantrum. That life wasn’t fair. That I needed to grow up. 
I swallowed the lump in my throat and forced it to burn in my gut. “I don’t suppose I need to tell you this is fraud.” 
Her eyes widened like I’d told her yetis existed. “Oh my God. Is it?” 
I inhaled slowly through my nose, and my brain did a quick inventory of my options. There weren’t many good ones. “Why didn’t you tell me, at least? You know GreenTech is my client.” 
“Because you’re weak, Brady,” she sighed, drifting past me with a pitying glance. “Because I know your weakness—your bleeding heart. I knew you’d get honorable and do something stupid. Do me a favor for old-times’ sake.” Starla paused at the door. “Don’t take the rest of us down with you.” 
She left, and I stood rooted to the spot while my foundation see-sawed precariously. After a few minutes, Hawk found me and leaned against the doorframe with lazy indifference. “We’re fucked, aren’t we?” 
“I don’t know,” I murmured distantly. 
“Well, you’re the lead on this. They’re waiting for you in there.” 
I nodded, my brain more vacant than a bankrupt factory. “I will. Give me a minute.” My phone rang, and I slipped it from my pocket, checking the caller ID. Tristan again. I answered. “Yeah?” 
“I think Isla just passed out at your house,” he said quickly. “One minute she was talking, and then she—”
I hung up and shoved past Hawk. “I have to go.” 
“Go where?” he demanded. “Brady, you can’t be serious.” 
My pulse slammed in my chest, and I rubbed it, walking away without looking back at any of them. “Don’t wait for me.” 
“Brady, this is suicidal!” Hawk shouted down the hall. 
Somehow, I had the feeling that helping Isla was anything but suicidal. It might be the only thing that tethered me to any semblance of meaning.






  
  Chapter fourteen








Isla


Sometimes, I felt like I’d teleported. One second, I was somewhere completely logical, and then I blinked, and I was somewhere else entirely. In this case, I found myself lying on my side facing the maple tree, and as far as I could tell, I had landed in one piece. The paved stone under the bench was hard, though, and I sat up rubbing my shoulder and wincing at the soreness. Then I realized I was  naked. 
“What?” I gusted out, looking down at myself. I’d been stripped from the waist-down, and although I still wore my overall shorts, they had been shoved down my body along with my bra, so my breasts were exposed. 
Shaking, I replaced the bra over my breasts and looked around. How could my clothing have fallen off when I fainted? It didn’t make any sense. My bra straps were still on, and my arms were still through my sleeves. It had all been shimmied down like a straw wrapper down an opened straw. 
I wiggled my clothing back up, still shaking and confused. The movement pulled at a pain in the fleshy underside of my forearm, and I bent my elbow to peer at it. 
“Ah,” I cried out, pressing my lips together in derision. I had a rapidly spreading bruise in the shape of a bench arm, and the impact had torn a small gash in the skin. “Gross,” I groaned. 
I pulled myself to my feet, sighing, and fetched my phone, which thankfully hadn’t cracked when it had fallen to the gray stone. Tristan had hung up, and I suddenly wasn’t in the mood for the panicked, self-blaming conversation that would likely happen when Tristan confirmed that I’d fallen, and he magically hadn’t been there to save me. Like he’d ever been there to save me. I texted him instead. 
Isla:

I’m fine. Sorry. Anyway, I was just 

telling you I’m at Zev’s bc the paparazzi are annoying. 

Tristan: 
I know where you are. 
Zev asked me first. 
Isla: 

You do realize this is the 21st century

Tristan:
He just didn’t want to piss off his sister’s fiancée. 
Isla:

Wait… fiancée???

Tristan: 
Yeah I asked her last night. 
Isla:

Hopefully she let you down easy. 

Tristan:
😑 Hilarious. What happened? 
You passed out? You should drink more water.  
Isla: 

You should mind yo

Three dots bounced on the screen, but I shut it off and slipped the phone in my pocket. I really wasn’t in the mood. Plus, my arm was bleeding and was about to stain my favorite jumper.
Warily, I looked around the backyard with the hair on my arms standing up and turning my skin into a bumpy, orange-peel texture. I didn’t notice anything amiss, but my clothes falling off felt distinctly wrong. I couldn’t think of a logical way it would have happened, but I didn’t see anyone around, either. Shaking it off, I hurried through the doorway and across the sunroom before I got blood on Zev’s floors. 
I rinsed the gash under the kitchen faucet, sucking in through my teeth as the cold water stung the gash. “Mother fucker,” I gritted out. The cold felt good on the spreading bruise, which more and more looked like it would take on a circular shape, but it stung the open cut. At least it wasn’t my head. Silver linings. 
As I shut off the touchless faucet and looked for a towel, I caught movement in the backyard through the kitchen window. I leaned out of the kitchen to look through the long, wide windows in the sunroom at the back of the house. The swing rocked back and forth, arcing at an unnatural angle. 
Like someone had brushed past it. 
I froze, water dripping down my elbow and my heart churning to life. The wind didn’t do that. And Zev’s yard was well fenced, so the only logical conclusion… 
Fear strangled me, squeezing off my air supply and stealing my voice. My clothing…
Someone had been in the back yard. And they’d undressed me. I did a quick rundown of possibilities, of people who would do such a bizarre thing, and only one explanation made logical sense. It had to be the paparazzi, and if they’d gotten pictures of me with my clothing off and lying unconscious in Zev’s back yard… Jesus, what would they even do with a picture like that? I suddenly decided I wasn’t willing to find out. Not today. Not when it would ruin both our lives, most likely. 
The smart thing would have been to hide and let Zev take care of it. But if they already had pictures of me, then I couldn’t let them get away with them. I marched across the sunroom, threw open the sliding glass door, and stormed out into the warm spring air with vengeance in my blood. 
A gasp to my left caught my attention, and I found a reporter who didn’t look much older than me crouched under the kitchen window. She had a camera with a long lens gripped in one hand and her phone in the other, and she looked at me with wide-eyed shock behind her thick-rimmed glasses. Her short, brown bob bounced as she stood suddenly. The indecision in her eye-bounce to the side told me she probably didn’t do this very often. 
I swiped up a fan rake that had been placed against the white siding and held it in front of me. “Give me your SD card,” I demanded. Like my crazed gardener threat was going to make her wet her pants or something. Why couldn’t Zev keep scary things like axes hanging around? 
She swallowed hard, lifted the camera, and took a picture. 
“You—” I stuttered with rage. “Stop that. You’re trespassing.” 
“How long have you and Zev Brady been sleeping together?” she asked boldly, stepping back and taking rapid-fire pictures. “Why did you release a press statement about dating? Is it to hide a pregnancy?” 
Rage clouded my vision. I lifted the rake, and appropriately interpreting what I planned to do, the reporter turned and bolted. The back yard had been built up a hill, with ascending levels of landscaping that had been bordered by white vinyl fencing all the way around. The reporter ran for one of the levels, and I realized she planned to hop from the higher levels down to the lower edge of the fence, and then to the other side. 
I couldn’t keep up with her physically, but I didn’t need to. As she paused to climb the concrete block wall, I gave my body a strong push forward, and reaching with the rake, I swiped for her camera strap. The flexible tangs hooked onto the black strap, immediately tangling through the flimsy metal, and I gave a hard tug backward. I managed to wrench the camera from the reporter’s grasp, and she looked over her shoulder with a gasp as I carried through with my momentum and sent it flying across the yard. 
I heard the camera smash against the tree with a satisfying crack just as the rake handle scraped across my face and poked me right in the eye. “Ow, fuck,” I shouted. I slapped a hand over my eye and doubled over as it immediately teared up, burning in sync with the cut on my arm. 
“Bitch!” the reporter screeched. She must have decided that retreat was the better part of valor, because I vaguely made out her stumbling form as it retreated over the wall.
I wiped my tear-soaked eye with a shaking hand. Smooth, Isla. You really showed that reporter. 
I stumbled to the side, partially blinded, and then my head collided with something solid that swung with the movement. “What the fuck?” I shouted at no one in general. The universe, maybe. What else could possibly go wrong?
It turned out, I could get my hair stuck in a hanging bird feeder. That was what. 
It twisted on its cable, tangling my hair with every rotation and forcing a garbled shriek from my lips as I staggered against it and groped around to try and free my messy bun from it. Seeds and feed granules cascaded over my shoulder and down the front of my short jumper. I yowled angrily and ripped at the stupid feeder, frantically trying to free my hair. But it was a hopeless cause, I realized after several frustrated, tear-blurred moments. My bun was tangled up in the metal of the rotating mechanism on the feeder meant to keep squirrels out of the food. 
Apparently, they were for catching airhead college students, too. Dual purpose. 
I gave up finally, letting my arms fall uselessly to my sides and standing there like an absolute moron with my head cocked awkwardly to the side and my arm bleeding. And I’d decided to put on mascara that morning, of course. I probably looked like a drunk sorority girl who got dumped at the bar. 
The sound of a car pulling into the garage sliced through my self-pity. “No,” I breathed. I lifted my arms and scrabbled at my caught hair frantically. “Please, he can’t be home. Oh my God,” I moaned. The door to the garage opened and shut. “Fuck my life,” I muttered, letting my hands drop again. 
“Isla?” 
This was becoming a disturbing pattern for me. Have an idea, be an idiot about it, tangle myself in a mess, and then let Zev find me in my ignominious predicament. It was the universe’s way of telling me to stop having a crush on him. See what a mess you are, Isla? Quit fooling around. 
"Isla?” Zev asked again, his voice more insistent and tinged with worry. 
Maybe if I didn’t say anything he would think I had left. Then I could tear all my hair out by the roots, find a wig shop, and cover my newly bald scalp so he wouldn’t noti—
“Isla?” he asked again, this time with concerned surprise. He strode through the open sliding door. Then he saw the state of me, and his mouth opened. 
“Hey,” I offered weakly.
He ate the distance between us with a look like he didn’t know whether to laugh or be worried. Wearing a navy vest, light blue button-down, and maroon tie, Zev looked perfectly put-together and indecently handsome. And as he reached me, I realized how very not that I looked. His gaze roved over me as his hands cupped my shoulders. “Isla what in the world…?” 
“I attacked a paparazzi with a rake, but when I fished out the camera, the rake scratched my eye, and then this bird feeder attacked me.” 
Zev stared, his mouth open like he wanted to find words but none were forthcoming. 
I winced, lifting myself onto my tiptoes to keep the bird feeder from pulling my hair. “But the reporter got away.”  
“Um,” Zev’s cobalt eyes did a zippy fast once-over of my hair, my face, my arm, the rake on the ground, and the smashed camera at the base of the tree. “That’s… not even why I came home.” 
Realization dawned. “Tristan called you.” 
“Tristan called me,” he agreed, his features carved with perplexed concern. “He said you fainted on the phone.” 
“I did,” I admitted, my voice strained. My scalp was really starting to burn. 
He examined the feeder, his height giving him a good angle to see under the spinning piece. He made that thinking sound he’d made on the balcony, a low hum that vibrated my bones like a cat’s purr. Then he unhooked the whole feeder and held it close to my head. It gave me instant relief from the painful tugging. “I’ll have to take it apart, I think,” he said.
“Sorry.” I didn’t dare actually look at him. Not with my mascara running and one eye still leaking tears and redder than a lobster tail. 
“Serious question,” he said, leading me back to the house while he hovered the bird feeder over my head as we walked. “How the fuck are you still alive?” 
I snorted. “By all accounts, it doesn’t have any logical explanation,” I admitted with a weak half-grin. 
“This isn’t even your dysautonomia,” he went on, the incredulity in his voice tugging my smile wider. “This is just you. Being you.” 
“I would like to point out,” I said with forced haughtiness, “that I did defend your property successfully.” 
“With a rake,” he clarified. 
“Correct.” 
“I’ll cancel the security system immediately,” he replied gravely. “Now that I have you.” 
Now that I have you. The words swirled around my heart like a silk scarf. Stop that, inchworm. Not another centimeter down that path. He led me to the kitchen island and removed the vase of neutral flowers, the cute little wood bowls, and the utensils he stored in the middle, leaning his body with each movement but keeping the feeder steady. “Hold this,” he said. His free hand trailed down my forearm like a caress, and he lifted my wrist to the feeder. The contact pebbled the skin on my arms and made my breasts warm. 
Apparently, I wanted my hair untangled, but my body wanted to tangle tongues with Attorney Brady. Fantastic. Blushing, I held the bird feeder above my head. 
“Okay, I’m putting you on the counter,” Zev said just before he scooped me up into his arms with alarming ease. 
I barely had time to gasp before he laid me on the butcher block surface. “Why?” I squeezed out. 
Zev rested the bird feeder on the counter, instantly taking the weight off the tangled mess. “Apparently, I need to fix you,” he said, rotating his head so it mirrored mine. He had a cocky, slightly indulgent smile crinkling his eyes, and it stole my breath. 
“Yeah,” I gusted out. 
Chuckling, he pushed away from the island. “I’m grabbing my toolbox. I’ll be right back.” 
I had my knees bent and feet planted on the counter, and I tapped my bare knees together while I waited. Something about lying there made me feel vulnerable, but in a good way. Like Zev had access to my whole body if he wanted it…
“Yikes,” I groaned out loud. 
“Finally hitting you, is it?” Zev asked cheerfully as he entered the kitchen. 
“Eh, yeah.” 
He set the toolbox down on the island above my head and stood behind me. I craned my neck back to see him, but it pulled on the tangles, so I stopped. He reached over suddenly, his hands hooking under my arms, and slid me down the counter toward him. I smelled pine and woodsy cologne as his arms reached around me so he could fish through the black tool bag that now rested at my shoulder. The top of my head pressed into his stomach as he reached, rifling through it for a tool, and I closed my eyes. 
This doesn’t feel nice. Not at all. I should be ashamed. Horrified. Focus on your self-deprecation, Isla. You are a sentient turnip with the sex appeal of a root vegetable. 
Zev found what he was looking for, but he didn’t move away from me. He stepped to the side, angling his toned body over my face to work on the bird feeder. I watched his movements, entranced by how his vest rode up his tapered waist. With a pop, he pulled two pieces of the bird feeder apart, and I felt his hands gently thread my hair out of it. “This is a real talent,” he mused. His fingers combed through my tangled hair gently. “I don’t know what it’s good for, but you’re world-class.” 
I snuffed out a laugh. “Thank you so much.” 
“Okay, I think I got it all.” He set the bird feeder aside and gently untangled my hair tie from my hair and massaged the tresses out with careful strokes. Being touched by Zev was like eating the middle of the brownie pan—warm, delectable, and mildly addictive. Also, most likely, dangerous for my health. 
“Thanks,” I mumbled, starting to sit up. 
His big hands framed my face and eased me back down. “No, you don’t. You’re bleeding everywhere.” 
I held up my forearm and looked at the steady trickle of blood that, despite my earlier concerns, had stained my gray outfit. “Dammit.” 
“Are you saying that because you hurt yourself or because it stained your clothing?” he asked with censure already waiting in the wings. 
I ran my tongue along my bottom lip. “I’m saying it because I don’t want to be on a countertop.” 
“I don’t know why.” Zev’s voice dropped a notch as he leaned over me with his hands still framing my face, radiating warmth into my cheeks. His eyes roved over my upside-down face. “Counter height is fun.” 
The fact that I’d already let my mind meander down that path once already only made his words tickle down my belly and between my legs. Fuck. I swallowed, knowing he could see the nervous gesture. “Food… is fun,” I admitted breathlessly. 
His lips twitched, and I fixated on them, which was all too easy to do at this vantage point. “Eating on counters is infinitely easier than other places,” he conceded. 
He’s teasing you, I reminded myself. This doesn’t mean anything. Stop reading into it. I tried to turn it back to safer ground. “What’s your favorite food?” 
“Goat,” he replied immediately. 
My face lit on fire. “Oh my God.” 
Chuckling, he stepped away. “I’ll get the first aid kit. Don’t go anywhere.” 
Like I could move even if I wanted to. When Zev returned, he muttered something about needing super glue on hand—not a terrible idea with me here—but cleaned off the gash and fitted an adhesive gauze around it.
I gave him an uncertain eye bounce. “Am I good?” 
Zev rotated around so he stood behind my head again, and leaning over with his hands planted on either side of my shoulders, he brought his face close to mine. “Good? You’re fucking peachy, Isla.” He leaned over further, and my heart stuttered as he hovered his lips over mine. “How do you feel about a follow-up lesson?” 
“Upside-down kissing is a thing?” I whispered with a tilt of my head. 
He righted my face again so his lips could brush against mine. “It was good enough for Spider-Man.” 
“Huh?” 
He puffed out a laugh. “Right. Before your time.” His thumbs caressed the corners of my mouth. “It’s very much a thing.” 
Curiosity drove my lust straight over a cliff. “Show me.” 
Zev molded his lips to mine, sliding over my mouth like whipped honey. His short beard, kept just longer than five-o’clock shadow, scratched against my nose pleasantly as he moved, fitting his lips between mine and coaxing them open. When his tongue swept along the inside of my mouth, flicking at my bottom teeth, it caused desire to slide like hot oil down my navel and straight to my core. 
I let out an unconscious moan. Zev froze, and I stiffened, opening my eyes. He groaned in response, and against my mouth he murmured, “I might eat you after all.” 
Please, yes, I thought desperately. “I dusted myself with birdseed for you. Pre-seasoned.” 
His chuckle came out rough and tinged with something feral, and then he slanted his mouth against mine with desperate hunger. I reached up my hands and threaded them through his hair, tugging at the roots as he made good on his promise and devoured my mouth like a sugar addict in a chocolate factory. 
When he broke the kiss, I had to force my fingers to resist yanking him back down. I released my grip and he pulled away far enough to catch my eyes with his. “I’m fully convinced you’ve made this whole thing up. I don’t think you needed kissing lessons.” 
“You’re right,” I replied seriously. “I was just trying to get into your pants.” 
He gave an answering, crooked grin. “Devious peach.” He dipped down again, tickling a kiss on the underside of my jaw and causing me to shiver. “It’s working.” 
I couldn’t believe any of this was happening. I’d assumed after Starla’s appearance that he had been humoring me. But people didn’t “humor” other people to this point, did they? Then again, Zev was probably used to having flings without too much thought. If what Azura had told me about him was true, he had a new partner every weekend. 
And if that was the case, then what was to stop me from learning more? If Zev enjoyed it, and I wanted it, then what was there to lose? While the idea of asking made me want to throw up a little, the idea of not asking when I had the perfect opportunity felt infinitely worse. 
If he says “no,” you’re going to have to leave the country, a voice warned in the back of my head. 
I didn’t let myself think about it. I straightened my leg, and hooking my heel on the edge of the island, I slid myself down and out of reach of his mouth. Then I flipped on my stomach and arched my back so I could catch Zev’s confused gaze. I held his warm blue eyes that sparked like an electric current. “Teach me how to fuck.” 






  
  Chapter fifteen








Zev


My brain ground to a halt. Logical functions died mid-process, and my lungs stopped working. Isla Valehart had just asked me to fuck her.  
Or rather, I amended, staring at her in mute surprise, she just asked me to teach her how. Like she plans on taking her Jedi sex training elsewhere when I’m done with her. 
She blinked, her fawn-light eyes as innocent as the rest of her. “If you… don’t mind,” she added. 
My mouth went dry, and my brain fumbled all over itself with all the grace of a greased-up penguin on an ice rink. “Isla,” I responded cautiously. The cajónes it had taken for her to even ask. She was probably writhing with worry if I knew her at all. Which, I realized, I had managed to do in an alarmingly short amount of time. 
She let out a disgusted sigh and let her forehead fall to the counter. “You don’t want to.” 
“I want to,” I rushed to assure her.
She picked her head back up, long eyelashes flaring with hope. “You do?” 
“I do, but… I can’t.” I wanted to cup her face, to hold her, something. But if I was going to draw a boundary, then I had to do it all the way. And it had been my fault that she’d been emboldened to ask in the first place. 
Her face fell. “Oh.” 
“I’m sorry,” I said with true regret. “I was flirting with you too carelessly. That’s on me. But you’re Tristan’s younger sister. It wouldn’t be right to take advantage of you when I promised to protect you.” 
She nodded and swung her legs around on the counter to dangle them off the edge. “Makes sense.” 
My insides wriggled in silent agony. “Kissing is one thing, but…” I trailed off. 
She nodded again, her eyes on her thighs. “No, of course. I get it.” She looked up and gave me a smile that didn’t even lift her apple cheeks. “That’s the logical thing. I should have realized that myself.” 
There is nothing logical about the way I want to savagely ruin you, Isla Valehart. I slipped my hands in my pockets and echoed her nod. “Thanks for understanding.” 
“Thanks for untangling me.” Isla hopped off the counter, her silky hair disheveled from the stupid bird feeder. “I’m going to go study.” 
“Whoa, just a minute.” I hooked a hand around her upper arm and pulled her back to the counter. “You told me there was an intruder in my house. We got you patched up, but I need details. Did you recognize them? Where were they?” 
Isla’s eyes unfocused for a moment, like she’d remembered something she had forgotten, and then she shook away the fog. “Uh, yeah. I mean, no, I didn’t recognize her. She had short hair,” she leveled her hand at her neck, “to here. And thick glasses.” 
I frowned as a memory of my own surfaced. “Talia?” 
“Who?” 
“A reporter stopped me back in Salt Lake,” I said absently, my thoughts racing. “Maybe she’s mad I cut her off.” I gave Isla a once-over. “She didn’t touch you, did she?” 
Isla hesitated, then, quickly, she assured me, “No. No, I found her crouching under the window and kind of attacked her with a rake.” 
“Before or after you passed out?” I asked suspiciously. 
“Be-after,” Isla fumbled. 
I narrowed my eyes. She held my gaze, but her fingers tangled together nervously. “So, you fainted, woke up, saw a paparazzi, chased her off, and that’s it?”
“Yeah,” she breathed out. 
I called bullshit, but I didn’t know what she would possibly want to hide from me. I released her. “I’ll look into this reporter and make sure her superiors know she’s been breaking laws. In the meantime, it's best if you don't leave the house without me.” 
She bristled. “Excuse me?” 
My brows lifted as I gave her a pointed look. “If we're talking about logic, I'd think that was obvious. Don’t leave this house without me. It's not safe if reporters are climbing walls and taking risks."  
For the first time, Isla looked at me with true indignation. Her cheeks had already warmed with matching spots of pink from my rejection. Now they were bright red. "It might seem logical to you, but it doesn't to me. No one is going to hurt me in public."  
"I don't agree," I scowled.
"You're not in charge," she challenged. 
I shrugged. “You agreed to let me kidnap you.” 
“Clearly my bad,” she muttered, stalking away from me. 
“I’m making lunch,” I called after her.
“Enjoy it!” she shot back, and then her door slammed. 
I scrubbed my face. I couldn’t blame her for feeling salty after I’d embarrassed the hell out of her. Twice now. It would be a wonder if she left my house feeling anything but pure loathing for me. I cleaned up the first aid wrappers, chucked the bird feeder in the trash, and put my tools away. Then I wandered out into the back yard and picked up the broken camera. It had been pretty well decimated. Whatever Isla meant by “fished the camera,” it had included a good bit of force. The lens and screen had cracked so badly they were missing chunks, and little pieces of black plastic littered the base of my maple tree. 
I cleaned it all up and brought the camera back into the house with me. The SD card would be intact, most likely. I set them on my kitchen table, which unlike the rest of my furniture from my old apartment, had been made to match the house. I’d commissioned a farmhouse-style table because the glass one I’d had before didn’t seem to fit. I removed the SD card and slipped it in my pocket to make sure I wiped anything they'd gotten of my house before Isla had gone Zorro on them with the rake. 
I got to work pulling ingredients from the fridge for lunch and stewed over the fact that every corner of my life had been filled with unsolvable problems. It was the damn wedding. I was allergic to them, but instead of making me break into hives, it had covered my life in problems that made my brain itch. 
A knock at the door sounded, and I looked up from cutting romaine. I kept the knife in my hand, fully intending to shed blood if that was someone with a camera. 
“It’s mine!” Isla shouted from her room. She fast-walked down the hallway in her socks, her linen romper switched out for a faded theme park T-shirt and sweats that looked like they were owned by a heavyweight boxer before she'd gotten a hold of them. She’d rolled them up so many times, she looked like she was wearing a fucking hula hoop. 
I frowned at her and pointed with my knife as she swooped by. “Did you get your entire wardrobe from the men’s section of a thrift store?” 
“Yes!” she called out before answering the door. I heard her thank someone, and then grocery bags rustled. 
I set my knife down and joined her in the foyer, swatting her hands away from the bags and picking them all up to bring them to the kitchen island. I glanced at her as she followed me, her brows squished together with annoyance. “What?” I asked. 
“I can do it,” she responded testily. 
“I know you can, but I want to,” I volleyed back. 
She sighed with forced patience. Like the words had been pried out of a rusty floorboard, she grated out, "Thank you." 
I paused at the edge of the kitchen, my gaze roving over her in concern. "Isla, listen, I didn't mean--"
"Thank you," she repeated, reaching over to fish through one of the plastic bags. She plucked out a package of sesame sticks and held them up between us. "This is my lunch. Don't worry about making anything." Then she turned, and the curls at the end of her long hair swayed as she hurried back to her room. 
"Okay. Never mind," I muttered to myself. I deposited the bags on the counter and leaned my hip against it. I hooked a finger over the edge of a bag and peeked inside. She had the weirdest taste in food. Some of it was kimchi ramen—okay, a lot of it was kimchi ramen—interspersed with dried fruit, junk food snacks, pepperoni, coffee, enough creamer to fund a local dairy, and kettle corn. I realized most of it was high in salt and required no effort to make. For someone living with Isla’s condition all on her own, those were likely survival necessities. 
And they pissed me off. I couldn’t even really put a name to the rage, but it made me want to chuck it all out the window. Staring at all the prepackaged food, I realized it was because this was what she’d had to do to keep herself fed. No one made her meals when she was too sick to get off the couch or too dizzy to stand at the counter. She knew her limitations, and as much as she likely didn’t want to admit it, they kept her from doing things that most of us took for granted. 
Sighing, I put everything non-perishable in a plastic basket on the counter so she could find it easily. Then I finished making our salads, and with a wooden bowl in hand I went to her door and knocked on it softly. She didn’t answer. I knocked again more firmly. “Isla.” 
“Come in,” she replied tersely. 
I opened the door, cocking an eyebrow. “You mad at me?” 
“No,” she replied with all the softness of forty-grit sandpaper. She sat at her desk, her digital pen gliding smoothly over her tablet and a book open beneath her. She had dedication, I had to give her that. 
“Do you like salad?” 
“I like everything,” she replied tartly. Her gaze swung to me finally. And then, like it had to be dragged from her mouth with a team of Clydesdales, she added, “Thank you.” 
I set the bowl on her desk and resisted the urge to tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. She’d braided it, but it fell around her shoulders in adorable disarray. “I have to go back to work. There’s a whole shitstorm waiting for me there, but if you—”
“I’m fine,” she bit out.
I clamped my mouth shut, shoving my hands back in my pockets. Stubborn fainting goat. "Okay, just text if you need anything. And don't go anywhere. Please." 
"Heard you the first time," she said, stabbing her salad with a fork. 
"Yeah, well, if you think I'm a jerk now, just wait until you fuck around with safety," I lashed out. My patience was definitely starting to run on fumes, here.  
She rotated a slow, derisive look my way. "Really." 
Fuck. "That wasn't a challenge." I angled a hard look her way. 
She snorted and looked back down at her book. "Okay." 
I had a definitively “oh no” feeling in the pit of my stomach as I left her in her room, but with nothing else I could do about the situation, I shrugged my suit jacket back on and mentally prepared myself for a very different kind of battle. I wasn't sure how I was supposed to handle this merger, but I knew that leaving the meeting had at least delayed the progress of it while I gave myself a day to mull it over.
Speaking of which, Azura's name lit up on my phone screen. Here came the chewing and spitting out of Zev's conscientious choices. "Hey, Az," I said as I headed to my car. I pulled the phone away from my ear as her shrieking tirade poked at my cochlea. Sighing heavily, I slid into the car and waited for the worst of her shrill lecture to wind down. 
This day had already been way too long. And it wasn't remotely over. 







