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Dedication


To my husband, my best friend. Thank you for believing in me and pushing me to write. Without you, this wouldn't exist.  




Prologue

5 years ago- Adam


She’s gone. 
She’s already moved everything out of our place and even put her engagement ring on the kitchen counter as if this were a movie or something.
Four years. That’s how long we’ve been in this relationship, and she just threw it all down the drain, and for what? I don’t even recognize who I am anymore.
Everything lately has been done for Holly; we’re always going out with her friends and only ever doing what she wants to do. I even distanced myself from my family because she didn’t want us to spend so much time with them. Worse, I gave up my dream of starting my own tech company and shut down my cyber security business because she thought it would take too long to be financially successful and wanted me to have “a safe source of money,” which is how I ended up working for my father and will eventually help open a new branch in Chicago. 
I’ve loved New York, but I’m always the happiest when I’m near Chicago, whether it’s the city or our family farmhouse. That’s my happy place. Holly always wanted to visit the farmhouse because she would hear Amelia, my sister, talk about it. Somehow, I always found excuses to not bring her.
In reality, I think I knew that I didn’t want her to taint the place that made me so happy.
But what was the point? Luckily, I work with my family, so I get to see them. But I changed so much of my life just to make her happy, and now I’m alone while she’s off doing whatever she wants with her latest victim.
The worst part is the only thing I really wanted was someone to share my life with. Someone I could discuss successes and failures with and, at the end of the day, support each other and have each other’s back. 
I guess my mistake was thinking that person was Holly when all she really wanted was a puppet to get her where she wanted to go in life.
Seems I’m stuck with the bachelor life now, because I’ll be damned if I ever make the slip-up and open my heart up to someone again. 
Instead, I’ll just get lost in someone for a night and move on.
Love was a mistake, and it’s one I’m not willing to open myself up to again.




Chapter 1

Vanessa


“I can’t do this,” I say into the phone as I’m rushing onto the subway. Luckily, there’s a seat right by the door, and I sit down right as the doors close.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
“Does this mean that they offered you the job?!?” Blaire squeals into the phone.
“Yes, everything got messed up though. We couldn’t have an in-person interview because their plane was delayed, so it ended up just being over the phone. Plus, instead of having a little time to prepare, I told them I had already quit my other job, so they asked if I could report on Monday. I guess the cyber-attacks have been more frequent.”
“I’m not understanding what the issue is then. It’s great that you got the job!”
“Yes, I just wish I could have been able to do an interview. That way, I would feel like they hired me for me. Now I just feel like they hired me because of my references, which unfortunately had to include someone from my father's company, which makes me not want to take this job. I don’t want to get a job because of him after what he did to me”.
Although we don’t speak about him much, Blaire knows that my father helped me get started in this industry and that he was also the reason I nearly left the industry. Things between my father and I are . . . complicated, to say the least.
“You don’t really have a choice now, do you? This is your dream job, what you’ve been waiting for. Who cares if he somehow had a hand in you getting the position? He has nothing to do with it now, so now is the time to prove it to yourself,” my best friend says into the phone.
I know that she’s right. I mean, I have been dreaming of this job ever since I can remember, but a job at Maxwell Investments is a big deal, and I’ll be working directly with the CEO of the company to help change their security over to their newer branch here in Chicago.
“I know, but that doesn’t make this reality any less scary. I wish I had gotten to meet them in person. Why do I have this irrational fear that I’m going to walk in on Monday and it’s all going to be a big joke and my father will be there laughing. I just feel like if that’s why they are hiring me, then they should know the whole story, or maybe they do know the whole story and that’s why they’re hir—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Stop. We are not going down that path. It’s Friday night. You don’t start until Monday morning. We can sit here and overanalyze everything until we’re blue in the face, or we can go out and celebrate and get you laid,” Blaire laughs.
“Blaire, just because your job has loved you from day one, does not mean it’s going to be that easy for all of us. You love your job; you were born to be a model. Ugh. I’m going home and going to bed. I will not be discussing my sex life with you,” I whisper, looking around, realizing I’m still on the subway.
Thankfully, no one is paying attention to me. The lady next to me has her nose in a book, and the guy next to her has his headphones in and is watching Rick and Morty loud enough for me to hear. Pretty sure neither of them have even noticed I’m here. 
“Ness, sorry, but discussing your sex life would mean that you have a sex life. And, before you try to convince me that sex with yourself counts, it doesn’t. Sorry, but we need to get someone else in charge of your orgasms for once.”
“Oh my god. You are the worst,” I whisper into my phone like that’ll stop everyone from hearing her.
“We’re going out and finding you a man. Not someone you’ll have to talk to tomorrow, just someone who seems like they might be able to give you an orgasm or two. If nothing else, this will at least help take your mind off of everything with the new job for a little while.”
She’s right. On all accounts. And that’s the worst part. I’m able to admit that it has been a little while for me. Three years to be exact. That’s what happens when someone you’re supposed to be able to trust takes advantage of you. It’s easy to forget who you are, and sometimes you end up single and lost. 
It's been even longer since I’ve been in an actual relationship, everything that happened has just made it so hard for me to trust anyone.
Days turned into weeks, months, and then they began turning into years. Trust is something that is hard to give back to anyone once it has been destroyed. Which is why it’s been so long since I’ve had sex. I’ve only had two one-night stands ever, and they were hard for me. I’ve always wanted a connection with someone, and it felt unreal to think I could have a connection with someone that quick, even just for sex. 
But maybe she’s right . . . maybe it’s time to go have some fun, even if it’s just drinks. And if sex happens, great. Maybe even an orgasm? Even better.
“I’ll agree to the drinks, as long as I can borrow your black Jimmy Choo’s,” I say with a sigh, knowing there really is no way I’m getting out of this tonight.
“Okay, I’ll be at your house at eight. I’m picking out your dress as well. No arguing. See you soon!”
She hangs up.
I look down at my watch and see it’s 6:45. I have just over an hour to get home, eat, shower, and be ready for her intense energy.
Bring on the tequila.
[image: image-placeholder]
It’s 7:45 when I hear my apartment buzzer go off. Blaire is here, early as usual. I look down at my robe as I walk over to let her up. At least I had time to shower and eat something, but I’m not ready.
“You’re early,” I grunt into the speaker as I buzz her in.
“Yes, but I brought the shoes and I can help you with your hair. Oh! And I have tequila,” Blaire says.
“You should have led with the tequila,” I grumble into the speaker as I she comes up the stairs. I walk over to the door and let her in. 
She’s smiling as she walks in with bags in hand, bumping into me as she tries to give me a hug. She’s cheerful, but not the normal cheerful that I’m used to from her. She’s surpassed normal. She’s practically bouncing with energy. 
“What’s happened?” I ask, looking at Blaire as she continues to set her stuff down in my living room.
“What do you mean?” she asks, with a perplexed expression like she doesn’t understand.
“You’re happy. Like cheerful. And smiling. Why? What’s happened?”
“It’s nothing! I’m just excited to go out tonight. It’s been a while since we’ve been out. I know just the place too!” Blaire says, way too excitedly, as she pours us each a shot of tequila.
“Why do I feel like I’m not going to like where this is going?” 
“Oh. Well, remember that guy from last week? From the modeling job?”
“Yeah . . .” I say, still looking at her confused.
“Well, it took him a couple of days, which was making me nervous. But he finally reached out and wants to meet up with us tonight at Lucky’s.”
Blaire looks up at me with a smile, and I know there’s no way I can be annoyed with her. It’s just that she knows I hate going out in larger groups and having to socialize.
“I know I said tonight was all about the two of us going out and celebrating, and finally finding you a man, but I was just so excited I didn’t know what to say to him when he asked!”
“So, wait, now I’m going to be the third wheel? No thank you, Blaire!” I shoot my tequila back and grab a lime from the bowl. “I’ll stay home, you go out.”
At least this way, I might actually get to stay in for the night. She doesn’t need me for a date. 
“Nope! It’s perfect! He’s going to be there with some of his friends who are in town for a bit. I’m sure they’ll be fun! Besides, out of towners? What better way to have a one-night stand?” Blaire jokes.
“Blaire, I’m not mad. Just hadn’t prepared myself for a group event. It’ll be okay though, totally fine. Just give me a minute, and more tequila. I mean, at least I get to meet this guy you keep talking about. But I’m sure as hell not hooking up with one of his friends.” I look at her, expecting her to argue with me, but she just smiles.
That’s the look she gives when she’s planning something she knows I’ll hate.
Fuck.
Grabbing the tequila, I pour us each a shot. She starts talking as I take mine, so I grab hers and take it as well. If she expects me to go out tonight with what she has planned, I’ll need the alcohol more than she does.
[image: image-placeholder]Two hours and two more shots later, our cab pulls up to the curb of Lucky’s. As we hop out of the car into the chilly fall air, I’m happy we took all of those tequila shots before we got here. The gentle numbness my body is feeling and the warmth in my tummy is helping battle the coldness of a Chicago night in October. 
With the dress Blaire brought over for me, the warmth is necessary.
She tried to convince me that just because something has sleeves, that means it’s appropriate for this time of the year. But it’s backless and it’s short. Very, very short.
“I can’t believe you got me to wear this tonight,” I say, as I tug the dress down over my ass again.
“What’s wrong with your dress?” Blaire asks.
“Besides the fact that it’s missing half of it.” I deadpan.
“Stop it, Ness, you look hot. Your legs look fucking amazing in that dress. And with those shoes. Damn. I’d bet every man in this line is imagining what your legs would look like wrapped around their neck.”
“Oh my gosh,” I say, as my face heats up.
Blaire has no filter, and as always, she chooses the most inappropriate times to say things. Looking up, I notice a group of guys being escorted in through the VIP door directly in front of us.
I can’t help but stare at them. Each is wearing a perfectly fitted suit that highlights their builds nicely. Definitely not just pulled off the shelf.
The last one to enter the club turns back around just in time and winks at me with a knowing smirk. Normally I’d be embarrassed, but I can’t help but stare at him as he smiles my way, his eyes the most stunning emerald green I have ever seen. 
Blaire interrupts my staring just in time for him to turn around and walk inside.
“Oh, please, everyone here is thinking it. Besides, anyone that is here is drunk, or will be. No one will remember any of this tomorrow, so who cares?” Blaire says as we walk up to the bouncer at the VIP door. She gives him our names and he lets us in. I guess it pays to be friends with Blaire. 
“Did you see that group of men outside the club?” I ask nonchalantly.
“No, I didn’t get a good look at them. This is a pretty high-profile club, so it wouldn’t surprise me if there were celebrities here tonight.”
“He didn’t seem like a celebrity, he seemed . . . in charge, dominant. I don’t know, something about the way he looked at me just maked me feel like that’s who he is.”
“I’m confused. Are we talking about a group of guys, or one?” Blaire asks as we head towards the bar.
“It was a whole group of guys, probably four? But the guy at the end, I think he heard what you said. As they were heading in, he turned back around and winked at me. But hot damn, he was something else. The way he looked at me, I nearly melted right there,” I tell her as we squeeze our way up to the bar.
Once we get up there, she grabs the attention of the bartender and orders us two shots of tequila each, which we immediately slam back one after another. 
“Was he hot? Let’s go look for him. If something is making you notice, it’s worth finding out. You haven’t been interested in anyone in . . . hmm . . . years.”
Quickly, she pays for the drinks and grabs my hand, leading me away from the bar.
“Nope! We are not searching for him. We came to get drinks and to meet your friend. Let’s go over there. Maybe we’ll run into them later on the dance floor or something.”
Blaire pauses for a minute, obviously weighing the decision. She must realize I actually don’t want to go looking for a man because she finally nods.
“Isaac has a table over in the corner; we can go there,” Blaire says, smiling from ear to ear. It feels like she’s genuinely happy to be out with me, which is nice. I’ve been a little different lately with everyone except for Blaire, but it has made me more introverted.
It’s hard not to feel a little sad at the loss of who I was. I can’t help but think about this as I follow Blair. She pulls me through the crowd of people, walking towards a group of four guys, one of whom I assume is Isaac. 
“Hey! You guys made it!” He quickly jumps up, giving Blaire a longer than necessary hug, proving just how happy he is that she made it. 
Thankfully, I have a little liquid courage in me, which makes it less painful to be at a club on a Friday night, meeting new people, and wearing a dress that is much shorter than I like.
Isaac looks over at me, giving me a quick hug before turning back to sit down with his friends, pulling Blaire to sit next him. 
As Isaac starts to go through introductions, I sit down in the only chair available. I barely notice the names Isaac is saying until he gets to the last guy. Sitting directly in front of me, with bright, emerald-green eyes and a sly smirk, is the man from outside the club.
“Finally, this is Adam.” I realize that Toby must have been talking that whole time, and has just now finished his introductions, but honestly, I can’t remember a word he just said.
The man, who Isaac just introduced as Adam, is sitting across from me at the end of the table, holding his scotch in one hand while the other rests on his chin.
His cocky smirk from earlier has returned. This man screams confidence and power, and although it shouldn’t, it excites me.
Since Blaire is sitting down at the other end with Isaac, I realize that I should probably try to make conversation.
“Hi, I’m Vanessa,” I say, having a hard time making eye contact with the man. Looking around for our server, I’m relieved when I see her at the table next to us, slowly making her way over. A quick distraction will be nice.
“I know. Isaac did the introductions,” he says, and when I look up, he’s staring at me with that irritating smirk still on his face.
It’s unnerving. It feels like he can read my mind and knows my deepest, darkest thoughts. We’ve only said like five words to each other, but it feels like he’s already seen too much. 
As the waitress passes by our table, I notice him grab her attention. Quickly stopping at our table, she ignores me completely, giving Adam all of her attention.
“What can I get for you?” she asks in an almost seductive way.
“The same thing I had last time, another scotch,” he says with an unamused smile. “But I stopped you because my friend here would like to order,” he tells her, pointing to me. 
I’m not sure what to focus on. The way this man can disarm me with a simple smile, or how he’s standing up for me with the waitress who clearly just wanted to flirt. I don’t miss the way she brushes his arm accidentally as she turns to look at him again.
“Oh, I know, handsome. You just flagged me down, so I was seeing if there was something else you needed my help with.” Leaning forward, I notice she whispers something in his ear.
Instead of being excited, or even liking what she said, he appears annoyed.
“That won’t be necessary, Maria. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, take a step back and continue doing your actual job. You know, taking everyone’s order. Don’t forget to start with Vanessa here.” Adam commands the words as he says them, gaining every one’s attention at our table.
I have literally spoken two words to this man, yet I can’t help but feel a wave of possessiveness after watching the server with him, as well as a slight excitement that he isn’t feeding into it. 
What’s even more unnerving, though, is the way he hasn’t stopped staring at me this entire time, almost like he’s watching to see how I’ll react. 
“What are you having?” she asks me rudely. “A white claw? Cosmopolitan?”
“I’ll have the same as him,” I reply, never once taking my eyes off of him.
“Are you sure?” She looks at me in disbelief. “You want to drink Macallan?”
“Yes, I do. Now, do you only have the fifteen year that they ordered?”
“Fifteen year what?” she asks. 
“Macallan. Do you only have the fifteen year? Or do you have the fifty?”
Adam just smiles, obviously enjoying this.
The waitress’s face flushes red, embarrassed that she’s the one who looks dumb now instead of me like she wanted. 
“Nope. Just the one he has. Would you like to start a tab?” she asks, still snippy.
I go to reach for my clutch, but Adams voice stops me.
“She’s with me, just add it to mine.”
Everyone can hear her audibly scoff, but she surprises me by keeping her mouth shut. Finally moving on, she takes everyone’s orders, keeping her eyes down on her notepad. After she’s finished, she heads back up to the bar without a second glance.
It took a moment for everyone to start talking again, and during that time, everyone's eyes were on Adam, while his eyes never left mine. 
Needing to break the ice, I reach across the table. Adam looks surprised, thinking I’m going to hold his hand or something. 
“Gimme,” I tell him as I reach for his drink. “If everyone is like that around you guys, I need more alcohol, like ten minutes ago.”
Chuckling under his breath, he slides me his glass and just watches me with curiosity. 
It’s always funny what people assume about others. He’s probably thinking the same thing as the waitress but isn’t bold enough to say it.
Picking up his glass, I never take my eyes off of him as I take a sip. 
I see the moment he realizes I actually enjoy it.
“You weren’t joking around with her? You actually like scotch?” 
I turn to look at whoever said that, and I realize I still don’t know their names. 
“No, I wasn’t playing around. I was introduced to scotch when I was twenty, my grandfather loved the stuff. I guess it grew on me.”
Adam doesn’t say anything, he just leans back, listening to my every word.
“I’m sorry, I feel terrible. I didn’t catch everyone’s names when Isaac was doing introductions. I was a little overwhelmed.” 
I hear laughing, and his friends are looking at me with a knowing smile. Their smiles say a lot, and I know they’re not trying to be rude at all. Instead, for some reason, their smiles seem welcoming.
Adam steps up to do introductions again, causing his friends to share a quick smile. 
“Vanessa, these two are my brothers. This is Caleb.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Vanessa,” he says, smiling while shaking my hand.
“And this, this is Connor. My youngest brother.”
“Hi, Vanessa, it’s been so wonderful getting to meet you. You’ve brought an interesting change to our evening,” Connor says with a wink. 
I look over at Adam to see him glaring at his brother, which just seems to make Connor laugh harder. 
“I must be missing something,” I say with a laugh, while looking around, hoping our server will magically appear with our drinks. 
I look over and see Isaac has his arms around Blaire, and she has moved into his lap.
Hoping to ease the tension at the table, I decide it’s time to go dance. I stand up, getting the attention of Blaire as I do.
“Let’s go dance!” I tell her with a smile. 
Just then, our server returns, quickly setting down our drinks and walking away. Smiling at Blaire, I hand her the drink she ordered, and we quickly shoot them back.
“Alright, come on! I love this song!” She jumps up, and I watch as Isaac gets up as well. 
Isaac grabs ahold of Blaire’s hand and starts to lead her away from the table and toward the dance floor. He turns around to look at where he left me, to see that Adam has yet to move from his seat. He gives me a quick smile and I wave them on.
“That’s our cue,” Connor says, smiling. Both he and Caleb stand up and head towards the bachelorette party out on the dance floor. 
“Are you coming?” Caleb asks.
I look back at Adam to see that he’s still sitting down, staring at me.
“Well . . .” I say, right as Adam swallows down the rest of his scotch. Unable to take my eyes off him, I watch as his throat contracts when he swallows. He sets down his glass and stands up, all the while one last drop of scotch goes sliding down his lip.
Unable to stop my thoughts, I watch the drop of scotch, wondering what it would be like to taste it, the scotch, or him. I’m not entirely sure. But as the drop slides down his lip, I get the urge to trace it with my tongue and follow it down his throat.
Adam stops the drop, catching it with his thumb, before grazing his thumb ever so gently along my bottom lips, freezing me in place. Leaning forward, he brushes his lips over my ear and whispers, “You’re thinking too loud.” He smiles.
“If you wanted a taste, all you had to do was ask,” he continues to whisper in my ear, before grabbing my hand and leading me out to the dance floor, passing his brothers, who both look shocked.
Embarrassment floods me as I realize that he was able to read my thoughts so easily. I have never been so transparent before. I’m usually able to hide my emotions, but the memory of his thumb against my lips causes my whole body to send tingles straight to my core, turning my embarrassment into desire. 




Chapter 2

Adam


This woman.                                                                                                                              
What is it about her? Something has been drawing me to her since the moment I saw her outside the club.
It’s not even the fact that she’s gorgeous, that’s obvious. She’s tall and in shape, has blonde hair, and deep blue eyes. Any man would be crazy not to think she was stunning.
But that’s not what has me so enamored. She’s the perfect mixture of confidence and bashfulness. Seeming totally comfortable in her own skin, and there’s nothing sexier than a confident woman.
She’s strong and assertive and was able to put the waitress in her place, which when you deal with that shit all the time, was fucking hot to watch. 
She’s the kind of woman I love to fuck and have my way with. I want to pull her blonde hair back and angle her face perfectly for my mouth, for my cock.
When Isaac mentioned coming out tonight, I figured we would have a few drinks and then head back home. He’s always got friends coming out to meet him at these clubs. I hardly even notice it anymore. 
But this time was different.
From the first moment I saw her outside of the club wearing that wicked dress and her come fuck me heels, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. When she looked at me and smiled, I was done for. All I could imagine was what it would be like to bend her over in those heels, pull her dress up, and bury my cock in her. What her pretty face would look like as I thrust inside her, my hand gripping her throat.
Fuck, I think as my cock hardens at just the thought of her. Adjusting myself quickly, I grab her hand and lead her to the dance floor.
What am I even doing? This isn’t like me, yet I can’t keep my hands off her. I like convenience. I like a quick fuck with no connection needed. Sex is transactional for me; it allows me to fulfil my needs with someone who isn’t going to judge me.
The one time I let my emotions get involved, I got burned. That was enough relationship drama for me to last a lifetime. 
But this. This is a connection that I can’t seem to ignore, and fuck, I don’t want to.
“You came out!” I hear Isaac shout over the music, but I’m too focused on the woman’s hand in my own, and the tingly sensation I feel wherever her body touches mine.
Pressing her into me, I start moving to the music. 
“Is this what you were thinking about? Back at the table when you were eye fucking me,” I whisper into Vanessa’s ear, as my hands grab onto her hips, moving in time with the music. “Is this what you wanted from me?” I ask.
Her ass slowly grazes me as she presses back, but the sharp intake of breath I hear leads me to believe she wasn’t expecting me to be so close. Pulling her up against me, I press my lips to her ear and whisper, “Blaire was right, you know.”
The music is blaring, lights flashing all around us, but all I can pay attention to is the confused look on her face as she tries to understand what I just said.
“Huh?” Vanessa finally asks.
“Blaire was right.” Leaning forward, I brush my lips against her neck, placing a quick kiss on her pulse. “All night I’ve been thinking about these legs wrapped around my head, the soft moans you’d make as you come on my mouth. Your heels digging into my back as you shatter around me. Or are you the type that likes it rough? Your hair in my fingers as I bend you over and fuck you from behind?”
She turns around and I’m not sure if it’s in shock at my forwardness or disbelief that I heard what Blaire said. I can’t tell if the look in her eyes is her wanting to fight me, or fuck me, but either way, it’s feisty and I like it.
Right as she’s about to say something, someone walks behind her and pushes her into me, hard enough that I barely catch us both. Looking up at me, her pupils have blown, fueled purely by desire. I can see the look clearly in her eyes now, she’s as turned on as I am.
“Adam,” she whispers, not removing her hands from my chest. 
Leaning down once more I whisper, “Let’s get out of here.”
“What about Blaire?”
“I think Blaire will be taken care of.” I smile, pointing to Blaire and Isaac who are still looking cozy on the dance floor. 
She nods in agreement. I know she’s just as ready as I am. Heading back to my brother’s, we say our goodbyes, and grab our things.
“Let’s go,” she says, with a mischievous grin, already leading me out to catch a cab.
Grabbing the first cab we see, we head to my penthouse down in the city. It’s not typically my style to bring women back to my place, but something about bringing her to a hotel doesn’t feel right. 
The whole night felt off, but not in a bad way. I guess it’s just been different than I’m used to lately. I actually enjoyed spending time with a woman for more than just what our bodies could do for each other. I hadn’t realized I fucking missed it.
But nothing about tonight has been typical. As soon as we arrive, we walk hand in hand towards the elevator. Once we get to it, I realize I can’t take the silence any longer.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
“Yes, just trying to get out of my own head . . .” she says, as I press the elevator button. We hear it ding and walk inside. It’s just the two of us. As it begins to rise, I pull her into me.
“Don’t think, just do,” I say, as I lean down and take her mouth in mine.
The kiss starts out slow and tentative, as I try to figure out where she is mentally. 
Slowly, I seek permission from her mouth, grasping her face in my hands, positioning her so I can attack her mouth. Vanessa quickly opens, allowing me to slip my tongue between her lips. I hear her moan, which only urges me on. Keeping one hand on her face, holding her in place, my other hand drifts down her side, pulling her hips into mine.
Right as I’m about to slide my hand up, the elevator stops and opens. Instead of letting her go, I lean down and lift her up. She quickly wraps her legs around my waist as I walk inside and kick the door closed.
Once it’s shut, my mouth is on hers, her hands go into my hair, urging me on as I walk us into my bedroom. Without turning any lights on, I fumble my way into the bedroom and fall backwards onto my bed, still holding Vanessa in my arms, my lips never leaving hers.
She begins to unbutton my shirt, one by one. Her mouth follows her hands as she kisses down my throat, and then continues a line down my chest before stopping just above my belt. 
Refusing to allow her to touch me first, I roll her over onto her back and kneel beside the bed. As I begin to gently lay kisses on the inside of her thigh, I hear a soft moan come from her throat as she slowly squirms beneath me.
“Keep still,” I growl, my mouth hovering right above her black lace panties. With one hand, I rip her panties off, and before she can scream, my mouth latches onto her clit and I suck. Hard.
“Adam,” she moans, as her hands make their way to my hair, holding me right where she wants me as her hips begin moving on their own. Placing one hand across her hips, I hold her down while my other hand plunges two fingers inside her. My thumb starts rubbing her clit. My mouth hovers just above it. I breath slowly over the sensitive nub, and my thumb lazily strokes her.
Taking her mouth in mine, I allow her to set the pace, take the lead. She hungrily sucks my bottom lip between her teeth, and as I press down on her clit, her teeth bite down on me. 
I continue thrusting my fingers inside her, my tongue leading a trail from her mouth and down her throat, stopping at her breasts where I suck a nipple in and begin rolling my tongue around it. Continuing on the other side, I don’t stop until she’s begging. 
“Adam. Please. I need . . .” Before she can finish the sentence, I lower my head to her pussy and begin licking, sucking, and eating her, solely to ensure she comes hard. I can feel when she starts getting closer as her legs begin to shake around me and her heels begin pushing into my back. Sucking even harder, I angle my fingers inside of her, hitting the spot that has her falling apart on my tongue.
I don’t stop until her body has crumbled, making sure to lick up every last drop until she’s whimpering around me. Only then do I crawl up her body.
“That was . . .” she trails off on a whisper.
“Just the start,” I growl, as I finally begin to unzip her dress. “I want this off, but these,” I say, with my hands holding onto her black heels, “stay on.”
I make quick work of undressing her. I can’t wait to see her body and feel her beneath me. 
Just as I finish pulling her dress off, I feel her hand working on my belt. 
“Stand up,” she tells me, as she gets up off the bed.
Curiously, I agree, wondering where she’s going with this. Standing up, I follow her direction, but I take a moment and grab the back of her neck, pulling her in for a quick kiss. 
Hearing her moan into my mouth as I hold her there, I use her hair to adjust her position, moving her mouth exactly where I want it. 
Vanessa whimpers, obviously liking the power I have over her and enjoying when I control her. Pulling back from the kiss, I look at her and wait, curious as to what she is going to do next.
“I want these off,” she says, tugging on the front of my pants.
“Then take them off,” I say roughly, barely able to control myself with her hands this close to my cock.
She begins to fumble with the button, then then zipper, but eventually gets my pants down and I step out of them. When her eyes find my cock, she looks slightly nervous, like she’s not entirely sure where to start.
Deciding to help her, I take control.
“On your knees. Now,” I growl, watching as her eyes glaze over and become hooded with my words. Instantly, she drops to her knees, looking up at my cock, as our height difference without the heels is a little much. Grabbing her hair, I guide her lips to my cock, allowing the head to rub her lips before she shyly opens her mouth and rubs her tongue along the head of my cock.
I allow her a moment to explore before I slip my cock into her mouth, touching the back of her throat and freezing. “Ready?” I ask, wanting to start moving but wanting to make sure she’s ready. She looks up at me, her eyes watering from the pressure, but beneath that, her eyes are filled with lust. Nodding at me, I pull all the way out before holding onto her hair and thrusting all the way back in, over and over.
She isn’t stopping me. She isn’t struggling. In fact, her eyes are filled with the same desire I’m feeling, almost as if she’s enjoying this too. Tightening my grip on her hair, I control the situation more until it’s almost painful and watch as one of the hands that was resting on her thighs makes its way between her legs to her clit. She lets out a whimper with my cock in her mouth, which only spurs me on to go faster.
At this point, I know I should stop, but we’ve already let it get too far. She begins to moan louder, her hand moving in quick circles as she gets closer and closer, so I thrust as hard and fast as I can, until we both come at the same time, her silently screaming with my cock down her throat. 
Who is this woman?




Chapter 3

Vanessa


After we finished, Adam carried me into his bathroom to get cleaned up. I was surprised with how caring he was being. As soon as we were both clean, he lifted me back up in his arms with my legs around him and carried me back to his bed before disappearing down the hall to the kitchen.                                                                                          
Grabbing the sheet as I stand up, I finally take a moment to look around at his place. It’s beautiful. He has an floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Chicago, which can be seen from his bed. Walking over to it, I sit down in a chair and look out. This is not what I expected at all. 
I expected his place to lack personality or be a typical bachelor pad, but his room just fits him, all solid grays and dark blues. It’s very peaceful. 
As I’m lost looking at everything around me, he returns, handing me a glass of water before sitting in the chair across from me.
“You have a beautiful view,” I say
“I do, although it’s not something I usually take the time to appreciate, it almost feels as though I’ve missed out on something,” Adam says quietly, his gaze fixed on me.
We both stare out into the city in a pleasant silence. 
“I love it here, I always have,” I tell him quietly. “Have you always lived in the city?”
“For the most part. I have a place in New York and this one, which I usually split my time between. My family has a home a couple hours away here in Illinois that’s on a couple acres, but it’s more of a farmhouse. Not quite the same as city life. That’s my favorite place.”
“What’s it like out there?” I ask, wanting to know more about a quiet place he likes. He seems fit for the city with his nice suits and the way he holds himself; he seems like a businessman.”
“It’s peaceful. I enjoy it a lot. Out of my siblings, I’m always the one who makes it out there more. I like to go visit and help take care of the place. My parents live in New York most of the year and only come down to visit the farmhouse whenever we all get together.”
“That surprises me. I feel like you’re the kind of guy who thrives off of city life. Constantly busy with a commanding day job, I just don’t see you enjoying small town life.”
“I’m full of surprises,” Adam says, taking a drink of his water. “Can I get you something To drink? wine? scotch?”
“I’ll have a glass of scotch with you.” 
I watch as Adam stands up and goes over to the bar cart, pouring us each a small glass of scotch. 
“I didn’t quite catch the story earlier, but it’s not often you find a girl who enjoys scotch. What got you into it?” he asks as he walks over and passes me a glass. 
I think for a moment, trying to decide what to share. Landing on the truth, I try to figure out the easiest way to talk about it. Taking a sip of my drink, I just dive right into the story.
“My family has always been . . . different. My mom was estranged from her parents for years because she got pregnant with me. It wasn’t until I was fifteen that my mom and her parents reconciled. When I finally met my grandparents, my grandmother was still unpleasant to me at times, but my grandfather and I became close quickly.”
“When I was getting ready to go off to college, I ended up staying in Chicago so that I could be closer to them. I was originally supposed to go to college in New York, but when the time came, I just couldn’t bear leaving them.”
I look up at Adam and realize he’s watching me closely, his eyes filled with such tenderness. It’s almost like he knows how big of a piece of myself I’m sharing with him.
That alone is almost disarming enough to make me stop talking. But when I look up at Adam, I see he’s still watching me, just waiting. Giving me the time I need to share this story, granting me the confidence to continue.
“Well, when I was in college, my mom got sick. Very sick. She had cancer. I was twenty at the time. I went over to my grandparents’ after I found out, and I was a mess. My grandfather sat me down in his office and poured us each a glass of scotch.”
Pausing for a moment, I remember that first time he handed me a glass of scotch, having no idea what I was supposed to do. I had drunk wine before, but that was it. 
Laughing to myself, I remember the look on my grandfathers  face as he explained the scotch and how proud he was of it. When I told him I enjoyed it, his eyes filled with such joy, it made me feel like we finally had a connection.
“After that first time, anytime I went over there to talk, we would sit down in his office and share a glass of scotch. It became our little secret tradition. We would talk about everything going on at college, or the treatments my mother was going through, and then when he saw it was getting too heavy for me, he would start teaching me about scotch and the different kinds.”
“It became like our own little therapy sessions. When my mom finally passed away, I went over there to visit again, but I didn’t know it would be one of the last times I saw them. My grandparents ended up both passing away within six months of my mom.” I don’t realize I’m crying until I wipe a tear from my face.
Standing up, Adam pulls me into a hug before sitting back down and holding me in his lap. I feel safe.
“I’m sorry. I’ve never told anyone this story before. I didn’t expect it to bother me so much. It’s been almost ten years.”
“Grief doesn’t have a time limit, Vanessa. Never apologize for showing your emotions. They’re what make us who we are. I’m not sorry that you were willing to share a piece with me,” Adam says quietly, almost like he’s trying not to break the spell that’s fallen over us.
I feel my body lean towards him. Even with everything that has happened tonight, I still want more, so when he leans in to kiss me, I surrender to it. Turning my body to wrap my arms around his neck, letting the sheet drop into our lap. 
With a growl, Adam lifts me up and carries me back to his bed. He falls backwards with me straddling his hips. He begins to guide me over his cock with his hands on my hips, his mouth pressing kisses along my throat. 
When I feel him begin to press into me, I pause.
“Wait, we need a condom,” I pant.
“Fuck, I’m sorry. Top drawer. Right over there.” He points to the bedside table. Crawling over him, I reach over and grab a condom before opening it and sliding it over his hard cock slowly. “Stop playing with me. I need to be inside of you now,” he says, his grip firm on my hips and his jaw clenched, barely holding it together.
I position myself with him at my entrance and slowly start to slide down. Stopping halfway, I pause. He’s big. When he starts to push up beneath me, I huff, “Wait!” 
“What’s wrong? Am I hurting you?” he asks, concern lacing his “voice.’
"No, you're just . . . big. And iIen awhile,” I say, taking a deep breath. I feel his hand move between us and his fingers begin circling my clit. “Lean forward. Kiss me,” he says. 
I do, and he immediately begins taking my mouth in a bruising kiss, pulling me into him as he continues rubbing my clit. With slow, short thrusts, Adam begins sliding inside of me until he finally pushes all the way inside of me in one smooth motion, knocking the breath out of me at the same time. 
He continues kissing me until I moan, only feeling the pleasure he’s bringing to my body. 
“Just breathe,” he says. Using his hands, he begins circling my hips over his cock. I start moving faster now. Even though I still feel unbelievably full, the pressure is building now. At that moment, he snaps and flips us over, fully taking control and pounding into me. Without stopping the circle of his fingers on my clit, he continues thrusting into me until we both fall apart. I collapse on top of him and roll over as he gets up to clean up. 
When he comes back in, he crawls into bed, pulling me into him. I didn’t realize how tired I was—whether from the sex, the conversation about my family, or both—but I’m practically falling asleep in his arms.
I hate that it feels safe. I hate that I want to open up to him, because I know that will only end with me getting hurt again, and that’s not a chance I’m willing to take. 
This is why I don’t do one-night stands. I can’t keep my emotions away, and something about Adam is just calling to me. It’s like our hearts recognize each other.
Regardless, I know what I need to do. I don’t do attachment. I don’t have time. So, I’ll just make this easier on everyone and save the goodbyes.
When he wakes up, I’ll already be gone.




Chapter 4

Adam


Five a.m. Monday morning comes far too quickly, but I’m working out some of the stress of this weekend. What I was hoping was going to be a relaxing weekend to take my mind off things, quickly turned into the opposite.                                                                                                                                                        
When I woke up Saturday morning, I didn’t expect to be alone. This is something that I have done, although usually the women that I’m with don’t even expect me to stay over. They know what they’re getting into. 
So why am I so shocked that she was gone in the morning? I would normally be thankful that I didn’t have to deal with the pleasantries in the morning, pretending there’s a chance we are going to see each other again.
But for once, I think I actually wanted to see her again, which is fucking terrifying.
After my workout and a quick shower, I head into work knowing today we have to meet with our new cyber security specialist. Caleb and Reece did the hiring for this position, as they also want to work together with our other branches. Since the individual lived in Chicago, they just decided I would be in charge of them.
Walking into Maxwell Investments this morning, I know it’s going to be a long day. Both my brothers, Caleb and Conner are already waiting in the lobby for me, thankfully, holding coffees.
“Good morning,” I grumble out, as Caleb hands me a coffee.
“You look like shit,” Connor joked.
“Thanks a lot. I slept like shit,” I tell them, as we walk towards the elevator.
“Long weekend?” 
“No, just a stupid weekend.”
“How did your night end up on Friday with Isaacs friend? What was her name again? Victoria?” Caleb says to me, with a knowing smirk.
I hate how well he can read me. 
“Was her name Vera?” Connor joins in, looking between Caleb and I as the elevator finally arrives and the three of us walk in.
“Don’t act like you don’t remember her name. It’s Vanessa,” I snap.
Caleb and Connor look at each other and start to laugh.
“So, I guess that answers that question. Why are you so salty about her? Did your night not go as expected?” Connor laughs.
He’s always so nonchalant, like nothing ever affects him. Which currently just pisses me off.
Asshole.
“No. It went fine.”
“Then what’s the problem? Why are you acting like someone pissed in your Cheerios then? Wait. Was she too kinky for you? That has to be it,” Caleb says, smugly.
“No. What? No, you guys are ridiculous. She came back to my place, and everything was fine. We talked, hooked up, and went to bed.”
“Wait!” Connor cuts me off. “You brought her back to your place and actually talked to her? That’s a big deal for you.”
“Yes. Now don’t interrupt me,” I say, as I flip him off. The elevator dings, and we walk out.
“So, if you guys hooked up, then what’s the problem?” Caleb finally asks.
“She left in the middle of the night,” I say, like that should explain it.
“Oh, I get it. You don’t like being the one who got disappeared on?” Connor laughs, obviously enjoying this.
“Shut up. It was just . . . weird. We had a good time. We talked about things, yet I only got her first name, and then she disappeared in the middle of the night. Who does that?” I huff out as we reach the room.
“You.” Connor chuckles.
“I like this girl already. Sucks for you that you lost her.” Caleb chuckles as he walks into the conference room first, followed by Connor then me.
Surprisingly enough, we aren’t the first ones to arrive. Seated at the end, surrounded by a computer and monitors, is Vanessa. The same Vanessa we were just discussing. The one whose legs I had wrapped around my face just two nights ago. 
“Good morning, I’m Caleb Maxwell. It’s nice to meet you. Would you like a coffee?”
At the sound of his voice, she looks up from her computer. Her jaw drops in surprise as the recognition hits. Her eyes jump to Connor before landing on mine where they freeze.
Shock makes a quick appearance on her face before she covers it up with a professional smile.
Fuck.
“Hi, I’m Vanessa Rossi, your new cyber security specialist.”
I’m still staring at her, vaguely aware that her and Caleb are continuing their conversation.
What are the chances that after Friday night, we would run into each other here? Did she mention her job? Thinking back, I don’t think anyone mentioned their work that night.
I’m stuck between being thrilled she showed up here and surprisingly pissed. Knowing I wouldn’t have seen her again if she didn’t have this job makes me irrationally frustrated. Why am I letting this one girl have this much control over me?
Also, what the hell do I even care? She’s just another girl. 
“Adam will be able to help get you set up with that after the meeting,” Connor says to Vanessa, who is avoiding looking in my direction. 
Fuck. What am I supposed to be helping her with? I’ve been in my own head, not paying any attention to what they’re talking about.
“What will we be doing?” I ask, painfully aware of Connor smirking at me.
“You will be meeting HR with her. To go over all of the paperwork giving her access to our system and the paperwork you two will need to sign for the NDA,” Connor says.
At the mention of the NDA, Vanessa’s head jerks up.
“Huh? Why do I need to sign an NDA?”
“This situation is a little unique, and we don’t want to risk anyone spreading anything around the office. We need to make sure we are using our utmost discretion, meaning if they aren’t in this room, we are not talking to them about anything,” Caleb tells me with a smile. “So, we do the NDAs to ensure that everyone involved knows that nothing is to be discussed. It’s better this way.” 
Vanessa blushes. “I’m not sure what my private life has to do with your business, but I promise you that my indiscretions on Friday night were out of character, and it’s surely not something that’s going to happen again. It was a mistake, and not one I typically—”
“Stop,” I command. I had to cut her off. I couldn’t let her go on thinking the NDA was about what happened Friday night. A small part of me also isn’t willing to hear her continue talking about it as if it was a mistake. 
“Let me finish,” she says, obviously shocked that I’m talking to her, but I I’m going to let her finish, not yet at least.
“Connor, Caleb, I need a moment with Vanessa.” Without saying anything, they both stand up with matching smirks and go to walk out, but not before Connor winks at Vanessa.
When the door shuts, I feel her eyes on me.
“The NDA is for Maxwell Investments; our clients pay for complete confidentiality. This is just a precaution we take with our clients, especially at a time when information is being targeted by hackers. You will be working with us to ensure that our clients’ personal and financial information is secure. The NDA just helps us with the paperwork side. You wouldn’t be sitting across from me if we were worried about you being unable to meet the requirements.”
Vanessa is looking at me with just a tinge of pink on her cheeks. The only sign that she’s embarrassed. It reminds me of the flush that travels down her body as she comes.
“So, it wasn’t about . . .” Vanessa trails off, looking embarrassed.
“No, it wasn’t about Friday night. But you have nothing to be embarrassed about with that either,” I say, trying to convince her everything is fine.
“This whole thing is embarrassing,” she grumbles, obviously frustrated by everything. “I didn’t expect when walking in here—something I have worked damn hard to get—that I would be meeting with my one-night stand and his brothers. I just feel stupid,” Vanessa exclaims.
“Wait, why would you feel stupid?”
“That’s what you’re paying attention to?” she asks, sounding frustrated.
“I’m sorry, I guess I’m just confused. You’re the one who left me that night, so if anyone should be embarrassed or feel stupid, it’s me,” I say, without realizing how pathetic it sounds.
“You just don’t understand,” she says, standing up.
“No, no, no. Wait. Please sit down. Let me explain,” I say quickly, wanting a chance to clear the air. She cautiously sits down in the chair next to me. 
“Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. You don’t need to at all. I just meant that you had no reason to be embarrassed about something like that. Hell, my brothers think it’s hilarious that you left me that night, so no love lost with them there.” 
“You know, I didn’t mean it to come across that way,” Vanessa says quietly. “I just figured it would be best that way. For everyone.” 
“Look, I get it. It’s best this way for you, and that’s fine with me. You don’t need to offer any explanations to me. It was a fine night; I just wish you hadn’t snuck out. But that’s it, now we can just move on to work,” I tell her, trying my hardest to mask my annoyance, but the look on her face tells me she feels it.
“I thought that would be best for everyone. I figured you would want the convenience of not having to kick me out in the morning, and I didn’t want the stress of fighting any after-effects of the night, when I know I need to only be thinking about this job. I can't have any other priorities in my life other than this job,” she says quietly, barely looking at my face.
I can tell she’s being honest, which is a relief. I was partly worried that I had done something that had upset her or made her uncomfortable. Knowing that wasn’t the reason is a good feeling.
“That wasn’t necessary. I’m not that much of an asshole. I do want to ask though, what do you mean by after-effects?” I get out, right as a knock sounds on the door and it swings open.
“We’re coming back in,” Caleb says, as he and Connor make their way back into the room, this time with sandwiches from the coffee place down the street.
“We brought back food, figured this . . . discussion could use some. And more coffee, obviously,” Connor says, holding up a pastry bag and cups.
“Thank you,” Vanessa says shyly.
“Yes, why don’t we break for a bit. I’ll call down to HR and have Melissa come up with all of the paperwork to sign so that we can get all of your access and really dig into the security side.”
“Okay, sounds great.” 
I walk out of the conference room and to my office. Fuck. I can already feel the tension rising after such a short time together. 
I want to respect her. I want to make it easier for her because if she snuck out in the middle of the night, she obviously doesn’t want to deal with any feelings. 
Why is it that the first person that I have a spark of interest in shuts me down?