  
  Chapter sixteen








Isla


I bathed in a soup of humiliation and fury until I thought my flesh would melt off my bones. The words on my textbook page blurred together, and a headache formed at my temples as I stared down blankly.  Stupid, I thought, clenching my fists on the desk. What were you thinking? Of course he doesn’t want to have sex with you. Are you insane? You have the seduction power of a primary election debate… on mute. 
Sighing with disgust at myself, I ate Zev’s delicious salad—snarfed it really—and took the bowl back to the kitchen to rinse it out and grab one of the energy drinks I’d bought. I didn’t know if they were good or bad for my health, but I didn’t care. I drank one, staring out the sliding glass door and hoping that that stupid reporter would show up so I could take out my aggression on her. 
When I had finished the energy drink, I stared at it, fuming. The memory of me on the island kept replaying in my mind. My bold question. His embarrassed refusal. I crunched the can in my hand, tossed it angrily in the trash, and swiped my phone off the counter. “Stay here,” I mimicked. 
Not only did he not find me appealing past mild amusement, but he also had the absolute audacity to scold me. And order me around. I pulled up a rideshare app and requested a pickup. I was twenty-one, and the only time I’d gone drinking had been on my birthday at a bar where I’d puked all over my crush. 
Fuck that. Fuck all of this. 
I changed into a white bodycon dress, one of the only sexy things I owned, and paired it with strappy sandals dotted with rhinestones. I’d studied hard, I’d been through some seriously disturbing shit lately, and I was going to get sloshed. Like a fucking adult. 
I pulled out my wallet and stared at the matte, black credit card Tristan had given me months ago. I hadn’t put a dime on it, but the limit had made me just about fall over in shock. Making a split-second decision, I switched my ride to a deluxe edition. As a result, a slick, pearly white luxury SUV pulled up to Zev’s curb, and I threw myself into the back seat with regret hammering away at my poor impulse control. 
“Where to?” the driver asked. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, and her long, blond hair had been pulled back into a high ponytail. She blinked at me under a swoopy fringe, and I immediately knew she could help me. 
“If I Venmo you five grand, will you be my driver for the night?” 
She blew out a bubble of pink bubble gum, let it pop, and gave me a crooked grin. “Baby, for that cash, I’ll give you my car and my cussing body. How can I help?” 
“I need to get drunk,” I said seriously. 
She laughed, her straight white teeth flashing. “Okay, cutie. I got you. Buckle up.” 
My driver, it turned out, was named Mattie, and she hopped from city to city traveling and taking on odd jobs. I didn’t ask how that allowed her access to a luxury car, but I had a feeling I didn’t exactly want to know the answer. She took us through the heart of Denver, chatting easily about some of her weirder clients and wanting to know how my parents had pissed me off enough that I wanted to skip out and get wasted. 
“It’s not my parents,” I admitted as she rolled up to what looked like a club. It didn’t have parking anywhere near it, two bouncers guarded the darkened front door, and the sign had a slick, black logo that looked enticingly discreet. I had the sudden realization that I knew nothing about the world, and this could get… interesting. 
“You own that house I picked you up from?” she asked in surprise. 
“No, I’m staying with a friend. And he royally pissed me off,” I seethed. 
After parking at the curb, she turned in her seat to give me a dubious eyebrow lift. “Oh.” 
“Oh?” 
“Oh,” she repeated with a smirk. “Well, this will get his attention, that’s for sure.” 
My face went furnace hot. “That’s not what I’m doing.” 
Mattie laughed. “Shortbread, either you’re going to get his attention, or you’re going to find out he doesn’t give a shit. There’s no in-between here.” She inclined her head to the side. “You’ve got plenty of cash, I assume.” 
“Unholy amounts,” I replied honestly. 
She snapped her gum between her teeth and bounced her eyebrows. “Off you go then. Enjoy. I’ll wait here for you.” 
I examined the elegant entrance out of the tinted car’s windows. Then I glanced back at Mattie. “I don’t suppose you want a drink.” 
“Thought you’d never ask.” She killed the engine. “You get the valet bill, sugar mama. Let’s go.” 
Grinning, I exited the car and waited for Mattie to hand the keys over to a valet. She wore leather pants slung low on her hips and a simple, white crop-top T-shirt over her thin build, and she linked her arm through mine. “We match,” she grinned. “You’re like my powdered donut sugar mama, and I’m your sexy bodyguard.” She winked. 
I laughed as we approached the door. “Okay, but like… will they let us in here?” 
“Let me see your credit card,” she said, holding out a hand. I handed it over to her. She examined it, and with a wicked grin, waved it in front of the black-clad bouncers. They nodded, opened the door for us, and she handed me the card as we walked into the cool building. “I’ve never seen a bewildered millionaire, but I guess there’s a first for everything,” she joked. 
I peered at the black credit card. “How does this tell people I’m a millionaire?” 
“Look at the edge,” she said, pointing to it. “It’s gold on top and silver on the bottom. Like… real gold. And real silver. Not very many people have those bad boys. Did you rob Tony Stark or something?”
I snorted. “No, my brother is… successful. I’m just not used to it.”
“Ah, blood money,” she nodded, leading us through a red-carpeted hallway lined with mirrors and darkened sconces. 
I made a choking sound. “Isn’t that money you get from killing people?” 
“What’d I say?” she asked in confusion. “Anyway, welcome to Luryd.” She swept an arm out as we stepped through a red-curtained doorway. 
The silence was what hit me first. Shuffles and muted conversation murmured through the club, but otherwise, no music beat with incessant bass, no blaring tenor wrapped around the dance floor, and yet, the patrons ground against each other and swayed to music I couldn’t hear. They all appeared to be well-dressed, sparkling in the dancing lights with jewels and designer outfits. But no music. 
An attendant at the doorway handed me a pair of earbuds with a welcoming smile. She wore a sheer, black, sleeveless sheath dress that pooled at her feet and showed off her nipples and thong, and I blinked, looking away. “Uh… what?” 
“Oh, it’s a silent club,” Mattie explained, taking a pair of buds from an attendant in a similar bedazzled gown to our left. “City statutes,” she explained seriously. 
“Right,” I replied, drawing out the word uncertainly. I took the earbuds and fitted them to my ears. Techno music filled my head with a catchy beat that had elements of songs I recognized, but they had been heavily remixed. 
Mattie gestured for me to follow her into the club. It had been built almost stadium style, with elevated rows of tables and comfortable armchairs that overlooked the dance floor and stage. Up on the black stage, strippers—male and female—performed acrobatic dances so graceful, I stopped in the middle of the sloping stairs to gape in amazement. It was like a super dirty Cirque du Soleil. 
Along each half-circle level that led down to the stage, patrons sat and chatted, sipping their drinks, while others danced to the beat in their earbuds. Somehow, it was both elegant and basely filthy, and I’d never seen anything like it. 
Mattie grabbed my hand, grinning. “Come on, Shortbread! Let’s find a good seat. You didn’t bring actual cash, did you?” 
I shook my head, stupefied. 
“Good. You’d look like a total rube if you did. Everyone wears scanners in this place.” She looked a nearly naked man up and down before turning to me in question. “You looking for a lap dance?” 
I realized I could hear her even over the insistent droning of the music, and it was because the earbuds had been adapted with a noise-canceling microphone that picked up on speech and filtered out everything else. Fancy. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve only kissed twice.” 
Mattie stopped in the middle of leading me down a row of tables and chairs. The tables were draped in black silk, and the chairs padded with deep maroon fabric that added to the whole “Fifty Shades of Smut” vibe. Her brown eyes assessed me up and down. “You want me to teach you?” 
A smile escaped me, tugging up without permission. “That’s the second time someone’s offered to do that in the last forty-eight hours. Thanks, but I’m good.” 
She gave me a knowing look. “Ah. The housemate. I got you. Let’s go find a seat and get you a cute waiter to make Housemate jealous.” 
I didn’t know how I’d gotten lucky enough to have Mattie dropped in my path, but I thanked the universe for it. “I’m not trying to make him jealous,” I shouted over the music. 
She laughed, shaking her head and making her blond ponytail sway. “You’re adorable. Come on, this one looks good.” She guided us to a red-draped table in a middle row, and we found seats in cushy armchairs that practically hugged me down into the memory foam padding. A female waiter approached us, and I realized they all wore the same practically topless sheer gown that twinkled in the club lights. 
“What can I get you?” she smiled, eyeing me up and down. 
Mattie hooked a thumb my way. “She’s trying to make her ‘not boyfriend’ jealous.” 
The redhead got a knowing gleam in her eyes. “We’re pros at that.” 
Mattie flashed a perfect, white smile. “Baby, I’ll bet you are.” 
“I’ll find you another waiter,” she said with a wink my way. 
I looked around, bewildered. “What is happening?” 
“I’m getting you laid,” Mattie said with absolute gravity, sitting up in her chair and adjusting her crop top over her flat belly. “Unless you object to that?” 
I sat up with her. “I don’t, but… it has to be the right person.” 
“Figured,” she smiled. “You reek of monogamy, Shortbread.”
I watched as patrons gyrated on the dance floor below us, a guy made out with a waiter at the table to our left, and the dancers on stage took off the rest of their ensemble. I blinked, trying to find a safe place to stare. “I think I was going for more of a… sports bar.” 
Mattie rolled her lips. “Um, I could take you to one, I’m sure. But trust me, if you’re going for rebellious acts of jealousy-inducing lust, then this is your best bet.” 
I gave her a suspicious eye squint. “And how do you know that?” 
“I know men,” Mattie shrugged. “And women.” She gave me an eye bat that probably would have dropped the drawers of every man and woman within ten feet. “I’m a double threat.” 
My mouth drifted open. “I can tell.” 
A male waiter approached us. Like the women, his top was sheer, but he wore tight brief-like shorts made of black satin. I tried really hard not to look at his package and six-pack as he asked, “What can I get you lovely ladies?” 
“Jager bombs,” Mattie said confidently. “And martinis to chase it.” She glanced at me. “And water.” 
Our waiter didn’t even ask for cash or a name, nor did he write anything down. He just gave me a wink and left to thread through the tables on our level. I drummed my fingers on the table nervously. “Um, I feel like I should tell you something.” 
Mattie cocked her head, her slender legs crossed. 
“I kind of have a… I have dysautonomia,” I admitted. “I get sick sometimes…” 
“POTS?” she clarified with a sharp look. 
No one had ever linked those two together before, but she was absolutely right to assume I might have POTS. “Who are you?” I asked in confusion. “No, it’s primary dysautonomia. Autonomic syncope, mainly.” 
She dipped her chin once in understanding. “No worries, Shortbread. You know drinking is questionable for you, though, right?” 
“I do,” I agreed slowly, giving her a suspicious squint. “But how do you know that?” 
“Don’t worry about it. I’ve got your back.” She accepted several drinks from the waiter, plunked them on the table, and slid a shot glass and a beer tumbler my way. “Energy drink and Jager. Drop it in and have at it. I’ll watch you for signs of hypotension, okay?” 
I gaped at her. “Okay, but for real, who are you?” 
“If you must know,” she said, dropping her shot glass into her own tumbler. “I’m a med school dropout.” She saluted me with her cup. “Now, bottoms up, Shortbread.” 
I hurried to catch up to her, dropping the shot glass in the tumbler and tried to gulp down the drink as fast as she did. She side-eyed me as she chugged hers, brown eyes glittering with amusement. 
It tasted good, actually. Like black licorice and fruit candy, and as soon as I slammed the glass on the table, I felt it hit my head. I laughed, and Mattie echoed it as techno music bounced in our ears. 
I made short work of my martini, although I didn’t enjoy that as much, and Mattie pulled me up for a tipsy dance while we waited for our flaming shots to arrive. As we danced on the elevated floor, not bothering to join the humping patrons below us, I shouted, “How does this make him jealous if he doesn’t know where I am?” 
Mattie put her hands on my hips and swayed me side-to-side. I didn’t miss that she had kept a hand on me the entire time just in case I fell. “Oh, he’ll know.” I frowned, wondering what she meant by that. “Or he won’t,” she added pointedly with an eyebrow raise. “And in that case, I’ll stop by a pharmacy, buy you plenty of aspirin, and make sure you get home, Shortbread. No worries.” 
I giggled, my vision swimming with colors and my chest giddy with elation. “Okay.” 
We danced and drank, and slowly but surely, I spiraled into a rocking pirate ship ride of unbalanced joy. When I couldn’t dance anymore, I fell back into my chair and laughed raucously with Mattie as she told me about one of her bosses who had accidentally broadcast a tape of his PI following his cheating fiancée… at their rehearsal dinner. 
“Isla Valehart?” someone asked me. 
I picked up my head and blinked in groggy confusion. “Yesh?” 
“Oh my God, I knew it!” A flash blinded my eyes. “You guys, it’s Isla Valehart! From the news!” 
A hand grabbed me and pulled me forward. I slumped, blinking hard and trying to understand why these strangers had suddenly surrounded me. “Fuck, you think she was drinking all day? Look at her!” 
“Holy shit, the news was right…” 
“… think she’s high?”
“… much do you think they’ll pay if I take off her…” 
“… are you here with the lawyer, or did he…” 
“Isla!” 
“Isla Valehart!” 
I gasped, suddenly surrounded by bodies I didn’t know and voices who chomped at me, tearing hunks out of my sanity while flashes blinded my already dizzy vision. 
“Shortbread, run!” 






  
  Chapter seventeen








Zev


I closed my office door with more force than was necessary, rattling the glass walls. I’d expected to delay things by walking out of that meeting earlier, but Hawk, the efficient, tenacious bastard, had called a lunch recess and had everyone back in the boardroom when I’d returned. Trapped, I had no choice but to allow them to finish hammering out the details for closing the deal. We set a date next week, and it made me want to punch a hole through the boardroom table.  
Starla’s smug smile during the meeting had only enraged me more. “I hate my job,” I growled to no one. My office, overlooking the city and at the top of the corporate high-rise, reflected the light of the sunset golden hour through the space. I sat at my desk and punched my computer to life. What kind of choice was this? Be ethical and “save the planet,” which really meant nothing to me because humans would continue polluting it no matter what I did, or save my job? 
“Fuckers,” I muttered, clicking through my emails. I wondered if there were any pioneer flights to a Mars space station yet. I was thoroughly fed up with the human species at the moment. 
As I shifted in my seat, the SD card in my pocket poked my thigh, and I fished it out. After examining it in the light, I decided that working on Isla’s problem was infinitely more appealing than working on mine. I could find this reporter, figure out what she’d been trying to get pictures of, and pulverize what progress she’d managed to make in her career. I slipped the SD card into the port on my computer and waited while my computer pulled up the file.  
I scrolled through news on my phone while I waited, wondering if GreenTech would get outed before I could make a decision either way. I kept looking at news stories, sifting through articles for anything that might point to the whistle being blown. Nothing popped up, but a side article caught my attention. 
“Alcoholic Heiress… Caught in a Scandal!”
Tabloid shit didn’t usually show up in my feed, but if it was big enough, it would make its way into major news channels. I clicked the link with my heart already anchored to the ground in dread. A blurred photo of Isla lying on the paving stones of my back yard depicted her out cold with her clothing stripped to her waist. The caption read, “Caught! Alcoholic heiress found unconscious after a failed hook-up with lover and lawyer Zev Brady.” 
My fingers tightened until the rubber case around my phone ripped at the seams. Then the pictures pulled up on my computer—all of them were of Isla completely unconscious, undressed, and vulnerable. 
Rage wrapped around my head and squeezed with tentacles of white-hot fury. I stood from my chair and barreled out of my office. “Dom,” I snapped loudly. One of my paralegals and most reliable assistants stumbled out of his cubicle to follow me. I stormed down the hallway. “Cancel the rest of my day.” 
He tapped away at his phone, bewildered as he tripped to keep up with me. “Sure. Anything else?” 
“Yeah. Go straight to ScandalSphere and hit them with a cease and desist for Isla Valehart right fucking now.” I dialed Tristan’s number as I walked. 
“Okay, boss,” Dom said, catapulting himself past me and vaulting down the stairwell. I must have really looked like a bat out of Hell if he was too nervous to wait for the elevator. Good. 
Tristan picked up after the fourth ring. “Hello?” 
“It’s me,” I said, slamming the elevator button. “I need you to be Batman.” 
A pause followed that. Then, “Uh, what?” 
“Paparazzi snuck into my house and have circulated nude pictures of Isla all over the internet. Shut. Them. Down.” 
“What?” he snarled. “How did this happen?” 
I stepped into the elevator, already impatient with its maddening sluggishness. “I knew the paparazzi had jumped my wall, but Isla didn’t tell me they’d undressed her while she was unconscious. And we confiscated the camera, but the reporter must have taken back-up photos with her phone.” 
“Someone’s going to die,” he growled. “I’ll handle it. Where is Isla now?” 
“If she’s not home,” I said with mutinous rage, “you’re not going to be happy with how I handle it.” 
“I didn’t hear that,” he muttered. “Tell me when you have her.” 
Tristan hung up to do his creepy vigilante shit, and I dialed Isla. Her phone rang, but no one answered. I tried again. And again. And again. By the time I had made it to my car, I’d already chucked my phone to the floor of the passenger seat. Then I broke speed laws getting through Denver toward the house. 
My phone rang, and I leaned over, swiping it up like an enraged bear. It was Tristan. “What?” 
“She’s at a club called Luryd.” 
I flicked on my blinker a split second before turning and changing directions. “I know the place. Do I want to know how you figured that out?” 
“You do not. And Zev?” 
“Yeah?” I gritted out, my fingers tight around the steering wheel. 
“Give her absolute hell.” 
I ground my teeth together. “My pleasure.” 
I had a familiarity with Luryd, and until recently, had attended it regularly. I still had their gold-plated member card in my wallet. I knew the place well enough that the idea of Isla in the middle of that STD-infested cesspool made me want to raze the entire establishment to the pavement. I came to a screeching halt outside the front, and with evening setting into bronze-gilded shadows, the patrons filed into the discreet building in a steady stream that would soon pack it with the wealthiest residents in the Rocky Mountains for hundreds of miles. 
I shouldered past them, not even bothering to flash my card because I knew they would recognize me. The bouncers parted for me, and I charged through the front door, past slower partiers who had already gotten themselves half-wasted, and torpedoed into the main area. If she was in one of the back rooms, I was going to go full King Kong on this place. 
I stopped a red-headed waitress who already had a collar around her neck, which meant she’d been spoken for for the remainder of the night. “I’m looking for someone,” I said with a cold flick of my eyes down to her. “She’s about yea high,” I continued, estimating—no, knowing precisely—where she hit me at chin level. “Dark brown hair and a general air of bewilderment.” 
The redhead smiled. “Isla?” That didn’t bode well. I nodded once. 
For some reason, that amused her. “I put them in a private room. Twenty-three.” 
Them? She’s with someone? I didn’t think I could get any angrier, but I outdid myself, really. My fists shook with rage, and I didn’t wait for the rest of what the waitress wanted to say with her pouty lips open and eyes sparkling with humor. In my head, I ran through the charges, fees, and processes for a battery conviction, and after a quick flick of my mind over the details, decided it was well worth it. 
Whoever was with Isla was about to get fucked up. 
I weaved through silent, dancing patrons, their ears blinking with blue lights as they partied to music only they could hear. It was part of the reason I had liked Luryd so much. If I wanted a private room with my friends, the noise didn’t permeate the walls, and I didn’t have to listen to garbage music while I enjoyed my drink and… whatever else. 
It was the whatever else that made me want to peel skin from bones at the moment because the idea of Isla being “serviced” by anyone was an unbearable image to stomach. Isla was a beautiful woman. Too beautiful. If she so much as gave someone a welcoming smile, they’d be all over her like bees to pollen. 
The back rooms had been built in a circle around the rear of the establishment, hidden by columns and convenient alcoves. I counted doors, brushing past a throng of friends who called my name. I ignored them, found twenty-three, and wrenched open the tacky brass doorknob. 
A gasp filled the quiet room. But it wasn’t because I had barged in on someone. It was because Isla was crying. 
She lay over the lap of a thin woman who had sprawled herself across a red couch and gingerly patted Isla’s disheveled hair. The room, like most of them, had been furnished with projector screens, tables, and comfortable chairs in cheesy maroons and black silks. 
The blond woman looked up as I barged in, and rather than look outraged or worried, her sharply defined features melted into a satisfied smirk. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Housemate.” 
I slammed the door and crossed the room in two strides before kneeling down in front of Isla. “Isla, honey,” I murmured, ignoring the woman whose leather pants were drowning in big, fat tears that trickled off Isla’s smooth cheeks.
Isla sniffed, lifting her head with unfocused eyes. “Zev?” 
I helped her to sit up, and a waft of alcohol and sugar caused me to glare at the stranger. “She’s drunk?” 
“Very,” the blond woman confirmed with a flare of her almond eyes. “But I had them water down her drinks after the third or so.” 
Isla slumped forward, and I caught her, pulling her to my chest. With her mouth loose and muffled against my button-down, Isla mumbled, “They attack’d me.” 
“Who did?” I gave the blond woman another harsh glare. 
Completely unaffected, the blond brushed moisture off her pants. “You’d think I would have recognized her, but I’m not the most observant, honestly. If I had, I wouldn’t have left her out in the open for everyone to see.” 
“Who are you?” I demanded. Isla had grasped my vest with both hands, and I tucked her under my chin. 
“I’m her driver,” she smiled blandly.
I glowered. “If you weren’t a woman, I’d give you a black eye for taking her to a place like this.” 
“Oh, I’m not a woman,” she replied easily, standing. “I’m like sixty percent nacho cheese and the last forty is a messy conglomerate of impulsivity and sass.” She gave us an up-down appraisal. “Damn, I sure can read humans, though. I should go into fortune telling next.” 
“She’ssfine,” Isla slurred, lifting her head with all the grace of a newborn colt. “She safved’me.” 
I gave the stranger another questioning flick of my eyes. She blew out a sigh, puffing out her cheeks. “A few people figured out who Isla is, and the waitresses helped me get her to this room. There’s a nasty article that just got out, I guess, so she was fresh on everyone’s mind.” 
“I’m aware,” I said tightly. 
“Well, a fucking lot of good that did her,” the blond woman said with another flare of her eyes. “I don’t know what you said to her, but she was pissed enough that she asked me to take her somewhere so she could get wasted. I did my best to pick somewhere less obvious for her to rebel.” 
I shifted Isla so I could pick her up easier. “Then you suck at your job,” I grunted, standing. I adjusted Isla’s limp body in my arms, and she didn’t fight me. In fact, she hummed happily and burrowed her face into my chest. Something inside of me clicked, like a safe on its way to a combination. 
“That’s true,” the blond admitted, as if conducting her own quarterly review. “Rideshare driving might not be my thing. I might try beer maiden next. I hear Oktoberfest is fun.” 
I gave her a look like she ought to be in a padded room somewhere. “Whoever you are, don’t go anywhere until you sign an NDA.” 
“No can do.” She clicked her mouth to the side. “I don’t do signatures. It’s been fun, though. Tell your shortbread cutie that I had a good time, and I’m glad she got what she wanted.” She held open the door for us. I memorized her features so I could send people after her. 
“What did she want?” I asked. 
She gave me a wolfish grin. “You.” 