Chapter 5

Vanessa


After Adam walked out, it felt like I could breathe a little easier. Like some of the tension I was feeling in the room left with him. Caleb started to pass out coffee and cookies for us, while Connor set out more sandwiches than we would need for four people.                                                                                               
Smiling, I can’t help the laugh that escapes.
“What?” Connor asks bashfully. “I couldn’t decide which one everyone would want, so I just got one of everything and figured we could share. This way, everyone is able to try them all and find out what they like.”
Connor was rambling on, justifying getting eight sandwiches for the four of us, but in all honesty, it was adorable.
Adams brothers were a lot more relaxed than he was, and just being in this room with them made me realize Adam was right; I had nothing to be embarrassed about.
“Thank you. Both of you, this is very kind,” I say, looking between Caleb and Connor. Taking a bite of my cookie, I realize just how delicious it is. “Oh my god. What is this?”
“It’s just chocolate chip, but we swear they’re the best cookies you will ever have in your life,” Caleb says in between bites of his own cookie. It really is delicious.
We go on eating our cookies, but because I want to try and fix everything, I acknowledge the elephant in the room.
“I’m sorry if this is awkward for everyone. If I had known who you guys were on Friday night, I wouldn’t have let Blaire convince me to go to that bar, let alone sit at Isaac’s table.”
“What are you talking about? Going out to the bar? That’s not a big deal at all. People go out for drinks all the time,” Caleb says with a smile.
“No, Caleb, I think she might have meant what happened after the bar, with a certain brother who seems to have disappeared,” Connor says with a wink. Knowing he’s trying to ease the tension; I’m thankful for him. This conversation sucks, but at least they got a laugh out of it. 
“Oh, that,” Caleb says with a laugh. “Why would we care about that? Hell, I’m just glad he actually put himself out there for once, with someone other than Satan.”
“But I work with you guys now! Which makes everything awkward. I’m the girl who catches feelings even though I’m allergic to them. Like deathly allergic to feelings.”
“If people found out, they might think that’s why I got this job! I also don’t want it to be awkward between any of us because lines were crossed, and ya know, I kind of slipped out to avoid the . . . feelings,” I say, looking back between the two of them as I unload all of this.
The two of them look at each other and then back at me with a smile. Connor is the first one to speak.
“Vanessa, no one is going to think that you got your job here for any reason other than earning it. Everyone here has gone through the same hiring process. Including us. You should be proud of yourself for what you have accomplished and not let anyone take that away from you. Choices you make outside of your work life should have no impact on work.”
He looks so serious, as if he wants to make sure I’m listening and taking in everything he’s saying.
“Look, none of us take things that seriously. My brothers’ feelings are just a little bit hurt because you disappeared that night, and he’s not really the guy who puts himself out there. It’s not my place to tell you about his past. Just talk to him, clear the air, and everything will be fine,” Caleb says.
Just as I’m about to ask him to explain, there’s a knock on the door, and Melissa walks in with a stack of paperwork, her laptop, and, of course, a large coffee in hand. Seeing her, Connor and Caleb both stand up and grab their food.
“We’re going to go get some work done while you guys do paperwork. Come down the hall and find us when you’re done?” Caleb adds, right before they walk out, leaving me with a pile of paperwork and a very talkative Melissa.
[image: image-placeholder]Thirty minutes later, all the paperwork is complete, and I officially have access to all things Maxwell Investments. 
Heading out of the conference room, Melissa walks towards the elevators, while I realize I’m not sure which office to go to. None of these offices have names on them; they must assume we all know whose office is whose. As I walk further down the hall, I hear voices and figure that’s the best place to start. Walking over to the door, I knock quietly, secretly hoping it’s one of Adam’s brothers.
As luck would have it, Adam answers the door, with his brothers both sitting behind him. I can feel the tension in the air and it seems like I just walked into something important.
“Yes?” Adam huffs out, seeming annoyed that I’m interrupting their conversation. Behind him, Connor rolls his eyes.
“Um, sorry. I was just looking for Caleb. He asked me to find him when I was done filling out paperwork,” I say.
“Oh, well, we’re finishing up a meeting here. I’ll have him come find you when we finish,” Adam objects, but Caleb is already standing up, Connor quickly following him.
“No, Adam, I think we’re done for now. The decisions have already been made and are final. We will go through with this,” Caleb directs at Adam. Looking at me, he smiles before delivering the news to me.
“Vanessa, you will be working with Adam for the rest of the afternoon. Getting to know the system so you can better understand our clients and what they’re looking for, as well as ask any questions you may have.”
“No, actually, she will be working with Toby in cyber security on the tenth floor. He is already expecting her,” Adam interjects.
Caleb just glares at Adam, but Adam doesn’t seem fazed.
“I figured in the beginning, while she’s learning our system, this would be the best way. Toby is a trainer; I am not. Once it’s time to jump into the security aspect, we will get started.” Adam quickly tries to justify his answer.
“Unbelievable,” Caleb scoffs, as he turns to walk out of the office. Looking back at me, “You have my number if you have any questions.”
“Thank you.”
With that, Connor follows Caleb out of the office, leaving me with Mr. Charming.
“Where do I go?” I ask as calmly as I can, trying not to let him see how frustrated I am. 
It's odd that I was hired on to do a specific job, working directly with Adam, but now it feels like he’s just pushing me off on other people. If this is how it’s going to be, I don’t want to do it. I’m hoping this is just how he’s processing everything. His brothers did say he was upset, so maybe giving him space is the best choice.
“I’ll show you down there. Come on, let’s go.”
“No, I understand you don’t have the time for me. Now just tell me where you want me, and I’ll go”
As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize how it sounded. Desire quickly flashes through his eyes before leaving just as fast. 
Slowly, Adam takes a few steps my way. I can feel the tension pulsing off of him.
“No, Vanessa, what I don’t have time for are these games. My patience is already running far too thin today,” Adam says, walking a little closer to me. “Now, are you going to follow me on your own, or am I going to need to help you?” he murmurs under his breath, his face now just inches away from mine.
“You can’t make me do anything,” I whisper, my eyes dropping, landing right on his chest. Inhaling quickly at the closeness, I can smell the spiciness of his skin, making me want to lean forward and breathe him in. 
I want to run my tongue along his collar bone and drink him in.
Snapping me out of my daydream, Adam steps past me. 
“Then let’s go. He’s waiting.”
With that, he walks through the door, leaving me wondering what the hell just happened.




Chapter 6

Adam


I tried to convince my brothers that this was never going to work. That it’s best we don’t work together. She wants space. She doesn’t want emotions, which I’ll be honest, usually that’s right up my alley.                                                                                          
I’m not sure what it is about Vanessa that makes me crazy, but there’s something there, a connection, and I just wish I knew what it was. 
This is never going to work. I know that, but even after trying to convince my brothers, they wouldn’t budge. I even tried convincing them to let Connor take it on, but since I have experience working in cyber security, the board and my family all picked me to lead it.
Getting on the elevator, I scan my card and press ten.
“Did Melissa go over the security cards with you?”I ask, needing to fill the silence.
“Yes.” Vanessa answers quietly.
“You always need your security card with you. They are required to get in everywhere and will only allow people access based on their clearance. You, of course, also have full clearance.”
“Okay.” 
The elevator dings, and Vanessa walks out quickly before having to stop, realizing she has no idea where she’s going. Walking past her, trying to hide my smirk at her frustration, I head to the back where I know that Toby will be sitting. 
Honestly, Toby was a great hire. He’s the best hacker that we have, which means he’s the best at helping protect our system and our client’s data.
Stopping in the hallway, I wait for her to catch up.
“Right this way, Vanessa,” I say, waiting to follow her down the hall. Getting to Toby’s office, we knock before entering. He looks up, obviously busy, but when his eyes land on Vanessa, a pleasant smile crosses his face.
“Oh, hello, you must be Ms. Rossi, I’m Toby Michaels.” He stands up quickly, offering her his hand. 
For some reason, his overt kindness is getting on my nerves. When I brought this up to him earlier, he seemed less than thrilled to have someone shadowing him. 
“Hi, you can call me Vanessa. It’s nice to meet you.” She quickly shakes his hand. 
“Well, Toby is going to help you get acquainted with our system and everything we do here at Maxwell Investments. Early next week we will meet and discuss anything you think might be helpful security-wise for us to bring up to the board. I’ve got to get going to my next meeting. Thanks again, Toby.” With that, I walk out of the office and leave her with Toby while I go try and figure out what the fuck I’m expected to do. 
Walking back to the elevator, I refuse to look behind me to see what Vanessa and Toby are doing, but as I get on and press the button for my floor, I look up just in time to see him pull up a chair right next to him for Vanessa to sit in.
I should be happy he’s welcoming her since I’m putting distance in place to help her feel more comfortable. Instead, the thought of her enjoying his attention is suddenly pissing me off. 
Once I get off the elevator, I go in search for Caleb. I’m frustrated and need to talk to him. After all, he is the one who got me into this mess in the first place.
Heading to my office, I see him sitting across from my desk, already waiting for me. 
“Took longer than I expected for you to dump her on Toby,” Caleb snaps. Yeah, he’s pissed at me.
“I walked her down there and introduced her myself.” 
“Oh, so you have the decency to do that, but not the decency to work with her to help our company?” 
“Okay, I get it, you’re pissed. This whole situation is fucked up. It has my brain all jumbled and I just needed to get away from it for a bit. I couldn’t bring myself to spend all day working with her, so I had Toby go over the basics. I figured next week or something I could—” 
“Nope, that’s not good enough. Next week is too far away,” Caleb cuts me off. “You have until she’s done with her initial training. By Friday, I want her brought up to speed. How many of our competitors have already been targeted? It’s only a matter of time before they come after ours. Until we know what they’re doing, we need to be vigilant. Remember the last time Dad got hacked? Let’s not have that happen again. Do you really want to risk losing everything that we have worked for, that Dad started, all because you don’t want to work with a girl who hurt your feelings?”
“Fuck you,” I tell him, reeling back at the last part. “I get it, you don’t have to twist the knife.”
He’s right. I have been letting my feelings interfere with our company. I should be the one in charge of handling these attacks. Hell, I used to run my own company on this. 
“Okay, fine. I’ll go down there now and set up a meeting with her to come up with a plan. I’ll let Toby finish her initial training, then I’ll get her up to speed. By Monday we will be a team,” I say, sitting down finally. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what’s gotten into me. It won’t happen again.”
“Look man, I get it. It’s been a long time. If you’re ready to get back out there again, I’m excited for you.” Caleb looks at me hopefully. 
“No. That’s not what this is. Well, I mean, I don’t know exactly what it is. I’m also not saying I want anything. All of this is just a lot,” I snap again. “Look, I’ll take care of it with Vanessa. I’ll make sure that by Friday we’re getting things taken care of. Okay?”
“Okay. Sorry man, I know this is a lot. But I’m not going to let you mess this up. Take some time, get your head straight before you talk to her,” Caleb says before he leaves. 
As soon as the door shuts, I’m back in my head. He’s probably right. About a lot of things. Although, I would feel better if I at least set up a meeting with her after the way I left things. 
Looking at the time, I realize she might not have left for lunch yet, so I decide to run down there and see if I can get her to join me. This way, I can apologize and set up a meeting. 
I step out of the elevator and walk towards Toby’s office, almost stopping when I hear laughter coming from inside. 
Knocking on the door, I peek in and see both Toby and Vanessa eating their lunch. They’re watching some video on his computer and laughing. I get so frustrated watching this unfold that I forget the reason I came down here in the first place. 
“What’s going on here?” I growl. The thought of apologizing quickly leaves my mind.
Toby stands up so quickly, he almost spills all his food while his chair falls backwards. It would have been funny if he didn’t seem so nervous, and if Vanessa wasn’t currently glaring at my presence. 
“Nothing, Mr. Maxwell. We were eating lunch and watching a video. We were just finishing up and were going to continue with more training,” Toby stutters. 
“Why aren’t you utilizing the break room?” I ask, although even I know that nobody ever uses that room.
“Uh—” Toby starts to say before Vanessa interrupts.
“We were just finishing up our lunch, you know, the one we are legally allowed to take. Is there something you need our help with, or can we get back to training?”
“No, there’s no problem. I just came down to tell you that Friday afternoon we will start looking into our project. I expect you to be in my office by noon on Friday. Don’t be late.” With that, I turn around and walk away. 
It’s my fault that I’m mad. I’m the one who put them together in the first place, and they weren’t doing anything wrong. I should be happy for her that she’s making a friend instead of acting like a jealous boyfriend. 
Once I get back to my office, I collapse into my chair and get right to work, keeping my mind as far away from thoughts of Vanessa as I can. 
Starting Friday, she will be up on this floor working, hopefully allowing me to be less distracted with thoughts of what she’s doing. 




Chapter 7

Vanessa


Four days have gone by, and I’ve barely seen Adam. I figured I would have seen him in passing, or that he might even have come down to check on me, but no. Nothing. Both his brothers have stopped in, but not once has he.                                                                                                                                                         
Apparently, I must’ve stopped listening to whatever we were talking about, because Toby is standing awkwardly, looking at me like he’s anticipating an answer.
Better not hold your breath, bud, because I have no idea what we were talking about. 
“How about we just dive back into what we were working on, then you can ask me questions if you need to. Just to make sure you’re really understanding everything.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry. I’m just distracted,” I tell him, frustrated with myself.
“It’s all good, I’m here if you need to talk.”
As I’m walking over, Toby pulls the chairs back to his main desk, so we are sitting side by side while he works on two monitors, leaving me his third one if I need it. 
“Thanks.”
“Perfect, so since we’re an investment company, it’s our job to make sure that our clients’ information remains secure. This includes all personal information, addresses, Social Security,  banking information, all of their finances, etc. Basically, we protect the information someone would need to take out loans in another persons name, steal their identity or even blackmail them,” Toby explains. 
“Interesting. Adam did mention that you guys have had some small hacking attempts recently. Do you think this is tied to the larger attacks at the other companies?”
“Honestly, we aren’t entirely sure. We haven’t been able to discern a pattern yet. I know Mr. Maxwell mentioned that they were going to be looking at different reports to try and find one.”
“Well, yeah, they’ve hired me on as a consultant to help with that.”
“So far, we haven’t been able to trace anything. Every time we get a notification that someone is trying to breach the system, they bounce their signal around well enough that we can’t pinpoint it. Unfortunately, we are dealing with someone who is good at covering their tracks, including the ability to mask what they’re actually looking for,” Toby huffs out, obviously frustrated he hasn’t been able to stop it.
“Well, uh. Would you mind if I take a look at a couple things?” I ask tentatively. I don’t want to step on anyone's toes, but if I’m able to help, I’d like to. Isn’t that what I was hired for? 
Toby looks at me for a moment, probably trying to determine if I’m going to completely screw everything up.
“Sure, I guess. What are you going to do?”
“I may be able to make some changes to the firewall that will stop them early on. I can also add in additional security for the firewall and get alerts as soon as someone tries to access the system from a different IP address. At least that way, even if people are working offsite, it’s still a smaller list to deal with,” I tell him, hoping my idea works for him.
“Shit, okay, let’s take a look,” he says with a smile.
Thank God he’s okay with this. I didn’t want to upset someone my first week here. 
There’s a knock on the door, and Cynthia from reception comes in holding flowers.
“Hello, Ms. Rossi! It’s so nice to meet you. These are for you. Where would you like them?” Cynthia asks, smiling, but it’s not directed at me. 
“You can just set them right here. Thank you so much, Cynthia.” I smile back.
“Of course, I will see you around. Bye, Toby.” Cynthia lingers for a moment, watching Toby before turning around and walking out. 
Blushing, Toby looks back to me. “Sorry about that. I, um, think that was her way of reminding me we’re supposed to be meeting. Uh, it’s already five, and I-I’m taking her out tonight.”
“Oh! You should have said something. I think that’s amazing! I didn’t realize it was already so late. Would you mind if I sat here for a little while and finished this up? Or do you want to get started on it tomorrow?”
“Not at all, take your time!” Toby grabs his jacket from behind his seat, and with a wave is on his way. 
One hour later, I’ve set up the firewall to alert me anytime someone outside of this IP address logs into our system, including anyone who is requesting access to their own files, but for those cases, the system will only alert Adam. I figured that might make him more comfortable.
Standing up to stretch, I’m surprised when the computer and my phone both send an alert at the same time, telling me someone is logging onto the system.
Sitting down, I quickly begin typing into the computer, logging in on my side to figure out who this person is. Quickly moving between monitors, I see that the person on the other end is picking through different files but moving very quickly. They’re obviously very good at what they’re doing. 
Unfortunately for them, I’m expecting all of this, so I’m one step in front of them. Anticipating their next moves, I start to put together the individual’s location and their IP address, right as Adam knocks on the door and walks in.
“Uh, hi, Ms. Rossi. I wasn’t expecting you to still be here. Why are you here so late?” Adam asks, looking around the room, I’m assuming to see where Toby is.
“We can talk in a moment. Not right now, Adam.”
That gets his attention, and he starts watching me closely. 
“Sit,” I tell him, surprised when he listens the first time and grabs for the keyboard in front of him.
“What do you need me to do?” he asks seriously.
“Do you know how to trace an IP address? If you can do that, I’ll just focus on changing the firewall to kick them out. I have a tracker monitoring what files they are going to as well as how long they are there. I figured afterwards we can look at that and determine which files they were using as decoys and which files they were actually looking through by how long they were there.” I glance over to look at Adam, only to see he is already looking at me. 
“That’s brilliant,” he says, almost too quiet for me to hear. 
“You good to trace it, or do you need help?” I ask, honestly. I don’t know what he knows how to do versus what he’s just managing for the cyber security department. 
“Yes, I know how to trace an IP address. I’ll take that over.” Getting back to work, I look over a couple times and realize he actually wasn’t lying and does know what he’s doing. 
“I know you’re focusing, but I just wanted to tell you something,” Adam says quietly. “I came down here to check in and see if you would be able to meet tomorrow. I want to be able to jump in headfirst on Monday, so I figured, maybe we could debrief a bit tomorrow?”
“Um, yeah, that’ll be fine,” I say, before getting back to working on the firewall.
I find my eyes constantly drifting to where he’s working, typing away furiously. That has no business being that attractive, but damn. His shirt sleeves rolled up, exposing his muscular forearms; the flexing of his muscles and veins as he types; it’s all way too much. 
Seeing him hard at work like this is a surprise, I partially figured he had me working with Toby because he didn’t actually know what I was supposed to be doing. 
“How did you even know someone was on the network? And where the hell is Toby?” Adam asks me, obviously frustrated that this is happening. 
“Toby is out on a date; he left a couple of hours ago. Before he left, we started to set up a few new security measures, one of them being that we now get notified anytime someone gets on the network from a different IP address,” I explain. I was notified right before you walked into the room. 
“Well, I’m—” Adam starts.
“Damnit,” I say.
“What? What happened?”
“He just disappeared. Without a trace,” I say, sounding just as defeated as I feel. 
We both sit in silence for a moment, the adrenaline from working that quickly starting to wear off.
Not expecting it, we both jump when my phone dings with a text message, surprisingly from Toby.
Toby: Hey, sorry to bug you. I was wondering if you remembered seeing my computer bag at work after I left? I think I forgot it there.
Glancing around, I see it right next to his desk and quickly shoot him a message.
Me: Yeah, it’s here. I’m still here if you want me to grab it.
Toby: Oh good. I’m going to swing by and pick it up. We just finished dinner. Thanks!
“It’s Toby. He left his work bag here. He’ll be by soon to come grab it,” I tell Adam, who was watching me just moments ago, but now he seems lost in thought, staring at the computer.
Standing up, I stretch my body, which feels like it’s been in a chair for days.
“Thank you for working on this tonight. I know my attitude doesn’t show it, and I don’t deserve your help—after hours for that matter—after the way I’ve treated you. I really appreciate it.” 
I’m not sure when it happened, but Adam is suddenly closer to me. So close, I can feel the heat coming off of him and the smell of spice. I’m not sure if it’s cologne or body wash, but it smells fucking delicious.
“It’s not a problem,” I tell him, barely whispering, as I see him leaning in even closer, our mouths merely inches away from each other.
“It is, though. It wasn’t fair to you, and I want to apologize for my behavior. I was out of line.” I can feel his words vibrate over my lips like a promise. He’s that close to me. When his lips finally brush against mine, I’m lost. 
This kiss is nothing like our first. Our first kiss was hot and fast, full of passion. This is slower, not as rushed and frantic. His tongue is gently playing with my bottom lip, requesting access. His hands skim down my sides, grabbing ahold of my hips and pulling me into him. When he nibbles on my bottom lip, I can’t help but moan. 
Right as he’s about to lift me up, my phone dings again with another message.
Quickly stepping back, I check my phone.
Toby: Just got here.
Before I can respond, Adam asks, “What are these flowers?”
“Honestly, I’m not sure. Cynthia brought them in earlier; I just figured they were for my first week or something.” 
“Who’s Antonio Marino?” Adam says, grabbing the card off the flowers.
“What?” I freeze. 
How did he find out I’m working here? Why is he sending me flowers? We haven’t talked in years, and this is how he contacts me? Everything with him is a fucking power play and I’m so over it.
“I don’t know. Throw them away. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Quickly shutting my computer, I grab my bag, and run out the door, almost running into Toby on my way out.
“Hey Van—” Toby stops when he realizes I’m not slowing down.
I want out of this building. 
Now. 
I want my apartment, my bed, and to feel safe and hopeful that he will eventually leave me alone.
What does he want this time?




Chapter 8

Adam


I’m angry.  
Actually.
I'm furious.                                                                                                                                 
I know she’s keeping something from me after the way she just ran out of here. 
When I said that name, she immediately froze. Who is it? A boyfriend? An ex? And why the hell do I care? I have no right to be upset by any of this. But I am. 
It doesn’t matter who this person is; I want to know. Knowing it will probably piss me off more doesn’t stop me from reading the card.


My Dearest Vanessa,

Good luck at your new job. I’m glad my presence was able to help you secure such a promising position. You always did need my support. Your thankfulness is appreciated. 

Antonio Marino

What the fuck?
Who the hell is this, and why do they think they had any influence on her getting this job? I know for a fact that this isn’t true. Caleb and my father did all of the hiring for this position, and they thought she was the best fit. 
“Hey, Mr. Maxwell. I’m just grabbing my stuff really quick,” Toby says as he walks into the room.
Looking up, I realize I’ve been zoning out on this note. I’m not sure why, but something about this name seems familiar.
“Oh, hey, Toby. No need to apologize, this is your office.”
“Is, um, everything okay? Vanessa was leaving pretty quickly when I got here, and now you, uh, look distracted.”
“Yeah, I’m not sure. It’s these flowers. I asked her who they were from, and when she heard the name, she ran off.”
I sit here just staring at the note, wondering how I could get the answer out of her. 
“Toby, I’m really sorry to ask this of you, but do you think you could help me out?” I ask, quickly deciding it’d be better to know than not. 
I mean, she looked upset. What if he’s dangerous?
“Uh, yeah. No problem, Mr. Maxwell.” Toby sets his bag back down by his desk. “What do you need?” 
Sitting down in the chair next to his desk, I look at Toby.
“Call me Adam,” I say, then hand him the card. “I need to know who this is.”
Toby takes the card and looks between it and the flowers in thought.
“Should I just pretend that this isn’t the note from Vanessa’s flowers, and you aren’t asking me to violate her privacy?”
“I mean, if it’ll help you get the job done, yes. I just want to make sure she’s okay.”
He must see something in my eyes because he mumbles under his breath before starting to type.
Toby eyes me. “I know this isn’t my place, but why are you so invested in this? I wasn’t aware that you knew Vanessa more than just this week”.
I glare back at him. “You’re right, it isn’t your place,” I growl out. “How long I have known Vanessa is irrelevant. She works for Maxwell Investments, and we take care of each other. Now are you going to help me or not?”
“Fine, but all I’m looking for is what their connection is.”
“Deal.”
After a few minutes, Toby starts to look frustrated.
“Everything okay?” I ask, but he continues typing like he didn’t even hear me. 
“Toby,” I growl.
“I’m trying! I can’t find anything to do with Vanessa. Every time I search his name, I find information about one of our previous clients with that name. But that was five years ago.”
“Five years ago? My father was still CEO then. Maybe that’s why don’t recognize the name. Keep looking. I’m going to go call my father.” I walk out of the office and quickly call my father.
“Hey, Adam. Everything okay? It’s a little later than I normally hear from you.”
“Hey, dad. I know it’s late. I’m sorry. Something came up at the office and I thought you might know something about it.” 
“Okay, hit me. What’s going on?” his voice is automatically a little happier at the thought of talking work with me. 
“Does the name Antonio Marino mean anything to you?” I ask.
“Antonio Marino? He’s the jackass that stole from us. What was it, four or five years ago? Why, what’s going on now?”
“We had a new employee, Vanessa Rossi, start today. Well, she received flowers, which happened to be from Marino.” I explain the contents of the letter Marino left to my dad.
“Why are you involved with this? Pass it on to security,” my dad says.
“It’s a little bit of a complicated situation. Besides, it pissed me off to read the letter and see him take credit for her getting the job.”
“Well, we both know that’s bullshit. All he’s ever done is try to bankrupt us and fail for that matter. Whatever he thinks he did to help her, isn’t true,” my dad grumbles into the phone, obviously getting worked up.
I try not to laugh when I hear my mom in the background telling my dad to calm down. 
“Well, I’m not sure what’s going on. Can you send me anything we have on Marino?”
“There’s not much. We never got evidence that linked him to it. He always went through another employee, but from what we know, they had no idea what was happening. I’ll send you what I do have though.”
“Okay, dad. Thanks for your help. I’ll let you know if I find anything else out.”
“Okay, try and get home at a decent hour.”
“I will. I Love you, bye.”
“Love you too.” My dad hangs up.
Walking back into Toby’s office, I see him still typing away.
“Have you found anything?”
“Not at all what we were expecting,” Toby says, sounding a little shocked. “Vanessa Rossi, well, she could actually be a Marino. Antonio Marino is her father.”
“Excuse me?”
“Yeah, she never had his last name and didn’t even know him until she was twenty-two when he offered her a job. She accepted but only worked for him for four years. After that, it appears they haven’t spoken since.”
She’s thirty-one. That would be five years ago. Interesting.
“Okay, I’ve got to go.” Grabbing my phone, I storm out. I’m frustrated not having more answers immediately. I want to know how everything is connected and why her father is sending things to our office.
Taking the elevator downstairs, I alert my driver that I’m ready. The shock is evident on his face. This is the earliest I’ve left the office in months, but the thought of being here in my own head is enough to push me out the door.
This is the kind of day I’m thankful I work with my brothers. Opening our group message, I quickly shoot them a text.
Me: SOS.
Caleb: What’s going on?
Me: Meet at my place. I have some new information. I think I need to run it by you guys.
Connor: Can we drink your scotch?
Me: I’m not sure I have a choice in that.
Caleb: Be there in twenty.
Hopefully, a night with my brothers will help me get some clarity on what to do. I don’t want to believe that she has had a hand in these attacks, but what else am I supposed to believe?




Chapter 9

Vanessa


I can’t believe this stupid day isn’t over yet.                                                                                           
I called Blaire on my way home from work and told her what happened. Without a second thought, she told me she was on her way with drinks and food. 
Forty-five minutes later, my apartment buzzer goes off, letting me know she’s here.
Getting up, I walk over to buzz her in, then open the door, thankful to see her holding two bottles of wine and a pizza. 
“That better be extra pepperoni and honey,” I say, quickly grabbing the box from her as she walks into my apartment. 
My apartment isn’t in the best part of Chicago, but it’s my favorite place. My mom and I used to go watch hockey games sometimes. She used to love going to the games, then walking back home and grabbing a pizza. Extra pepperoni and honey every time. When I got the chance to move out here, I knew it was perfect because I would be in walking distance of the arena.
“Duh, I wouldn’t forget. Now tell me what’s going on,” Blaire says, already working on the wine bottle while I grab the glasses. 
“I’m not even sure what happened. I was working all day, helping Toby, and then someone brought down flowers.”
“Toby’s the guy Adam shoved you off on, right?” Blaire asks, obviously not caring how blunt she’s being. 
Turning towards me, she laughs when she sees my glare. “What? I’m not wrong. He couldn’t man up enough to face you, so he had to hand you off to someone else,” she says with a laugh.
Passing me a glass of wine, she heads into the living room, taking her place on the couch. My apartment isn’t large by any means, but it’s enough for me, and I have a floor-to-ceiling view of the city from my living room. 
“That’s not the point, and you know that’s not true. Toby is just who’s helping me train.” 
Not sure where to start, I drink some wine to calm my nerves. “I stayed late to finish up a project, and Adam had come down to check on us. He mentioned them, but I honestly didn’t know anything about them. I hadn’t had a chance to look.” 
Blaire waits patiently for me to continue as I drink my wine for courage.
“Adam must have looked at the note that was on the flowers because he asked me who Antonio Marino was. As soon as he did, I freaked out and grabbed all my things and ran.” A wave of embarrassment hits me at how I handled the situation. My boss, who I slept with, watched me run out over some flowers. 
Yeah, that’s just the cherry on top of my fucked-up sundae.
“Oh my gosh. Are you sure they’re from him?” Blaire asks, obviously knowing everything about my father.
“It must be. We never told anyone else he was my father, and we don’t have the same last names, so I doubt anyone could have figured it out.”
“Want to know the worst part? He took the credit for getting me the job. I haven’t spoken to him in five years, and he still finds a way to make me feel like shit,” I say, finally letting my emotions get the best of me. Setting down my wine, Blaire pulls me into a hug. 
“It’ll be fine, we will figure it out,” she says, then she's off refilling both of our wine glasses. Keep it coming. 
Just as I pick up my glass and take another big sip of wine, I hear my phone vibrate. Seeing a phone number I don’t recognize, I open the message.
Unknown: Hi, I think we need to talk. My office, 7:30 a.m. Is that ok?
“Fuck, he figured it out, what do I do?” I scramble out. 
“Look, let’s not panic. We have no idea if that’s why he wants to meet. He could just think you had flowers sent from a boyfriend and wants to bitch about that. You have done nothing wrong. Do not let him make you think differently.” Blaire looks into my eyes as she says this, reminding me of who I am. Blaire hates what my father has taken from me, almost more than I do.
“I know, I know. I just don’t trust him. He has too many people on his side, so I never know who to trust. I think until I find someone to give the evidence to, I’m going to constantly be looking over my shoulder. If it falls into the wrong hands, he could ruin me.”
Standing up, I grab my phone to type out a quick response to Adam. Whether I’m ready or not, it’s time to face my fears and get this over with. I can’t live in fear of my father forever. 
Me: I’ll be there. 
With that, I turn off my volume and Blaire and I decide to watch a cheesy movie.
“There’s a part of tonight I didn’t tell you about,” I tell Blaire.
“What? What else happened?” Blaire asks, looking concerned.
“Before the flowers, Adam and I, well, we kissed.”
“What?! You didn’t think to lead with that?” she says with a laugh.
“No. There’s not much to tell. Neither of us want anything, we just kind of keep falling together. But I’m not willing to risk my heart or my job, so it’s pointless.”
“I know, but you never know,” she tells me with a smile. 
I respond by finishing my glass of wine. 
“So, if you’re meeting with Adam tomorrow, can we have a little fun?” Blaire asks, with a mischievous look in her eyes. 
“What do you mean?” I ask. That’s never good from Blaire. 
“What better way to walk into tomorrow than to be dressed hot as fuck,” Blairs says, smirking. “You’re already going to feel uncomfortable; might as well dress hot and make him uncomfortable too.”
I feel my blush creep up my cheeks.
“I can’t do that!”
“Why not? If he’s not mad, you keep your job. If he is mad, and you get fired, he has to watch you look hot as fuck as you walk out of his life,” Blaire tells me. 
“You’re dramatic. I don’t need things anymore awkward than they already are.” 
“More awkward? I think you’re at capacity with that already. You’ll be fine.”
It would be nice to try and even the playing field. Make him a little nervous, just like I am. 
With that thought in mind, I decided to let Blaire dress me for work tomorrow, hoping I still have a job after my meeting.




Chapter 10

Adam


This woman has officially gotten under my skin. I wanted to respond to her message about six times last night before Caleb finally took my phone away.                                                                   
Both my brothers agree that I need to hear her out and not just go straight to yelling. Since we don’t know when the last time they talked was, we can’t assume she’s had any part in this.
With that being said, I need to walk into this meeting confident in my questioning to make sure she knows I’m serious. Once I know where she stands, we can figure out how to go on from there. 
“Good morning, Mr. Maxwell,” Trish, our receptionist on this floor, says as I walk off the elevator. “I wanted to let you know that Ms. Rossi is already here and set up in the conference room. I tried to get her to wait until you got here, but she refused to listen to me. She said to take as long as you needed; she just wanted some time to get her things set up.” 
“Thank you, Ms. Paulson. Have a good morning.”
This is early for her. What’s she already doing here at seven a.m.? 
I walk straight to my office, set my things down, grab my coffee, and then head to the conference room.
Peering in through the window, I freeze when I see Vanessa. She looks so calm, so focused and in control that it makes me envious. When she doesn’t realize anyone is watching her, she looks so peaceful. So happy.
She’s beautiful.
Looking up, she gives me a small smile. I know I need to go in and get this figured out, but part of me wishes I could just freeze this moment. I know I can’t, so I open the door and walk in to see Vanessa sitting with her legs crossed, and I immediately recognize the shoes she’s wearing.
I can’t help the feeling of possessiveness that takes over me as the memory of those heels wrapped around me plays through my mind. 
“Hey,” Vanessa says, with a smile, slowly uncrossing her legs and standing up. “I know I’m early, but I wanted to get some things set up beforehand. Depending on whether you’re interested in seeing them or not.”
She looks down at her feet, her nervousness keeping her from making eye contact with me. 
The best thing I could do would be to get this over with, but I can’t bring myself to do it. I want to see if she will approach me.
“So, let’s just get this over with. I’m assuming based on your text that you figured out who the flowers were from,” Vanessa states, a layer of agitation coming through her voice.
“Yeah, I did. Are you aware of who he is? Of what he is? Even better, are you aware of what he’s done to my family?” I growl right back.
“Yes, Adam, I’m aware he isn’t a good man! I’ve spent most of my adult life hoping he would prove me wrong. But no, he’s done the exact opposite, and was willing to have me blamed for his crimes.” 
Her words immediately cause me to freeze. We lock eyes as I look up. “What did you just say to me?” 
“What do you mean? About my dad? He threatened to have me put in prison to take the fall for him stealing money,” she says, obviously trying hard not to cry. “I don’t know all the details, as the only thing I did was send his payments to his investment company. I’m not sure what he did to our computer system, but it ended up looking like a payment, but it was actually a request for funds. When they accepted, their money was sent to him. I found out by accident when I saw his account open.” 
“Vanessa, Antonio Marino was a client of ours five years ago. He got away with stealing almost ten million dollars from us. He has some problems with my father, so he’s been determined to ruin him. It only made my father retire; it didn’t ruin him,” I explain.
With that, she loses it and crumbles into tears. I can’t help it. I get up and walk over to her, pulling her into a hug. She’s stiff at first, but I feel her arms eventually wrap around me, hugging me back.
We sit like this for a few minutes until I hear her sniffle, then her voice comes out softly, “Sorry about that.”
“You don’t need to apologize. That was a lot to hear.” 
She looks me in the eye as she sits all the way up. “I can’t believe it’s your company that he stole from. And to have the audacity to send flowers here, that’s bold.”
“Yeah, but with someone like him, being obvious is part of the fun. You think you’re invincible until you’re not.” 
I see her eyes light up in thought. 
I’m just about to ask for an explanation when I’m interrupted by her stomach growling.
“Sorry about that. I didn’t sleep well and skipped breakfast to get here early.” She smiles shyly. 
“Let’s go grab some food. We can eat and talk some more over breakfast. I’d love to hear more about what you wanted to show me.”
“I’d like that. Pretty sure if I don’t eat something soon, I may start eating you”.she tells me with a smile that immediately turns into a blush when she realizes how it came out.
“Let’s get out of here before you get hangry. I’m too good looking to be anyone's meal.”
Heading to the elevator, we go down, and walk across the street to my favorite diner. It’s a little hole in the wall my family has been coming to for years, not one I’m used to sharing with others. Hopefully, a good meal will help this conversation. 