  
  Chapter eighteen








Isla


I wasn’t sure why I had boarded a ship. I hated ships. They made me seasick, and the open ocean gave me panic attacks. But I rode one anyway, swaying violently back and forth, my stomach churning and cold splashing my skin with relentless, icy slaps. I shivered and desperately wanted to throw up, but I couldn’t. The ship plunged into heavy darkness over and over again. Each time I emerged from the gurgling black water, I wanted to puke, but then I dove in it again.  
“Come on, Isla,” a familiar voice grated out. Why did his voice sound so rough? “Wake up.” 
Oh, I’m drunk, I realized, surfacing with sudden awareness. My blood pressure was probably all over the place because of it. I forced my eyes open. I couldn’t make out much. A dimly lit ceiling. Someone’s arm under my neck supporting me upright. I closed my eyes again with a groan. 
“Oh, thank God,” Zev gusted out. “Isla, drink this.” 
My stomach rebelled, and when a cup was pressed to my lips, I shied away from it. 
“It’s this or the ER.” Zev’s voice sounded colder than my icy fingertips. He meant it. I swallowed a sports drink and cursed my idiocy with every gulp. I would never drink alcohol again, I resolved. This misery afterward wasn’t worth it. 
A warm blanket—too warm to just be a regular one—covered my body and hugged me back down to sleep. 
When I woke again, the world had stopped whirling like a rickety merry-go-round, and the bed beneath me had settled into a solid surface I could actually grasp. I gusted out a breath through a dry mouth like a waking crypt ghoul and lifted my head. My eyes cranked open, and I was surprised little flakes of rust didn’t shower the bed beneath me. Bright daylight greeted me, and I blinked against it. 
“Awake, finally?” a cool voice asked from somewhere in the room. 
I craned a look over my shoulder. I’d been asleep on my stomach, my body angled across a huge bed with a heated blanket over my warm body. Too warm. I flicked it off and shuffled myself onto my knees. Zev sat at a desk in what looked like a large master bedroom. Part of the room had been set aside as an office with a desk tucked back against a bay window and shelves lining the walls on either side. 
Who put an office in their bedroom? 
I turned in the bed to face him as he sat behind a desk, his gaze on a computer screen as he typed fast. I still wore my white cotton dress, and surprisingly, it hadn’t gotten stained by any drinks or… worse. “Uh, hi,” I croaked. 
Zev continued typing, his features set. “Drink and pills are on the bedside table.” 
He sounded angry. I swung my gaze to a black, lacquered side table where two pills had been set in a little blue dish next to a red electrolyte drink. I shifted a look back to him. “I don’t get hangovers.” 
His blue gaze flicked up to mine momentarily before returning to his monitor. “Oh, I must have mistaken your near-comatose state for something else.” 
“I get drunk,” I clarified, reaching for the drink. “But I don’t get headaches or anything.” 
“Well, with such vast experience under your belt,” he bit out derisively, “how could I question you?” 
Oh yeah. Definitely pissed. I took several deep gulps of the sports drink, filling the silent bedroom with my swallowing. When I finished, I spun the cap back on it and adjusted my legs. Something pulled on my ankle, and I looked down. I found a black anklet that looked an awful lot like those monitors criminals wore when they were on house arrest around my left ankle. I popped my bare foot out in front of me. “What’s this?” 
“I warned you,” he replied placidly, tapping away. 
“Is this a house arrest anklet?” I demanded. I bent over and tugged at it, grabbing at the bulky electrical box on the outside that blinked with a steady red light. 
“Something like that.” Zev gave one of the keyboard keys a perfunctory tap and then closed his laptop. He leaned back in his rolling chair and folded his hands over his flat stomach. He watched me closely, like he was waiting for what reaction I might have. 
I fumbled for something to say. I gestured to it incredulously. “Are you serious?”
He shrugged, his short-cut beard gracing his hard jaw with such roguish perfection, I almost forgot about my fury. Almost. 
“Zev,” I glowered. 
“Isla.” 
“You can’t put a monitor on me. That’s illegal.” Enraged, I yanked at it harder until the skin smarted. “There are laws about this.” I stopped, hooking him with a steely glare. “You’re a terrible lawyer.” 
“So you’ve said.” His words came out like silk, but they might as well have been fashioned into manacles. Whatever I thought, he wasn’t in a bargaining mood. 
“Where did you even get one of these?” I asked. 
“Friends in strange places,” a deep male voice said from my left. 
I sucked in a gasp and found the source. A man Zev’s age lounged on a padded chair by the door, one leg hooked over the arm and a utilitarian black laptop balanced on his knee. He had hair the same dark color as mine, but silver streaked away from his temples just above his ears. He had dressed casually in a canvas jacket over a white T-shirt, and he wore rings and scattered jewelry that complimented the tattoos that snaked up his neck and down his hands. He glanced up from his screen and fastened glacial blue eyes on me. I blinked. “Who are you?” 
“An overpaid nanny,” he drawled, returning his gaze to the laptop. 
I sent Zev a silent look of question. Zev checked his watch like my distress was the least interesting part of his morning so far. “That’s Ghost. Your brother hired him to keep you out of trouble.” 
“He did not,” I gritted out. 
“No need to be so formal,” Ghost murmured, clicking away on his mousepad. “We aren’t parading around the forest with Nexusum anymore. I’m Kael.” 
My lip curled. “That’s a vegetable.” 
“How very rude, Miss Valehart. I’m sure my mother put heaps of consideration into it between needle jabs and snorts when she was pregnant with me.” His brows furrowed as he looked at something on the screen. “Wait… this is—” 
“Yes, but why are you here?” I insisted. 
His icy eyes flitted up to mine with a measure of amusement. “I’m your new bodyguard.” 
“Like hell you are.” 
He shrugged, clearly unperturbed by my rejection, and his gaze focused back on the screen with sudden intensity. I blinked a slow glare back to Zev, who still hadn’t moved from his chair. “Take this off.” 
“Apologize for running away,” he volleyed. 
I stood, moving slowly so I didn’t pass out and ruin the effect. “I didn’t run away. I went out for drinks.” 
Zev did the same, rising from his chair and folding his arms. He had on a denim-style button down, but he wore it open over a heather gray T-shirt that complimented the faded gray jeans hugging his muscular thighs in a way that made me think of peeling them off.
I pulled my eyebrows together to hide the sudden wave of desire that had nearly taken me off my feet. “Tell me you’ve never gone out and had drinks at a bar, Zev. This is an overreaction.” 
“That was not a bar,” he chided mildly. “And I definitely wouldn’t have gotten in a stranger’s car, gone with them blindly, and accepted drinks from them like you did.” 
When you say it that way…
Kael suddenly sat up, lightly handling his laptop as he stood from his chair. “Isla. This is the woman you were with?” 
He turned the screen to me, which showed a shockingly clear picture of Mattie leading me to a table at the club. Security cameras were something else these days. “Yeah,” I answered reluctantly. Whatever else, I didn’t want to get Mattie in trouble. She’d kept me safe even when I maybe… shouldn’t have been. Zev wasn’t entirely wrong. 
“What was her name?” Kael pressed. 
“I’m not telling you.” I turned and swept out of the room, ignoring the way my vision tilted. Unfortunately, my body didn’t get the memo, and I careened into the doorway. “Don’t,” I warned, holding a finger behind me as I stumbled into the hallway. 
Zev followed close behind but didn’t touch me. “I’m not catching you if you fall.” 
“Where’s my phone?” 
“In my pocket,” Zev replied smoothly. 
I stopped, spun on my bare heel, and faced him. I held out a hand. “I’m calling Tristan.” 
Zev puckered his lips in thought, rocking back on his heels. “Mm… no.” 
My chin jutted out as I chewed on the blinding rage that followed that refusal. “Are you fucking with me right now?” 
“Oof, language,” he fake winced. He had his hands in the pockets of his jeans and changed the tilt of his head to regard me. “Apologize.” 
“Fine, I’m sorry I had fun.” 
“Ah, Isla,” he stepped close, crowding me with the smell of pine and maddening warmth. “I feel like you don’t mean it, though.” 
I caught his bright gaze, holding it with a steel rope of fury. Suddenly, Kael interrupted us and shoved the monitor in my face again. “Isla, this isn’t a joke. Please tell me her name wasn’t Mattie.” My traitorous eyes bounced to the side uncertainly. Kael snapped the laptop shut. “I have to go.” 
“Where?” Zev demanded. 
“Hopefully?” Kael asked, backing away and tucking the laptop under his arm. “To throw that little brat over my shoulder and give her a dose of her own medicine.” 
Zev and I both gaped at him. I threw a hand out to his retreating form. “That’s who Tristan sent to solve the problem? He was here for point two seconds.” 
Zev rotated a half-lidded look my way. “The way you just casually called yourself a problem.” 
“Not me,” I growled. “The paparazzi. They’re the ones climbing your walls.” 
“I can handle paparazzi,” Zev argued, his voice dropping down lethally. He leaned forward to level our gazes. “It’s you that has me breaking shit.” 
I looked around the brightly lit, quaint hallway. “What shit?” 
“Your freedom, for starters.” Zev walked past me toward the kitchen. “I’ll make you something to eat, but you have an hour to get ready.” 
“For what?” I asked, exasperated. 
“Our date.” 
I froze as his words poured into my brain and settled like pancake batter on a hot grill. Then I laughed. Head back, low in my throat, and loud enough to carry down the hall, I laughed freely. 
Zev didn’t even look back. “Whatever you’re wearing in an hour is what you’re wearing.” 
I stopped suddenly. “You’re joking.” 
“I’m not,” he called back. 
I followed him, wobbling on my feet and swallowing a sudden wave of nausea. Definitely wasn’t going to drink again. “Why would I do that?” 
“Because you lied to me, Isla,” he responded, shooting me an angry look as he opened the fridge. “You didn’t tell me the truth about what happened when that reporter was here. You left and lost your head in public. And as a result, the entire country thinks you’re a desperate alcoholic who’s been chasing me after I left you in Salt Lake.” 
The blood drained from my face. Numbly, I stood there frozen to the spot as the last twenty-four hours splashed before my eyes like red paint. “They said what?” 
Zev tossed a bag of shredded cheese on the counter with a glare. “Would you like me to quote the headlines?” I nodded, teeth clenched. “Valehart Heiress Caught: Drunken Exploits Exposed,’” he listed off. He frisbee chucked a package of tortillas next to the cheese. “Sex, Booze, and Stalking: The Fall of the Valeharts Darling.’” His expression remained hard, like it pained him to say them out loud. 
I brought two hands to my mouth. This couldn’t be right. I’d taken the camera from her. Had people taken pictures of me last night? I couldn’t remember. 
“Isla Valehart Caught Trespassing—Jail Time?’” His eyes flared, and he unceremoniously tossed butter onto the island. 
I swallowed hard. “She got pictures with her phone.” 
“Boy, did she,” he said through tight lips. “As did many lucky patrons of Luryd. Great choice, by the way. That really sold your depravity.” 
I closed my eyes, fingers still pressed to my lips. This was so much worse than a night of poor decision-making. But I should have known. I didn’t get to do reckless things—I didn’t have the luxury of normalcy. I never had. Never would. 
“So, we’re going on a date,” Zev went on, closing the fridge door with a crisp snap. “A public date. And you’re going to faint while we’re on said date so that when we put out our statement about your condition, we can make those bloodthirsty cocksuckers look like the poisonous leeches they are and extricate you from this tangle.” He slammed a pan on the gas burner. “Not that you deserve it. I should let you wallow in it, Isla Valehart.” 
I drew in a shaky breath. “I don’t know why you care,” I lashed out. “You clearly feel put out by dealing with the inconvenience of my decisions. As you should. You didn’t sign up for this, and I didn’t ask you to ‘extricate’ me from anything. I don’t need your help.” 
“The fuck you don’t.” Zev cracked an egg into a bowl. “Go shower before I really lose my temper.” 
“Don’t tell me what to do,” I snapped. But I veered away from him, marching to my own bedroom with my heart tapping furiously in my chest. She undressed me, I thought with fear that swallowed me whole. She took off my clothes and now the whole world has those pictures. My breathing took on a funny hitch, and my shoulder slammed into my door. Sometimes I got a warning that the darkness was coming. This time, despair had coiled itself through my nerves so tightly, I could practically feel it drag my systems down under. 
A warm band tightened around my stomach. Someone’s arm. Then I was gone, and I hoped to God I didn’t cause any more trouble than I already had. 






  
  Chapter nineteen








Zev


I gave myself a mental right hook for being so careless with Isla. The irony of being so mad at her for being flippant with her safety that I caused her to faint didn’t escape me. I caught her before she fell, clamping an arm around her middle just as her limbs crumpled underneath her. If she hadn’t staggered first, I might not have made it to her in time. After righting her, I glanced at the bed.  I could take her to the bed and set her down there…
I didn’t. I held her instead, adjusting her so she leaned against my arm. I knew she’d wake up soon, although it seemed like the time between her conscious states varied based on her health. At the moment, her health was shit. Sighing, I smoothed her silky hair from her face and settled her against me as I leaned into the door post. I really was a fool. I shouldn’t have let her charge around. I shouldn’t have argued with her or tried to make callous points. 
I didn’t know what to do with myself. On the one hand, I felt rage so potent, it growled in my subconscious like a chained wolf. I wanted to bite the head off everyone who’d taken pictures of her. I wanted to personally give a black eye to anyone who might have read those articles and thought poorly of her. 
On the other hand, I wanted nothing more than to hold Isla. To make sure she was safe and calm, to make sure she knew that I understood why she’d done it. To tell her it was only logical to wildly scrabble around for something to hang onto—to find some kind of control in an otherwise unfair situation. I wanted to be gentle with her. And at the same time, I wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled. I’d promised Tristan I would give her hell, but now that my anger was fading, I was pretty sure I was in the wrong here. Dammit. 
Isla stirred, exhaling a little sound that twined around my heart in a painful way. I rubbed her back and supported her so she could find her feet. When she had her balance again, she stole a look up at me. Pink stained her cheeks. “Sorry.” 
“Oh, you’ll say sorry for fainting on accident,” I needled her before I could help myself. “But when you go Paris Hilton on purpose—”
She made a disgusted sound and pushed me away. “I get it, okay? I’m sorry.” Isla’s back went rigid as she considered me warily. “I’m sorry for making everyone’s life hell. It won’t happen again.” 
That was not even remotely close to what I wanted her to apologize for. I wanted her to apologize for not thinking about her own safety. For being so consumed by defying expectations that she put herself in harm’s way. But gift horse’s mouth and all that. “We were worried. But, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry too. Mostly for overreacting.”
She huffed through her nose and held a hand out, palm up. “My phone?” 
I handed it to her. “Are you going to send your brother after me?”
“No,” she muttered, staring down at it and swiping away at the screen to unlock it. “I get why you’re mad. But you’re still the worst.”
Well, hell. I wasn’t sure I deserved her understanding, either. That combination lock went click, click over my heart again on its way to something. I rubbed my chest. “Are you okay on your own?” 
“Yes, thank you,” she bit out. 
Suppressing a smile at her tone, I closed the door softly and continued rubbing my chest. I didn’t like the way my heart kept doing that. It kept notching along like it was looking for the right combination. If it ever landed on the right one, I wasn’t sure what it would unlock. 
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When Isla had finished eating, she washed her dishes, avoiding my gaze. She’d put on a baseball-style T-shirt with a random high school baseball team logo imprinted on the front in the form of a grinning hornet, and her jean shorts looked well-worn and comfortable. And stretchy. “Is that what you’re wearing?” I asked. 
She tossed her long hair away from her face, drying her hands on a dish towel. Her eyes held more defiance than a medieval Scottish border. “Is there a problem? You’re wearing a T-shirt and jeans.” 
I looked down at my outfit. Hardly. “Okay. We’re going shopping.” 
“I hate shopping.” She threw the towel onto the counter and stalked away. 
“Everyone hates shopping,” I quipped, following her. She’d brushed out her freshly washed hair, and it curled at the ends in a way that practically begged me to twirl it around my finger. “But you dress like a soccer mom.” 
She stopped at the edge of the island, leaned against it, and gave me a perfectly curated glare that should have sent me running with my tail between my legs. Too bad for Isla, I found everything she did appealing. “What’s wrong with moms?” 
“Nothing,” I grinned sliding around to frame her body with my hands on the counter on either side of hers. “No need to skip steps, though. We’re dating. You can dress like a mom when you get knocked up.” 
Her eyes flared with outrage and the sudden red on her cheeks matched the sweep of blush that tinted her nose. 
My grin widened. “Sorry. I really love seeing you do that.” 
Isla planted a foot on my thigh and pushed me away. “Are you taking this off?” 
“This?” I caught her foot and slid one hand up her left calf as the other unlatched the fake anklet. It had a button on the bottom that she likely would have figured out on her own if she’d given it five minutes. “It’s fake.” I slipped it off and dangled it in front of her. 
“You—” Her outrage pulled her lips tight together. 
“I what?” I asked, pressing forward again, pinning her bent leg to the outside of my thigh and cupping my hand under her knee. It was a shockingly intimate position, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. 
Her words died on her rosy lips. Her hands gripped the open ends of my denim shirt to steady herself, and she bounced a look from our joined bodies to my lips. As badly as I wanted to close that distance between us and give her another kissing lesson, we had her reputation to save. And I didn’t want her to be too used to our physical intimacy if my plan was going to work. I released her leg slowly, making sure she didn’t lose her balance, and then I dropped the anklet on the counter. “I think I made my point.” 
Her eyebrows slammed together. “You’re an asshole.” 
“And a terrible lawyer?” I asked in mock offense as she straightened and leaned against the counter. “You’re wounding me, Isla.” 
“There were better ways to make your point,” she glared. 
I scrunched one side of my nose. “Maybe. Your brother told me to give you hell, and Kael happened to have one of those anklets. Seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
“And now?” she challenged, folding her arms. 
My mouth stretched. “I might have regrets. I am sorry. Belatedly.”
“Fine, then that makes two of us.” Isla glanced to the side before meeting my gaze again. “But you’re still an asshole.”
“I’ve been told that before,” I admitted with a half-smile. 
“Make it up to me and don’t force me to go shopping,” Isla tried, cinching her eyelids into slits.
“Oh, negative.” I stepped away from her, pulling my car fob from my pocket. “You’re spending money today.” 
I got a text from Kael as I pulled into the parking lot of Cherry Creek, which even on a Thursday, teemed with avid shoppers. 
Ghost: 
Sorry I left. I’ve been chasing her for months. 
Zev: 

I can handle Isla. 

Tell Tristan not to worry about it. 

Ghost: 
I figured. Mattie isn’t dangerous… ish. 
Isla was safe with her. 
Zev: 

Then why are you chasing her?

Ghost: 
Another time. I hate texting. Good luck. 
Shaking my head, I pocketed my phone and turned to Isla. Then I jumped. She was staring at me like she hoped her eyes would shoot lasers and melt my gray matter. “Something wrong?” I asked, fighting another smile. 
“I hate malls.” 
I gave her an up-down perusal. “Clearly.” 
“Egh.” She rolled her eyes and shoved the door open. 
I tried not to panic, but every time she stood up that fast, I felt like she was going to fall flat on her face. Then again, her triggers were random. What sent her spiraling to the pavement one time seemed to be innocuous another. I had called Amos and asked about the condition, but he admitted that her particular type of dysautonomia often presented in mysterious ways. All that meant for me was my time with Isla would never be boring. Something about that really appealed to me, and I tried not to linger on the thought too long. 
Isla marched into the mall, her fingers tight on her worn-out, brown purse that I was absolutely certain she had fished out of a dumpster somewhere. She looked around the large department store like I’d taken her on a date to a fish hatchery. I slipped my hand into hers and tugged her forward. She gave our linked hands an uncertain glance, and then her grip relaxed. She seemed happier to let me lead, so I did. 
It was at the third store that we were finally recognized. Slowly, like a lint ball collecting debris, the spectators turned up. I was kneeling in front of Isla as she sat on a padded bench in the shoe boutique, and she was trying on shoes when the first of the onlookers became obvious. The store clerks had surrounded us in boxes of size eight shoes, and I slipped a white sneaker with lace sides over her foot while she stared around us in concern. “Zev…” 
“I know,” I said placidly, tying the shoe. “They’re watching. Look like you love me.” She rotated a wide-eyed look my way. I glanced up from her shoe and winked. “I’m sure you can manage.” 
A muted, garbled sound escaped her throat, and I barely resisted the urge to squish her cheeks together. Was it possible to like someone so much you wanted to take a huge bite out of them, like they were a puff pastry?
She liked the lace sneakers, some brown flats that made me want to facepalm because they looked like they belonged on a math teacher somewhere, and a pair of Mary Jane black pumps. We left the store with our bags, and several phones took pictures, the clicking audible along with whispered exclamations of surprise. 
Isla plastered herself to my side. “I hate this.” 
“Funny. You didn’t seem to mind being in the spotlight last night,” I replied sourly. 
She gave me an exasperated glance as I led her to a designer clothing boutique. “I said I was sorry.” 
“You terrified me. I was terrified, Isla. Why didn’t you say something about the reporter in the backyard and your clothing? Why didn’t you tell me where you were after you left?” 
I still held her hand, and although we were arguing, Isla and I kept banal expressions on our faces as we entered the clothing store. Her eyes darted nervously around. “I don’t know. I was mortified, I think. About the clothing. Or maybe I hoped it hadn’t happened, and if it had, that it was enough that I’d gotten her camera. And then I left because I just—” Her hair slid around her shoulders as she stared down at her feet, stalled in the middle of the small store. “I just hate feeling trapped.” 
I hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her face to mine. I wasn’t sure I could ever get used to the way her gaze affected me. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful—because she was. But it was the way she looked at me. Like she trusted me. “Then, truly, I’m sorry I made that worse this morning. I know I already said that, but it’s still true. That was my fear and anger at work. And I’m sorry you were scared and embarrassed.” 
She rolled her eyes to the side. “Well, that wasn’t your fault. The anklet—I don’t know. There might be something wrong with me because it’s kind of funny now.” 
“Oh, good, so when you wake up chained to the bed…” I teased, moving away from her and deeper into the store. 
Hazel eyes flew to mine in surprise, and then she deflated again in annoyance. “You are a terrible flirt, Zev.” 
“The very worst,” I agreed solemnly. 
Outside of the boutique, I spotted a pair of black-rimmed glasses and a brown bob that caught my attention. I turned to face them, but as soon as I had my attention fixated on the spot I’d seen her, she had vanished. Frowning suspiciously, I fished out my phone and texted Kael. 
Zev: 

I need you to strangle a reporter. 

Ghost: 
You already got her fired this morning.  
Zev: 

I think she’s still following us. 

Do something about it. 

Ghost:
I can have her tailed. 
Zev: 

Do that. Let me know if she’s spotted within

shouting distance of Isla or the house. 

Ghost: 
That’s a random and unquantifiable distance,
so I’m not going to take you literally. 
Zev: 

Are you a spy or an alien? 

You know what I meant. 

Ghost: 
You don’t want to know what I am.  😈
Zev: 

You get significantly less scary the more 

I’m forced to interact with you. 

Ghost: 
Is it the thumb ring? I wondered if it was too much. 
We got through two more stores before I noticed Isla swaying on her feet. It hadn’t taken me long to figure out that her episodes were tied to food and water. The longer she went without them, the more likely she was to get a headache or fall over. We’d gathered quite a curious, less-than-subtle audience during our expedition, so I figured it was time. 
I slipped my hand into hers again, and the ease of it caused another rotating click in my chest. “Let’s go to the food court,” I suggested. 
Isla had little, tired half-moons under her eyes, and she gave me a weary blink. “Must we?” 
“This is the part where I save your reputation,” I reminded her, bending low to whisper in her ear. Phone cameras clicked. They hadn’t even bothered to silence them. 
“By having me pretend to faint? They’ll see through that.” She walked beside me slowly, leaning against my arm as we made our way toward the savory aromas mingling together in the food court on the floor above us. 
“Who said anything about pretending?” 
Her hand tightened around mine. “You’ve got to be joking.” 
“I’ll catch you,” I replied lightly. We rode the escalator up, and the scent of fried food pulled my hungry stomach forward. 
“That’s not what I’m worried about,” she practically shrieked through gritted teeth. “I can’t just make it happen.” 
“I’ve got ideas.” 
“What, you’re finally going to clock me over the head like you’ve been wanting to—”
I pulled her aside at the top of the escalator, swirling her around so we stood off to the side, and then I dropped our bags to the ground. We might have been out of the way, but we were on full display. With the glass wall on the balcony that overlooked the bustling crowd below, and the packed food court on the other side, we might as well have been on a stage. 
I gathered Isla close and then cupped her face so I could tilt it up to mine. She eyed me with barely restrained panic. “What are you doing?” 
I inhaled the scent of strawberry shampoo and that earthy purity that emanated from her skin and reminded me of fresh rain. “Making you nervous.” 
Her throat bobbed. “Mission accomplished.” 
I bent closer, whispering a kiss on the side of her neck and nuzzling it with my nose. I felt her shiver, and I smiled. “Three seems like a perfectly round number for lessons, don’t you think?” 
“It’s a prime number,” she squeezed out, “not a round number.” 
“Hmm,” I skated my lips up her neck and to her jaw. “Your ability to take my expressions literally is giving me good cause to shut you up, Isla Valehart.” 
“It’s possible I do that on purpose,” she admitted in a breathy voice. 
I kissed her jaw, and then the corner of her mouth. That gave me shivers. That spot on her mouth, the little juncture between her full lips, it drove me wild. “Then you’ve got this coming,” I murmured. 
She exhaled, and her body trembled when she did. I knew my aim here was to make her pass out from nerves, but suddenly, the only thing on my mind was losing myself in the feel of her full lips. I wanted to hear the happy hum she made when our kiss connected, and I wanted her to melt into my body the way she had done the first time. 
I captured her lips in a searing kiss, moving my hands so one pressed the small of her back to line her body up with mine, and the other around the back of her neck. She wrapped her arms around me, lifting herself on her tiptoes to lean into the kiss with wild abandon. 
Jesus, she felt good. The way her tongue darted out with uncertain tenacity. The way she sighed into the kiss and deepened it hungrily, it drove me crazy. 
When I finally pulled away, I gave her a smoldering blink. “You were supposed to pass out.” 
“I don’t want to.” 
“You do realize you’re the most contrary creature to ever bounce over the Earth’s crust, right?” I drawled. 
She cocked a smile. “Yes. But you don’t make me want to faint, Zev,” she whispered, still on her tiptoes and hanging off my shoulders with dainty grace. “You’re like Christmas morning. I get excited and nervous, but it’s the good kind.” 
Click, click…
My breath squeezed tight in my lungs. That wasn’t fair. It wasn’t playing fair if she said things like that. “Oh,” was all I could manage to say. 
She gave me a timid smile. “Yeah.” Then she looked around as if she had just realized there were phones and eyes glued to us. “Um… I can’t make myself faint. Do you want me to fake it?” 
I sighed through my nose, and keeping a hand at the small of her back, I shook my head. “The way everyone is taking pictures and watching us, I’m thinking that kiss is convincing enough tabloid fodder. We should be good.” 
Isla froze up like a mannequin strung up with steel wire. “Tabloids?” Her gaze panned around the mall, taking in the clicking phones and overt paparazzi who weren’t even trying to hide their enormous, black lenses. “Oh no.” 
“What did you think would happen?” I asked with a trace of amusement. 
“I don’t know.” Caramel eyes flew back to mine. “I wasn’t really thinking about it.” Her cheeks had gone white, and I noticed the way her chest rose and fell in a fast, irregular rhythm.
I frowned in concern. “Isla, hey, it’s alright. We can—oh hell.”
Isla’s eyes rolled back in her head, and I swiftly tightened my hold on her limp body as she fainted. The crowd gasped, and I cradled her into my chest to shield her from the worst of the curious cameras. Although, I was pretty sure they’d gotten plenty of good footage of Isla spontaneously fainting at this point. With an official statement from Tristan, it would hopefully get them to shut the hell up about her. 
Isla came around quickly, blinking fast but finding her footing sluggishly. I skimmed a kiss on her cheekbone. “Sorry. Welcome back.” 
It took her a few seconds to catch up. Then she hooked me with a look of consternation. “That was your fault.” 
“I meant to make you faint the first time,” I pointed out. “Not after.”  
A blush suffused her cheeks, and she struggled to look indifferent. “I think it was just the lack of food.” 
“Sure, it was. Do you want pizza?” 
Isla gave me a grumbling glare. “How did you know I like pizza?” 
I squeezed her against my body. “Because you like anything.” 
“I did say that,” she admitted. 
“See? I’m not always a terrible lawyer.” 
She bit her lip and smiled. I didn’t tell her that I was pretty sure everything she’d ever said was already tattooed in my brain with disgustingly cute cursive handwriting and little hearts over the Is.