Chapter 11

Vanessa


A quick walk across the street and Adam’s pulling me into a diner. It’s the cutest place, one I can imagine coming to on the weekend for brunch.                                                                                                                                 
I’ll have to bring Blaire. We love to go to different places in search of the best bacon.
Although, this is not the type of place I expected Adam to come to.
With his hand on my lower back, he leads me over to a small booth by the window, grabbing menus from the front as we pass. He passes me one as he sets his own down on the table.
As quickly as we sat down, an older lady come over with a pot of coffee and two cups. 
“Morning, Adam,” she says with a sweet smile, setting down a cup of coffee for each of us. 
“Good morning, Mrs. Melinda. How are you this morning?” Adam smiles, seeming genuinely happy to talk to her.
“Oh honey, I’m doing well. Surprised to see you in here on a day that’s not Monday. What’s the occasion?”
Looking up at Adam, I notice him quickly look over at me, and it almost seems like he blushes. 
“There’s no occasion, Mrs. Melinda. Vanessa and I were just about to get to work when we realized we hadn’t eaten yet. Figured I would bring her here since I’ve never had a bad meal, and she’s about to bite my face off if she doesn’t get food.” He winks at me. “Besides, you’re always telling us to come in more.” 
“No, I tell Caleb to come in more. He’s much nicer than you.” She smiles. “What are you doing with this boy? You’re much too pretty for him.” She smiles down at me as I blush. “I’m Mrs. Melinda. I’ve known this boy since he was just a little one. It’s nice to finally see him bring someone in. Let me know if you have any questions, although Adam’s here enough, I’m sure he can answer them,” she says with a smile. 
“It’s nice to meet you. Thank you.” I can’t help but smile back as she turns to walk away. “She’s really sweet,” I turn and tell Adam.
“She really is something special,” he responds with a loving smile. The only people I’ve felt that kind of affection from before were my mom and my grandparents, but they aren’t around anymore, and I’ve long since missed being on the receiving end of a look like that. 
“How long have you known her?” I ask, suddenly curious to know more.
“Well, my dad has been bringing us here every week since I was a kid, and she’s always been here. She’s been a part of our lives since we were in grade school.” Adam says in thought, almost like he hadn’t realized just how long it’s been.
“I love that you have someone you’re that close to. Your family seems close as well,” I quietly say back.
I’ve spent most of my life with only one parent and now I have none. It wasn’t until I was twenty that I even met my father, and my mother died that same year. I’ve always been envious of people who have close families.
“We are, all of us. Some of us live in Chicago, some of us live in New York, but we have bounced back and forth a lot, so we can get together. It’s nice,” he responds tentatively, almost like he can feel the mood shift.
Just then, Mrs. Melinda comes back over to take our orders.
“Let’s just do two of my usuals?” he orders for us.
I watch her look from him, to me, then back to him. 
“Seriously?” she asks.
“Yup, might as well have her try it all,” he says with a smile.
“Alrighty then.” She walks away laughing. 
Looking at me, he leans back, taking a long drink of his coffee. It feels like he’s assessing me, getting a glimpse of my darkest thoughts. It’s uncomfortable, but I refuse to flinch first. 
“What about you? What was your childhood like?” he asks cautiously. It almost feels like he knows it was nothing like his. I usually don’t talk about it, but for some reason, I want to give him something. 
“Our childhoods were not the same,” I laugh. “Growing up, it was just my mama and me. My mama, Sofia, was lucky she got a good job, but she had to work a lot. When we were together, we had so much fun. When I was little, we used to go to hockey games. We lived in the East Village but would always walk down whenever she got tickets and go to the games, then stop and get pizza, with extra pepperoni and honey afterwards. It was the best,” I speak.
This is the first time I’ve ever shared this memory with anyone. Even Blaire. For some reason, the dates between my mama and I felt too sacred to share, but with Adam, it feels right.
“That sounds like a really special memory,” he tells me, watching me with wonder.
“It was nice. It was hard growing up; our situation was unique. My mama lived in New York when she got pregnant with me, and when their parents found out, they arranged a marriage. But she refused. She didn’t want to marry him because he refused to be a father, so she left. Both families cut her off, so she changed her name and hid our life from them.”
“When I was twenty-one, she got sick. When she was unable to work anymore, I convinced her to reach out to her parents. They refused to help her though.” As I wipe my eyes, I can feel tears starting to form. 
I want to look up to see what he’s doing, but I know that if I look at him, I’ll lose it. Needing to finish what I’m saying, I take a deep breath before continuing. 
“When I turned twenty-two, a man named Antonio Marino offered me a job that seemed promising. I’d never heard his name before, so I had no reason to not accept the job. Plus, he said that she could be on my insurance.” Looking up, I meet his eyes.
“I’m guessing my grandpa reached out to him and tried to work something out since they knew that my mother was sick, because he offered her full insurance if I came to work for his company to help him with a project. It seemed easy enough and my mom was starting to get the care she needed,” I tell him, hoping he understands my side of the story when I am done.
“What happened next?” Adams interest in the story surprises me.
“He started having me help him with little things, as well as the cyber security position. Eventually, I was in charge of his investments and billing. He had a cyber security specialist already who set up a virus for him. Basically, whatever funds I sent out were actually sent to him, the main company being yours,” I tell him, before taking a quick drink of water.
“I questioned what was going on when I noticed money wasn’t leaving his account. He got mad at me and threatened my mother’s insurance if I said anything. After my mom passed away, I told him I would leave, but he threatened to turn me into the police. Apparently, he brought me on with his company just to have it all under my name so he could blame me.
“What an asshole. I can’t believe someone could be that cruel. Nobody should be treated like that, especially by someone you’re supposed to trust,” Adam says, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. “And, Vanessa, I’m sorry to hear about your mom. Losing a parent can’t have been easy, but you’re doing an amazing job.” 
“Thank you, Adam. And again, I’m sorry about everything with my father,” I tell him “And I’m sorry I sort of unloaded on you.”
“Don’t apologize. You should never have to apologize for showing your emotions.” Reaching across the table and grabbing my hand again, he just holds it. “Thank you for trusting me with these memories. In the end, the hardest part about everything is knowing who did it, but not being able to prove it.”
Looking into his eyes, I trust him. I trust that he doesn’t blame me, I trust that he cares, and I’m starting to trust that he won’t fuck me over.
Mrs. Melinda comes carrying more plates than I can count. There are plates of strawberry waffles with whipped cream, eggs, bacon and sausage, hash browns, and even biscuits and gravy. I look at Adam and let out a huge laugh.
“Are you trying to feed an army?” I ask him with a smirk.
“Well, I guess it’s usually the four of us here,” he says, laughing. His emerald green eyes brighten with his laugh, almost having warm gold specks in them. I love seeing him this way. Carefree and happy.
“Thank you for bringing me here, Adam. It seems like this place—Mrs. Melinda—it all seems important in your life. So thank you for taking me here today,” I say, as I take a bite of my waffle, realizing too late that the bite was huge, and end up with whip cream on my face. 
I try not to moan into my fork. These have to be the most delicious waffles I have ever had.
Looking up, Adam’s eyes are filled with fierce desire. A look I recognize in myself as well. 
Reaching up, Adam’s fingers gently swipe across my nose, coming back with whip cream on them. Slowly, without breaking eye contact, he licks the whip cream off his finger. Before I can even think of anything to do or say, Adam is responding.
“You’re welcome. After everything, it seemed like the kind of place we could sit down and talk. I want to apologize that we didn’t stop you from getting those flowers. I’ve alerted security to let them know that nothing comes through again without my knowledge,” he tells me. I’m surprised. I’m not used to having many people on my side. But I can’t accept this.
“No, that’s not necessary. I don’t want anyone else getting caught up in this mess.”
“Stop. I won’t have you worrying about your safety while at work. Since he’s already made it known he’s aware of where you work by sending those flowers, I’m worried. So instead of forcing you to move your office into mine, I’ve just alerted security.”
Happiness shoots through me, though I try to push it down. I don’t want my happiness to depend on someone else. Feelings, attachments, they all just lead to heartbreak. I’ve learned that you can only trust someone with what you’re willing to have broken, and that’s not my heart.
It's been taped up, stapled, and put back together. 
But it’s mine. It’s the last thing I have left.
I can’t risk having it broken again. I don’t think I’d survive. Knowing I can’t let that happen, I pause eating.
“Adam, I can’t have you do this. I can’t have you worried about my father or having security helping keep me safe. It doesn’t feel right.”
“I can and I will, Vanessa. They will because I pay them to do it. It’s their job. And I refuse to let you work here without security knowing because I actually care about your safety. You work for me. Now instead of arguing, can’t we just finish our food?”
I’m not sure why, but sadness runs through me when I hear he’s doing this because I work for him. It’s not like I want him to care about me as more than an employee, but it felt nice for the moment I did.
“Okay, I understand,” I tell him. 
“Now, when we were at the office, what did you want to show me?” Adam questions.
Looking around nervously, I shake my head. 
“I’ll tell you, but not here. Let’s go back to the office and we can talk.”
Setting some money down, Adam stands up, gesturing for me to lead the way. I guess it’s my turn to trust someone, even if it’s only with my innocence. 
At least this felt safer than trusting someone with my heart.




Chapter 12

Vanessa


As we leave the diner, Mrs. Melinda walks up and hands me a small brown bag.                                                                                    
“Here you go, sweetie,” she says, pulling me in for a quick hug. “Hopefully we’ll see you around here again soon. Here’s some chocolate chip cookies I make fresh every day.” She pulls back, giving me a wink. “And let me know if this one is ever giving you a hard time.” 
“Thank you. I can’t wait to try the cookies.” 
I’m so thankful I got a chance to meet her. She has been so welcoming. Everything about her feels like being wrapped in a warm hug. 
“Where are my cookies, Mrs. Melinda?” Adam asks, as she’s walking away. 
“You get yours on Friday. Just like every other week, Mr. Maxwell.” 
Turning around, she gives a small wave before getting right back to work. It’s the start of November, so it’s getting colder, and I didn’t dress for the weather this morning. Pulling my jacket around me, we walk across the street.
“She’s a wonderful lady. Thank you again for bringing me there,” I tell Adam again, wanting him to really know how much that experience meant to me. 
“Of course. It was close by, and I thought you’d like it. Mrs. Melinda is great like that. She has a way of making people feel special,” Adam tells me, nonchalantly. 
It shouldn’t matter to me why he did it. But I hate being just a convenience when it felt so special to me.
“Thanks,” I repeat.
As the elevator rises, I know it’s time to show him what I have on my father, but it’s hard to believe I'm able to trust anyone with this. When I was at home, I moved the file on the flash drive over to the system under an alias, trying to make sure I covered my tracks the best I could. I still have two copies of the files just in case something happens to it. One hidden in my apartment, and the other in a safety deposit box. 
I might be paranoid, but at this point, I refuse to let my father take anything else from me. He’s taken enough, and it’s time that I finally take a stand. And knowing that he tried to destroy Adam’s family too, I’m determined to make this happen. 
“Can we meet in your office? I’m going to grab my laptop really quick,” I tell Adam. He looks at me, confused. “I just want a little more privacy for the conversation. That’s all.” 
“Yeah, of course. I’ll grab us coffee and see you there.” Adam smiles, then walks away. Just then, I hear my phone go off and look down to see a text from Blaire. 
Blaire: Girl, tacos and margaritas. Tonight. 
Walking back towards the conference room, I quickly tell Blaire I can’t tonight, but tomorrow. When I look up, I realize I’ve almost run into Trish, the receptionist. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I tell her, steadying her with my arm.
She laughs. “No, worries at all. I wasn’t paying attention. I was looking for you though. This just arrived for you.” Trish hands me an envelope with a single white daisy attached. 
I quickly snatch the letter and run past the conference room, knocking on Adam’s office door briefly before opening it.
I quickly shut it behind me. Throwing the flowers and the envelope onto the ground, I fall into one of the chairs across from Adam’s desk. Seeing the flowers, then my face, Adam stands up and comes around the desk to sit by me, holding my trembling hands within his much larger ones.
“What happened?” he asks quietly.
“After you walked away, Trish found me. She had an envelope and these flowers. I’m not even sure if they’re from him; I just saw them and freaked. She probably thinks I’m crazy,” I tell him, trying to force a laugh but failing miserably. 
“Let me see the envelope,” Adam growls. And he must sense my hesitation because he adds, “please.”
“It’s right there.” I point to the ground next to his chair. “I threw it as soon as I walked in.”
Letting go of my hands to grab the letter, Adam places them on his lap, offering some comfort through this. All the front of the letter says is my name, but somehow, I still know that it’s from him. Inside is just a simple note, but one that forces me to show him everything I have now.

Vanessa,

I don’t want to play games. Let’s talk. Discuss everything.
If not, we can play it my way and I’ll turn in what I have.

Your Father.
Does he really think threatening me will make me give him everything? I’ve never stolen any money from anyone, so I have no idea what he’s talking about. 
No. It’s time he takes responsibility for his actions. 
“I have no idea how this got into the building. It was supposed to be on lockdown. I am so sorry,” Adam tells me, apologizing for my father’s actions. 
“Adam, I don’t care about that right now. I have some things I need to show you.” Sitting down, I connect my laptop to his monitors, and pull up some of the evidence I have. I know this information will look familiar to him as the bank information I have is actually Maxwell Investments. 
“Where did you get all of this?” he asks.
“After he threatened to get rid of my mother’s insurance, I didn’t trust him anymore. I started to notice that some of the funds weren’t leaving his bank. I wasn’t able to check all of it because he was usually really careful about leaving it open around me. I noticed it was happening with one company, so I started to save all of the files. That’s when I started to develop the different security measures and ways of hiding information. I would clone the files, then hide them but send the copies to myself secretly.”
“That’s brilliant. So, you have all the documentation of him sending this, and then actually receiving our money instead?” Adam sounds almost excited.
“Yeah, the only issue is that it’s going to look like it’s under my user account because he set the whole thing up under my name. So, I have to figure out how to track the funds to an account in his name so it doesn’t look like I was the thief.”
Adam looks like he’s thinking. 
“I’d like to talk to my sister about this. She’s a lawyer, but she’s very trustworthy. She will know what to do. She’s out in New York but comes out here from time to time, so I'm sure she wouldn’t mind helping us out,” Adam tells me.
“If you think she would be willing to help with this, then please call her,” I say. “While you do that, would you mind if I started to look over what you already have on your hacker?”
“No problem, help yourself.” Adam motions to the table in his office with the documents and walks out to go call his sister. It feels like everything is happening at once. The company has a hacker. My father is popping back up in my life, and I wish these feelings I have for Adam would stay down. 




Chapter 13

Adam


Calling Amelia was the right thing to do. She always takes the lead on anything legal and was eager to take this on as well. She’s a workaholic. Worse than the rest of us. She’s up for a promotion to be senior partner at her firm already, and she never loses. When I told her I had the daughter of the guy who stole from us, with evidence, I had to convince her this could wait until her case is over.                                                                        
She’s going to come down to the farmhouse next week. She said she could make a stop here on the way over to get the evidence before heading over to the family house. 
Walking back into my office, I see Vanessa with papers sprawled everywhere, along with highlighters and Post-it notes of every color imaginable. It’s almost comical. 
“Where did you get all of this stuff.” I laugh when she notices me.
She has highlighters in her ponytail. Covering my mouth with my hand, I try to hide my grin.
I see her looking around, probably noticing how crazy it’s gotten in the fifteen minutes I’ve been gone. 
“Um, I had it all in my bag. I just thought it might be helpful to find patterns, and I, uh, am a little bit of a nerd and like to keep things organized.” She shrugs, looking shy. It’s cute how embarrassed she gets when, in reality, it’s a great idea. 
“I like it.” I smile back. “How can I help?”
We get started by highlighting names and bank accounts, then put sticky notes on so many papers until I can’t even remember what color means what. 
A couple hours later, Connor and Caleb walk into the office to what looks like a color-coded maze.
“What. Has. Happened. Here?” Connor asks, getting both Vanessa and my attention away from the papers in front of us.
“Uh, we might have gotten a little carried away looking for patterns with the attacks,” Vanessa says, now with five different colored highlighters stuck in her ponytail. When she stands up, I notice she sat on a Post-it note. 
“Yeah, we’ve been looking at everything, but so far we haven’t had anything pop out at us,” I tell my brothers.
“Well, we were just going to run out and grab lunch before our 1:30 meeting . . .” Caleb hesitates. “Can we get you guys some food? You look like you’ve got a lot going on. We were gonna grab some tacos down the street.”
Vanessa jumps at the sound of that. “I love tacos!” 
“I mean, if you wouldn’t mind,” she adds, looking at me. 
Having not spoken with my brothers yet, I’m sure they’re curious to see how everything with Vanessa’s going to go, but by how they’re acting right now, I was right to assume they would be fine with it.
Looking up at her, I smile.
“Of course. Bring us back some tacos. Let’s get this lady fed.” I laugh. Walking over to Vanessa, I peel the neon pink Post-it notes off of her side, just barely brushing my fingertips over her skin. A quick intake of air is all it takes for me to see how much I’m affecting her. “Let’s get this all picked up before they get back with food.”
When I look back at my brothers, I see them both watching. Neither of them seems surprised by our closeness, and Connor even winks at me as he grabs a twenty from Caleb. These assholes really bet on whether I would fire her or not. Rolling my eyes, I turn around and start helping Vanessa organize our mess.
About twenty-five minutes later, my brothers come back in with food, and luckily, my office is now clean. 
“We have tacos!” Connor says with a smile as he sets down a platter of at least thirty tacos.
Vanessa’s eyes light up. She looks like she just found heaven.
“These look amazing,” she squeaks.
Caleb hands out plates for everyone while I set out the chips and salsa.
“So, where’s this taco place? Is it a secret spot like Mrs. Melinda’s?” Vanessa asks excitedly, not realizing the bomb she just dropped. 
“You went to see Mrs. Melinda? What? When?” Connor grumbles at me, almost dropping the taco he was setting on a plate.
“How could you! You went without us? Who did you go with? If you took Mark.” Caleb is practically growling when Vanessa laughs, making him pause.
“It was me, you guys. We talked this morning about everything with my father. I told him some stuff, then we realized it had gotten late and neither of us had breakfast. We went over there, had breakfast, then came back,” Vanessa tells them with a laugh. “Wow. You guys are serious about your breakfast.”
“It’s not just the breakfast, Vanessa. It’s the whole package. It’s Mrs. Melinda and her cookies,” Caleb says calmly to Vanessa, before turning to me. “Did you get a cookie?” His voice doesn’t change. He remains calm, but I can see the fury in his eyes. 
Vanessa has to cover her smile with her hands, which makes it hard for me to not laugh. 
“No, Caleb. I did not have a cookie,” I tell him, completely straight faced.
“Oh, okay.” Caleb visibly relaxes. It’s actually hilarious.
“Hey Caleb?” I say with a smile.
“Yeah?”
“Vanessa got a bag of cookies when we left.” With that, I sit down across the table from Caleb, laughing and watching Vanessa squirm next to me.




Chapter 14

Vanessa


                                                                                                                  
I can’t help but laugh when Caleb turns his glare on me. A mix of emotions overwhelms his eyes, leaving me unsure if he’s happy I got to try one, or furious I had one and he didn’t.
“You- she- she gave you cookies?” Caleb asks me, almost in shock, walking around the table to take the seat across from me.
“Yes, she did. But I actually haven’t had one yet.” I can feel the tension in the room rising over cookies.
“You want us to believe you didn’t even eat one?” Connor asks, unamused.
I lean next to the table and grab the bag out of my purse. Leaning forward, I look at the boys and smile. “I’ll share if you play nice”.
“Wait. Seriously? You actually didn’t eat them all? Hand it over, please! I don’t get to go next Friday. I fly out first thing Monday morning!”
Taking pity on him, I hand him a cookie first.
“Here you go,” I tell him with a smile. “There’s four in the bag, so we can each have one.”
“You can stay,” Caleb says out loud to no one in particular as he eats his cookie. 
“She is pretty great,” Adam says with a smile, as he bumps his shoulder into mine. Smiling, I look up to see Connor staring at us with a smirk as if he knows something we don’t. I want more, but I don’t know how. It’s too hard for me to trust and build connections with others. With Adam, his brothers, and even Mrs. Melinda, they make me want to try. To be a part of what they have. Today was a sweet taste of what it’s like to be surrounded by good people who care about you. 
But in the end, all love and trust has gotten me in the past is heart break.
“Let’s eat,” I say, hoping to shift my mind from these thoughts. 
For the next hour, I get to listen to the boys tell stories about each other and their sister growing up. Some of the stories even include Mrs. Melinda at the diner. It’s sweet and reminds me of what a family should be like. They questioned me about my past, and I told them bits and pieces, but I never let Adams brothers know how different our lives were growing up. 
We ended up talking to them about my father after lunch. They were just as kind and understanding as Adam had been, asking questions, but understood the situation was out of my control Caleb seemed even more excited about the evidence, only calming down when Adam told him Amelia would be out the following week to look at it.
“Wow. This seems like a lot of information to take in,” Connor says, leaning back in his chair. 
“You could say it’s been a busy week for me.” I laugh.
“Well, look, I want you to know that I understand. I can’t speak for everyone in my family, but I’m sure they would all say the same thing. Although your father isn’t a good person, you are. You were just put in an impossible situation,” Caleb tells me with a smile. 
“He’s right though,” Connor agrees. “I’m glad to know that we got your father’s name put in with security, so hopefully you’ll feel more secure here while at work.”
“What’s your plan for this weekend? Is your apartment safe? Does he know where you live?” Adam starts questioning me. I guess realizing that at some point I have to go home this evening, especially since it was already six and Blaire would want to grab dinner soon.
“Yes, daddy.” I smirk, caught between being annoyed at his cautiousness and thankful someone cares enough about me to watch out for me. “We have security at my building. Nobody’s going to attack me, unless I want them to, of course.” I wink at him and turn to pack my stuff up.
When I look back at him, his eyes have darkened, almost black, with the only part lit up being the gold specs throughout his irises. 
Those make his eyes look brighter, almost hungry. 
“I’ll be with Blaire at her place all weekend. I already have all my stuff with me anyway. Nothing to worry about,” I say with a smile.
“Okay, I guess that’s better. At least that way you won’t be alone,” Adam says, I think trying to convince himself more than me. 
“Bye everyone. Enjoy your weekend!” I tell the guys as I turn to walk out of the office.
“Hey, Vanessa!” Turning around, I see it’s Caleb. “We’re all going out for drinks tonight. You should come hang out for a while.”
“I don’t think tonight will work out. Blaire is expecting me,” I tell him. Behind him, Connor almost looks disappointed. Interesting.
“Okay. Well, you have my number. Let me know if anything changes. The offer for tonight still stands if she changes her mind,” Adam says.
“Okay . . . daddy.” I wink and run out of the office before he can say anything back.
Getting on the elevator, I can still hear Connor and Caleb laughing at Adam’s expense, while Adam groans something about me being the death of him. I love how easy-going they all are. It makes working here actually fun. It’s a place I fit into well.
How I fit with Adam though is the big question.
[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, I’m walking into Blaire’s apartment holding takeout food from our favorite Chinese restaurant. She’s already made a margarita and is sitting on her couch, holding a second one for me. 
“Oh, thank god,” I say, dropping the food and taking a large sip of the margarita she was holding out for me.
“Did you get me sweet and sour chicken?” she asks in delight, already digging into the food.
“Of course. I’m no dummy. Besides, I figured if we were drinking margaritas here tonight, we should probably eat a good meal. After the week I’ve had, I think I could use some,” I tell her. 
“Should I assume this means your talk with Adam went like shit? Should I just pour the Tequila shots now?” she asks, about to stand up.
“No, no. Nothing like that. It’s just been a lot of back and forth between what happened with Adam last week, having my first week at work, and now everything with my father. I just feel like my head is all over the place,” I say, unloading on her. “Sorry. Ever since that night with Adam, my emotions have been all over the place. It’s like my heart and brain won’t agree and it’s messing with me.”
“You’ve had a lot going on this week. I still don’t understand why you aren’t willing to try with Adam. Even just seeing where it could go. You guys seem to get along really well, and with what you told me about you guys in the bedroom, I’m sure there were no complaints there,” Blaire says as she starts to laugh at the blush now creeping up my neck. 
“Yes, I mean, you’re right. We get along well when we work together, and he’s the only guy to ever give me an orgasm, so he’s got that going for him, not that I’d tell him that. But it won’t last, it never does,” I tell her. 
“But you don’t know that. I think you need to really think about it. In the past, it’s been so easy for you to get over feelings for someone because you only let it get skin deep. But if you already care about this guy and keep thinking about him, it might already be past that point,” Blaire says, smiling at me. She knows these conversations make me uncomfortable. 
She’s probably also aware that she’s struck a nerve because she’s getting up and pouring us each a tequila shot. Grabbing a lime, we shoot them back. 
“The only thing I’ll give you is that I’ll think about it, okay?” Grabbing my margarita, I take a huge drink. I love tequila; I just hate shots. “Just not tonight. Right now, I just want to drink some margaritas and relax. It’s been a long week. I think for everyone. As I was leaving work, Caleb told us we should go out with them. Looks like everyone needs a night off.” 
“Why didn’t you say that earlier? Did they say where they were going?” Blaire looks flustered. “Text them and tell them we’re coming with. Let’s go out,” Blaire demands, obviously more interested now that I mentioned Adam and his brothers.
“Uh, really? But we just sat down. Let’s just stay here and relax tonight. We can go with them next time. 
“Um, no. Text them now and tell them we want to meet them somewhere,” Blaire says, standing up to head to her room. 
“Where are you going? I’m not texting them!”
“I’m going to my room to get ready. You should be too. Text him now, before I do,” she says, changing into a dress before heading into the bathroom to touch up her hair. 
Blaire’s hot. She’s tall, slim, and curvy. With her long auburn hair, she had men bending over backwards to talk to her. The best part is that she’s actually a good person.
“Fine.” Grabbing my phone, I text Adam before walking into her room to change. 
Me: Hey, little change of plans. Blaire wants to go out and wants Tequila. Is the offer still available to join you guys?
Adam: Hi :) A night out with you ladies and Tequila? Sounds like a party. We’re at Circus. Want to meet us here?
“Looks like we just got an invite to Circus.”
“Get ready bitch! We’re going out.” I hear Blaire yell from her room, obviously excited.
“Fine, but I’m raiding your closet.”




Chapter 15

Adam


My brothers and I have been having a great time at Circus. It’s rare that the three of us get to go out and spend time together like this, not working, that is. That’s one challenge that comes with us living in two different cities.                                                                                                                       
We’ve spent the last hour at the bar people-watching and drinking our scotch. There have been a couple of interested women throughout the night, but none that have caught anyone’s eye enough to leave our conversations.
“How long did they say it would take to get here?” Connor asks. 
“I’m not sure. I’m guessing they’ll be here soon. About fifteen minutes ago, she said they were leaving Blaire’s,” I tell them. 
“Oh, awesome. They’re fun,” Connor says.
Caleb just stares at me with a smirk. I’m about to give him a smart-ass response when I see her. 
Fuck, she’s gorgeous.
“They’re here,” I growl out, my eyes never leaving her. 
Both of my brothers follow my gaze, landing on Blaire and Vanessa.
“Damn,” Connor says, looking their way.
It’s hard to argue with that. However, I will argue over the fact that she came dressed this way.
Vanessa’s wearing a small silver top, showing her bare stomach, barely held together by thin straps, and a tiny black skirt, which only serves to highlight her long, silky legs, which are strapped into sky-high red heels. Red heels I’m currently imagining in so many intimate positions. Fuck, what is this woman doing to me. 
Just then, they stop walking. Vanessa turns back around before pulling out her phone. Her movement shows me the rest of her outfit, or lack thereof. The back of her shirt doesn’t exist; all you see is her long, slim back, begging for my tongue to run along her spine. 
My phone vibrates with a message.
Vanessa: We just got here. Where are you?
Me: Turn around and look straight.
When her eyes meet mine, I smile. The connection is almost startling, and we aren’t even close to each other. She flashes me a shy smile as they make their way over. 
“Well, our night just got interesting,” Caleb says with a laugh. 
“Don’t even think about it.” I glare towards him, only making him laugh harder.
“Someone's feeling a little possessive. Didn’t mommy ever teach you sharing is caring?” he responds, deliberately pushing my buttons. 
Caleb loves pussy as much as the rest of us, but he loves his family more. Besides, it’s not like he’s lacking options. He’s already had two girls come over to him tonight. 
As Vanessa makes her way over, I’m thankful her hair is long enough to offer some coverage, as her top is nonexistent. 
“Hi,” she says with a sly smile as they walk up to our table.
Connor hasn’t stopped staring since they got here, but his eyes are on Blaire.
Caleb’s the first to stand, giving both Blaire and Vanessa a hug. Connor quickly follows suit, eager to have them join us. The entire time, I sit watching Vanessa as she interacts with my brothers, her eyes never leaving mine. Blaire comes over quickly to say hello, and Caleb flags the server over to order a round of shots for the table.
By that time, Vanessa has made her way over to me, her eyes tracing down my body slowly, electricity crackling between us.
By the time her eyes meet mine, they’re dark with desire, which I can only imagine mirrors my own. Forcing myself to keep my eyes on her face and not allow them to be pulled down, I’m surprised to see another emotion. Is she nervous? She almost looks shy.
“Hey, I’m glad you guys could come out and join us,” I tell her, picking up my scotch and bringing it to my lips.
“Thanks again for inviting us. It beats sitting at home drinking homemade margaritas and watching trashy reality TV,” she responds.
Something about this feels different. She’s unsure of herself right now. I can tell she’s happy to be here, but it seems like she doesn’t know what to do with herself.
If I wasn’t so unsure about my own feelings and intentions with her, watching her struggle with it might be endearing. But all it’s doing is leading to more confusion on my part. 
Looking at her, I gesture for her to come closer, then even closer, until she is practically standing between my legs. I lean forward and whisper quietly in her ear.
“You look fucking incredible right now.” Letting a finger barely skim her back, I feel her shiver at my touch. That tells me exactly what I needed to know. Her mind may say this is wrong, but her body wants me.
Thankfully, the server walks over with our round of shots as well as drinks for everyone that Caleb must’ve ordered. 
Caleb passes out the shots to everyone—tequila, of course—because if you’re with Caleb, it’s always tequila.
“Let’s hope for a good night and let’s have some fun. Cheers!” Connor says. 
We all clink glasses together and down our shots. I sure hope Connor is right and this’ll be a good night. 
One things for sure, with my brothers, the liquor doesn’t stop until you do. 
[image: image-placeholder]An hours gone by and we’ve all got three more shots and a couple of drinks under our belt. Everyone seems to be relaxed, including Vanessa, who has remained in the seat next to me. 
“I need to go to the ladies’ room,” Blaire says, getting up from the table. 
“I’ll come with,” Vanessa tells her, hopping up from her seat a little too fast and almost tipping over.
I catch her around the waist, my fingertips landing on her bare stomach. Electricity shocks me, starting at my fingertips and going all the way through my body to my toes. 
Before I remove my hand, I see a flash of hunger go through Vanessa’s eyes, but it’s gone in the blink of an eye. I know she wants this just as much as I do. Her body tells me so, but she’s fighting it so hard. 
Leaning in, I brush my lips across her ear. I feel her beneath my touch. I whisper quietly so no one else can hear. 
“Do you always fight everything this hard?”
Taking a step back, she looks me in my eyes.
“If it’s worth having, then it’s worth fighting for. At least that’s how it’s always been in my life.” Then she turns around and follows Blaire to the bathroom.
Looking back towards my brothers, I see Caleb talking to a woman from the bar, who came over with one of her friends. It’s then, when I think everything is going wonderful, that I hear the voice I wish I could forget. 
“Hey, sexy.” My stomach turns as I feel arms try to wrap their way around my body before I’m able to grab them and gently remove them.
Both of my brothers are lost in conversation with the girls from the bar, so they haven’t realized who I’m talking to yet. I know they dislike her almost as much as I do.
“I think you’re at the wrong table, Holly. Not sure what you’re looking for here,” I tell her, keeping my hand on my drink and my eyes on the bathroom where Vanessa just disappeared. “Why don’t you just go back to where you came from and let us go on with our night.”
“Oh please, I found just what I’m looking for. You’re here,” she says in her overly flirtatious tone, while trying to scoot closer. Holly isn’t unattractive, but she’s fake, and not in a good way. Smiling at me, she leans in to whisper in my ear, ignoring my hand on her shoulder stopping her. 
“Why are you saying no? We both know you didn’t want me to leave you. We both know you’ve always wanted me,” she whispers, putting her hand on my bicep. “I looked for you last Friday. Where were you?”
“No, at one point in my life I wanted you, but that ship sailed when you decided to cheat on me. Obviously, that worked out well for you,” I growl, removing her hand again. Leaning against Vanessa’s stool, she scoots over until she’s right by me.
“I liked the idea of you more than I ever actually liked you.” Taking a drink, I look over and see Vanessa and Blaire on their way over. “As for Friday night, I was with someone. You’re actually in her seat right now,” I tell her matter-of-factly. 
“Wait, you’re seeing someone? More than just a quick fuck? But she’s not me. You can’t erase all the history we have.”
“Holly, I’m well aware we can’t erase history. Trust me, I’ve tried. But—” I growl, as she wraps her arms around me again, trying to lean forward to kiss me right as a whirl of blonde hair returns to the table. 
Thank God this girl has good timing.