  
  Chapter twenty








Isla


Zev didn’t tell me where we were going after lunch. He said it was his way of saying sorry for causing me grief and I would just have to wait and see for myself. We only drove for a few miles before the city shifted, melting away to a neighborhood and then to pink and green trees crowded together and ushering us into a state park. I sat up straighter, staring intently as the scenery unfolded like a pop-up book unfurling its colors.  
Before Zev could even finish parking, I had my seatbelt off and my fingers on the handle as I took in the cherry blossoms. 
Zev put the car in park. “Hang on, don’t just—”
I surged forward, opening the door and rushing across the parking lot. Pink and white exploded everywhere, floating and swaying like a vibrant summer sunset. Many of the trees had gone past their peak bloom and had shed their petals, and verdant green interspersed the cotton candy pink puffs. But to me, they were stunning. Glorious. 
I rushed across the pavement and found a path just off the grassy field. It wove through the trees, which reached blushing arms over our heads and gently dropped pink petals like stray thoughts. I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes and letting the smell of soil, fresh cherry blossom petals, and mown grass fill my senses. 
Zev stood behind me, clasping my upper arms gently. “They’re a little past their prime,” he said with an apology in the words. 
I shook my head, eyes still closed. “They’re perfect.” 
“You’re not going to climb them, are you?” 
I opened my eyes to glare at him reproachfully. He gave me an unapologetic grin and took my hand in his like it was the most natural thing. He’d done that since we’d met—like it didn’t make his heart want to explode. Mine wanted to. But I let him lead me through the park, and I pointed out species I already knew. “And no,” I finished after pointing out the trees I knew, “I’m not going to climb them. Lichen won’t grow much here, anyway.” 
“Alright, I’ll bite,” Zev said, his voice low and rumbling. “Why won’t lichen grow in Denver?” 
“It’s too polluted,” I murmured. “That’s not to say it’s not here,” I added hastily. “There are pollutant-resistant species, and lichen is notoriously hardy. But the reason I find it so fascinating is that it’s like a pool test strip but for air purity. We can tell how healthy the air is based on what kind of lichen are growing, or if any grow at all.” I felt myself rev up with excitement as I thought about it. “And the evolution of the lichen itself is so amazing. It adapts really fast.” 
Zev’s eyebrows rose higher with each breathlessly excited statement, and a smile crept up his face as he watched me with quiet amusement. When I finished, he turned forward, clearly fighting a laugh. “I never thought I’d feel jealous over a fungus.” 
“It’s not a fungus,” I retorted in exasperation. “It’s an organism that consists of a fungus and an algae or cyanobacterium that work together in symbiosis. It’s nature’s perfect partnership.” 
“Partnership, huh?” Zev mused. “Mother nature’s romance novel. Do they do the deed?” 
I coughed. “I suppose they do… procreate.” 
“Smutty,” he said gravely. 
I clicked my tongue and pushed him off the path. 
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By the time we made it back home, I was feeling weirdly light. I had expected to feel tired or get a headache, but Zev kept me eating beef jerky and pretzels at regular intervals, and I sipped on electrolyte drinks throughout the day. They had helped. Then again, being around Zev helped most of all. I felt safe with him. Comfortable. 
But he only saw me as a flirtatious obligation. Maybe. I slid him a side eye as we entered his house, both of us carrying bags of my clothing and shoes that had felt more than frivolous when I’d bought them. For some reason, my wardrobe bothered Zev, but I didn’t get the feeling it was because he judged me for wearing them, exactly. Maybe it irked him that I had gotten my inheritance and didn’t want to use it. 
And in that case, I thought, I probably shouldn’t tell him that I had already donated most of it to a non-profit in Sweden trying to battle air pollution. I couldn’t help but feel that every mass-produced shoe, shirt, and cute dress had come at a cost to our environment. Which was why I usually preferred secondhand stores. But I also knew, in the long run, buying a long-lasting wardrobe of clothing that looked appropriate in business settings wasn’t a bad idea, either. If there was anything I had learned from lichen, it was that living here on earth had a lot to do with balance. I could only do my best. 
We deposited everything in my room, and with my mind on oxygen-giving sea creatures and adaptive lichen, I went through the motions of emptying the bags. 
Zev gently guided me to sit on the bed and unloaded the crackling bags by folding and hanging up each item in the guest closet. I folded my arms, my mouth scrunching to the side. “Yeti, you better not be coddling me, too. Everyone does that, and it gets old fast.” 
“I’m not coddling you,” he replied coolly as he plucked the paper out of a pair of sneakers. “I’m pampering you. There’s a difference.”
“And why are you pampering me?” I asked, leaning against my pillows. 
“I do this for every—” he halted, his fingers freezing around the shoes. He cleared his throat. “Everyone.” 
“Everyone?” I challenged. I sat up again and cocked my head. “You do this for Amos? You gently guide him to the bed,” I narrated, letting my hands drift out in front of me romantically, “and settle him back against a fluffy mountain of pillo—”
“Women,” he said, clearly testy. “I meant women.” 
“Oh, you do this for all your kept women, do you?” I went on savagely. It wasn’t often I got the upper hand on Zev. 
He tossed the shoe to my bed and faced me with his hands low on his hips. “Do you want to be my kept woman, Isla?” 
Swoop. There went my upper hand. I swallowed tightly, my back going rigid. I could deny it. I could blush and stammer and swat his arm for making dirty jokes so lightly. But I didn’t. I stood, meeting his challenge with a calm mask of indifference. “Maybe I do.” 
“Oh,” he chuckled darkly, closing the distance between us. “Do you?” 
I had to crane my neck back to keep eye contact, but I didn’t break. I’d already asked and been turned down, so I didn’t know where my brazen confidence came from, but there seemed to be only one fact I could grasp: I wanted Zev Brady more than I wanted my next breath. 
Zev regarded me with calm, blue eyes like a mirror lake. His index finger traced a tingling line from the collar of my baseball tee, up my neck and under my chin until I had to lift it. “Do you know what you’re asking for?” 
I swallowed hard. “I already asked once.” 
He leaned down so his breath skimmed over my parted lips. “Say it again.” 
“I want you to… teach me,” I replied, finally letting some of my apprehension slip through. 
“Teach you what?” he whispered ruthlessly. 
I leaned into him, and the firm heat from his body imbued me with confidence. “I want you to teach me how to have sex.”
He hummed, licking my lower lip in a way that sent a cascade of goosebumps down my arms. “Okay, but if you talk about symbiotic procreating while I’m fucking you, I’m canceling.” 
I started to laugh, but he covered it with a kiss so scorching, I lost myself in the heat of it. His hands bracketed my face, angling me so he could delve into the kiss, and it felt different from the first three times we had kissed. It prompted me to tangle my fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck and press myself desperately against him. It felt wild. Reckless. 
“Fuck,” he whispered harshly. He’d fitted himself against the length of me, and I felt his erection against my lower belly. I pushed against him, and it pulled a groan from his chest. He rested his forehead against mine, holding me against him tightly. “Isla, if at any point you feel like you want to stop, just tell me. And because I doubt you’ll think to ask, I get tested regularly, and I’m clean.” 
“You’re right,” I admitted with some chagrin. “I wouldn’t have asked. I’m on birth control, though. So, there’s that.” 
“Hm, good,” he said kissing my cheekbone and then the corner of my mouth. “I can still use protection, though.” 
“No,” I said quickly, pulling away. “No, I want… like all of it.” 
He gave me an amused look. “You sure?” 
“Very,” I replied confidently. 
He captured my mouth in another urgent kiss, and I leaned into it so hard, I felt sure I would melt into him. His hands skimmed down my shoulders, along the curve of my waist, and to my hips. Then he bent, and in a smooth motion, had both my thighs cupped in his hands as he lifted me against him. I wrapped my legs around him, and not breaking our searching tongues and shared breath, Zev carried me out of the room. 
Heady desire spread from our kiss down to my breasts, traveling like a cascade of lava that pooled between my legs and left me wet and wanting. I pressed myself against him, angling my hips against his hard body as he carried me through the hallway and across the house toward his room. I needed something—pressure, relief, release—and I ground my hips against him as his kiss dragged my desire to a fever pitch. 
Zev broke our kiss, but only so he could skate his teeth along the pulse under my jaw before kissing the tender skin. I puffed out a hot breath, letting my head fall back and eyes drift closed as he nipped and sucked a line down my throat. “Isla,” he murmured against my skin. “Please tell me you’ve had an orgasm before.” 
I tried not to react. “Of course,” I lied. 
He pulled away. His eyes bored into me with harsh intensity. “Isla Valehart.” 
My mouth went dry, and still perched in his arms, I angled a look down at him while my hair spilled around us like chocolate silk. I ran my fingers through his beard like I’d imagined doing so many times. “I’m not… a hundred percent sure.” 
“How could you be unsure about that?” 
I shrugged. “I maybe have, but it’s hard to know?”
His gaze strayed into thought. I fidgeted in his arms, but reassuringly, he didn’t release me. Finally, he gave me a pointed look. “Then I need you to promise me absolute honesty. No white lies. No enduring something because of any reason other than you want to and you like it. Deal?” 
I nodded. “I’ll be truthful.” 
He kneeled on his bed, taking me with him and then settling back on his heels so I straddled him. I let my fingers scrape against the rough texture of his short beard, and my lips curved as I remembered how badly I’d wanted to do that when he’d saved me on the balcony. 
Zev turned and kissed my palm. “What’s funny?” 
“Just that I’ve liked you probably since you broke my fall at the wedding.”
“Hm,” Zev closed his eyes, holding my palm against his lips and then skimming his lips down to my wrist. The touch felt so intimate, I reacted to it like he’d undressed me. My body lit on fire as he moved slowly down the inside of my forearm. “I’ve been inappropriately obsessed with you since you fell on me. So that makes two of us.” 
I let out an unsteady breath. Was that true? How? Zev reached the sensitive skin at the curve of my arm, and then he guided my wrist to rest on his shoulder. He did the same with the other hand, and then holding my gaze with his own heated expression, he lifted the hem of my T-shirt. His fingers skimmed my bare skin, and my eyes fluttered shut at the sensation. His knuckles brushed up my waist and then my ribs, teasing along the curve of my breasts as he eased the shirt over my head and threw it to the side. 
Like he couldn’t help himself, Zev dipped a kiss to the slope of my shoulder as his fingers caressed a scorching line along the outer edges of my bra cup. “Isla,” he said against my skin. 
“Hm?” I had my eyes closed and my brain swam lazily.
“I’m burning this bra.” 
I laughed, and my eyes flew open. “Why? It’s Old Faithful. It’s lasted forever.” 
“Exactly.” His clever fingers suddenly undid the clasp at the back, and after he slid it down my arms, he tossed it aside, too. 
I planted my hands against his firm chest, looking down between us and somehow only then realizing that I was topless, and he still had all his clothing on. But Zev didn’t seem to care what was going on in my head, because he let out a growl that sounded possessive, and suddenly I found myself on my back with him hovering over me. He kissed my collarbone, and my eyes fell shut again as I writhed under him. I felt sure I had a fever. Or maybe I was going to actually light on fire. 
Zev’s hand smoothed over my stomach, and the gratification of finally feeling some pressure, of finally having more than just a kiss or a gentle touch against my needy skin caused me to let out a moan. He held his weight over me with the other arm, but with his free hand, he cupped my breast, and I gasped from the delicious contact. He kneaded my breast, dropping kisses down my skin and building the ache between my legs. 
When Zev lifted his hand a fraction and let his palm skim against my nipple, I arched my back in shock. “Fuck,” I hissed. 
Zev paused. “Are you okay?” 
“Yes,” I panted, opening my eyes to look at him sheepishly. “Yes, it just… it felt really good.” 
“What did?” he smirked, rolling his palm over the tip of my pearling nipple. “This?” 
“Oh, God,” I moaned, letting my head fall back again. 
“Okay, contrary creature,” he murmured, and his fingers closed over my nipple. Electric desire shot straight from my nipple to my core, causing me to squirm under him. “Here’s the deal.” 
“Deal?” I huffed. Touch me, I begged silently. Tear off my clothes. Touch me. Please, I’m going to explode. 
“Don’t orgasm,” he ordered. 
I lifted my head again, my brows drawing together. “What?” 
“Don’t come,” he repeated with slightly raised brows. He had slid down my body, and his mouth hovered over my other nipple. “No matter what I do.” 
I gaped. “How is that—isn’t that the oppo—oh,” I moaned again. His mouth had closed over my other nipple, and the ache it caused between my squeezed legs was nearly unbearable. Suddenly, I couldn’t focus on what he meant. He flicked my right nipple with his fingers and lapped a warm circle around the left, and it was all I could do just to hold onto the white comforter beneath me while my head fell back again. My back arched, and I cried out as white-hot tension pulled at my clit. 
“Fight it,” Zev whispered. “Resist it. Don’t come, Isla. Not even when I pinch here,” he pinched my nipple lightly, and it built the pressure between my legs. “Or when I touch you here,” his other hand stroked down the zipper of my jean shorts as he rose on his knees over me. “Fight me.” 
I let out a gasping sound that wasn’t really a word at all, lost to everything but the insane things he was doing to my body. 
The button on my jeans popped open, and hardly able to think coherently, I helped him wriggle them down my hips along with my underwear. I didn’t care that I had found myself completely naked under him with the lights on and my pride tossed somewhere across the room with my bra. The only thing I cared about was how desperately I needed Zev to touch me like that again. And more. So much more. 
I stared at him with wide eyes as he moved further down the bed, kissing my stomach and then my thighs. I had my knees clamped tightly together, and I wondered how the hell I was going to survive the rest of this without my heart pounding straight out of my chest. 
Zev looked deliciously wicked. His eyes held mine as he moved down my body, as if reveling in my reactions. He rubbed his rough chin against the sensitive skin between the crease of my thighs. “Open your knees, Isla.” 
My breath hitched. I couldn’t. He couldn’t. Imagining sex was one thing, but imagining his mouth—
Zev parted my thighs with sudden intensity, prying them open with strong hands and an eyebrow raise. “Any time,” he reminded me. “You can stop me at any time.” 
“Don’t you dare,” I breathed, up on my elbows now and watching him in wonder. 
His mouth curved up. “Okay. Then lie back and close your eyes. And Isla?” 
“Huh?” 
“Don’t. Orgasm.” 
I groaned, letting my head fall back again and surrendering to what I knew was going to be the most delightful torture of my life. How was I supposed to resist orgasming when I wasn’t sure how to make it happen in the first place?
“Does it ache?” he asked, whispering a kiss against the inside of my thigh. 
I nodded. “Yes.” 
“Where?” He slid his fingers up my thigh toward the heat that throbbed with need. His fingers pressed just above my clit. “Here?” 
I shook my head, panting hard. 
“Here?” His fingers slid along the outside, and I wondered if it was possible to actually go insane from desire. 
“No,” I gusted out. 
His fingers parted me wide, and the slide of his tongue on my clit gave me such a swirl of relief and maddening satisfaction, I gripped the sheets again. “Agh,” I garbled. 
Zev hummed again, and it vibrated against my swollen clit just before he swirled his tongue around the bud. “Found it.” 
“Shit,” I hissed, and my hips rose up to meet him. I needed more. 
“Not so fast,” he chided, but as he did, he slipped two fingers inside of me, and I didn’t think I could get wound up any tighter, but I’d been wrong. When he filled me like that, it was so good and so inadequate. I never wanted him to stop, and at the same time, I desperately wanted to reach the end. 
I breathed hard, pushing against his fingers as they stretched me. He moved them slowly, hooking them up and around in a way that made my legs shake. “Zev,” I groaned. 
“Moaning my name already?” I could hear the grin in his voice. He pumped his fingers in and out slowly, and my body twisted at its center, nearing something that felt positively dangerous. 
Then his tongue was on me again, circling the apex of my pleasure as his fingers moved in and out of my pussy with slow steadiness. I felt my orgasm before I even realized I had neared the finish line. And once it loomed over me, right there and terrifying in its intensity, I wondered how I had ever questioned how this would feel. It built so fast, I thought it would snap me in half. My breathing picked up as I neared it, and I heard myself let out a high-pitched exhale. 
“Fight it,” Zev murmured. 
“I can’t,” I gasped. 
“Are you sure?” He brought up a hand to pinch my nipple. His right fingers picked up the pace inside of me suddenly, and as they did, he sucked my clit between his teeth with gentle pressure. 
My legs trembled, I brought my hips up to meet him, and then I broke. I gasped as the orgasm ripped through me with wave after wave of satiating warmth. I had no control. None whatsoever. 
And I fucking loved it. 






  
  Chapter twenty-one








Zev


Isla clenched around my fingers, her knees snapping shut as I coaxed the last of her orgasm from her trembling body. I lifted myself over her again, covering her cold body with mine and slowly easing my fingers from her literally dripping pussy. I used my sleeve to wipe away the moisture on my lips from eating her out. That had been the shortest lip service I’d ever given someone. She had come faster than a pubescent boy with a hooker, and it delighted me to no end.  
Propped on my side with my elbow on the bed and my cheek on my fist, I tickled my free hand up her damp torso as she panted and stared at me with wide eyes. She reached for me, her small fist gathering the fabric of my shirt in a tight grip. “What. The fuck?” 
I couldn’t help it. I grinned like the cocky asshole I was. “You’re amazing, Isla.” 
“I’m amazing?” she countered with a blink. “Jesus, Zev. I’ve never—I never thought—can we do it again?” 
My grin widened, and I dipped down to kiss the hollow of her neck. She smelled so good all the time. She tasted even better, and I would gladly spend the rest of the night between her legs if she’d let me. “If you’re feeling up to it. I’ll take as long as you want.” 
She tangled her fingers in my hair, and I noticed that was a habit of hers. I hoped she never stopped. She could pluck me bald if it meant she let out those little breathy moans and arched her breasts up to meet my mouth like she was doing now. I licked and kissed her down to her breasts and then took a rosy pink nipple between my teeth. “Zev,” she groaned. “I want more.” 
So did I. She had no idea how desperately. But she was as virginal as they came, so I wasn’t about to rush anything. I released her nipple and kissed the outside curve of her generous breast. “More?” I teased. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 
She growled—actually growled—and pulled my hair at the roots to make me look at her. Her eyes went hard as topaz and just as unyielding. “Fuck me, Yeti, or else.” 
“Saucy,” I said with a half-grin. “I like you dirty.” I settled my hands around her ribs, and then with a swift move like we were wrestling, I rolled onto my back and lifted her so she sat astride my fully clothed body. Then I placed my hands behind my head and lounged, stretched out beneath her luscious body on the bed. “You show me what you want.” 
Isla looked down at me, her expression hesitant at first, and then eager. She smoothed her hands up the plane of my stomach and over my chest. “You’re like a sculpture,” she marveled. 
I shrugged, smiling, but didn’t move otherwise. I wanted to see what she would do. Curiosity ran through my blood hot and fast because as much as this was a first for Isla, I’d certainly never been with someone so new to all of this. I rode my instincts like a wave, and I hoped she would, too. 
Isla lifted my shirt first, her gaze taking in each inch of my skin she uncovered as she pushed it further up until I lifted myself to help her take both layers off and throw them aside. Still straddling me, she coasted her fingers over my collarbone, around my neck, down my back and to my chest in a way that made me visibly shiver. Then she pushed me back down, and I tucked my hands back behind my head as she bent to kiss me the way I had done to her. Her thick hair tickled my sensitive skin as she moved down my body, working with her mouth toward the button on my jeans. 
My dick strained against my pants and blood pounded in my ears. No striptease or well-thought-out seduction plan could hold a candle to the innocent explorations of Isla Valehart. Every brush of her fingers against my skin felt like lightning. Every tentative kiss accompanied by a questioning flick of her eyes to mine made my cock surge with uninhibited desire. I’d never felt anything like it. Like her. 
She undid the button on my jeans, and my arms tensed, itching to reach out and help her. But I wanted Isla to do this on her terms. She eased my pants down my hips, and her hand smoothed over my dick, causing the soft, black material of my underwear to rub against me in the most tortuously fantastic way. I closed my eyes and swallowed heavily. This might kill me. Death by virginal exploration.
When she finally freed my cock, pushing my briefs and pants just far enough down to smooth her hand down to my shaft, I let out a groan and fisted my own hair at the back of my head. I wanted to grab her and sheathe myself in her tight warmth. But then again, the way she paused with her fingers lightly around my cock was doing impossible things to me, too. “Did that hurt?” she asked. 
I let out a rough chuckle and opened my eyes. “No. It feels good. You can squeeze harder.” She did, her fawn eyes watching me expectantly. I almost came all over her hand. “Yep,” I grunted out, my voice strained. “Like that.” 
She smiled, sly and realizing the power she had over me. “Like this?” She moved up and down. Vixen. She knew exactly what she was doing, like it was instinct to drive me wild. 
“Mhm,” I managed to get out. I pulled hard on the roots at the back of my head, forcing myself to stay still. There was a good chance I was going to come out of this thing with bald patches.
She circled the tip with her palm the way I had done to her nipples, and then smoothed her way back down with a tight grip, and I let out another groan. Fuck, this was ecstasy. Nothing else compared. I didn’t know why Isla touching me undid me far more than the kinkiest sex I’d indulged in, but this was it. This was peak pleasure. 
She moved up then, crawling back up my body and straddling me. As soon as her warm pussy pressed against my dick, I jerked, and my hands came to steady her hips. She looked down between us and then back to me. “I might need a little—”
“No, you don’t,” I assured her. “You got this. Go slowly and only as far as you want.” 
Isla looked down again, and then she guided me to her entrance, her eyes hooded with desire and her chest rising and falling unsteadily. She inched down, pressing the tip of my cock inside her wet pussy, and I had to grit my teeth—it felt so good. “Fuck,” I hissed. 
She glanced at me again. “You keep making sounds like it—ah,” she moaned as I pulsed a little further inside of her. “Never mind.” 
I coughed out a laugh. Jesus she was cute. She planted her hands on my chest, her head bowed, and slid down a little further. I moved my hips, withdrawing and pulsing back in to stretch her because, yeah, she was tight. I wasn’t sure how true or untrue the whole virginal tightness thing was, but it felt pretty damn real to me. 
It took some time, but soon enough, Isla had me nearly all the way inside of her, and she balanced her weight on her knees, moving up and down with her head thrown back and eyes closed. I ran my hands up her hips to her waist that flared sharply, soft and round in the most gorgeous way, and up her ribs. She moaned, and I vibrated with the effort to keep from letting go too soon. I wanted this to last, the feeling of her tight pussy clenching around my dick so tight, it fairly sucked me back in every time she lifted and dropped. 
Isla moved faster, bringing her hands back to my chest to steady herself as she moved, and I knew then she was lost in it. I flicked one nipple, rolling it between my fingers, and she gasped sharply, tensing. I tried to distract myself by driving her wild, flicking her nipples until she gushed fluid around me, and then I moved my thumb to her clit, trying to find a rhythm she liked best. When I moved side-to-side over the bundle of nerves, she released a tortured, high-pitched sound like she had before. So, I kept doing it. I circled and pressed, bringing her closer to the breaking point while I held my own at bay. 
Then her legs tensed, and she pushed against my chest hard, her whole body coiling as her orgasm released around me. Thank God, I thought with relief. I grabbed her hips, and careful not to push too far inside of her, I pulsed my pelvis just enough to find my own release. And Jesus, fuck, was it good. It rocked my body from my teeth to my toes, filling me with little sparks of pleasure that dredged the last of my energy into the sensation. I relaxed into the bed, and Isla flopped over my chest, her head on my shoulder and her sweat-dampened chest heaving against mine. 
Wetness trickled between us, and I tucked my lips between my teeth to fight a smile. I hadn’t mentioned it to her before because I didn’t want her to feel self-conscious for any reason, but she was a squirter, and it was the sexiest fucking thing I’d ever experienced. I could count on my hand the number of women I knew who legitimately did that, with fingers to spare. 
Isla sighed, and her arms tightened around me. I enclosed her in a warm hug and kissed her forehead. “You okay?”
“I’m floating,” she murmured, angling her face to press a kiss to my neck. 
“Floating is good.” I flipped us again so I could pull out of her without adding to any soreness she might feel. She looked up at me, eyes heavy with satiated desire, and she traced a line down my torso as I eased away from her and sat up on my heels.
She propped herself up on her elbows while I fixed my pants. “Was that… I mean I did that right. Right?” 
“Isla,” I smoothed my hands up her thighs. “You are perfection in every way. Yes. That was right.” 
“Okay, good,” she grinned crookedly. Her eyes strayed to the side, to where we’d been before I rolled her, and her jaw dropped. “What is that?”
I followed her gaze where moisture—a lot of it—and some pink mingled together on the white comforter. I pulled her up and into my arms again and distracted her with a kiss. “That’s sex, babe.” 
“Gross,” she said with a curl of her lip. 
I squeezed her. She was too adorable. Too sexy. I wasn’t going to survive it without imploding. “Yes, it is. The messier it gets, the better it turns out. Shower?” 
“I guess we should,” she muttered, looking back at the comforter. 
I snorted a laugh, dragged her forward, and when I planted my feet on the ground, I threw her over my shoulder. “Stop thinking, little scientist. I’m going to get you all sudsy and play with your tits now.” 
“Why?” she wanted to know, aghast. 
“Because your tits are fucking award-worthy, that’s why.” 
She laughed, and it scattered my thoughts like dandelion seeds.