Chapter 16

Vanessa


I’m walking out of the bathroom with Blaire when I notice that our table has more people at it. Caleb and Connor are busy talking to the girl who has perched herself on Caleb’s lap, although I see both keeping their eyes on Adam.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Adam looks uncomfortable talking to this girl, but she doesn’t seem to be getting the hint. Instead of backing off, she starts to press her chest into his face, grabbing his bicep. I see him keep moving her hand and pointing in a different direction, but she stays right there.
I’m not sure why, but I feel suddenly possessive of the fact that she’s sitting there with Adam, and I want to help him with how uncomfortable he looks. 
As soon as we get closer to the table, I hear Adam respond to her with a hiss that I’ve never heard from him before.
“I liked the idea of you more than I ever actually liked you.” Adam tells her, his eyes looking around the room for something. For someone. “As for Friday night, I was with someone. You’re actually in her seat right now.” He continues to look around the room until finally, his eyes land on me. 
This lady is not getting the hint. Who is she? When she responds, I see red and decide I’m over her shit.
“She’s not me. And a quick hookup can’t erase all the history we have. Come on, baby, let’s just give it another try. We were so good together.” 
“Holly don’t—” I hear Adam growl, as she tries to wrap her arms around him, leaning forward for a kiss. Adam looks so uncomfortable that not only am I angry that she’s touching him, but I’m also angry that she didn’t seem to understand what it meant when someone said no. Throwing yourself at someone after they have told you no, just makes you a dick. 
Grabbing her hand, I gently help her remove it from Adam’s side, catching her attention as I do. She finally pulls back enough to see who’s touching her, trying to level me with a glare at the same time. 
“Um, excuse you. Why you are you touching me?” She glares at me. 
“Because you’re touching someone that doesn’t belong to you,” I snap right back at her. Smiling up at Adam, I wrap my arms around him. “Hi, handsome. Sorry I was gone so long; the line for the ladies’ room was long.” I give him a quick kiss on his cheek. 
“It’s okay, sunshine. I’m glad you’re back.” I feel him squeeze my side in what I can only imagine is a silent thank you.
I don’t realize we’re kind of lost in our own worlds, until I hear a yell.
“Adam, who is this, and why is she touching you??” Holly shrieks at him. “Aren’t you going to do something about it?”
“Nope.” He pops the p at the end, pulling me closer to him, almost into his lap. The fact that she knows his name tells me she probably knows him, but I still don’t care. The alcohol is running through our veins right now, leaving us a little sillier, and a lot bolder.
“Um, excuse you. He doesn’t need to explain anything. He already told you he was with someone last Friday. Take the hint and leave,” I tell her, refusing to force Adam to converse with her anymore.
“You think you’re important? He’s a one and done kind of guy, well after me that is,” Holly says, her tone laced with rage, but she smiles and winks at Adam at the last part. “He’s just going to dump you once he gets what he wants. Just like he’s always done since I left. He was just waiting for me to come back.” 
With that, I lose it. I’m over people thinking they have control over others and refusing to let people live their own lives, especially when they think they can disrespect me in the process. Adam must feel the same because he starts to stand, but I push him back down with a smile.
“I’ve got this,” I whisper in his ear, before leaning down to give him a kiss. The kiss was supposed to be quick, but he grabs my waist and pulls me closer to him, deepening it. Pulling back, I see his eyes are filled with desire, a desire that I share and one that I want to get lost in. 
Looking back at Holly, I smile. Whether she likes it or not, she’s about to get a lot more information than she bargained for, but if it’s what’s going to drive it through her thick skull, I’ll take one for the team. 
“Holly, while you were out last Friday looking for Adam to try and seduce him back into your life, you weren’t even a thought in his mind, or the darkest part of his imagination. I would know. I spent the night choking on his cock and coming more times than I can count. When you left him, you ruined your shot, not mine. Now you need to accept that he’s found someone he wants to get lost in, mentally and well, physically, of course. The best part? Not once will either of us think about you,” I say with a sweet smile. I start to walk over to Blaire to grab a drink, but I turn around to look at Holly again. “Now, get out of my seat before I help you out of it.”
Holly’s face turns scarlet, and the color begins to cover her chest. Before she can even say anything, I look back at Adam. “Let’s go dance?”
Smiling, he grabs my hand, pulls me in close, and walks me out to the dance floor, leaving Holly about ready to combust. Peaking back, I see Blaire, Caleb, and Connor staring at us, each of them trying not to laugh. I wink at them before leaning back into Adam.
Leading me onto the dance floor, Adam reminds me of the man I met last Friday. The way his fingers are wrapped around me, I can tell he’s in charge, possessive, and locked in on me. Once we move further onto the dance floor, Adam spins me around and places his hands on my hips, pulling me into him. 
My body quickly remembers his; the spark between us has never fully been extinguished. My skin feels like electricity is humming through it, just under the surface, and when he pulls me in tighter, so that our bodies are flush together, I know he’s feeling the same thing, because with each touch I can feel him grow harder and harder. 
“Feel that? That’s what you do to me. Only you,” he growls against my ear. There isn’t an inch of space between us. Our bodies are pressed into each other. My whole body feels like it’s vibrating from the intensity of his touch as he drags his hands down from my hips. 
Walking into the club tonight, I thought that I was in control. I knew what I wanted, and I was here to claim that. I wanted to lean into the chemistry between us. Try to figure it out.
Were we going to be a spark that’s easily blown out? Would he forget about me after he got what he wanted? Or will our spark spread like wildfire, taking over our bodies, our senses, until the only thing we have left is the feeling of us together.
Will he be the one to finally break down my walls and wiggle his way into my heart?
But now, I can tell who’s in charge, and without even thinking, I’m leaning into him, giving him more access to my body.
I can feel Adam stop once he gets to the bottom of my skirt. Skimming his finger just lower than the hem. I feel his hands brush against the inside of my thigh. I can’t help the small moan that comes out any more than I can help leaning back into him—wanting more. Adams hand makes its way beneath my skirt, while his other hand slowly caresses up my side, brushing my nipple as he goes higher and higher, until finally resting on my collar bone. 
The way he’s holding me makes it so I am at his mercy. And when his fingers lightly squeeze around my throat, I lose all control. Turning my head towards Adam, I brush my lips over his jawline, inching closer to his mouth. 
“I need you to tell me this is okay,” Adam pleads, his hand tightening around my throat. Not enough to hurt me, but just enough to ensure that all my focus is on him. 
I nod, wanting him to keep going.
“I need to hear you say it.”
“Yes, don’t stop.”
“Good girl,” he tells me as his mouth crashes onto mine. 
Turning my body towards him, it’s as if everyone around us disappears. Adam keeps his hand underneath my skirt and brings it up my thigh, slowly making his way up. Never breaking our kiss, he grazes over the top of the lace of my panties and begins rubbing slow circles around my clit.
Pulling back from Adam, I look at him to see his hooded eyes, and beneath that, I see a different emotion than I’m used to seeing, one I’m not quite able to pin down. Happiness? Compassion? I wasn’t quite sure, but I know it’s a look I’ve never seen from him before, and I don’t hate it. 
“Let’s go,” I tell him, already pulling him back to the table from the dance floor. Adam follows immediately behind me, obviously excited to be leaving. 
As we get closer to the table, we notice Caleb chatting with the same girl as before, as well as two of her friends, and Connor talking with Blaire. I’m about to tell Blaire that we’re leaving when she points out the new drinks sitting on the table. 
“Here! Drink up!” I go to grab a margarita from the table when Connor stops me.
“Nope! The server specifically said that this drink was for you.” He passes me a purple-looking drink with a piece of fruit and a flower on top. 
“Some guy apparently sent our whole table a round of drinks. The server just mentioned that this drink was specifically for you. Something about loving the garnishes or something,” Blaire rattles on. 
My heart stops. My blood runs cold. Looking down at the drink, I notice the flower. Not even needing to look his way, I can feel Adam’s eyes on me, watching as realization hits me. 
My father was here tonight. He sent these drinks. 
“We’re leaving. Now,” Adam says. Not just to me, but to everyone. 
The group looks up at us, more in shock than anything. 
“What? Why?” Connor asks, obviously enjoying being out with everyone tonight.
“Because I said so. Besides, I don’t think these drinks were random. But it’s not something we can discuss here,” Adam tells them. 
Blaire passes me a shot of tequila, obviously seeing everything play out and knowing this night just took a very unexpected turn. I down the shot. 
Fuck it. I’m already drunk anyway. 
Adam hands a bunch of cash to the server and says, “Let’s go.” placing his hand on my back and leading me out of the club. 
Caleb quickly tells the girls that he was talking to goodbye, and one smoothly passes him her phone number with a wink, while Connor and Blaire follow Adam and I out of the club. Once we are outside, I can tell that everyone is confused, but Adam is not slowing down as he turns us and starts walking down the street.
“Adam, wait,” I say, coming to a complete stop in the middle of the sidewalk. With his arm still on my back, I can feel him trying to keep me walking, but I step to the side instead.
“Vanessa, not now,” he growls. 
He hasn’t stopped looking around since I saw the flower in my drink; he’s constantly alert and always touching me. I’m not used to having someone watch my back and look out for me. It’s odd. The only people that I’ve been able to rely on since my mom died have been Blaire and myself. I’m so used to watching out for myself that I feel myself struggling to allow him to help me. 
In the past, I never allowed myself to get close to anyone, as my only focus was making sure that I was safe. It was easier that way, no one else’s feelings were involved that I needed to watch out for; and no one that I needed to protect from my father besides myself.
My heart is also protected when I refuse to get close to people. But why am I having such a hard time keeping myself closed off from Adam? The more I know him, the more I care, which means he’s in danger of my father, as well as his brothers. 
Knowing what I need to do doesn’t make the choice any easier, but if Adam continues to be seen with me, my father will go after him. The only reason my father hasn’t done anything to me is because he knows that I have the evidence that could put him away. As long as he can’t find the evidence, I think I’m okay. 
My only choice is to put distance between us until I find someone I can trust to turn the evidence over to—hopefully his sister Amelia will be able to help me. 
Stopping again, I refuse to go any further.
“Adam, this is ridiculous. Stop,” I yell. “Where are you going?” 
“We’re going to my car,” he says, like that explains what’s happening inside his brain.
“Why? Blaire and I are going back to her place. The nights over, we’ll just catch a cab and head back to her’s.
“No,” Adam responds.
I wait, expecting him to elaborate or tell me anything more than just, “No,” but he doesn’t, which infuriates me more. I notice that Caleb and Connor are looking at each other, having no idea what the hell’s happened.
“Adam, stop. I just want to go back to Blaire’s place and forget about all of this. Please,” I plead with him. 
Adam finally stops, but when he looks at me, I’m startled. He is furious. Not knowing why he’s upset with me makes it harder, but in the end, it will only help me give us distance. If he’s this mad at me for my father finding us now, I can only imagine how he would react towards me when it inevitably happens again. 
“Vanessa, don’t fuck with me right now. He followed you, followed us. This is so fucked up I can’t even think,” he tells me. 
“Adam, I’m not putting this on any of you. My father is a dangerous man. I’m going to Blaire’s. I’ll see you on Monday,” I tell him before turning towards Blaire.
“Ready to go?” I ask her.
She looks at me a little puzzled but smiles and nods anyway.
“Yup. Sounds like pizza and a lot of catching up is necessary,” Blaire tells me. 
Looking at Caleb and Connor, I smile.
“Sorry about all of this tonight. Hopefully you guys can salvage some of it,” I tell them both with a smile. 
“It’s not a problem at all. Not your fault,” Connor says, offering us both a hug.
“At least let us drive you both to Blaire’s place,” Adam groans.
Realizing that’s not the worst idea, I look at Blaire and shrug. Since he won’t be dragging us around, grunting like a cave man, I figure this is an easy enough compromise. 
“Sure, that’s fine,” I tell him, and begin walking in that direction. Behind us, I vaguely hear Caleb tell Adam that after they drop us off, he and Connor want to be dropped off at the girls’ place he met tonight, which makes both Blaire and I giggle.
“At least someone will have a fun night,” Blaire says out loud.
“Oh, I plan on it,” Connor says with a wink.
Adam just rolls his eyes and unlocks the car. It’s an all-black Aston Martin. Connor opens the door, allowing Caleb to get in first, followed by Blaire. I start to follow Blaire when Connor stops me.
“Nah, you sit up front. I don’t want to feel the wrath of Mr. Grumps over there,” Connor says under his breath. 
Ugh. 
“Well, thanks,” I tell him, with a forced half smile. This will be a fun drive.
About halfway through the drive, I start to feel giggly. Guess the last few shots right before we left were finally hitting me. Turning on the radio to avoid the quiet, Blaire squeals in the back when Pony starts to play. We must both be a little drunk. 
“Turn it up!” Blaire yells with a laugh. When this song plays on the dance floor, we’re always the first ones out there. 
When I look over at Adam, he shrugs his shoulders, obviously not caring too much, so I crank the volume up.
Feeling Blaire poke me from the back, I turn around to see her singing along in between Caleb and Connor laughing. Joining in with her, we both start singing and dancing along to the song. 
Turning back around to face forward, I glance over at Adam to see he looks tense. His knuckles are white from gripping the steering wheel. As I’m about to ask what’s wrong, I look down and realize that my skirt has inched up my legs, leaving not much to the imagination of what I might be wearing underneath. 
Blame it on my emotions being all over the place, the tequila, or even the fact that making out with Adam earlier tonight made me horny as fuck. I decide to mess with him a bit. Looking his way, I catch his eye and smirk, while grabbing the edge of my skirt and continuing to pull it up the last little bit. 
Not taking my eyes off of Adam, I see his jaw clench, but he continues to look my way every couple of seconds. When we come to a stop light, Blaire continues her concert for the boys in the back, and I decide to get a little braver. Biting my lip, I let my hand sneak under my skirt, giving him a view of me moving my panties to the side. Playing with my clit for just a moment, I hear a quick intake of air and realize that Adam is watching me intensely.
Thankfully, with the way we’re sitting, Blaire and the guys can’t see what I’m doing up here. 
Adam’s eyes turn black with hunger and his gaze is so intense that I forget to move. I just continue to stare back at him till the light turns green. My hand remains in my lap, but I’m unable to continue messing with Adam, as it’s beginning to mess with me. 
Thankfully, he’s pulling up in front of Blaire’s place just two minutes later. Getting out, I notice Adam follows, walking around the car to stand behind me while the others get out of the car. 
I start to turn around to ask what he’s doing when he takes another step closer, pressing up against me. I freeze.
“Feel that?” Adam leans forward and whispers quietly in my ear. “That’s what you’ve done to me, playing your little game in the car. Think it’s still all fun and games now?” he growls in my ear as he pushes his hard cock into me, making sure I have a full understanding of what I did.
With everything that happened tonight, this shouldn’t make me happy. But knowing I’m the cause of his unravelling is enough to push me over the edge. Looking over at Blaire and his brothers, I notice they’re all finally out of the car but caught up in a conversation. Looking back at him, I give him a smile and rub my ass against him, causing him to growl in my ear. 
“Watch it, Vanessa. I’ve had about all I can take tonight, and if you keep playing with fire, I just might snap,” he says in warning. “I’m not sure how Blaire would feel watching her best friend get fucked up against a building, but if you continue, I promise you we will find out.”
Desire is flowing through me, and the urge to turn around and let him make good on his promise is almost too much to fight. But I force myself to take a step forward, peeling my body away from his. 
When I turn to face him, I have a clear view of just how affected he is by what’s happening between us, and I know he can see the same look in me. Two people who refuse to be in relationships for their own reasons are now the people who have to fight this attraction. 
“Enough,” I tell him. “We’ve had our fun, now it’s over. It’s time for us to stop playing around. This isn’t anything, and it never will be. That’s not who we are together. It was a nice time, but it’s nothing,” I choke out the lie, feeling like acid on my tongue. 
I wish I could tell him how I truly feel, but I need him to put distance between us to make sure he’s safe.
“Nothing? You think this is nothing? You’re wrong, and you know it. But if you want nothing, I’ll show you nothing.” With that, Adam steps around me and walks straight to his car. Blaire looks at me, and I just shrug. 
Waving goodbye to Caleb and Connor, I turn and head into Blaire’s apartment complex, waiting as she says her goodbyes. Watching them get into the car, I notice they don’t immediately drive away.
“Well, that was a weird night,” Blaire says as she scans her card to get into the complex. 
“Tell me about it, I don’t even know where to begin processing the shit show of tonight,” I tell her honestly. Just then, as the door shuts behind us, I watch as the Aston Martin pulls away.
Even when I shut him down, lied, and told him there’s nothing between us, he still waited for us to get inside. 
Why does that hurt so much. I want to say screw the distance and just see what he wants, but that’s selfish. I need to think about him and his family’s safety.
After we get upstairs, Blaire makes us a pizza and ends up opening a bottle of wine. I give her the run-down of everything that has been happening with my father since I started this new job.
Of course, Blaire was more worried about me staying safe than she was concerned about herself, but my father has never done anything to Blaire, even though he’s known she’s my best friend. Hopefully, she’ll be okay.
Lying in bed, it’s hard not to think about what happened with Adam tonight. Had my father not sent those drinks over to us, I would probably have gone home with him. We both obviously wanted it, as he made so apparent. 
Putting distance between us will only be for the best.




Chapter 17

Adam


Not talking to Vanessa all weekend was tough. After we dropped them off on Friday night, I wanted to text her to check in, but I knew that I couldn’t.                                                                                                                            
Hearing her say that what’s been happening between us is nothing struck a nerve. The fact that she’s trying to play this off as nothing when it’s clearly been something taking over both of our minds, well, it fucking sucks. So, if she wants us to be nothing, I’ll show her what that would feel like. 
Monday morning came, and instead of showing up at 8:00 am, I’m much earlier. Since today is the first time I’m going to see Vanessa since the bar, I wanted to have the upper hand and get myself started on things before she arrived. 
As soon as I enter my office, I try to force myself to get right to work, but instead I keep watching the clock, waiting for 8:00 a.m. I know that we’re going to have to have the conversation about what she’ll be doing today, and I know that she’s expecting to be working with me on the project today, but I don’t think that I can do it.
The thought of being that close to her and pretending that there’s nothing between us makes me crazy.
Now that I’m thinking about it, everything about her drives me crazy. From the way she completely takes over a job when she’s working, to the way she smiles softly at others. Every little thing about her has dug its way beneath my skin. 
I have spent my life trying to please others, and ever since Holly left, I’ve tried to find someone that I felt a spark with. Someone that I was interested in for more than one night. Now it feels like that spark has turned into a full-on wildfire inside of my body, and one touch from her would set it off.
Hearing the words, “We are nothing” from Vanessa was like ice cold water being poured over the fire, trying to douse out our flames.
I try to avoid looking at the clock by focusing on work, but after realizing that it’s 8:15 already and she hasn’t shown up yet, I can’t help myself from getting worried. 
Heading down to the front desk, I’m about to ask if they’ve seen her arrive yet when I see her walking with Toby. 
Immediately, I become frustrated, watching her interact with him so casually, with that smile on her face directed at him instead of me. 
All my ideas of how this interaction might go get thrown directly out the window. I head her way, planning to tell her that we’ll be meeting this afternoon to go over the project, but when she looks at me, I lose track of every thought. 
She seems nervous, almost shy about being around me, which makes my anger disappear.
Walking towards them, I refuse to smile at her, but give Toby a brief nod. It’s not his fault that there’s so much awkwardness going on here. 
“Good morning,” I offer both of them.
“Good morning, Mr. Maxwell,” Toby responds, but I have yet to take my eyes off of Vanessa.
“Morning,” Vanessa says meekly, barely looking at me. “I figured that I would start down here this morning. I wanted to help Toby with what we were working on before you moved me. He offered to teach me more about the company today.”
“No, that is not the plan. I’ve been in my office waiting for you, and you’re late.” Her jaw drops, and she continues to stare at me. Her eyes darken, but I know what she’s feeling right now is far from desire. “I don’t tolerate tardiness. Be in my office in ten minutes ready to work,” I snap at her.
“Mr. Maxwell, I don’t think that’s the best—” Vanessa starts to say, but I cut her off.
“Ms. Rossi, what’s best for this situation is for you to do the job you were hired for. That job includes working with me, not Mr. Michaels. If you have a problem with this, we can also discuss it in my office.” 
Vanessa stands up, her eyes going completely dark. She’s obviously annoyed, but I couldn’t care less. 
For some reason, her anger and the fact that she’s willing to stand up to me, turns me the fuck on and sends desire down my spine straight to my cock. 
“Mr. Maxwell, I at least want to be able to finish what I was working on here with Mr. Michaels. What do you say I come up there after lunch?” she says, venom lacing each of her words, only making my cock harder.
“What do I say, Ms. Rossi?” I glance at my watch quickly to check the time. “I say you’re down to nine minutes.” With that, I walk away, leaving a stunned Toby and a furious Vanessa.
I mean, I know I was supposed to show her what “nothing” meant to me, but currently, I’m too pissed off that my own mind isn’t cooperating. This is what she does to me. She has thrown me off in so many ways that I’m not sure how I’m still functioning. I went from never needing a woman more than just a night to being upset that she’s so against the idea of spending time with me. 
I immediately head to the elevator and go up to my office. Knowing that there’s a good chance she’s going to come up here soon and I want to be waiting. 
As I’m getting on the elevator, Connor runs in behind me. “Had to drop Caleb off at the airport,” he huffs. I nod my acknowledgement, too annoyed to respond. 
“Good morning, Adam.” Connor smiles, oblivious to my sour mood. He hands me the coffee he must have been on his way to deliver to me.
“Morning. Thanks for the coffee,” I grumble at him, unable to keep my emotions in check.
“What’s up with you this morning? Another girl leave you in the middle of the night?” He pokes fun at me.
Immediately turning to face him, I stare him down.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. It’s a joke, not a dick, don’t take it so hard,” Connor says, laughing at my obvious frustration. “But seriously, what happened?”
“Just Vanessa. She went down to work with Toby this morning instead of coming to my office to work together,” I tell Connor.
“And you’re upset because . . .” he trails off, waiting for me to answer.
Snapping at him as the elevator stops on our floor. 
“I’m upset because she was hired to do a job, and I expect her to be able to do it. If she can’t be professional after what happened between us, we may need to reevaluate her position here. If she would like to do her job, she can meet me in my office. End of discussion.” 
Walking towards my office, I hear Connor behind me grumbling about how he should have just stayed home today. Obviously, he’s thrilled with my attitude. 
With just two minutes to spare, Vanessa comes barreling through my office door with Trish rushing in right behind her. 
“Mr. Maxwell, I’m so sorry. She just came up on the elevator and immediately came this way without checking in with us.” 
“Out,” I command, still looking at Vanessa.
Trish must think I’m talking to Vanessa because she just stands there waiting. Forcing my eyes away from Vanessa, I stare at Trish.
“Out. Now. I need to speak with Ms. Rossi. Alone,” I tell her.
Trish looks shocked that I’m kicking her out instead of Vanessa.
“Uh, alright. I’ll be out there if you guys need—” 
Cutting her off, I just point at the door and say, “Now.” I don’t have time for this. All I want is to speak with Vanessa alone and figure out what the hell is going through her head after Friday.
As soon as the door shuts, Vanessa immediately starts talking.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing? I’m here to do a job, and Toby was trying to help me, but because of your ego you decided to be the world’s biggest asshole and freak out over the fact that I wasn’t in your office the second you wanted me to be.” Vanessa takes a deep breath before continuing, “I told you that I couldn’t do this, and I meant it. It’s too much with everything going on with my father, and I need to make a clean break. Either accept that or don’t, but that’s on you.”
“Are you done?” I ask her, leaning back on my desk with my ankles crossed.
“You are absolutely infuriating,” she says.
“I told you that I would let you see what it’s like for us to be nothing. I never said anything about us not working together. It’s a shame that we ended up working together after hooking up, but it is what it is. You were hired to do a job, and I expect you to complete it. You’re meant to work with me. Now, I expect you’re either here to tell me you quit, or because you’re ready to get to work. Which one is it?”
“Why are you making this so difficult?” she asks with a huff. “We can be adults about this, but that doesn’t mean we need to constantly work together.”
Ignoring her, I sit at my desk and begin looking for any clues as to what our hacker is looking for. A minute passes by, and I look up at her, waiting for her to come over. It takes a second, but she finally sits down and starts working. 
We work together in tense silence, only talking when we need to let the other know something about the task. 
I can feel the anger coming off of Vanessa in waves, and as much as I want to drown in it, I know it’s best to offer her an olive branch. 
Standing up, I stare down at her, but she refuses to look in my direction.
“I’m going to break for a coffee and pastry from downstairs. Would you like to come?” I ask her.
I can tell that she wants to say yes, but she is so damn stubborn that she has to hold her ground.
“Come on, it’ll be good for both of us to get up and move around for a second. Fresh air is good for everyone.”
Her eyes soften and I immediately know she’s going to agree
“Fine. But you’re paying,” she says, getting up and walking past me. Right before she gets to the door, she turns back around, leveling me with her stare. “And I want two pastries.”
I start to chuckle, and follow her out of the office, walking past a grumpy Trish, who glares at Vanessa as we walk by to the elevator. That’s a situation I’m not touching today.
I hope that this is enough to break some of the tension between us, because as much as I wanted to show her what it was like for us to be nothing, it’s worse than I imagined.