  
  Chapter twenty-two








Isla


I twirled a vibrant maple leaf between my fingers, holding it over my face so a hole in its webbed surface glinted with bright sunlight overhead with each rotation. A cool breeze blew over my body, causing the grass at my side to tickle my bare legs and arms, and I closed my eyes. I inhaled the scent of petrichor left over from the rain we’d gotten the night before and wondered if Zev even knew what a paradise he had in his backyard.  
To my right, Zev used a drill gun to secure the planks he’d stained so they formed a box. It was a little late to start a garden, in my opinion, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. It was shockingly adorable that he wanted to at all. I dropped the leaf and rolled my head to the side to watch him. I’d been lying down for a good half an hour while he worked. I should have been studying for the tests I needed to take after lunch, but I felt like my brain would melt if I tried to fry it with any more information. 
Zev had on that stained white T-shirt he’d been wearing the other day, and his worn jeans stretched against his muscular legs as he crouched down in front of the last corner of the raised garden bed and drilled a screw into the metal corner bracket. I waved the leaf at him. “What are you going to plant?” 
“You tell me, ecologist,” he grinned sideways. “What should I plant?” 
“Hm,” I hummed. “Well, it’s not what most people would want in their gardens, I think. Most people want carrots and cucumbers… and zucchini for some reason.”
He glanced up from the box in amusement. “What is it you suggest?” 
“Pollinator plants would be good,” I said, propping my cheekbone on my fist. “Native ones, preferably. Goldenrod, echinacea, blue flax, things like that. They’re good for the pollinators we should be supporting.” 
“Not lichen?” he asked in mock surprise. He stood, studying his handiwork. 
“You can’t grow lichen in a garden,” I drawled. 
He gave me a grin like he knew that but he liked teasing me. “Oh.” 
“Spider plants help with air purity. Actually, you should put those in your house. It’ll purify the air for you.” 
Zev went to a wheelbarrow nearby that had plastic bags of soil and mulch in stacks. “You and air purity,” he grunted as he lifted one on his shoulder. 
“It’s only the thing that keeps us alive,” I pointed out. “I’m not sure you can over-obsess about keeping living things alive.”
He let the bag fall heavily to the ground, and then pulled a utility knife from his back pocket to split it open. His muscles flexed and rippled while he worked, and I went glossy-eyed while I admired him being all manly and shit. Zev glanced back at me as he poured rich soil into the garden. “Is that why you like lichen?” 
“And cytoplankton,” I nodded. “I fell in love with it when I went to Finland with my dad once. Did you know that those little organisms are what account for more than half of our oxygen on the planet? And we’re poisoning the oceans with runoff like we don’t need to worry about killing our actual air supply.” 
Zev’s gaze found me, suddenly surprised. Like I’d given him a revelation. “Is that true?” 
“Of course it is,” I said, sitting up a little. “Our food source, our oxygen, the melting icebergs—our survival is tied to the water. If we fuck it up, then our grandchildren are going to suffer. Possibly even our children.” 
His eyes unfocused as he seemed to think about something. “I didn’t think about it that way,” he murmured. 
My brows drifted together. “I didn’t know it was on your mind at all.” 
He blinked, and then his chest lifted and fell with a sigh. “Truth be told, I’m working on a merger for GreenTech and Earth Care Global right now. I found out GreenTech is dumping runoff in the local water sources… If Earth Care finds out, they’ll cancel the deal.” 
I sat up all the way, alarm ringing through me. I crossed my legs, taking care not to get grass stains on my new sneakers. “Zev, you have to say something. What if GreenTech keeps doing it?” 
“They probably will,” he admitted, still crouched in front of the garden. He smoothed some of the dirt he’d poured into it. “Unless they don’t make this deal. Then they’ll go under.” 
“How is that even something you’re hesitating about?” I asked angrily. “You know they’re doing this, and you were just going to look the other way?” 
He dusted dirt off his fingers and gave me a weary smile. “I don’t know. I shouldn’t have.” 
I leaned my elbow on my knee and my cheek on my palm. “There’s more to it, huh?” 
“A bit,” he admitted, standing and moving over to the bags of soil again. “But it doesn’t matter in the end. Like you said—nothing is worth screwing over our future.” 
I watched him while he emptied more bags of soil into the garden, his blue eyes darkened in thought. Curiosity about his dilemma tugged at my mind, but I got the feeling that I needed to let him work through whatever it was on his own. I stood, intending to help Zev manipulate the soil around the garden bed evenly, but a sharp pain stabbed my temples, and my vision tumbled like I’d rolled down a long set of stairs. 
I didn’t lose consciousness completely, but I felt my body fall heavily to the ground, and then Zev was there, lifting me off the grass and into his arms. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t get upset or overreact. He simply held me while my head finished spinning, righting itself like a gyroscope settling. I blinked up at him, and the short, dark hair on his beard came into focus as he tilted his chin down to peer at me. “You okay?” he asked. 
“I think so,” I mumbled, blushing for the dozenth time since last night. If he was across the yard from me, I could keep my composure, but when Zev touched me, it reminded me that I’d totally had sex with him. And showered. And slept with him. And had sex again, like it was all no big deal when, in fact, it felt earth-shattering. 
“Anything hurt?” 
I took stock. There were probably bruises on my knees from falling to them so hard, but otherwise, all good. “Nope.” 
He eased me up until we both stood, and he kept his strong hands, rough and smudged with dirt, on my forearms. I liked that he smelled like soil. Zev was meant to be outdoors, I realized. Rugged, earthy, dependable Zev with wide palms that were meant to do things and experience things. 
And then there was me. The fainting goat who had no business being anywhere but a safe room with padded corners and a nurse somewhere close by. If I stayed with him, I would become the thing that slowed him down and inevitably kept him from experiencing things, traveling, being as active as he was now. It had been stupid in the extreme for me to think for a second that he would want to be with me for more than a short time. I stepped away, wiping some of the dirt off my forearms as an excuse to break contact. “Thanks,” I muttered. 
“I put sports drinks in the fridge,” he said, pointing to the house and ducking his head to catch my gaze. “Isla? What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing,” I smiled tightly. “Thanks. I’ll go eat something, too. I’ll be back.” I hurried away, mentally kicking myself for allowing a full night and morning of daydreaming to burrow into my heart so deeply that I hurt myself. I’d let myself imagine, for a little bit, that staying with Zev was a possibility. That maybe if he wanted to, if we enjoyed each other, then after I had graduated… 
I shook my head and opened the sliding glass door a little more forcefully than I had intended. That’s immaturity for you, I thought with caustic fury at my own idiocy. One guy takes your virginity, and you think he might want to be with you forever. Isla, you’re pathetic.
“Uh, what did I do?” Zev asked, following me. Of course he followed me. He cared, and no matter what facade he put out that looked like apathy, I knew the real Zev. The real Zev was compassionate, patient, and talented.
The real Isla was a mess. A horrible, weak, pathetic mess. “Nothing,” I said brightly, smiling as I went to the fridge for a drink. 
“That was the worst fake smile I’ve ever seen.” Zev folded his arms and leaned against the kitchen island. “And I work with lawyers.” His phone buzzed in his pocket, but he silenced it without looking away from me. 
I shut the fridge and rested the back of my head against the cool surface. I traced my finger along the outside of the drink cap. “Sorry. It’s nothing you did.” 
“You feeling sheepish about the goat thing?” he grinned. 
I rolled my eyes up to him. “Wow.” 
“Come on, cute stuff.” He held out his arms and tugged me close to him. “We all have little… glitches that mess with our heads. It’s no big deal.” 
I melted into his embrace, my hands still on my drink but my head resting against his shoulder. “It feels like a big deal. I’m tired of being this way. And there’s a good chance I’ll always be this way, and that feels—” I swallowed. “It’s not fair to anyone around me, either.” 
“Hey.” Zev squeezed me tight to him, resting his bristly cheek against the top of my head. “Of course that feels like a big deal. But it’s not a big deal for the people around you. Not the ones who matter, anyway. You think it’s some big trial for me to hold you?” He gave me another pointed squeeze. “Woe is me, having to catch you in my arms sometimes. Stop worrying how your illness affects other people and put your energy into your own well-being.” 
I relaxed into his hold, grateful that he was so bear-like and able to enclose me like he was keeping all those little shards of myself together. “You don’t have glitches,” I pointed out. 
His laugh rumbled through me like the gentle roll of a summer thunderstorm. “Isla, I have so many glitches, it’s a wonder I’m not a babbling mess. Did I tell you my mom died?” 
I shook my head. “Azura never talks about your parents.” 
“Our dad lives in California, but we don’t talk much. He was… unkind to us. And after our mom died when I was thirteen, he was impossible. He drank until he became a bitter slob, and he hasn’t come out of it.” 
I pulled away, looking up at him in shock. “She died when you were that young?” 
He nodded, blue eyes bright under his dark brows. “Azura and Amos were older—I’m not saying it hurt them any less, but my mom and I were close.” His throat bobbed, and his gaze strayed. “I didn’t take it well. My twenties are a giant blur of alcohol and parties, honestly. I relied on my intelligence to get me far in my profession, but my personal life was a complete disaster.” 
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. I set my drink on the island and turned in his arms, framing his strong jaw with my hands. His beard tickled under my palms, and I stroked my thumbs along his cheeks. “That’s awful Zev. I feel like a total jerk for complaining.” 
“That wasn’t why I told you,” he chided gently. “I told you so you know you’re not the only one who feels a little broken up sometimes. Do you like me any less because my dad is an asshole or because my mom died?” 
“Of course not,” I replied swiftly, almost offended. Actually, I think I love you. Shit. “Nothing you tell me could make me think that.” 
“Then stop worrying so much.” He caught one of my hands and pressed a kiss to my palm. “Whatever we’ve been through already, it doesn’t make either of us less worthy of happiness. It’s in the past. That’s why I’m making a garden when it’s pretty clear that I’m not exactly a garden person. My mom had one growing up.” 
I gave him a small smile. “That’s really sweet. And for the record, you are definitely a garden person. Yetis belong in nature, I think.” 
“Good thing I know a future ecologist,” he smiled back. “Speaking of which, shouldn’t you be studying for a test?” 
I scoffed softly. “I could pass that ecology test in the middle of a rave with my arms tied behind my back. I’ve got this one… Professor.” 
Zev got a dark glint to his eyes. “Oh, really?” 
I faltered, wondering what I’d walked myself into. “Yeah?” 
“Drink that and have a seat, then, Ms. Valehart.” 
“Oh boy,” I muttered. I drank the sports drink while Zev disappeared into his bedroom. He came back with his laptop and a printed test and set them on the table with a pencil. Then he took a leisurely seat in a padded dining room chair, and I noticed that he’d changed into a pair of maroon joggers and a fresh white T-shirt, and he looked—as my favorite British baking show often said—scrummy. 
I set the drink aside and approached him suspiciously. I wore one of my new dresses, which was lightweight and long-sleeved, and the dark, floral skirt ended mid-thigh. It swished around my legs as I took a seat catty-corner to him at the table. “You look schemey.” 
He leaned his chin on his interlaced fingers and quirked a brow my way. “Do I? You said you could take this test no matter what the distraction, didn’t you?” 
That wasn’t exactly what I’d said, but I knew a game when I saw it. “Definitely,” I replied primly as I picked up my pencil.
“And I have a five-minute pass, right?” he prompted. 
I suddenly remembered the make-believe “pass” I’d given him for his bad manners the other night. Five minutes of me. Giddy apprehension pulled my nerves taut. “Yeah.” 
“Then off you go, Ms. Valehart. Don’t forget to put your name at the top.” He watched me with a mischievous gleam and tilted his head slightly like he was waiting for me to start. His phone buzzed again, but he silenced it once more, focused on me.  
I wrote my name at the top of the test and got to work. Half was multiple choice and half had been designed as short answer questions, which I liked best. I liked being able to explain my reasoning behind an answer. I let my mind spiral into a fixated focus on each question, and everything else blurred like bokeh in the background as I thought about each question and recalled classes and text. 
In my peripheral vision, Zev tapped his phone and then set it on the table. I glanced at it and saw a five-minute timer. My heart leaped, and I looked at him. He moved his chair forward, turning it around to sit close to me so my right thigh pressed against his left. I stared up at him, transfixed by his hard blue eyes and then by the way his forearm flexed as he twirled a sleek ballpoint pen between his fingers. 
I followed his hand as he brought the pen to my breast and drew a lazy circle around my nipple with the back. He arched a brow. “I thought you could do this through any distraction.” 
I sipped in a breath and looked back at my paper. Autotrophic organisms…
My nipple pebbled under his touch, and the sensation went straight between my legs. Zev reached around my body, and with his left hand, he traced a circle around the other nipple through my thin bra. I gripped my pencil, trying to focus on the words. Which trophic level contains autotrophic organisms that…
While Zev stroked my left nipple until it strained against the fabric, he set the pen on the table next to my paper. Then his right hand coasted down to my skirt, flicked it aside, and coaxed my legs apart. “Focus, Isla.” 
I cleared my throat. “This isn’t very professional.” 
“Who’s the professor, here?” he murmured, bending down to puff a warm breath on the sensitive spot below my right earlobe. I whimpered. He gently grazed his teeth against my earlobe. “Answer the questions.” 
Autotrophic organisms that convert solar energy into chemical energy…
Zev’s fingers found the center of my heat, and he rubbed in lazy circles over the fabric of my cotton panties, drawing moisture to the surface and causing me to squirm in my chair. The words on the paper blurred and I let out a harsh breath, curling over the table with my hands in fists. With a monumental effort, I ticked the right box and moved on. 
But then Zev applied more pressure, creating a rhythm over my clit that stole what was left of my breath. His left hand plucked at my nipple while his right worked a steady tempo on my clit, and it caused my vision to swirl with delirious desire. I gripped the pencil, the words lost. “Zev…” 
“It’s only been a minute. You give up already?”
“Oh my God,” I puffed, and my head lolled back as I pressed my hips up to meet his fingers and my back melted against the chair. “I can’t. I ca-hah,” I panted. My hands came down to grip the edge of the chair, and I gave in to the sensations. 
Zev slid the thin strip of fabric away from my pussy, and then his fingers dipped into my moisture, causing me to moan and slide down in the chair to give him better access. He resumed circling his wet fingers over my throbbing clit, and I saw stars behind my closed eyes. He moved his left hand to my right nipple, causing a new electric jolt of pleasure, and I vaulted straight up toward an orgasm. “Are you going to come for me, Isla? Right here in this chair? During your test?” 
“Yes,” I groaned. “Jesus. Zev, please.” 
“Oh, she’s begging now,” he murmured. He pinched my nipple and dove his fingers inside of me, hooking up and pressing the heel of his palm against my clit. 
I made that soprano noise I’d noticed I let out when I was close, and my back arched. Zev’s hand worked me, pumping in and out with two fingers and pressing hard against the apex of my pleasure until my legs shook and I felt my core tighten to the breaking point. “Please,” I pleaded. 
“Come for me like a good girl, Isla,” he whispered, his breath hot on my neck. 
I let go, and each wave of pulsing relief swept through me with euphoric satiation. My muscles unwound slowly as my core squeezed and released around Zev’s fingers while he coaxed the last of my orgasm from my limp body. 
The timer went off on his phone. I peeled my eyes open and rolled my head over to him as it rested on the back of the chair. I gave him a lazy blink, and he returned it with a cocky smile. “I win.” He reached over with his left hand and tapped the screen to turn off the alarm. 
“Cheater,” I glared, but I smiled despite it. 
He replaced my underwear, which was thoroughly wet now, and his hand trailed a blazing path up to my waist. His other hand clamped down on the opposite side, and then he lifted me from the chair, encouraging me to clamber onto his lap. I did, straddling him and curling my arms around the back of his neck. He kissed the corner of my mouth gently. “I could do that all day.” 
“All day? You’ll turn me into goo,” I returned with a smile, and then pressed a kiss against his warm, soft lips. I could feel his erection through his joggers, and suddenly, I wanted more. I wanted to be filled and pleasured all over again, and I rocked against him as our kiss deepened. Propelled by yearning, I flicked my tongue against his teeth, and he responded by growling low in his throat and pressing my hips down so he could tilt his hard length against my wet panties. 
The front door suddenly opened and closed. I gasped, lifting my head, and Zev turned in his chair to look behind him. Kael walked through the foyer, towing someone behind him. He stopped at the edge of the kitchen and blinked at us with lazy irritation. “This is why you won’t answer your phone?” 






  
  Chapter twenty-three








Zev


Isla shifted uncomfortably in my lap, and I could tell she was embarrassed to be found with her skirt hiked up and straddling me on a chair. But this was  my house. Why did people keep walking into my home without even fucking knocking? I gave Kael an irritated glower as I stilled Isla with my hands on her hips. “I didn’t give you the code to get in.” 
“That’s cute that you think I need a code.” Kael tugged a person forward from where they’d been standing behind him, and she stumbled, righting herself with a caustic glare his way. It was Mattie, the driver who had been with Isla the other night. Her long, blond ponytail swished as she rounded a mutinous glare on Kael. 
“Jesus, that hurts. Are you a fucking sadist?” 
Kael gave her a half-lidded stare. “Yes.” 
She blinked in surprise. “Fuck.” 
“Mattie?” Isla asked, clambering off my lap and holding her skirt down over her ass awkwardly as she stood. 
Recognition lit up the blond woman’s features. “Shortbread?” Her face fell into a suspicious squint. “Wait, did you sell me out, cutie?” Kael’s captive was wearing a pair of bunny-printed pajama shorts and a pink, fluffy crop-top hoodie with bunny ears on the hood. Her feet were bare, so I had to assume that Kael had ambushed her in bed. Seemed kind of ruthless, even for him. 
“No,” Isla frowned, folding her arms. “Why is she in zip ties, Kael? What the hell is going on here?” 
“She deserves it, trust me,” he drawled back. His attention skipped over the confused women and landed on me. “You need to call your sister. You’ve got problems.” 
“What problems?” I asked, and suspicion tightened in my chest. 
“Do you have a podcast app? Look up ‘Salties in Salt Lake.’ It should be the latest epi—”
“Excuse me,” Mattie demanded, pulling against Kael’s hold on her bound hands. He’d attached another zip tie to his left wrist. “You can’t just cart me around like this is ‘Take Your Prisoner to Work’ day.” 
“I can do whatever I want with you,” Kael shot back, his voice lethally soft. “You’ve been a splinter in my ass for a year.”
“It’s not my fault you suck at your job,” she argued hotly. 
Isla had her hands on her mouth. “What is going on right now?” 
“I’m a bounty hunter,” Kael explained, his voice clipped. “Zev, pull it up.” 
I bounced my gaze from Mattie to Kael, and then over to Isla whose face had gone pale with worry. I stood, picking up my phone from the table. “Is it absolutely necessary—sorry, legal—for you to handcuff this woman?” 
“Yes,” Kael said. 
“To which one?” I asked, tilting my head. 
“Just pull up the goddamn podcast, Zev. Azura’s been trying to call you and she thought something had happened to you, so she asked me to check on you. As you can see,” he pointed out tightly, “I’m a bit busy.” 
I pulled up my usual podcast app, typing in the name “Salties,” and clicked on the profile picture of a shaker dusting salt over the state of Utah. The caption read, “Have a beef? Salt it up with hosts Cherry Drake and Gethin Fate in this hilarious, rant-fueled weekly podcast.” Sighing, I scrolled down the episodes list until I found the most recent one. “I’m not listening to this for an hour.” 
“Go to fifteen thirty-six,” Kael said, his tone bored. 
I clicked it and listened, but my attention was half on the girl, Mattie, who had engaged Isla in a conversation. “Shortbread, you know this wet wipe?” she asked, flicking her head to Kael. 
“Not really,” Isla replied defensively. She came to stand next to Mattie. “My brother hired him like a bodyguard or something.” 
“I have the worst luck,” Mattie muttered. 
“… sounds like quite a salty beef!” the female podcaster’s voice sang obnoxiously. 
“It’s more than that,” another woman’s voice insisted. “This is literally a matter of life and death for some people.”
I vaguely recognized the second woman’s voice, but I wasn’t sure where from. Isla bent down and murmured something low to Mattie that I couldn’t catch. Kael rolled a glare to Isla that made me want to punch his straight nose. 
“Wow, that sounds pretty intense,” the male podcaster said. “Care to elaborate?” 
“Well, for starters, Zev Brady didn’t just get me fired—”
I tensed, shooting Kael a horrified look. He returned it with an arch of one dark eyebrow like he’d been waiting for my reaction. The voice belonged to the reporter who had climbed my walls, taken pictures of Isla, and then sold them to every news platform who would stoop low enough to broadcast them. 
“—he’s protecting his dirty client, GreenTech.” 
“Shit,” I hissed. 
Isla looked up at the mention of my name, and her eyes went round. “Uh oh.” 
“He’s facilitating a merger between GreenTech and Earth Care, and he actually knows that GreenTech is dumping battery acid in the waters at their plant in Myanmar. But he hasn’t bothered to stop it.” 
Isla and I shared resigned looks of despair. I ran a hand through my hair. “Fuck me.” 
“Oh, she did,” Kael replied cheerfully. “Thoroughly. Anyway, I think you’d better call your sister.” 
I hit the pause button on the podcast. I didn’t need to hear more of that psycho’s vitriol. As soon as I did, Azura’s name lit up on the screen, and with it, my stomach went heavy like I’d swallowed a ton of rocks. This was bad. Really bad. Flicking an apologetic glance to Isla, I answered and stepped away and into the sunroom. “Hey, Az.” 
“Zev, what the actual fuck?” 
I winced pacing slowly to the windows that overlooked the sunny backyard. “It’s not like it was hard to dig up. We found it. Starla found it. It was a matter of time before the news broke one way or another.” 
“So why didn’t you break it yourself? Why is everyone finding out about this from some salty reporter you pissed off? Come on, Zev. You’re usually better than this.” She sounded out of breath and panicked. I couldn’t blame her. 
“I’m aware,” I replied coldly. “I tried to put a stop to it, but—never mind. That’s a shit excuse. I hesitated. It’s my fault for not being more assertive about it.” 
“God,” she groaned, and I heard the air leave her lungs like she’d flopped back onto something. “I don’t think we can come back from this. First, my thing with Nexusum, and now this?” 
“Yeah, we got fucked twice over.” 
“Not in the fun way,” she grumbled. “I can do some PR management, but you need to get over to Earth Care Global like right now. Maybe if you explain the dilemma…” 
I nodded slowly, my gaze swinging over to where Isla talked with Mattie. My heart squeezed painfully at the thought of leaving Isla alone. “I can do that. I’ll book a flight for tonight.” 
“Earth Care might understand, but the public won’t,” she warned. 
“I know,” I sighed.
“Do your best to fix it. I’ll meet you in Seattle—we were headed back there anyway.” 
I nodded and hung up, and my insides collapsed like a slitted balloon. This really couldn’t have turned out worse—rather than quietly canceling the merger and helping GreenTech mitigate their damage, I’d thrust them into the spotlight of public censure. And they’d dragged me with them as their complicit associate. The country would be out for GreenTech’s blood, and I was fairly certain I’d be exsanguinated right alongside them. 
I pulled up Dom’s number and called him while I returned to the dining area. Kael had pulled Mattie to his other side, glaring at Isla with a suspicious eye squint. Isla had her hands on her hips and her small, rosebud lips pressed together tightly. I blinked at Kael. “You’re upsetting my girlfriend. I don’t know what Mattie did or why you’ve got her, but you need to untie her.” 
Isla turned a pair of surprised, amber eyes to me. 
Oh. I said “girlfriend.” Oops. Dom answered with a questioning, “Hello?” on the phone.
Kael ignored me, tapping away on his phone. I didn’t have the brain space to deal with all of this at once. I cleared my throat. “Dom, hey. I know it’s the weekend, but I need to offer you some overtime to handle a firm emergency. You willing?”
“Sure, what’s up?”
“I need a plane ticket to Seattle as soon as you can manage it.” 
“On it,” he replied. “Any particular time?” 
Isla’s gaze softened with a hint of disappointment, and it kicked me in the gut. “You’re going to Seattle?” 
“Just for a bit." 
“Alright, if you have things handled here—” Kael started for the door. 
“Wait!” Isla jumped forward. “I can’t just let you take my friend in handcuffs. Or zip ties… whatever. I don’t care who told you to do that—”
“Her parents,” Kael shot over his shoulder. “It’s her parents. Relax, you two. I know what I’m doing.” 
“You are such a dong,” Mattie growled as he dragged her across the floors to the front door. 
“Boss?” Dom asked in my ear. 
I was getting a headache trying to wrap my head around all the chaos. “Yeah?” I asked, distracted by Kael kidnapping a woman in my house, Isla’s concern for her friend, and my pounding panic over my entire career going up in flames. 
“I’ve got an eight-thirty if you can make that.” 
I glanced at the clock, which read three-thirty. “Yeah, that’s perfect.” 
“Oh, man,” Isla gusted out, putting a hand to her forehead and looking conflicted. 
“Don’t worry, Shortbread,” Mattie grinned over her shoulder as Kael opened the front door. “I always give this joker the slip.”
“Oh, man,” Isla repeated, starting to wring her hands. 
“I gotta go,” I said to Dom. “Thank you.” 
“Anytime, boss.” 
I hung up and hurried to the front door where Kael was leading the fuming blond behind him. “Ghost,” I growled. 
Kael paused, irritation pulling his features taut. He’d removed all his jewelry, I noticed, and that was probably because of the captive tethered to his wrist. “Are you getting all morally uppity with me, Mr. Fraudulent Merger? I can assure you, I’m well within my rights to bring Ms. Thorne back to her parents.”
I caught Mattie’s gaze. “Do you want me to call the authorities?” 
“No,” she rushed to say. “God, no. I can handle him.” She gave me a bright smile. “Tell Isla thanks.” 
Thanks for what? I wondered. “Okay.” 
Kael gave Mattie a look like he was wondering the same thing about how Isla might have helped her, but then he cut the zip tie tethering her to his hand, put her in the back seat of a black SUV, and without another glance my way, drove away. 
I returned to Isla, scratching my hairline. “I don’t think he’s going to hurt her,” I assured her gently. 
“Oh, I know,” she confessed, her eyebrows tilted up. “That’s not why I’m nervous.”
I ambled over her to her, reaching for her and drawing her into my arms with a wary frown. “Why are you nervous?” 
“I slipped her a pen.” She swallowed convulsively. “I grabbed it off the table as soon as I realized she was being held hostage. I don’t think Kael saw me give it to her. He was distracted by your podcast.” 
I pulled Isla tight against my body, reveling in how perfectly she fit in my arms. “That’s shockingly devious of you, baby goat. Although you don’t know if that will help her escape.” 
“I have a feeling it will,” she cringed.
Chuckling, I bent to skim my lips over the corner of her lips. “You’re a good friend.” 
She angled her head back, catching my eyes. “A friend, huh?” 
A slow smile tugged at my lips. “And a sexy as fuck girlfriend.” 
She held my gaze, her expression shimmering between disbelief and joy. “Yeah?” 
I puffed out a laugh and squeezed her, forcing her head under my chin. “You think I’d share you or let you slip away to some other geeky scientist’s arms? I don’t think so. You’re mine.” 
She snuggled into my embrace, and with a muffled voice, she asked, “Will you tell me what’s going on with the merger?” 
I sighed deeply. “I’d rather not. It’s too embarrassing.” 
She pinched my side. “Come on.” 
Reluctantly, I let her go and led her down the hall toward my room so I could pack. “You know some of it. Remember how I mentioned that company I’m working for has been poisoning the water supply with runoff?” 
She nodded, wide eyes filled with concern. “Yeah, but you decided you were going to call it off, right?” 
“I did,” I agreed. “But it looks like Talia beat me to it. It’s a lot worse to get caught in a lie than to own up to it and handle it discretely. Public opinion is going to tear us to shreds, and there’s a chance Azura’s job will suffer because of it, too. It’s a mess.” 
“I’m sure,” she murmured. “How can I help?” 
I paused in front of my bedroom door, bringing her fingers to my lips and kissing them before rubbing my thumbs over her knuckles. “I wish you could. Wait for me? Could you do that?” I asked, unsure if she would want to hang out in my house alone while I handled this shitstorm. 
“What, here?” she asked with a lift of her brows. “You don’t mind?” 
“Of course not.” I opened the door and crossed the room to fish out my luggage from the walk-in closet. “I’d be a worried wreck if I thought you were at Robert’s mercy anyway.” 
Isla smoothed away a smile with her delicate fingers. “I see.” Her dark, floral dress kissed her legs at mid-thigh, and the skirt swayed gently against her skin as she leaned over and unplugged my charger from the wall for me. “I like being here,” she said, as if confessing a sin. “It’s safe. And comfy. And…” she hesitated. 
I yanked the black suitcase off a shelf above the row of hanging button-down shirts and paused, giving her my full attention. “And?” 
She crossed her arms over her body, cupping her elbows. “Well… you’re here. I like that.” 
Click, click. That combination nearly snapped into place, and my breath swirled around in my chest with a vortex of pressure. I rubbed my breastbone absently. “I think your cuteness might give me a heart attack,” I admitted. 
She bubbled out a laugh, rolling her eyes. “How else can I help?” 
My eyes darted over her soft curves suggestively. “How attached are you to that dress?” 
She shrieked just before I pounced on her.






  
  Chapter twenty-four








Isla


I hit “send” on the email to my professor that contained scanned images of the paper test I’d taken with Zev “proctoring.” I snorted, remembering how he’d insisted he was well-qualified to proctor my exams, and then he’d fingered me during one and been absent for the other three. It hardly mattered, honestly. I took the tests diligently, ignoring the temptation to cheat, and had sent them off to Zev so he could sign the document that identified him as the proctor.  
He was so busy, I’d barely talked to him for thirty seconds when I’d bothered him with it. Stretching, I stood from the desk in my room and closed my laptop. My cellphone read ten sixteen pm, and I’d busted my ass getting those tests finished before Monday morning tomorrow, which was the deadline for my finals. My head spun a bit, but I took a sip of iced sports drink from my tumbler. I’d discovered that a certain flavor was more bearable over ice—strawberry banana—and it helped tremendously to sip it throughout the day. 
I was determined to keep myself in ideal shape while Zev was gone. For one thing, I didn’t want him worrying about what was going on with my condition while he was frantically trying to help his client and his reputation in Seattle. For another, I just wanted to manage it better. After I’d gotten into a routine of eating something salty every two or three hours, I’d felt like a new woman. 
I sauntered into the quiet, dark kitchen to make myself a bowl of instant ramen, and my slippers shushed softly against the hardwood floors as I moved around the shadowy space. It didn’t make a whole lot of sense that I felt completely safe in this house—I’d been assaulted by a crazy reporter here, after all. But something about it being Zev’s house just… clicked. I knew I was safe here. I didn’t have to tiptoe around my awkward roommate or even leave for groceries if I didn’t feel like it. The little farmhouse cottage had wrapped me up in its toasty embrace, and I had no desire to leave that. 
The microwave dinged, and I shuffled over to it so I could remove my kimchi ramen with potholders. As I peeled away the plastic top, waving away savory steam, the front door beeped with the sound of the combination being entered on the keypad. Frowning, I crept through the kitchen to lean my head into the front hallway. Shadows crammed every nook and cranny except for the flashing green on the lock pad. With a happy chirp, the door opened. 
My heart slammed in my ribs as a male form I didn’t recognize walked through the doorway. Then the hallway light flicked on, and Tristan closed the door behind him. I unraveled the tension in my shoulders with an irritated puff of air. “What are you doing here?” 
He glanced up, his light brown hair burnished in the soft Edison bulbs overhead. “You’re awake?” 
“Uh, yeah?” I gave him an “okay crazy” look and leaned back into the kitchen to fetch a fork for my ramen. “Again, what are you doing in Zev’s house? I thought you and Azura were going back to Seattle.” 
“She did,” he clarified, coming through the hallway to join me in the kitchen. He leaned on the island across from me as I stirred a fork through my ramen. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
I gave him an incredulous eyebrow arch. “So, you flew to Denver? We have video calls.” 
He blinked in irritation like a pissy owl. “Well, sorry for giving a shit. Jeez.” 
I twirled noodles around my fork and lifted them, blowing on the steaming ramen. “I mean, I’m good. Seriously. We’re figuring out my ticks and all that.” 
“‘We?’” he clarified. His heterochromatic eyes—one green and one hazel—bounced all over my face. “Who’s ‘we?’”
I avoided his gaze and slurped up a mouthful of noodles. “Royal we,” I said with a full mouth. 
“Uh huh.” Tristan narrowed his eyes at me. I slurped up a bigger mouthful and then chewed, smiling blandly. Tristan rubbed a good two days’ worth of stubble on his chin. “Okay, full disclosure, I had an inkling.” 
I didn’t respond, mostly because my mouth really was too full. But, also, I didn’t like where my nosy brother was going with this. “Mmhm?” I asked around the noodles. 
“My Spidey senses are tingling. Do you have a thing going on with Zev?” 
I snorted, almost spitting out ramen noodles all over the butcher block island. Tristan looked alarmed, but I fought a laugh as I swallowed. “He said you were Batman.” 
Tristan rolled his eyes. “Regardless.” 
I coughed, because the broth was spicy enough to make my nose run, and looked away with another smile. “Uh, I don’t know. I guess we have ‘a thing’ going, yeah.” 
Tristan’s expression darkened, and he straightened away from the island. “Isla, that is not appropriate. I knew Zev was kind of a—”
“I’m going to stop you right there,” I glared, sniffing. I stirred the ramen idly as I added, “Zev is not what you think. Or, what he wanted people to think. He’s really sweet.” 
Tristan groaned, tilting his head back. “Isla. You can’t—he is not the right guy for you. I mean, I know he’s all suave or whatever—”
I cut him off again by laughing. “Tristan, you know fuck all. Mind your own business. I’m not sixteen and losing my virginity to a rando in a bar or something.” 
“You lost your virginity at sixteen?” he asked, horrified. 
I speared him with an irritated glare. “Will you chill out?” 
He paced away, running his hand through his long hair. He’d let it grow out, and it skimmed the collar of his lavender button-down. I had to admit, as far as brothers went, I did have a pretty good-looking one. Not that it was engendering any sympathy for his misguided assumptions.  
He blew out a breath, rubbing the back of his neck. “Isla, sweetie, you can’t date Zev. He doesn’t have a lifestyle I want you involved in. And, I mean, even right now he’s in Seattle trying to fix a colossally stupid mistake. He only cares about two things.” Tristan faced me, ticking off his points on his fingers. “Sex and money.” 
I rolled my eyes, ramen forgotten. Now he was really pissing me off. “You don’t know anything about him.” 
“He hid the fact that his client was dumping toxic waste in a third world country’s water supply because of money, Isla.” 
My brows drifted together slowly. “What do you mean, ‘money?’ He told me he was conflicted. I already knew about that.” 
“Did you know that if he didn’t go through with the merger, their firm would go bankrupt?” Tristan challenged. The dim kitchen lights cast half his face in shadow, and I thought it made him look like a villain, not Batman. 
I scowled fiercely. “You’re wrong.” 
“I’m not,” he insisted. “His entire firm was riding on that deal, Isla. He has known what GreenTech was doing. He could have done something about it already, but he chose money over the right thing. Is that someone you want to be with?” 
My stomach swooped and then bottomed out. But it wasn’t because Zev had been conflicted about the fate of his firm. More than just his future hinged on whether or not he could keep his law firm afloat. I felt like passing out because I had been the cause of Talia outing him before he’d been ready. Because I was the reason the paparazzi had screwed with his life, and now they’d ruined his career. Zev’s livelihood was in danger because of me. Azura’s livelihood was in danger because of me. It was so much more than a little PR inconvenience, and I’d felt guilty enough about that as it was. I’d literally cost him his job.
My mouth went dry, and I stared at Tristan in silence. He sighed through his nose, stepping around the island, presumably to comfort me. I stepped away, my back rigid. His shoulders slumped in sympathy. “Isla, sweetie, I’m not trying to upset you. But Zev… he’s—his life is different. He’s on and off with his girlfriend, Starla, and hell, they’re out there in Seattle together. I just don’t want you to get hurt.” 
That slammed into me like a wrecking ball to a dilapidated building. Starla. I’d completely forgotten, but he’d been pretty clear that they still had one-nights occasionally. 
She’s too young for me to date. Happy? 
“Funny,” I replied, my voice thick. “I didn’t feel hurt before you showed up.” 
He looked up and muttered, “Okay, I’m fucking this up.” 
“Yeah,” I gusted out, fighting tears that clawed up my throat relentlessly. Mostly because everything Tristan had said was true. I had known Starla was involved in Zev’s life. I’d just chosen to ignore it because it felt easier than trying to understand who she was to him in relation to who I was. Zev probably did take things casually. He probably did throw around the term “girlfriend” lightly. I barely knew the man, in all reality. I’d never asked if “girlfriend” meant we were exclusive. He could be spending his nights with Starla for all I knew. 
I shook myself out of that. Don’t panic, Isla. Beaches. Fucking sandy, nasty, calming beaches. Don’t fall apart. I cleared my throat, folding my arms. “I’m aware of how Zev operates.” 
Tristan rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry. Isla, I—it’s been a long two days. I really was just worried about you.” 
“Oh.” I let out a bitter laugh. “Gee. Thanks.” 
He winced. “I’m sorry.”
I shrugged, trying to slam a mask of indifference over my features. “I’m fine. My health is good. I’m not getting involved past what I can handle. I’m not an idiot, Tristan.” 
He nodded, scrubbing the back of his head. “I know that—of course you’re smart; I didn’t mean to say you’re not.” 
“Then go,” I bit out, fighting a storm of tears so intense, I knew it was going to be a full-blown monsoon when I let it loose. “Please.” 
Sighing in defeat, Tristan ran his eyes over me. “I’d feel better if you came with me. My hotel room has an attached second room you’re welcome to stay in.” 
“Pass,” I hissed with narrowed eyes that were rapidly blurring with tears. 
I could see it in his expression, in the way his emotions played over the handsome planes of his face—Tristan had regrets. Lots of them. But I didn’t give a shit about them right now because all I wanted was for him to leave me alone. “I’ll come check on you tomorrow,” he offered. 
“Don’t,” I suggested tightly. 
He rolled his eyes to the ceiling again. “Isla…” 
“Get. Out.” 
He tapped his fist on the counter, and then finally, my emotions must have broken through the mask I’d tried to craft. Tristan got a good look at whatever had leaked out of my expression. Startled, he straightened. “I’m not leaving you alone.” 
Sniffling, I reached over, swiped up my phone, and dialed Azura. Tristan watched me warily, and when Azura picked up, I tapped the speaker button. “Hello?” she asked, her voice raspy. 
“Azura, it’s me,” I said, and my voice cracked. 
“Isla?” Her voice perked up with concern. “What’s wrong?” 
Tristan groaned, covering his eyes. “Fuck.” 
“Tristan?” Azura asked. “What’s going on?” 
“Please tell my brother,” I gritted out, my voice wobbling, “to go back to Seattle.” 
Silence stretched between us. Tristan rubbed his face, nodding and looking resigned. “Here we go.” 
“What the fuck did you say to her?” Azura demanded. “Is she crying? Wait, why are you in Denver, Tristan?”
Tristan blew out a long breath. “I came to check on her.” 
“And in doing so, you made her cry?” she clarified. 
“Yes,” I croaked. 
“Is this because of Zev?” Azura barked. “I told you to leave my brother out of your personal vendettas, Tristan Valehart.” 
Tristan glared at me, his two-toned eyes glinting dangerously. “You’re in deep shit for this.” 
I blinked and tapped the red button. “Get out.” 
Growling, Tristan backed away as his phone buzzed with a call from Azura. “Hey.” He winced. “Oh, I hear you,” he answered, shooting me another glare. “I’m going. I’m going, you termagant.” I flipped him off as he went, and he rolled his eyes, listening to Azura. As he opened the front door, I heard him whisper in a lethal tone, “Oh, I’m coming back, Princess. Careful what you ask for.” 
I slumped against the counters, my face crumpling along with my resolve. Tears dropped to my cheeks as I stared at nothing. Tristan had come into this kitchen and well and truly burst my happy bubble. The facts of the reality of my situation piled on top of me with merciless weight. Zev was going to lose his job because of me, and almost as bad, I realized he had a whole life that I didn’t fit into. There was no rational way that someone like me would click into place in his world.
Even now, what would happen if I had an episode? He’d worry. I knew he would. And then what? I knew he’d fly back even if it was a bad time for him because that was the way Zev was. It didn’t matter if I was girlfriend one or girlfriend thirteen. He cared—he’d showed me that. It had been my fault for not asking if we were exclusive, but it didn’t really matter in the end. 
Zev had been far better off before I’d dropped into his life. 






  
  Chapter twenty-five








Isla


I tried not to spiral. I tried to hold it together while my systems crashed and my heart broke like superheated china, but like everything else I’d attempted, I failed miserably. I stumbled back to my bedroom, shaking and fighting the urge to throw up, and I barely made it to my bed before collapsing.  
It didn’t get much better after that. I drank electrolytes. I tried to eat, but I threw up everything I ate and shook with chattering teeth like it was ten degrees in the house. I knew this was my body reacting to something inconsequential, that the realization that I didn’t belong with Zev shouldn’t be a big deal. I’d known this. I knew going into it that I didn’t have any right to get so attached to Zev. 
I didn’t have any right to get attached to anyone, really. My mom hadn’t wanted me. My dad had barely tolerated my existence long enough to keep me alive into adulthood. It made perfect sense that I didn’t fit with Zev, so there was no reason to get all twisted up in knots over it. It was what it was. 
Tell that to my fucking body, I thought as I lifted my head from the toilet for the third time that morning. I wiped my mouth, coughing around the burn of bile that coated my throat. 
My phone rang, buzzing in my sweatpants pocket. My head spun, and I could barely lift it, let alone answer the phone at the moment. I rolled my forehead on my arm. 
No. I had to answer because if it was Zev, then he would worry. I didn’t want him doing something stupid and possibly cutting his trip short. I’d already screwed up his future as it was.
With a trembling hand, I reached for my phone. Maybe if I didn’t move my head… I tapped the green answer button. “Hello?” I asked as brightly as I could. 
“Isla,” Zev sighed. His voice washed over me like a warm shower on a frigid day. I closed my eyes against that, hating the way my body responded to him. “Are you okay? I called a few times.” 
“Of course,” I replied, forcing a smile so it touched my voice. “I’m just binging a show.” 
“Oh, okay,” he replied, his voice clearly relieved. “I’m sorry I’ve been so busy. The PR teams couldn’t make it in until this morning, and we’re… well, it doesn’t matter. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“Yeah,” I smiled again. My pulse beat against the back of my eyeballs, bouncing against my temples and ricocheting down my neck like a spiked ball. “I’m just chilling.” 
“You sound tired,” he remarked warily. 
“Eh,” I replied, trying to sound casual. White speared through my closed eyelids, and I felt myself slipping away. “I stayed up too late. Narcos is kind of addicting.” 
“Oh, yeah, I like that one,” he chuckled. “Okay, well, if you need anything, please text me, okay? I’ll be in meetings all day, but I can step out.” 
“No worries,” I replied, my fingers gripping the toilet seat in desperation. Please hurry. Please hurry. Please hurry. 
“Alright, I’ll talk to you later. Enjoy the binging.” 
“Thanks,” I squeezed out. 
He hung up, and I slumped, letting the phone fall heavily to my side. I hadn’t had an episode like this in months. My eyes squeezed tight, leaking tears. I hated that I was doing this. I hated that I’d caused Zev to fight for his literal life right now. I hated that this episode only demonstrated exactly why we would never work together. 
Sighing, I curled up on the tile floor and let darkness wash over my aching eyes. 
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I dragged myself through Monday in a literal blur of spinning vision and relentless vomiting. I covered myself with the bathmat at some point, desperate to stop the bone-deep rattling that caused me to shiver like I was freezing. At some point in the middle of the night, I managed to wake up enough to stumble back to the bed. But I forgot my phone, and I wanted to kick myself for it, but my brain wasn’t working right. 
Some part of me knew that was bad. 
I couldn’t remember why. 
I fell into a heavy sleep again, still shivering because I’d only managed to get the corner of my comforter over my shoulder. 
Sunlight cut through my sleep at some point. I opened bleary eyes, but my limbs felt too heavy to move. I sank back into dreams instead.






  
  Chapter twenty-six








Zev


The COO of GreenTech looked especially like Jabba the Hut this morning in a dark green suit that perfectly complimented the sheen of sweat on his pallid skin. Beside him, the CEO lounged in a black leather office chair with his knee propped up on the boardroom table. If the COO was Jaba the Hut, then the CEO was a jazz-playing, grotesquely thin alien to match. He had a long face with a gap between his nose and mouth that brought to mind the word “lugubrious,” and he shaved his head so it reflected the overhead fluorescent lights garishly. Neither of them was my favorite person. At the moment, they also were public enemy number one for the other people in the room.  
On the other side of the table, Earth Care’s representatives glared with ice pick sharpness, two of them women and one a younger guy whose ears turned red when he got heated. Which, in the last two days, had been a lot. I checked my phone to see if Isla had texted me back. She had, but like all her messages in the last forty-eight hours, she’d been reserved. 
Zev: 

Everything okay? You’ve been quiet. 

Isla: 
All good. 
Zev: 

You’re worrying me. Are you having a 

flare up? Do you need anything?

Isla: 
No just busy. 
Except she really didn’t have anything to be “busy” with. She’d sent in her finals and wouldn’t have any classwork for months. My intuition told me something was wrong, but I was trapped in these damn meetings all morning. 
We’d made some progress with Earth Care and GreenTech both. Rather than calling everything off and feeding into the press frenzy airing on every major news network, Earth Care had decided to negotiate terms that would effectively shut down the illegal operations in Myanmar and help the employees for GreenTech keep their jobs. Earth Care didn’t have to do that, but in a sea of smarmy sharks, they really were the cute little dolphin corporate moguls who gave a shit. Also, it did make them look like the hero in this situation, which was always good for PR.
The only snag we were hitting was the buying price. Earth Care insisted on cutting the acquisition cost down to sixty percent of what they’d originally offered. It was reasonable on their end—it would take capital to clean up this mess. But GreenTech knew that their upper tiers couldn’t line their pockets the way they wanted without that extra forty percent. I was in favor of taking whatever Earth Care offered them, but it wasn’t helping matters that Earth Care didn’t want anything to do with me. Again, rightfully so, because I guessed that GreenTech had seen my silence as loyalty to their cause, so they hadn’t fired me. 
Azura had begged me to see this shit through and salvage our firm’s reputation. So, I had. I’d stayed and sat through tedious negotiations with petulant millionaires. 
I honestly would rather get eaten by a rancor in Jabba’s death pit than sit here and help these scumbags, I thought acidly. But I’d gotten us into this disaster—mostly—so I’d get us back out if I could. 
“The best we can offer is an earnout agreement,” the young CFO of Earth Care offered. 
I resisted the urge to snort. That was way more generous than GreenTech deserved, but I had my doubts about their operations paying off for Earth Care anyway. I doubted they would make enough revenue to have anything left over for future performance payments to GreenTech. 
“Tied to gross?” the COO to my left asked in his wet voice. 
“Net,” Starla glared. She had been negotiating with me like this was life or death and I gave a shit. I rolled my eyes. Obviously net profit. Idiots. 
“Maybe we should take a break,” the CEO of Earth Care suggested. The woman had the brains of a scientist and the guts of any heavyweight corporate goon, and I admired the hell out of her. On the outside, with her frizzy, gray-streaked dark hair and painfully thin build, she screamed “off-grid mushroom farmer,” but she’d proven herself to be a sharp negotiator thus far. 
The room mumbled an agreement about taking a break, and I pulled out my phone again. I didn’t bother getting up from my chair and sent off a text to Isla. 
Zev: 

Can we video chat? I miss your face. 

I waited nervously for her to respond. The urge to fly back home and make sure she was alright nearly overwhelmed my logic. I knew I needed to stay and see this through. It would be insane to leave. Our firm would go under. No one worth their weight in stocks would want to work with us again. We’d lose thousands. 
Isla: 
Just getting in the shower.
Fear snaked around my anxiety with an insidious crawl. This wasn’t right. It wasn’t like Isla to be so standoffish. 
“I should have known you’d blow this,” Starla drawled. She had come around the table, and with the room empty of occupants, she perched on the edge of the boardroom table. 
Earth Care’s boardroom looked like a parody of a hippie company’s idea of a corporate space. One wall behind me had been covered with moss. Literal, living, growing moss. It got spritzed with overhead sprinklers every once in a while and made the air smell like peat and soil. The other wall overlooked Seattle with floor-to-ceiling windows fringed with hanging, potted plants. It was… cute. I guess. 
I rotated an irritated glower her way. “Are you gloating or something?” 
She nudged my thigh with her shiny, white pumps. “You’re very grumpy.” 
“I’m very not in the mood,” I muttered. I typed back a message to Isla. 
Zev: 

Seriously, call me in 5 min. or I’m coming back 

“I mean, I’m mostly joking,” Starla muttered. “I knew you’d blow the whistle eventually.” 
Sighing, I set my phone on the polished walnut table. “What do you want?” 
Starla’s sapphire blue eyes widened a fraction in surprise. “Shit. You’re really not happy with me.” 
“You were kind of an asshole the last time we talked,” I reminded her. 
“Sorry,” she mumbled, folding her arms over the crisp, black-and-white suit that hugged her slim build. “Our firm is struggling. I just didn’t want to lose this thing.” 
“My job is literally on the line here.” I rolled my chair away from her. “Is that all you wanted to say?” 
Her perfectly proportioned features drooped. “Zev.” 
I picked up my phone again, pointedly ignoring her. Isla hadn’t responded. What if she fainted just now? How many times has she fainted since I've been gone? Has she gotten hurt? 
“Zev,” Starla snarled, standing away from the table. “Is that really it? You’re just done with me? With six years of us?” 
“There is no ‘us,’” I replied coldly. I felt as much affection for Starla as I did for the moss on the wall behind us. I hoped she lived well and stayed healthy. That was about it. “You said my problem was that I had a bleeding heart,” I said, standing and straightening my navy-blue blazer. I met her gaze. “But I think you lost yours somewhere. I hope you find it.” 
I left her gawking and hoped to God that put an end to whatever she thought there was left between us. As I stepped out of the boardroom and into the carpeted hallway, I dialed Isla. It rang three times before she picked up. 
“Hey,” she rasped. 
She did not sound good. “Hey,” I replied cautiously. “What’s going on? Everything okay over there?” 
“Yeah.” She sounded breathless. Weak. 
I ran through what I could say that wouldn’t set off all her defense mechanisms. “Tell me how to help.” 
Silence stretched between us like taffy, pulling and pulling and getting thinner with each second. Finally, she breathed out, “Did you lose your job?” 
My heart squeezed painfully. Had she been worrying about that all weekend? “No, I didn’t lose my job. I mean, I know I’m the world’s worst lawyer—we did establish that. But I managed to hang onto my reputation.” 
She coughed out a laugh. It sounded so dry and breathy that I was two seconds away from bolting out of Earth Care and making my last statement a total lie. She sighed softly. “Good. I’m sorry.”
“For what?” I paced a few steps, meandering down the hall with nervous energy. 
“Just… the reporter. That was my bad.” 
“It wasn’t,” I argued fiercely. “Isla, I’m not kidding around right now. Do not put that on yourself. That chick is a psycho, and she approached me in Salt Lake when we weren’t even around each other. She was interested in me, not you. And I’m handling it. Everything is fine over here.” 
“Okay,” she said. Why did her voice sound so lifeless? 
I gripped the phone tightly. “Isla, video chat with me.” 
“I’m not dressed,” she huffed. 
“And?” I demanded, checking my watch. It was four-twenty. I could catch a flight tonight and be back in Denver before it was too late. 
“I’m fine, Zev,” she gusted out. 
“You sound like shit,” I snapped. “Tell me the truth.” 
Silence again. Finally, her voice broke as she said, “Don’t, Zev. Please don’t leave. I’m okay.” 
Click, click, click, snap. That combination in my chest, that ratcheting that had plagued me for weeks finally settled. And I knew what it had opened, what I’d barely resisted fighting all along. Now that the feeling was splayed open and bare for me to grasp, I had no choice but to accept it. I loved Isla Valehart. 
I had the keys to my rental in my hand and my feet headed for the elevator in the next second. “How bad is it?” 
“Zev,” she cried softly. “Please. If you care about me, please don’t put your job at—”
“Screw the job,” I scowled, punching a shiny silver elevator button. “Tell me how bad it is.” 
“It’s… a flare up,” she admitted, and her voice confirmed it. 
“How long?”
She sniffled, her voice muffled by something. “It’s just a headache now.” 
Shaking my head, I rode the elevator down to the main floor, waiting impatiently for the doors to open. “You don’t get to abuse the woman I love, Isla.”
She cried softly on the other side of the line. “What are you—how can you say that?” 
“I can say it easier than you can, I’ll bet.” I rushed across the sunny lobby, weaving through suits and skirts, my eyes on the exit. “I love you, Isla. I love you so much, it hurts. I love you a hell of a lot more than a job, and if you’re telling me you’ve been suffering in silence, then you and I are going to have words.” 
A little sob bubbled out from her end, crackling the mic with static. “I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be sorry. Be smart.” 
She sniffed again, and it broke my heart not holding her when she was very clearly crying a thousand miles away from me. “Tristan said you—you were going to lose your job. That Azura was, too. That the reporter put you in a bad place.” 
“So, you freaked out,” I guessed. I pushed through a set of revolving glass doors and into a warm, weirdly muggy spring day. I had to cross the street to get to the parking garage where I’d parked my rental, but as soon as I got a handle on Isla’s condition, I could make calls. A nurse, for one. And then a plane ticket. 
“My body did,” she muttered. “I’m better today, though.” 
If this was “better,” then what did she go through yesterday? My chest ached so badly, I hammered it a few times with my fist. “Can you keep liquids down?” 
“No,” she admitted. 
“Jesus, Isla.” I jogged to the crosswalk and slammed the button with my palm. Seattle teemed with life this time of the day, with some people getting off work early and others rushing by on bikes and scooters. I liked the feel of this city—it felt less spread-out than Denver in some ways, but more open in others. “I’m going to send someone to you. If we get fluids in you, you’ll probably feel better.” 
“Send someone,” she said, her voice taking on a pleading edge. “But please don’t cut your trip short. Zev, it’ll kill me.” 
“I’ll kill you if you hide a flare up from me again,” I growled back. 
“Yeti,” she groaned. 
I smiled, looking left and right down the busy road. “You love me.” She made an unintelligible sound like she was giving up. “Well, that’s not a no,” I teased. The “WALK” signal flashed white, and I jogged across the road. “Just hang in there. I’ll be there soon.” 
The intersection filled with chaos the second I crossed to the middle. While a group of chattering college students filtered around me going the opposite way, a horn blared to my right. I followed the sound, my thoughts distracted by the calls I needed to make. Time stretched in a painful tug as a flash of red caught my eye. A car careened around the corner, ignoring crosswalk signals, and headed straight for us. 
I had a moment to panic, a moment to feel my breath freeze in my lungs and my body tense. Then the red sedan barreled through the crosswalk and made impact. 






  
  Chapter twenty-seven








Isla


"Zev?” I lifted the phone away from my ear with a shaking hand. I’d managed to drag myself from the bathroom to the hallway, but my body hadn’t let me go further than that. I’d been on the hardwood floor for hours, clutching my dying phone and trying to convince Zev that I didn’t need him.  
Trying to convince myself, really. 
But suddenly, Zev’s end of the call had clattered and cut off. Distant shouts and screams filtered through the call. My limbs went cold with fear. “Zev?” I demanded. “Are you there?” 
A woman screamed, and shouting sounded in the background, but I couldn’t make out anything coherent. I hit the video call button, but it rang until the line went dead. I called again. And again. And again. I called until my phone flashed with a warning that I had five percent left on my battery. 
My pulse pounded so forcefully, I could hear it in my ears. A rushing white noise filled my senses like seashells had been strapped over my ears, and I numbly dialed Tristan. He picked up, and I babbled incoherently. “Zev is—Tristan I can’t get—he was just on the phone.” 
“Your words are slurring,” Tristan replied, his voice calm but echoing back to me like we were kids playing that game where we spoke from toilet paper tubes connected by a string. “What’s wrong, Isla?” 
“It’s Zev. I can’t reach him. He-he said he was coming and then his phone went dead.” Panic scrabbled up my throat, rising with a torrent of tears that stung my eyes and clogged my voice. “People were screaming, Tristan. I heard them. Can you find him?” I choked out. 
“Hold on.” I heard his voice further away, talking with someone, but I couldn’t make out what he said. The world prickled and went fuzzy, like velvet had wrapped around my brain and suffocated my senses. “Isla?” 
“Yeah.” My voice split and came out as weak as I felt. 
“Azura is going to find Zev. Is that what you’re worried about? You can’t get a hold of him?” 
“I think he’s dead,” I hissed out, barely able to get words past the tears that pushed through my lashes and fell to my cheeks hot and fast. 
“What? Azura, come here.” Another pause, then, “I have you on speaker. Isla, what’s going on?” 
“I think he died,” I blurted out, panic taking over and hammering loudly in my ears. “He’s dead, I think he died. He was coming, and then there was screaming.” Sobs tore through my words, making them barely intelligible. “I-I told him not to.” 
“I’ll find him,” Azura’s voice said, and I heard the tightness in it. 
“Isla, calm down,” Tristan added, switching off the speaker and filtering through my snarling panic. “Take a breath. I mean it, in through your nose, hold it for five, and let it out. Breathe.” 
It was only then I realized my lungs were gasping in and out, pulling tight and barely dragging in useful sips of oxygen. “I ca-I ca—”
“Shit. I’m calling an ambulance. I never should have left you.” 
“Kael,” I gasped. “Call Kael.” 
“Kael… you mean Ghost? Why?” Tristan sounded frantic, and it forced a bit of calm back into my awareness. 
“Send me Kael. Please.” I needed to get to Seattle. I didn’t care if I had to pay Kael every cent left in my bank account to drag my half-conscious body onto a plane. I was getting there. 
“Okay, I’m texting him.” 
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Kael found me what felt like minutes later, but by the way the light in the house had dipped, I realized it must have been some time after I’d dropped my dead phone to my side. His light footsteps sounded through the house as he jogged, looking for me, and when he finally got to the bathroom, I tried to lift myself off the ground. 
He crouched in front of me, his silver-streaked hair combed away from his face and his expression, for once, truly concerned. “Hey, Shortbread.” 
I gave him a bleary-eyed squint. “Mattie?” 
“Yeah, she likes you.” He shifted, putting his arms around me and lifting me almost as easily as Zev had. He hefted me into a fireman’s carry, sweeping me out of the hallway.
“Is she…?” 
“On the run,” he replied tersely, giving me a shrewd downward glance. “I can’t imagine how she got a pen, but that was all the little fox needed.” 
“Weird,” I murmured, looking away. 
“Uh huh. Listen, Tristan filled me in, and I’m putting pieces together,” he said, his low voice rumbling through me as he carried me through the darkening house. “Let me guess—you want me to drag your half-dead body to Seattle.” 
“Yeah.” 
“I figured. Tristan wants me to take you to the hospital.” He stooped slightly, swiping up my purse from the foyer table. 
I clutched Kael’s black T-shirt forcefully. “Don’t.” 
“I hear you, Shortbread. Lucky for you, I’m a rebel. I’ll hook you up to some fluids, and when you finish them, I’ll take you to the airport. You have a nine-fifteen flight.” 
I deflated with relief. “For real?” 
He kicked open the front door, which he’d left ajar, and then heel-slammed it closed. “Yes, and I’ll tell you why, but if you faint on me, I’m not going to be nice about it.” 
I tensed up, clutching his shirt as he carried me into the calm, sunset-drenched yard. “Okay.” 
“Zev was in an accident,” he said slowly, carefully. 
My nerves cranked up tighter than a bowing fishing rod. “What?” I asked tightly. 
“A car went through a crosswalk and hit him and two other pedestrians.” My vision dotted black, but Kael jiggled me in his arms enough that it distracted me. “Chill. He’s alive, but he’s in the hospital.”
“Okay,” I breathed out. “Okay. How bad?” 
“That I don’t know. Azura just got the news before I found you. But we’re going to get you back on your feet so you can go to him.” 
I stared at Kael’s face, ruggedly handsome and cool as a spring pond. He didn’t look worried. “Thank you.”
“Thank you,” he grinned roguishly. “You’re paying me double my rate for this little interlude. Mostly because you helped my hefty paycheck get away.” 
“Mattie is not a paycheck,” I argued.
We reached his black, luxury SUV, and Kael opened the back door with the hand he had under my knees. “Oh, she’s a paycheck. The last one I’ll ever need, for that matter. You are both on my shit list for that stunt.” 
“Right.” I rolled my eyes. “And you rescue people on your shit list, I guess?” 
“One of them,” he smiled faintly. It crinkled his light blue eyes at the corners and made him a smidge less intimidating. He slid me into the back of the car, and his sharp eyes danced over me. “Alright, so, no offense, but you look like death.” 
“Thanks,” I rasped out.
He pulled out his phone, scrolled through contacts, and pulled up a number. He clicked the speaker button and set the phone on the seat next to me while he pulled a red duffel bag up and set it on my lap. I watched with interest while he unzipped it, revealing medical supplies in packages. 
“Hello?” a man asked on the phone. 
“Amos, this is Ka-uh, Ghost. You have a second?” 
“Is it life or death?” Amos asked, clearly perturbed.
Kael let his gaze dance over me again as he pulled out a saline bag. “Pretty damn near it. I’m here with Isla and she looks… green.”
“Oh,” Amos said, releasing a breath over the word. “Yes, of course. How can I help? You said she looks green?”
I surveyed my skin. “I’m not green.”
“She’s dehydrated,” Kael went on, ignoring me. “And I think she’s been having some kind of flare up of her—fuck, why am I guessing?” He gestured to me. “You tell him.”
That was the first time someone had deferred to me when I was in a state of distress. I cleared my throat. “Eh, Dr. Brady?”
“Hey Isla,” he said, and his voice gentled noticeably. 
“Uh, okay, so I got sick Sunday night. Not sick sick. My dysautonomia went haywire. I got nauseous, and my headache was pretty bad. And if I tried to move, it felt like the ground flipped upside-down.” 
“Are you keeping down fluids?” Amos asked. His voice changed again, and he sounded very doctorly.
“No,” I admitted. Kael held up an IV needle in a package with an eyebrow bounce. I gave him my arm. “I slept a lot.” 
“How many times did you faint?” Amos asked. 
“A lot… I think. Maybe I wasn’t always sleeping,” I said softly. 
“Kael, get a blood pressure read on he—wait, why aren’t you taking her to the hospital?” 
“Did Azura not call you?” Kael asked, unwrapping supplies as he talked. He swabbed the inside of my elbow with disinfectant. 
“No,” Amos replied suspiciously. 
I breathed in deeply, trying to settle another rattle of panic that vibrated through me. “Zev was in an accident,” I said, my voice shaking. “I’m trying to get to him.” 
Silence permeated Amos’ side of the call. Finally, he asked, “Is he alive?” 
“Yes,” Kael assured him. “We don’t know more than that. I’m trying to help Isla get well enough to ride a plane.” 
“She can’t,” Amos bit out. “She could be tachycardic or bradycardic; she could be hypotensive or could have suffered seizures while she was fainting and asleep. You can’t just—”
“I’m going to Seattle,” I cut him off. “Help me get there or hang up.” 
Amos sighed loudly, ending on a growl of frustration. “Give her an IV and tell me her BP reading.”
Kael finished setting up an IV port and saline EMT-fast, shucking off paper and plastic wrappings, tapping my vein, and sliding the needle in like he’d done it a hundred times. Although, he didn’t wear gloves, and I was pretty sure none of this was “to code.” After he taped it down, he secured a blood pressure cuff to my other arm and took the reading for Amos. “Seventy over forty-eight,” Kael said. 
I gave him a surprised eyebrow raise. “Wow. Look at you.” 
“Do you have fludrocortisone and oral glucose?” Amos asked. 
“Yeah,” Kael said, fishing through the bag. 
“Point oh-five of fludrocortisone and a fifteen-gram tube of glucose,” Amos bit out, clearly perturbed. “And if she doesn’t go to a hospital, then it’s on you if she has a seizure in the air, Ghost.” 
“I don’t have seizures,” I pointed out, hoping to assuage the doctor’s fears. 
Amos snorted. “Isla, when Zev gets better, he’s going to kick your ass.” 
“Fine with me,” I said, my throat tightening. He’s going to get better. Whatever else happens, he’s fine. He has to be.
“Maybe you should wire me that money before I drag your almost corpse on a plane,” Kael mused thoughtfully.
“Jesus Christ,” Amos said.






  
  Chapter twenty-eight








Isla


Flying with Kael in the middle of a dysautonomia flare-up turned out to be much worse than I had expected. The IV saline helped, and Kael insisted on putting me through two bags before even attempting to drag me through the airport. Whatever medication he had given me did make me feel better, but I was weak from not eating for a few days, and although he forced me to drink a sports drink while I huffed my way across the enormous airport, I ended up barfing the blue stuff into a trashcan anyway.  
I leaned on him heavily as we went through security, and we got a lot of side-eyes from travelers, but Kael had put a mask on my face and told people I had the flu. Right. Totally believable. He gave me a piggyback ride to our terminal, and I passed out right before we boarded. 
The whole thing was a disaster. 
And all the while, I wondered why I was even doing this. Why I was crawling and clawing my way across the country to get to Zev when I should have been doing the opposite. I should be fighting to put as much distance between us as possible. 
This was my fault. 
It was my fault a crazy chick had chased us in the first place. 
My fault that Zev had been forced to travel and fight for his job. 
My fault that he’d left early and gotten hit in a crosswalk. 
If he hadn’t left the meeting to rescue me, he never would have crossed the street. He never would have put himself in the path of that car. 
I’d tried so hard to keep his mind where it belonged, but that wasn’t how Zev operated. He cared deeply. He cared too deeply, and caring for someone like me was a one-way ticket to a shitty life. 
My dad’s life had gotten infinitely better after I’d left. My mom hadn’t even wanted me in hers—giving birth to me alone had screwed up her reputation. Tristan’s life got messy when I was in it at all. It was no surprise to me that I’d fucked up Zev’s life, too, and here I was, on my way to make it worse. 
As I leaned forward in my airline seat, sweating and shaking, fighting against my autonomic nervous system that seemed hell-bent on torturing me, I made myself a promise. I would just look at him. Just one look to make sure he was okay, to make sure he would make it through this and not be completely destroyed by this accident. 
Then I could go. If I saw that he was safe, I could leave. 
I pounded pretzels and electrolyte drinks on the trip, determined to be in good enough shape to tell Kael to shove off once we got there. Slowly, my nausea settled, and my headache eased away. By the time we landed in Seattle at almost midnight, I could stand and walk on my own without constantly falling against Kael. 
He glanced down at me as we made our way slowly out of the terminal. “Tristan just texted me. Zev is fine. He fractured his shoulder and ribs, and he has a concussion, but he should be out in a day or two.” 
I nodded numbly, stopping in the middle of the airport. He’s okay. Something inside of me collapsed, but I couldn’t tell if it was relief or defeat. He’s okay. You don’t need to see him, Isla. Just go. Get another ticket somewhere else. Get out of here.
“They said visiting hours are over, so I’m supposed to take you to Tristan’s apartment.” 
“Who’s paying you?” I asked hollowly, still staring forward. “Him or me?” 
“Y—uh, I don’t know. Who’s paying more?” 
“Me,” I said automatically. “Give me a minute to think.” 
Kael folded his arms, towering over me with height that almost rivaled Zev’s. I couldn’t help but remember the flight I’d taken with Zev when he’d “kidnapped” me and promised to teach me how to kiss. He’d been so gentle with me, and more than that, he’d made me feel accepted for the first time in my life. He had rolled with the punches instead of freaking out over my fainting episodes, and it had been the first time since my diagnosis three years ago that I’d felt… normal. He’d made it normal. 
But it wasn’t normal. Forcing this life on someone else—someone healthy and able—wasn’t just unfair, it was selfish. This wouldn’t be the first time Zev would give up something important just because he was worried about my well-being. I knew that because I knew Zev. I knew the depths of his kindness, and I knew those depths had no end. He would do anything for the people he cherished. 
Loved. 
I love you so much it hurts. 
I closed my eyes and crouched down in the middle of the airport terminal. As bags rolled past me and feet shuffled around me in the quiet airport, I leaned my forehead against my arms and hunched in a ball. “I can’t do this,” I whispered. 
“What, walk?” Kael asked.
“No… this. I can’t go see him.” 
“The fuck you can’t,” Kael replied angrily. “You put your health on the line to run to your boyfriend, and now you want to give up and camp out here instead?” 
“Yeah.” 
“God almighty,” Kael muttered, pacing away one step and then pivoting back to me. He kneeled on one knee in front of me. “Is this some kind of… girl crisis?” 
I snuffed out a laugh, rocking my head in a “no” motion. “It’s a me crisis.” 
“Is he a shitty boyfriend or something?” 
“No, he’s amazing,” I said into my arms, still not looking up. “Just go, Kael. I wired you the money when we landed.” 
He hesitated, still kneeling in front of me. “I feel really icky about that suggestion.” 
“I feel icky talking to you,” I bit back. 
“Harsh,” he muttered. “At least let me get you in a cab.” 
I looked up, my eyelids shuttering over my irritated gaze. “I haven’t decided if I’m leaving the airport.” 
“You’re… catching a red-eye back?” He cocked one full, dark eyebrow. I had the sudden impression that if pirates were real, Kael would totally be a pirate. He had the look. 
“I don’t know where I’m going,” I grumbled. “Just go.” 
“Man, you’re surly. You look all cute and squishy, and then it turns out you’re just as bad as Azura.” He tapped my forehead. “Whatever this is, I’m sure it’s not as bad as you’re imagining.” 
I could imagine a lot. Suddenly, an image of Zev lying in a hospital bed, bruises along his face and monitors beeping, invaded my mind’s eye. I stood up abruptly, staggering. Kael steadied me, his crystal blue eyes dancing over me in confusion. I shoved away from him. “Okay, I’m going. I’m just—I’ll look. I want to see and make sure he’s okay.” 
“I am so glad I chose permanent bachelorhood,” he muttered behind me. 
I ordered a rideshare as I walked carefully through the airport, then stopped by a store to get another sports drink and chugged it resolutely as we made our way to the pick-up lane. I’d only brought my purse with me, so I didn’t have to worry about luggage. Kael followed at my heels, scrolling through social media with a bored expression, but darting glances around the airport like he was keeping an eye out for something. Probably force of habit for a bodyguard… bounty hunter? Wait, what was Kael? 
Whatever he was, he followed me to my rideshare, opening the door of the pearlescent, white sedan and leaned a forearm against the frame as I slid in. He gave me a skeptical blink. “You going to be okay?” 
“I’m deducting a thousand dollars from your pay every time you ask me that,” I stared back. 
Kael rolled his eyes. “I’ll tell Tristan you’re on your way.” 
But I didn’t go to Tristan’s apartment. A whole fight was waiting for me there, and I didn’t have the energy. My stomach sloshed uneasily, too full of sports drinks and pretzels, but I gritted my teeth and told the driver to take me to UW Medical Center. As we drove steadily through darkened streets lit only by occasional streetlamps, I stared at the passing shadows with my head against the cold glass. Seattle wasn’t anything like Denver—the drive felt remote and lonely, especially at nearly one in the morning. Stoplights and muted store lights punctuated the open darkness, and it wasn’t until we crossed a bridge over blackened waters that the city lights twinkled into view. 
The closer we got, the more a weight settled at the base of my throat. Emotions went to war inside of me as fear and hurt clashed against worry and anguish. Kael had said Zev was alright, and I wanted to believe it, but none of this felt real. 
Finally, we crawled through stoplights under towering skyscrapers, and the driver brought me to the ER entrance of UW Medical Center. I thanked him—profusely grateful the middle-aged man hadn’t been chatty—and after tipping him on the app, I walked hesitantly through the double sliding doors that swished open to a quiet ER. 
A few people populated the ER waiting room, and the bright lights and humming atmosphere jarred my senses. The drive over had been sleepy and dark, but this place was awake and alive like time didn’t even exist. The front desk looked friendly and inviting without glass panels or anything dividing it from the comfy waiting room chairs, and I approached it hesitantly. I fiddled with the strap of my worn, brown purse, wondering if this was really rather idiotic. Visiting hours were over, but… if I could just know he was okay somehow. 
The admitting nurse looked up, her soft features inviting. Alarm flashed across her expression. “What are we admitting you for today, honey?” 
I shook my head. “I’m looking for my f-friend.” I stumbled over the word. It felt woefully inadequate. 
“Oh.” She gave me an up-down that clearly said she thought I was out of my mind. “I’m afraid if you’re not family, we can’t allow you back to be with emergency room patients,” she replied apologetically. “If he’s admitted somewhere, I can give you visiting hours.” 
Of course they’re not just going to let some rando go back there and hang out, I thought with a mental forehead smack. “Oh, right. Of course. Um, could you—can you at least tell me if he’s here?” 
“Give me the patient’s name and I’ll see if your name is on the information release form,” she smiled. 
My face fell. I knew I wouldn’t be on there—Azura probably hadn’t thought to add me. “Zev Brady?” I asked. 
“One minute,” she smiled. 
As she clicked away on her computer, I looked around with scratchy eyes that felt like little shards of glass had fallen in them. I’d gotten pink insulation in my eyes once, and this felt a lot like that—it burned and made me want to scrub them raw. The double doors that went back into the ER hummed open, and a nurse’s voice filtered out, raised and angry. “You have to sign the AMA form before leaving, sir!” 
I leaned away from the counter, my gaze hooking on the scene as a petite nurse with a black bob waved a clipboard in a patient’s face. The patient snatched the form with one good hand, his other bound to his side in a sling. “I don’t have to. Jesus. You just don’t want to do the paperwork.”
I sucked in a gasp. “Zev?” 
Zev looked up from the clipboard, his indigo eyes finding me across the waiting room. He had an angry-looking road rash along the left side of his face, and his ear still had dried blood along the tip that led to drip marks staining his neck and collar. His left arm hung limp in a dark blue sling, and he held himself stiffly to the left. He was wearing his bloodied dress shirt and slacks, and despite his injuries, latched sharp eyes onto me. 
“Isla.” He didn’t even say my name like a question. He said it like a sigh of relief. 
I stifled a sob, pulling my lips together tightly and trying in vain to squelch the flood of tears that lined my bottom lashes. “You’re okay.” 
“Oh my God, Isla.” Zev took swift strides across the waiting room to me, not limping or hesitating, and my heart sang with relief for that. He placed the clipboard on the desk with a perfunctory clack and pulled me to him with his right arm. “Baby… you look—you need to sit down.” 
I bubbled out a sob, raising my hands to smooth over his chest, up his neck, and around the raw scrapes along his face. “I thought you’d died.” 
“Come here,” he replied gruffly, tightening his arm around me and pressing my face to his chest. He rubbed the top of my head soothingly with his rough beard. “I’m fine. I’m alright, I promise. God, I’m so sorry. You must have been terrified. My phone broke in the accident, and I just assumed Tristan would tell you everything.”
“He did,” I whispered. “I’m just… stupid.” 
“You’re not stupid.” He exhaled a huff of amusement. “It’s alright, love. I’ve been here waiting for someone to get me a phone so I could call you. Then I found out Tristan had tried to hide the fact that you were dragging yourself across the country to get here.” Zev smoothed his fingers along the side of my face, tilting it up to look at him. He thumbed away the tears that had joined the dry ones already tracking over my cheeks. “Babe. You’re really going to give me a heart attack. What were you thinking?” 
I licked my lips, tasting salt from my tears. “I don’t know. I just… it was my fault you were even out there.” 
“You know better than that. Random acts of fate aren’t anyone’s fault. I thought you were a scientist,” he taunted with a half-smile.
“I am,” I smiled tremulously. 
“Not a very good one,” he teased softly, leaning down to kiss one of my wet cheeks. His beard tickled my skin, and I closed my eyes in relief. 
“I just wanted to make sure you really were… okay.”
“You mean, alive?” he corrected, his lips still curving gently. “Why do you think I left that boardroom and ran to you? I understand your fears, but I’m fine.” He dropped a look from my head to my toes. I was still wearing the fluffy white and pink loungewear shorts set I’d put on two days before, and it was probably looking worse for the wear at this point. “But we need to get you home.”
Someone cleared their throat behind us, and Zev swiveled with barely leashed patience to find the nurse standing there with the clipboard. She looked pissed. “The AMA forms, sir.” 
“You should go back in there.” I sniffed, wiping tears off my cheeks and making a shooing gesture. “You have a concussion, right?” 
“He does,” the nurse confirmed, bending around Zev to give me a wide-eyed “join my team please” look. “He should stay for observation.” 
With a scowl, Zev released me, swiped the clipboard from the nurse, and signed it on the desk with a swift, practiced stroke. “Happy?” 
“Zev,” I whispered, tilting my eyebrows with worry. 
“I’m fine. Really. I’ve had worse injuries playing hockey in high school.” Zev propelled me through the waiting room toward the front doors.
My sense of reality frizzled at the edges. This felt like a fever dream, like the dream that felt too good to be real and I knew I’d wake up any second and realize my reality was not quite so fortunate. I let Zev lead me back out of the double doors, and the cool night wrapped around us, heavy with moisture and punctuated by the shush of tires on asphalt as stray cars passed by. He guided me off to the side where the bright lights over the entrance faded away and the building jutted out to create a shadowed alcove. 
He swept me back into a hug, leaning against the stucco wall of the hospital. “I’m changing your nickname from fainting goat to crazy goat. What the hell, Isla?” But despite his words, he tucked me against his body, shifting his sling so he could nestle me closer. 
“I don’t know,” I confessed. “I’m so confused.” 
“Why are you confused?” he asked, his voice rich and low and filling my chest with warmth. 
I pressed my forehead against his chest, hardly able to find the courage to be honest. “Because I love you,” I whispered. “And you deserve better than that.” 
“Isla Willow Valehart,” he admonished. 
I lifted my head in surprise. “How do you know my full name?” 
“I’m creepy and looked it up,” he grinned lopsidedly. The road rash on his face folded with the gesture, and he winced. 
I lifted a hand to hover it over the injury. “None of this would have happened if you hadn’t met me.”
“All of what?” he asked, mildly incredulous. “Catching a pretty girl when she fell from a tree? Eating Italian with her in her shitty apartment? Or, do you mean the part where I got to steal her first kiss?” He traced my bottom lip with his thumb. “You’re right. I wouldn’t have learned what it felt like to hand my heart over to someone else—someone impetuous and feisty, someone who feels deeply for everyone and everything around her but doesn’t know how to give herself the same treatment. I wouldn’t have walked hand in hand with her under cherry blossoms or slept with the most beautiful creature on God’s earth.” 
Those stupid, traitorous tears started again, and I blinked them back. “Um.” 
Zev bent down to whisper a kiss against my temple. “Which of those things are you going to steal from me, Isla?”
I swallowed hard, too overwhelmed to speak. 
“You can’t have those memories,” he finished, kissing my cheekbone so lightly, it felt like a butterfly had landed on my skin. “Those are my memories with the woman I love. I won’t give them up for anything.” 
I clutched his shirt, and my legs went weak. Didn’t I feel the same? Wasn’t the reason I’d been in abject despair for three days the fact that I didn’t want to lose the same things he’d listed? I didn’t want to give up lazy afternoon DIY garden projects or heart-pounding make-out sessions on a kitchen island. I wanted to visit that tea shop he’d told me about and watch his garden grow. I wanted to hand Zev my heart just as confidently as he’d given his over to me. 
“Will you please stop crying?” he asked, his voice husky. He swiped away my tears, pulling his head back to give me a soul-searching look. “You’re breaking my heart.” 
I released a laugh that carried away the rest of my tears and smiled hesitantly. “I’m sorry. I really have been going crazy these last few days.” 
“I know. I should have come back to you sooner. I knew something wasn’t right.” He caressed my face idly, cupping my cheek with his warm palm. “You are not a burden. You are wanted, and you are loved. I want you. I love you. That isn’t going to change no matter how many times you fall on your face or have a bad day.” 
My heart burst like he’d dropped a Mentos in a two-liter soda. “I think trying to imagine a life without you almost broke me.” 
“Then don’t imagine that. I would do anything to have you in my life.” He kissed my forehead. “You are perfect, Isla. There isn’t any part of you—broken or cracked or chipping away—that I wouldn’t get on my knees and beg for.”
I lifted on tiptoes, and tugging on his shirt to bring his lips down to mine, I kissed him softly. I tried to stay mindful of his injuries, but Zev never wanted things in half measures. He opened the kiss, hot and needy and full of all the longing that had fractured my core over the last few days. So, I kissed him back, leaning against his solid frame and knowing without a doubt that I loved this man and I’d do anything to show him just how much. 
I’d even believe he loved me back. 






  
  Chapter twenty-nine








Zev


Isla sifted her fingers through my hair, twirling around the ends before diving back down to slide over my scalp. I groaned, pressing my face into her lap and nearly going catatonic with pleasure. We were on the hotel bed with Isla propped up in a sitting position against the headboard and me sprawled on the mattress with my head in her lap. I wanted to hug her hips, but my left shoulder had to stay immobile, and the right arm remained trapped under my body. I kissed her bare thigh instead. “Never stop doing that.”  
Her belly shook as she laughed silently. “So, I can drop out of school, and you’ll pay me to do this full-time?” 
“Hell yes,” I sighed. A Regency romance movie on the TV continued playing, but I barely heard it. Touching Isla was making me hard again, and I’d already been tortured for four days by her soothing touches and warm kisses. Being closed up with her in a hotel for four days but not being able to fuck her senseless was going to make me a madman. 
I’d taken her to the nearest, halfway decent hotel I could think of after I’d managed to stop kissing her outside the hospital. After that, I had kept her in bed with pleading eyes and overly dramatic assertions that I needed her in bed with me while I healed. The truth was, I was completely fine. But I’d nearly had a stroke when I’d seen the state of her in the ER lobby, and it had taken all my self-control to not pick her up and carry her right back into the hospital bed I’d emptied moments before. 
Logic had won out, thankfully. I knew she could get through a flare-up if she had rest, food, and fluids. So, that’s what we did. It just so happened that the same thing I needed to recover from getting flattened by an idiot behind an electric sedan was the same thing Isla needed in order to recover from her panic-induced symptoms; rest and time. And maybe a lot of kissing and cuddling. 
If only I could add filthy, almost-virgin debauchery to that list. I’d barely managed to steal her virtue before I’d been forced away from her, and it was a fucking crime, in my opinion. The problem was, my shoulder had to stay bound to my side, and my ribs along my left side were so beat to shit, I could only lie on my right side without being in debilitating pain. On top of those obnoxious barriers that I would have happily ignored to explore Isla’s delightful body, my lovely fainting goat did need time. 
She’d gotten her color back after two days of consistent fluids and food, but she had passed out three times yesterday alone. Amos had changed her blood pressure medication again, ordering a new prescription that I had picked up last night, but she needed time to adjust. Blowing out a calming breath, I nuzzled the crease between her legs. “Are you drinking?” 
“I wish,” she joked. 
“Isla,” I grumbled, rolling a look up to her. 
She smiled down at me and lifted a styrofoam cup full of ice and a banana strawberry electrolyte drink. “I’m good, Zev. I feel fine.” 
She did look better. The circles under her eyes had faded, and her lips weren’t cracked and dry anymore. Not that the state of her lips would have stopped me from kissing her. I’d devour Isla any way she’d let me. “Okay, just making sure. I don’t want you to get distracted by Mr. Darcy’s smooth moves.” 
She laughed again, setting her cup on the bedside table. Our bed was a mess, with extra pillows piled up behind her to prop her up and a few more around me for my throbbing arm to rest on. We were both kind of wrecks, but I was just grateful we were together. 
Isla scrubbed my scalp with her fingers again, and my eyes rolled back in my head with satisfaction. “Do you need pain meds?” she asked. 
“No,” I mumbled sleepily. “Plus, I’m not moving. You can’t make me.” 
“You’re roughly the size of a rhino, Zev. I couldn’t make you move anywhere.” 
I grinned, and the fingers in my sling twitched, longing to reach over and stroke her soft skin. “Good thing. Someone needs to pin you down now and then.” 
She jumped, legs tensing under my cheek and her fingers stalling in my hair. She gripped my hair by the roots. “You’re a lot of talk, Mr. Brady, you know that?” 
I lifted my head, ignoring the twinge of pain in my ribs when I did. I captured her hazel eyes with mine which had warmed so much, they fairly simmered. “I can do more than talk with my mouth, Kid.” 
She squirmed. “I might need a demonstration.” 
I grinned wolfishly and sat up all the way, all thoughts of taking a nap on her body completely abandoned in favor of tasting it instead. Using my good arm, I circled her waist and hauled her up against me. She squeaked, but her smile sent my heart tapping away in my chest with a happy tempo, and I settled her on my lap so she straddled me on the bed. I nuzzled the side of her nose with mine. “Demonstration, huh? You need more lessons?” 
“A lot more,” she whispered breathlessly. Her pink tongue darted out, licking her lips before she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. I almost keeled over from cuteness overdose. 
“Alright. Lesson one.” I nipped her bottom lip gently. “You own me. What you want, you get. So, Isla,” I continued, kissing her jawline with a feather-soft touch, “what do you want?” 
“Uhm,” she wisped out, her body melting into mine like warm fondant. “I… was wondering about something.” 
“Mhm?” I asked, distracted by the smell of strawberries on her skin and how unbelievably soft she felt under my lips as I worked down her throat. 
“When we first met, you made that joke about my apartment number,” she said, hesitation pulling at her voice. 
I halted. A slow smile lifted my lips against her throat. “That is a filthy suggestion, crazy goat.”
“Uh, I mean if you—” she faltered, going tense in my lap. 
I nipped the spot where her pulse had picked up against her pale throat. “Take off your clothes.” 
She chuckled lightly, and extricating herself from my grasp, she shimmied away from me to slide off the bed and stand where I could see her. She lifted the hem of her tank top, sliding it up her torso slowly while her lashes fluttered to half-mast with desire. I stopped breathing completely. Her ribbed, white tank top caught on her breasts, and then she tugged it over them, lifting her arms and exposing her round, generous breasts with rosy nipples that had already hardened under my gaze. 
Then Isla pushed her pajama shorts down her legs, revealing no underwear whatsoever, and my balls clenched at the sight of her standing there completely naked. Her chocolate-fountain hair spilled around her shoulders, and the ends curled around her nipples, as if teasing me and tempting me to twirl her hair around my fingers and flick her nipples at the same time. “Come here,” I said, my voice already husky. 
Smiling coyly, she climbed back on the bed, and I lunged for her, gritting my teeth against the pull in my injured ribs and dragging her luscious, naked body back to me. “Fuck, Isla. You’re stunning. You know that, right?” 
She shrugged. “You make me feel that way.” She settled back on my lap, yanking at my T-shirt. “Your turn.” I glanced at my sling, and Isla seemingly realized the same problem as I had. “Oh… never mind,” she smiled. Then she dropped a kiss on my cheekbone and rubbed her cheek against my beard. “I don’t need that half anyway.” 
I laughed, tightening my right arm around her bare back. “I’m going to make a prediction, my student.” 
“Hm?” 
“You’re going to come first.” 
She pulled away, quirking one dusty brown eyebrow. “Is that right?” 
I winked. “Bet.” 
She laughed, trickling warmth through my body like a babbling brook, and framed my face between her dainty hands. “Okay, Professor. You’re on.” 
I thought through a few options, considering her limitations and mine, and then I tipped us over, so I could lay on my right side and she lay facing me. “There are a few ways to play around with the ‘sixty-nine’ position, but I think this will be the easiest for us.” 
She darted a look from my face down to my boxers and back up. “Okay.” 
I kissed her, hating that I had to lay on my only good hand, but if we did this just right, I shouldn’t need it. “Touch your nipples,” I ordered softly. 
She gave me a bewildered blink, but then she obeyed, bringing her hands up to her breasts and squeezing them softly before rolling her fingers over the peaks. A soft breath escaped her parted lips, and I held her smoldering gaze as she played with her breasts. 
“Other hand on your clit,” I instructed. Already, my dick had gone rock hard, and it gave a needy twitch as I watched her other hand track down her curvy body and between her legs. “Good girl. I want you wet. Are you wet yet, Isla?” 
She nodded, breasts rising and falling faster as she rubbed her pussy with her fingers. The fingers over her nipple stalled, so I bent and took her breast in my mouth, sucking hard. She cried out, arching into me. Holding her nipple gently between my teeth, I flicked it with my tongue. She twitched, moaning again and pushing her breast further into my mouth. I sucked again, and her voice tripped up an octave. 
I played with her nipple while her hand kept a steady tempo along her slit. I waited until her breathing grew erratic and her moans turned desperate. With a perfunctory lick, I pulled away and glanced up at her closed eyes and parted mouth. “You don’t get to come yet. Are you close?” 
She nodded, biting her lip. Her fingers between her legs moved faster. “I’m—oh God, Zev I want you.” 
“Show me how wet you are,” I whispered, bending to flick her nipple with my tongue again. She groaned, as if she didn’t want to stop. I nipped the outside curve of her breast. “Show me.” 
Reluctantly, she lifted her fingers between us. Her arousal glistened on her fingers, and I brought my mouth down to clamp around her middle two fingers. I sucked, holding her startled gaze before I popped off her fingers with a hard suck. She swallowed visibly. “Oh my God.” 
Chuckling, I scooted down the bed and motioned with my head. “Head down that way.”
“On our sides?” she asked, sitting up and swiveling her position so she lay on her side with her head right by my aching dick. 
“Mhm.” I hooked my right arm around her knees and pulled her close to me. 
She gasped. “Oh my God. Wait. I change my mind.” 
“No deal,” I grinned wickedly. “At the very least, your pussy is mine. Spread your legs.” I looked down between us to find her unsure gaze. With her sweet slit only inches from my mouth, I kissed the outside of her thigh. “Baby, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. But at least let me get you there.” 
She blew out a breath, and her eyes strayed to my crotch. A smile tugged up the corners of her mouth. “No, wait, I want to do the same thing to you that you did to me.” 
I laughed. “And what was that?” 
Isla slid her hand up my thigh and over my dick, causing me to jerk with a harsh breath. She smiled and licked a line up the shape of my dick on the outside of my boxers. “I want to make your eyes cross.” 
I laughed again, but it ended on a groan as her free hand followed the path her tongue had taken, and pure ecstasy shot from my cock to my toes. “Christ,” I muttered. “Okay, minx, come here.” I managed to maneuver my right hand out from under me, and I coaxed her leg up until the pretty, pink petals of her pussy were spread open for my devouring. 
When I angled her hips to my mouth, and my tongue slid up the side of her labia, she gasped. “Wait, how do I—ah,” she cried out as I circled her entrance with my tongue. 
“It’s a bit of a game,” I admitted, my mind hazy with growing lust as I tasted the tangy sweetness of her arousal and resisted the urge to completely bury my face in her warmth. Jesus, she was perfect. Every inch of her. “You find your pleasure,” I explained, nuzzling just above her clit and causing her to twitch. “While giving it.” 
“Oh God,” she groaned. But her hands stroked my dick as she rocked her hips into my mouth, and then she pulled my boxers down. Her hand shook as she gripped my shaft, and I smiled into the soft folds of her pussy. Teaching Isla was possibly the most fun I’d ever had. 
When her tongue circled the head of my cock, my concentration on teasing her clit with my tongue wavered momentarily. Everything Isla Valehart did screamed sexy innocence, and it was enough to make me want to go savage. I pressed the flat of my tongue hard against her clit, and she cried out with her lips around my dick. 
Oh, fuck. I was going to crave that for the rest of my life, now. 
She took me deeper in her mouth, sending sparks of pleasure through me, so I did it again, pressing hard against her clit with my tongue. She moaned again, and the sound reverberated around my dick. There was a fucking good chance I was going to lose my cocky bet. Especially because I was at a disadvantage without the use of my arm, which normally, I would have used to finger her while I lapped at her pussy. 
Isla moved up and down the length of my arousal, then kept her tongue flat as she moved down to my shaft and pushed the tip of my cock straight to her throat. I tensed, distracted again. “Oh fu—Jesus, Isla,” I groaned. 
She sucked hard as she pulled away, then moved back down. The only thing that gave her inexperience away was an occasional flash of her teeth against my sensitive flesh, but I could tell she was a bit distracted herself. Desperate to keep her from pulling my release from my throbbing dick and clenching balls, I dove my tongue into her heat before licking straight to her clit. She moaned around me, halting. 
I have you now, I thought savagely. I sucked her swollen clit into my mouth and flicked it mercilessly with my tongue. She arched, pulling off my dick while her legs shook and clenched around my head. Deciding to give my goddamn shoulder a middle finger, I lifted my left hand from the sling and gripped her knee, forcing her back open so I could deepen the suckle and wrench an orgasm from her. 
Isla screamed in pleasure, thrusting her hips into my mouth and shaking hard. Moisture coated my chin as she came, clenching hard and pulsing with wave after wave of trembling release. I softened the pressure on her clit, knowing she’d be sensitive, and kissed her softly as she melted into the mattress and her legs went limp around my shoulder. It was only then I realized my entire left side was on fire and I’d probably irritated the fractures in my ribs and shoulder. 
Worth it.  
Panting, Isla gripped my dick in her hand with a firm squeeze. “That wasn’t fair.” 
I grunted, pulsing my hips into her hold. “I’m competitive.” 
She stroked me, sitting up on her elbow to give me a heavy-lidded glare that glimmered with satiation. “And now what, oh mighty champion?” 
I kind of wanted her to sit on my face so I could do it again. But my dick felt ready to split at the seam, and I was about to offer my soul to bury myself in her pussy. “You tell me,” I offered with a colossal effort at self-control. 
“I want you inside of me,” she said, sitting up all the way and releasing me, which was both a relief and the worst feeling imaginable. I sat up with her, and because I couldn’t help myself, I kissed her hard, melding our tongues and sealing our lips. She sighed into it, her supple breasts pressing against my chest as she threaded her hands around my neck. 
“Turn around,” I breathed out, starting to feel desperate and wild. 
She did, and I pressed my right hand between her shoulder blades, lowering her down, down, down until she stretched out in supplication and her ass rose up to nestle against my straining dick. I rubbed her bottom, so round and soft and enticingly lush, and pumped my dick against the seam between her cheeks. She peeked a look at me over her shoulder. “This feels really dirty.” 
“Why?” I asked, tilting a half smile to the side. “Because you’re open?” I nudged my knees between hers, spreading her open for me to see. “Because your pussy is weeping for me and begging to be fucked?”
“Yeah,” she gusted out, her cheeks going pink and her eyes heavy with lust. “That.”
I moved the head of my erection to her entrance, slicking it and circling her tight pussy. “Something wrong with dirty?”
“No,” she whispered, turning her face so her forehead rested against the mattress. Then she groaned. “Please, Zev.” 
I pulsed inside her, and the tightness of her pussy around the head of my cock sent my head reeling. Christ, I didn’t think loving someone could feel so right. I eased my way inside of her, but she pushed back on me, sucking me all the way inside of her slick entrance until I bottomed out with a groan. 
To my surprise, Isla set the pace. She moved forward, tilting away from me, and then slammed back, groaning loudly and gripping the comforter in her hands. I watched in awe and euphoric ecstasy as Isla took me all the way inside her body over and over again, sliding down and pushing back, her cheeks slapping my legs and filling the quiet room with the breathy sounds of our lovemaking. 
I chased her rhythm, clutching her right hip. “Touch yourself,” I reminded her. 
She nodded, gasping, then reached down between her legs to find her clit. She sucked in a breath like she was in pain when she found it, and I felt her muscles clench around me. “Fuck,” I gritted out. My balls tightened and contractions of pleasure and pain threatened to explode as I slammed in and out of her tight heat. 
“Zev!” she cried out. “Oh my God, I—I have to—”
“Let go,” I rasped out tightly. 
She did, letting loose a high-pitched cry and going tense as another orgasm squeezed around my dick. I let go with her, releasing the pent-up pressure with a low sound of satisfaction and easing through the trembling orgasm that ripped through me by slowly pumping in and out of her trembling pussy.
Isla went boneless, her ribs filling and contracting and a fine sheen of sweat glistening along the curve of her back. I leaned forward, my left side screaming in pain. Again, fully worth it.
Isla turned, flopping onto her back, and I slid down until my face rested on her breasts and we breathed hard together. She threaded her fingers through my hair, and I realized I’d gathered sweat along my hairline, too. “Um, wow,” she panted. 
I coughed out a laugh. “I’m not sure, but I might have died. I need a minute to come back down to earth.” 
“Okay,” she exhaled. “Yeah. Let’s do that.” I rolled, taking her with me and tucking her along my right side so our sweaty bodies were pressed together, and her head rested on my chest. She plucked at my T-shirt. “I miss your abs.” 
I snorted. “My abs miss the gym, I’m sure. I’ll strip down for you when we go shower.” 
“Ooh, shower sex?” she asked, lifting her head and turning bright eyes to me. Her hair was a glorious mess, and her cheeks were twin spots the color of pale, pink roses. 
I swished her hair away from her dewy face. “Insatiable little creature.” 
“That wasn’t a no,” she grinned. 
Suddenly, the hotel door beeped, and the door handle unlatched loudly. Isla sucked in a loud breath, scrabbling for a sheet, and I helped her, throwing a crisp bed sheet over our bodies just as Kael came ambling into our hotel room. He paused, one foot raised and eyes bored. “Really? Is this all you two do?” 
“How did you get a key card?” I nearly shouted. “Also, get the fuck out.” 
“It’s cute you think I need a key,” he smiled blandly. “If you’d answer your phone, I wouldn’t need to barge in.” 
“Oh my hell,” Isla squeaked, shrinking against me and pulling the sheet to her chin. 
“Who is dying?” I asked with leashed fury. “Because that had better be the reason you waltzed in here.” 
Kael tapped his phone, slid his finger over the screen, and then turned it to face us. On the screen, a woman wearing thick, black-rimmed glasses stared in shock at a camera. Whoever was holding the phone camera apparently also had a gun trained on Talia the-Worst-Reporter Teffner. 
Kael angled a glance down to the phone screen. “Potentially? This chick.” 






  
  Chapter thirty








Isla


I faced the cottage with a mixture of relief and trepidation. Night had fallen in the four and a half hours it had taken us to get from Seattle back to Denver, and although gold light beamed from the windows to the cool shadows beyond, I knew the illusion of safety around Zev’s home had been well and truly shattered.  
She’d tried to burn it. 
She’d thought we were still inside. 
The very thought caused panic to squeeze my insides, and I tightened my hold around Zev’s hand. He glanced down at me from where we stood just outside the garage. “You okay?” 
I nodded. But I wasn’t. Zev pulled us across the concrete driveway until we reached the gate to the backyard. The gate latch had been easily broken, and it hung by one loose screw as Zev opened it with his good hand. He inspected the latch, shook his head, and then walked into his backyard. 
I followed him, tracing the stone pavers across the side of the house until we reached the back with the maple tree and unfinished garden bed. Flood lights illuminated the scorched, black earth that swept from the garden bed to the shattered patio doors, and I pulled up short. Zev reached for me. “It’s alright, Isla. It’s just things. We can replace things. No one got hurt.” 
Tears clogged my throat. “I can’t believe she—we could have died, Zev.” 
“We didn’t,” he reiterated calmly. “That’s why I hired security in the first place, right? Everything’s alright.” He tucked my head under his chin like he always did. I fit just perfectly under there, like I’d been made to nestle against him—the puzzle piece that matched his shape. 
I followed the burn marks to where they ended along the sunroom floor. Kael stepped out from the well-lit house, his hands in his dark-wash jean pockets. He avoided broken glass and stepped around the wreckage to meet us at the back patio. His head swung over his shoulder, glancing at the fire damage. “Even if we hadn’t caught her, she wouldn’t have managed to damage much. She had no idea what she was doing,” he assured us. Despite the surrounding shadows, the light blue of his eyes stood out starkly. “But regardless, we put out the flames as soon as we could.” 
Zev assessed the damage with a calmness I didn’t feel. “What did she do, throw gasoline everywhere?” 
“Lighter fluid. That she had bought from a grocery store a mile away.” Kael rolled his eyes. “Amateur.” 
“Why?” I breathed, my hand at the base of my throat. 
Kael shrugged. “People get ideas in their head, and they fester away until they become something incoherent and dramatic.” He latched a significant look my way. “Happens a lot.” 
I cleared my throat. “I didn’t get homicidal, thank you so much, Kael.” 
Zev rubbed my arm soothingly. “I’m glad your people were here. And thank you for flying back out… again.” He sighed, and I felt his ribs contract in pain. “I owe you.” 
“Glad to hear you say that,” Kael smiled flatly. “I’ll be calling that in, I’m sure. I’ve only been here maybe ten minutes more than you two, but from what I can tell, the damage is superficial. Tabitha was the operative I had stationed here, and she managed to put out the fire after securing Talia. It could have been a lot worse.” Kael glanced over at the scorch marks again. “On second thought, maybe not. She wasn’t the most effective arsonist. Clearly.” 
“Or reporter,” Zev muttered. “She cornered me in Salt Lake wanting an impromptu interview, and I have a feeling I set her off then.” 
“As far as I can tell,” Kael said, turning and leading us around shattered glass doors and back into the house, “she was just an intern. She needed something big to land her a permanent spot as a lead reporter for ScandalSphere.” Our shoes crunched over glass shards, and the pungent smell of burned grass and hardwood floors singed my nose. “She took risks, got caught, and things spiraled from there.” 
That was why she’d been so bold, climbing the wall and getting pictures of me. Although, whatever madness had driven her to take it further than that—to out Zev publicly, to burn his fucking house down—was clearly another issue entirely. “Is there a chance she’ll be let out?” I asked. “Like, on parole?” 
“For arson and attempted murder?” Zev snorted. “Not a chance. Not if I have a say in it. Which,” he smiled darkly, “I do.” 
My lips twitched. “My brave JD.” 
“Your vindictive JD,” he corrected, hooking his arm around my waist as we came to a halt between the sunroom and kitchen. “She’s getting the maximum penalty for this shit. I’ll make sure of it.” 
Kael looked amused. “Gives me the warm fuzzies. Anyway, yes, she’s in custody. You shouldn’t have any problems, but I can keep Tabitha on site until the press stops foaming at the mouth over your antics. You do know you bring this shit on yourselves,” he added savagely. 
“I’m well aware,” I glared. “I think our fake dating plan went kind of screwy.” 
“Excuse me?” Zev asked, aghast. He turned me and fitted my front to his before moving his good hand up to hook my chin. “It went perfectly to plan. I don’t know what you’re complaining about.”
“Oh, you planned to make it real, did you?” I rolled my eyes. 
Kael made a disgusted sound. “This is getting dangerously sentimental. Seems like a good time for me to leave. You good here?” 
“Oh, I’m good,” Zev whispered, holding my gaze. 
“Ech,” Kael grimaced. “I’ll see myself out. Just… God, keep your clothes on until I’m gone.” 
“No promises.” Zev’s lips curled upward with a decidedly devious tilt. 
“Zev,” I muttered. “Sorry, Kael. Thank you.” 
“Bye,” he called, already out of the broken patio doors. “I’ll be in touch.” 
Zev bent down, skimming his lips along the side of my neck. “We should keep in touch too,” he suggested. His good hand pressed me hard against the solid planes of his body. “Lots of touch. Touching here,” he kissed a spot under my jaw that tickled down to my breasts. “And here.” He kissed the corner of my mouth with almost reverent softness. 
My eyes shuttered closed. “Where else?” 
He chuckled, his lips hovering over mine. “Where would you like me to keep in touch with you, Isla?”
I kissed him, melting into the blissful warmth of his lips on mine. “I feel like… you should touch me everywhere. So that I get an idea of the best places.” 
He kissed me back, short but lingering just enough that I opened my eyes to capture his simmering gaze. He brushed his nose against mine. “Bet.” 
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  Love Op Sneak Peek


My captive spread her knees wide, silently daring me to look. It was a bold move for someone dressed in a fluffy, pink crop top and shorts pajama set, complete with bunny ears on the hood. I gave her a derisive blink. “Comfy?”  
Mattie twirled a long bunny ear around her finger, her wrists zip tied together. It forced her to tilt her head to the side to reach the ear on her hoodie. “If I say yes, are you going to zip tie my ankles together?” 
“Do you want me to?” I challenged. 
She grinned, chewing her gum obnoxiously loud and snapping it between her straight, white teeth. Her almond eyes shimmered with mirth. “Do you want me to want you to?” 
My gaze flicked from her mischievous features down to her fluffy crop-top hoodie, over her flat belly, and to her open legs where her bare inner thighs led up to the strip of fabric between her legs. She wanted me to look, so why was I looking? 
With a saint-worthy effort, I returned my attention to her eyes. “I want you to sit still and behave.”
We were seated across from one another at the rental house I’d secured after finding her, and even though her wrists were bound and the exits firmly locked, I kept a wary eye on my prisoner. We had an hour left until my operatives transported us in a secure vehicle to a small, personal plane that waited on the tarmac at Denver International.
Mattie manipulated the bubblegum in her mouth and then blew until it formed an impressively large bubble. It popped somewhere around her eyeline, and she sucked it back in noisily. “I am behaving.” 
She was up to something. I could feel it. She’d escaped me twice before already, which for me was unheard of. Literally. If I let word of that get out, my reputation would be ruined. If it wasn’t for the hefty paycheck on her head, I would have given up on her after the first time she’d escaped. She’d thrown a bowl of spicy shrimp in my face, kicked my chair out from under me, and then disappeared into a busy mall. 
Not this time. I had her now, and I wasn’t taking any chances with my 800K payout. If she wanted to escape me now, it would be her slight build against 190 pounds of determined muscle. And my taser. I had no problem taking her down to the beige carpet with a well-aimed shock to her fluffy bunny body. 
Sighing, she slumped on the brown microfiber couch, pushing her knees further apart and bringing her neck to a cinched position. She was practically hanging off the couch cushions. I rolled my eyes. 
 The house we were staying in couldn’t be more nondescript if I’d tried. Tucked away in the suburbs, the townhouse had been styled in early-aughts beige with a side of IKEA flair. Not that I felt the need to hide Mattie in a safe house, but it was better to choose something discreet, regardless. If she wasn’t such a pain in the ass, this would have been easy money. Her parents wanted her home with them—that was it. Nothing insidious. No crime lords or shady drug deals. Just a runaway twenty-six-year-old heiress with tenacious parents.
Mattie’s bronze eyes flicked back to me. “How long are we going to sit here?” 
“Until we leave,” I intoned. I wasn’t wearing any tactical gear to handle Little Bunny Foo Foo, so I folded my arms comfortably over my white T-shirt and sat back in the armchair. 
She shoved her long body back up the couch and sat up straight with her zip tied hands resting on her thighs. “You haven’t fed me all day.” 
I flicked a piece of lint off my jeans. “Not my problem.” 
“How much are they paying you?” she asked with a speculative eye squint. “Pretty sure a… one-hundred-thousand-dollar prize should be fed?” She surveyed my expression. “Three?” 
“Eight,” I corrected. 
“Damn,” Mattie muttered. “Anyway, pretty sure they wouldn’t be happy if I showed up with a growly tummy.” She patted her flat stomach, emphasizing the bare area. 
I scrubbed a hand down my face. Truth be told, once we boarded the aircraft, there wouldn’t be any in-flight meals or complimentary pretzels. It was just her and me for four hours until we reached New York. I didn’t mind missing a few meals, but no matter how much I disliked Matilda Thorne, I figured I should feed her. “Fine, get up.” I motioned for her to stand, reaching out a hand for her arm. 
She refused my help and popped up from the couch a little too enthusiastically. “What are you making me?” 
“I’m not making you anything,” I countered. I couldn’t cook anyway. Never had been my forte. “I think the team bought us hoagies.”
“Not even coffee?” she asked, outrage pulling her voice up an octave. “I’ve never gone this long without coffee. I might start seizing.” I had abducted her somewhere around four in the morning, so that made two of us. 
I led her to the kitchen with a firm grip on her upper arm. “Your file didn’t say anything about epileptic conditions. I’m sure you’ll survive.” 
“… like foaming at the mouth, snarling opossum-level seizing…”
“I’m not making you coffee.” I yanked her over to a round, honey oak table set back in a breakfast nook. 
“… and I think I had a medical bracelet made for it once. Like, caffeine-dependent rodent…”
“Mattie,” I warned as a headache started between my eyes. 
“… who bites when she doesn’t get enough coffee in her blood strea—”
“Fine.” I shot her an irritated scowl, hands on my hips and looming over her as she primly lowered herself to a chair. 
She gave me a falsely innocent smile and snapped her gum. “Thanks.” 
“Brat,” I muttered, stalking away. 
She laughed in an odious way as I went to the fridge. I opened it, keeping one eye on Mattie, and then bent down to find the sandwiches my small operative team had stocked for us. I found them, wrapped in plastic wrap with little packets of mustard and mayonnaise, and I set them on the counter. 
“Coffee first?” she queried. 
I rotated a half-lidded glare her way. She widened her eyes in question, like she didn’t know why I was being so cranky. Sighing hard, I pointed to her. “Stay. There.” 
She held up her bound wrists. “Like I could go anywhere.” 
I shuffled around the counters, looking for the coffee maker and grounds, but they weren’t set out on the counter like most house rentals. I spied them in the pantry to my right, across the kitchen and near the back door. It was one of those enormous pantries that looked like it had been a small bedroom at one point, and it had a frosted glass door with “pantry” written over it like it wasn’t already obvious what it was.
I shot Mattie another suspicious look. If I was smart, I’d zip tie her ankles to that chair, but I’d already spent the morning wrestling her into handcuffs, dragging her along to another operation that had been half-finished when I’d found her, and then she’d scraped the rest of my energy clean away with her abominable personality. I gave her a threatening stare. “If you so much as scratch your ass in that chair, I’m tasing you.” 
She chuckled, brown eyes bright as she flicked her blond bangs away from them. “Are you this fun in bed, too? ‘Stay there. Don’t move. Orgasm. Or else.’” 
I pulled in a bracing breath, willing it to imbue me with a measure of patience. Her laugh chased me as I turned and went into the pantry to grab the coffee maker and pods that went with it. I was in there for maybe five seconds, my hands on the coffeemaker, when the pantry door slammed shut. I dropped the machine and rounded on it, already knowing I’d fucked up. 
Thwack. The sound of a chair being jammed against the other side of the pantry door sounded through the enclosed space just as I rammed my body against the glass door. Mattie stood on the other side of the glass door, pink bubblegum pinched between her feral teeth and a pen twirling between her very free hands. Where did she get a pen? 
Isla. The “other assignment” I’d dragged Mattie along with. She’d given my uncorked captive a fucking pen. 
I tried the handle, but I already knew she’d wedged the back of her chair under it. She shoved the chair tighter with her foot for good measure, grinning. Although my view of her was distorted by the frosted treatment over the glass, I could see enough of her to completely enrage me. 
“Open the door,” I ordered, my voice just loud enough for her to hear through the glass. 
She gave me a brilliant smile that I knew charmed droves of men and women everywhere she went. “I didn’t hear a ‘please’ in there.” 
I leveled a hard glare her way through a decorative line in the frosted glass. “Let me out now, and I’ll go easy on you.” 
She laughed, low and soft, and came right up to the glass door so her lush lips were angled up to me. “That’s no fun. Make it rough, baby Ghost.” 
I slammed the glass, but she only laughed again, and bringing up the felt-tip pen to the frosted glass, she drew a pair of bunny ears in black ink. Moving fast as I backed away to get a good angle to kick down the door, she scrawled out two words with tallies. And because she was a lot cleverer than she let people see, she wrote backwards so I could read her words. I slammed my foot against the glass, but she finished before I could raise my foot and take another crack at it.
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“I will find you, Mattie,” I warned. 
She smiled, completely unconcerned. “I escaped an entire fleet of bodyguards in France. I can handle one ghostie.” 
I backed up, ready to smash the door and barrel out to full-body tackle her. But then she dropped the pen, winked, and vanished from view. It took me maybe forty seconds to break the door open—which was twenty seconds longer than I expected with a pantry door—and by then, there was no trace of her. 
My bunny had escaped. 
Again. 
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