Chapter 18

Vanessa


When Adam asked me if I wanted to go down and get coffee, my first reaction was to decline. Things have already been so tense between us this morning that I figured spending any more time just the two of us wouldn’t go well.                                                                                                                               
The only thing that stopped me from declining his invite was the look in his eyes. He genuinely looked like he wanted me to come with him and was worried I wouldn’t. 
Although I shouldn’t care about what he’s feeling because putting distance between us is to protect him. 
When we walk into the café, I immediately notice their huge pastry case and feel like I have died and gone to sugar heaven. 
It’s a place, trust me. 
I must be drooling over the pastries because I turn to see Adam laughing in my direction.
“Have you never been here before?” he asks me with a smile.
“Nope. The only time I’ve had anything from here was when Connor and Caleb brought us coffee and food that one night. Had I known they had all of this, I would have been here every day,” I tell him, never taking my eyes off the food. 
“Well, get whatever you’d like,” he tells me nonchalantly.
We order our coffees, but I’m still being indecisive and haven’t figured out which pastries I want.
“I, um, I’ll get . . .” I start to say, finally forcing myself to make a decision, when Adam interrupts me and starts talking to the barista.
“Can we just box up one of every pastry?” he asks the barista. 
“Adam, that’s like thirty different pastries. Don’t be ridiculous,” I tell him, shocked.
“Vanessa, it’s fine,” he tells me with a simple smile. Turning back to the barista, who looks just as surprised that he ordered that much.
“Are you sure?” she asks timidly.
“Yup,” he says, popping the P. “One of everything in a box. That way, she can try a little bit of everything,” he says with a smile. “The girl loves her sugar.”
She eyes him skeptically but begins to put one of everything inside a box. 
There’s literally every kind of pastry here, including things I’ve never even heard of. There are croissants, chocolate croissants, Danishes, donuts, cannoli, macarons, eclairs, and then there are some that I’ve never tried, like baklava, panettone, and diples. 
After he pays for the pastries, we decide to walk the block to the park and sit for a moment and eat. 
We walk in silence to the bench, where he gives me the pastry box to dig into.
After my first bite, I think I’ve died and gone to heaven. 
“Oh, fuck, these are good,” I say out loud, only to cause Adam to start laughing again. “Shut up, I love sugar and carbs. Really any sort of dessert or pastry.” 
“Hey, I didn’t say anything,” Adam says, laughing. “But can I have one too?” he asks with a wink, which quickly disarms me. 
Why can a simple smile and a wink from this man completely derail everything that I’ve been working on? Why are we so drawn to each other? And why do we continue to fight it so relentlessly? 
At this point, I’m not sure if he’s fighting it anymore, though.
We both reach into the box at the same time to grab a pastry, and our fingers brush, causing electricity to shoot up my arm from the simple touch. 
Pulling my hand back, I look away, refusing to make eye contact with him. Grabbing a pastry—one that I definitely haven’t tried yet—he lets me play coy and doesn’t push on anything. 
It isn’t until we’ve been sitting for a few minutes that he brings up anything of importance.
“Vanessa, I want to talk about Friday. I—” Adam starts but is interrupted by a phone call from Connor.
“What’s up?” Adam says, ignoring pleasantries and getting straight to the point. “What do you mean? We just grabbed a coffee,” Adam says back to whatever Connor said. 
From where I’m sitting, I hear Connor rush and explain something to Adam, but I don’t quite understand what he’s saying. 
“Fuck,” Adam says into the phone, before gesturing for me to stand as he begins to walk back to the office. “We will be there in less than five minutes,” he responds before hanging up. 
“What’s going on?” I ask Adam as I walk and try to close the pastry box at the same time, without spilling anything, of course.
“Someone is hacking into our system, but this time they’re specifically looking into one person,” Adam says, as if this is enough of an explanation as to why we’re rushing back.
“Aren’t there other people working on this as well? Isn’t Toby helping?” I ask him, trying to understand the urgency. “Who are they looking into this time?” 
“None of that is important, Vanessa.”
“Adam, who are they looking into?” I demand, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up as I wait nervously for his response.
“You,” he says, before grabbing my hand and pulling me back into the office.
“What? Why are they looking into me?” I ask worriedly.
“We don’t know. That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”
We head up in the elevator and go directly to his office where Connor and Toby are working at the conference table, waiting for us.
Connor is the first to break the silence when we walk in.
“Vanessa, I want to prepare you before you come sit over here and see what’s going on,” Connor tells me. “Same with you, Adam.”
“Just get on with it,” Adam growls.
“This attack looks more personal than the ones in the past. Before, all the attacks were looking up banking information, maybe some personal data, but the whole point of what they were doing was to find information they would be able to blackmail people with,” Connor begins to explain.
“This one’s a little different as they’re trying to look up all of that information, but they also left a personal message within the files, almost like they wanted you to find it.”
“What did it say?” Adam asks sharply.
“Look for yourself,” Connor says.
Adam and I both walk around his desk to look at the monitor, where it says:
I will find it . . .
Adam and I make eye contact at that exact moment and understanding flashes between us.
It’s my father. He’s behind these attacks, and he’s set his eyes on me, on the information I have on him.
“Fuck,” I say to no one in particular.
Adam starts to explain the situation to them, leaving out the information that I have on him, at least until it’s just his brother in here. 
When Adam looks back at me, I almost take a step back just from the look I see in his eyes. 
He looks livid. His eyes have darkened from their normal bright green color and now resemble a lake at midnight, with barely any gold specs left. 
“We’re leaving today,” he tells me, before turning back to Connor to talk over logistics, ignoring Toby, who continues eyeing us, grasping at anything to try and understand what’s going on.
That’s it? That’s all he’s going to tell me. I understand he doesn’t want to let many people know the whole story, respecting my wishes, but he just told everyone we were leaving. He told Toby!
“Leaving? Where are we going?” I ask, the shock of what he said wearing off.
“Yes, we’re leaving soon to pack bags quickly.” Adam eyes toby and doesn’t continue explaining where we’re going 
As much as I want to argue and get as much information as I can, I know that he’s probably not telling me more for a good reason. I can always explain my relationship with Adam to Toby at a different time. 
Relationship? Friendship? Whatever the hell it is that Adam and I have is currently blurred behind a veil of panic.
All I know is that at this moment in time, I trust Adam to keep me safe. I can wait for a better time to learn all the details.




Chapter 19

Vanessa


It didn’t take long for Connor and Adam to iron out all the logistics on us leaving, which of course, Toby used as his opportunity to question me.                                                                                                                                            
“Um, what is going on?” Toby whispers quietly to me. 
“Nothing, I just don’t have a good relationship with my father, and he’s decided he wants to harass me where I work,” I mutter back, noticing that Adam keeps eyeing us. 
“Yeah, I got that, but why is Mr. Maxwell so concerned? I mean, I get that you’re one of his employees, and this is all happening at work, but it’s just weird,” He replies.
“Yeah, we sort of have a friendship. But what do you mean weird?”
“In the four years that I have worked with Mr. Maxwell, he has never taken a vacation, or been out of the office for more than a full day. The fact that he’s taking you away to keep you safe just seems . . .” Toby looks like he’s trying to figure out an appropriate word to describe this situation. “Out of character,” he says with a sly grin.
Just as I am about to respond to Toby, Connor and Adam finish up their conversation.
“Ready to go, Vanessa?” 
With that, I nod and wave at Toby and Connor and follow Adam out the door to the elevators.
“We’re going to make a quick stop at my place on the way to yours so that I can grab some things I’ll need.”
“How long do you think we’ll be gone?” I look at Adam. “It’s not like I can hide from my father forever.”
“No, but I texted Amelia and let her know where we would be. She thinks her case will be closed on Wednesday and can meet us there on Thursday. I plan to be there through the weekend, at least.” 
Just then, the elevator arrives at the lower level where Adam parked his car, with a driver already waiting for us. 
“That long? Do you really think that’s necessary?”
If I wasn’t looking directly at Adam, I probably would have missed it, but I briefly see anger flush through his eyes and a slight clench of his jaw before he speaks.
“Necessary? What’s necessary is catching this motherfucker who’s terrorizing you because he’s too much of a coward to own up to his own mistakes. I’m not going to stand back and let you handle this on your own,” Adam says this like it shouldn’t surprise me. “Not to mention, this is the same man who tried to bankrupt my father's company.”
Even though he’s frustrated, he still opens the door for me when we make it to his car before following me in the backseat.
As he finishes explaining why this is “necessary,” I can’t help but notice that he mentioned his father's company after my safety.
While I know it’s important to keep distance between us, every time he has my back or is willing to step out of his comfort zone for me, it puts another crack in the wall around my heart. 
I hate it, yet I crave it. 
“Okay, I guess that’ll be fine.”
With that, we sit in silence for the few minutes it takes to get to Adams’ place. Once inside, I stay in his living room as he quickly puts his things together to leave.
As I’m waiting, I notice many pictures in his living room that I didn’t see the first time I was here. Not that I was truly focused on his decorations at that moment.
Adam has decorated his place with pictures of his brothers, who I’m assuming are Amelia, Reece, and his parents.
As I’m looking around, it’s hard not to long for a family like this. One where everyone is so close to each other, where they look out for each other, and truly love each other. 
It’s something I had a long time ago with my mom, but as soon as she was gone so was my family.
When Adam returns five minutes later, I’m shocked as it’s one of the only times I’ve ever seen him in something other than a suit.
Raking my eyes down his body, I see he’s wearing a tight white shirt that forms to his chest and arms, begging for me to touch them. And he has on dark jeans that cling to his body in all the right places, leaving nothing to the imagination.
Catching me staring, he smirks. 
“Like what you see?” Adam says cockily. 
I feel the blush at being caught creep up my neck, covering my cheeks.
“No, uh, I’m just not used to seeing you in something other than a suit. It caught me off guard is all,” I respond, trying to sound convincing but failing miserably. 
Adam smirks at me knowingly as he takes a step towards me, and smiles even wider when I take a step back.
Fuck, it’s obvious how he affects me, and I need to get it under control. 
“Are you all ready?” I stammer out, trying my best to ignore his closeness.
“Yeah, we can go,” he says with a smile, brushing past me as he heads to the door.
Fuck, this man affects me more than I care to admit.
Once we get to the parking garage, I walk towards the car we came in, only to notice Adam’s going the opposite way. 
“The cars this way,” Adam tells me as he unlocks the doors of a lifted white Jeep Wrangler. My jaw must be hanging open in surprise that we’re going from a man in a suit who drives around in an Aston Martin to this man before me in jeans, driving a Jeep Wrangler.
“What? This is the car I take when heading up to the farmhouse. Don’t really want to ruin my Aston in the mud, plus this one’s more fun to drive around there.”
It takes me a moment to see it, but Adam looks more relaxed getting into his Jeep and wearing these clothes than he does when he’s in a suit and driving his Aston Martin. 
It’s nice to see him like this, but it catches me a little off guard.
The drive to my place is filled with music from the stereo, and very few words are said. 
“I’ll be right back down. I just need to throw a few things in a bag,” I tell him, opening the door to jump out.
Adam quickly gets out of the car as well, following me to the door.
“What are you doing?” I ask him, realizing he’s coming with me.
“You really think that I’m going to let you go up there alone after the message your father left for you? Yeah, fuck that. I’m not taking my first trip away from work to keep you safe, only to have you kidnapped before we even leave.”
I should be annoyed. In fact, I am extremely annoyed. But not about him being here with me. 
I hate that he cares so much. It only cracks the walls I put around my heart to protect myself more.
If he continues on with this, it’s going to be unprotected, leaving me free to get hurt.
“It’s my apartment, Adam. There’s security. I’ll be fine.”
“I know you will. I’m here. Let’s go.”
We make it up to my apartment quickly, and within ten minutes I have everything packed and ready to go, including both flash drives with the information my father is looking for. 
As we open the door and walk to the elevator, we notice someone heading our way from the other direction. Not thinking anything of it, I continue down the hall. 
As we are coming up to the elevator, we hear the voice behind us talking on the phone.
“Her apartment is on the fifth floor, right?” the man behind us says into his phone. “Do we know for sure that she won’t be home? I don’t want to hurt the girl. I just want to get the flash drive for the boss.”
Fuck.
In that moment, Adam must realize they’re looking for my apartment, or more importantly, the files I have on their “boss”.
The man must finally notice us, because he stops talking on the phone, and I can feel his eyes penetrating the back of my skull.
In the flash of an eye, Adam has me pushed up against the wall, with his body covering mine from anyone around us. His lips are on mine in a brutal kiss, knocking any other thoughts I might have had out of my mind. 
Adam has one hand gripped firmly against my lower back, pushing me into him, while his other hand is on my throat, holding me in place to give him better access.
All sane thoughts go out the window when I feel his hard cock pressed against my core.
Just then, the elevator dings, and Adam pulls me in front of him and walks on.
“What was that?” I ask breathlessly. “I thought we agreed to keep things friendly between us.”
“I would say I was pretty friendly back there,” Adam says with a wink. “But that man was looking for your apartment. I didn’t want him to recognize you . . . so, we distracted him.”
He almost looks proud that he thought of this.
“Oh, okay. That makes sense, I guess,” I respond, trying to unpack the feelings of disappointment those words have settled in my stomach. 
Why should it matter to me that he kissed me just to create a distraction? I’m the one that said we can’t do this. Regardless, all I can think about is how his touch set me on fire. I was almost begging for him to touch me in other places before the elevator opened.
Walking out of the elevator, Adam gives me a smile that makes me believe he was able to hear every dirty thought I just had. 
Well, this is going to be a fun drive. 




Chapter 20

Adam


Four and a half hours into our drive, and it’s been fairly uneventful. With the way everything happened at her apartment and the kiss, I was a little nervous about spending five hours in a car with Vanessa.                                                                                         
She’s already pushed me away once, and regardless of me telling her the kiss was just a distraction, I can still feel her lips on me.
I wish I could just be honest with her and tell her we should forget all of the reasons we both agreed this shouldn’t happen. I want to try. As I’m thinking this, Vanessa breaks the silence.
“How much longer till we get there?” she asks with a yawn.
“Probably about forty-five more minutes. Need something?”
“I’m just getting hungry. Will there be food there?”
“Yes, I had Sharon stock the kitchen. There will be dinner waiting for us at the house as well,” I tell her.
“Perfect,” she says with a smile. 
Just under forty-five minutes later, we’re pulling into my family farmhouse in Luka. Every time I come here, I’m reminded of just how much I love it. I only ever get this quiet, peaceful feeling when I’m out here. 
Not to mention it’s absolutely breathtaking. 
The look on Vanessa’s face tells me she shares that sentiment. Her eyes are shining as she looks around at all the fields and my family’s beautiful farm style home.
My parents are constantly talking about how they want to sell this place and get a smaller one in the same area for their vacations, but I always talk them out of it. 
“What do you think?” I ask her as she gets out of my Jeep, excited to hear what she thinks about my favorite place on earth. 
“This is . . .” she pauses, looking around at everything. “It’s beautiful. If I knew we were going somewhere like this, I probably would have put up less of a fight,” she adds with a little smirk.
“I’m glad you agree. I love it out here,” I tell her as I grab our bags out of the back to go inside. “Let’s head in, put these down, and then we can eat dinner. I definitely don’t want to deal with a hangry Vanessa.”
“Hey, I’m not that bad,” she tries to argue.
“Ha! That’s like saying it’s not that hot in Arizona in August. Blatant. Lie.”
“Oh, whatever!” she says, laughing. “Just feed me already.”
“Your wish is my command!” I joke with her, gesturing for her to go in the house. 
As soon as we enter, I can tell she’s in awe. There are beautiful, stained wood floors in the living room, leading up to a large, whitewashed brick fireplace. We walk through the living room and into the kitchen. It’s full of large white cabinets and all copper appliances, offsetting each other perfectly. 
I was the one who was closest when we had to meet with the interior designer for the remodel, so it’s pretty much exactly how I like it. 
“Have a seat either at the table or the bar, your choice. I’ll grab the food,” I tell Vanessa. I walk over to the oven and pull out a large pizza and some bread sticks before grabbing a couple plates.
“Here, I figured you might enjoy this, and since I kind of had to force you into coming to stay here, I, uh, figured it was the least I could do,” I tell her with a smile. 
When I open the box, I see her eyes immediately light up as she notices the extra pepperoni pizza with honey on it. Her favorite.
“You remembered?!” 
She looks almost surprised that I know this about her. What she doesn’t realize is that my time with her has been my favorite part of these last few weeks. Of course, I remember the things she’s told me. I could never forget.
“Of course, I did.”
“This . . . it means a lot,” she mutters quietly. “I know you think it’s just pizza, but . . . I haven’t had anyone care enough to remember these things, besides Blaire, of course. The last person besides her was my mom before she died.”
The honesty in her voice stops me in my tracks, and before I know it, I’m letting some of my own truths come out.
“I’m sorry that has been your experience in the past. But that’s not a loss for you, it’s their loss for not seeing how amazing you are and putting in the effort to show you that,” I growl back. “More importantly, their loss is my gain. Whether it’s as your friend, a coworker, or more, I promise to make you see how worthy you are of good things.”
“I- I don’t know what to say,” she says shyly. “Thank you. I- just, thank you. It means more than you know.” 
“You can thank me by picking out a bottle of wine. I’ll dish up some pizza. Why don’t we skip eating in here and just throw on a movie instead?” I ask her, trying to change the subject as I don’t want to push her too far. 
“Okay, any preferences?” 
“Nope. I don’t think my parents have a bad bottle of wine in this place. Besides, it all works the same,” I respond with a smile. 
I start getting the pizza ready and head into the family room to get it set up. It’s a nice setup. It has a couple rows of movie chairs in the back, then a small loveseat sofa in the middle with a table for snacks, which is where I usually sit, but I figured I would let her decide. 
As Vanessa comes back in with a bottle of pinot noir, it’s hard for me not to smile when she heads towards me. 
At least she’s not that nervous to be around me anymore. 
“Would you mind if I went and changed really quick?” Vanessa asks before she sits down. “I love watching movies, but only like doing it in comfy clothes. If not, I feel like it’s a waste of time. Unlike you, I didn’t change while I packed, leaving me still in heels and a skirt,” she says, making a big show of the fact that she’s still dressed for work. 
Just the little display of her body and her amazing curves is enough to almost make me lose control and take her right here. Fuck. What am I thinking? If I want any chance of convincing her there is something here, I need to take it slow and make her realize it herself.
“Alright, alright. Let’s both change. I’ll show you where your room is; it’s right next to mine,” I tell her, already walking towards that hallway with both bags in hand. 
I head into her room and set her bags down on the bed. 
“Here you go, Vanessa. There’s a bathroom off to the side that it has a tub and a shower. I’m going to go put my bags down and change really quick. I’ll meet you back in the living room.” With that, I leave her room and head to mine. 
Something feels different after today. I’m not sure what it is, but things feel . . . more connected.
I refuse to push her into anything, but I can’t help hoping that she might realize we are something more. 




Chapter 21

Vanessa


Watching Adam walk away felt wrong. I just wanted to be close to him.                                                                                                                                                                   
This is different than what I’m used to, and it scares the fuck out of me. I’m used to keeping people at arm’s length, never letting anyone get close enough to hurt me. I’ve always been this way, even before my father. I always wondered if since he left my mom, I never trusted that relationships could work, so I just guarded my heart.
But with Adam, it feels like I can never get enough time with him. The more I’m with him, the less I want to be away from him. 
After I checked out the bedroom, which was stunning and had a full-on standing tub with jets, I went back to the movie room to wait for Adam before realizing he had already beat me out here.
“What movie are we going to watch?” Adam asks.
“Um, can we do an action movie? I’m not sure if with everything that’s happened today, I can handle my mind wandering.”
“Yeah, of course. I get that.”
After settling on a movie, we sat and ate our pizza in silence. The best part? The silence wasn’t awkward. Nothing with Adam has been awkward, even from the beginning. Normally, this would be enough to make me overthink the situation. Instead, this time my goal is to stay in the moment and see what happens. 
We have spent the last three weeks dancing around this—me especially, that part of me wonders what will happen if we just stop fighting this. 
As soon as I finished my pizza, I laid backwards on the couch, finally getting comfortable for the movie. 
When Adam leans back to watch the movie, I notice that he’s as far away from me as he possibly can be.
“You know I don’t bite, right?” I ask him jokingly. 
“Uh, yeah, I was just trying to give you your space,” he says, smiling shyly. 
It’s sweet that he’s trying to respect my wishes, but in this moment, I crave his comfort. With everything going on with my father, I want to feel safe.
What is wrong with me? When did this change happen? I’ve always found safety and comfort within myself and I never needed it from anyone else. Now I feel myself seeking those feelings from Adam.
“I don’t want space,” I tell him with a shy smile. “I-I want . . . hell, I’m not sure how to ask for what I want.”
As much as this is the comfort that I want, I’m still unsure of how to ask for something I’m not used to. 
Adam stands up without saying anything, and my first thought is that he didn’t like what I said. Instead, he surprises me by going and grabbing a big blanket and then coming back to the couch. Once he sits down, he opens his arms up for me to come cuddle with him and watch the movie. 
“Come here, sunshine,” Adam says quietly, almost like he’s nervous he’s asking for too much.
Scooting over on the couch, I snuggle into him. He pulls me in even tighter before laying the blanket over us both. It’s honestly the most comfortable I ‘ve felt in a while. I love being close to someone I feel safe with. 
Looking out the window, all I can think about is how beautiful this place is. We arrived just before a huge thunderstorm came in. It’s amazing how cozy I feel inside when it’s pouring down rain outside. I feel safe.
When was the last time I actually felt this way with a man? With anyone really, not counting Blaire, we’re pretty much all each other has. It’s been a long, long time since I’ve felt this.
As much as I’ve been fighting it, I’m falling for this man without even realizing it. Without noticing, he has broken through all my defenses, leaving me falling. I just hope that, in the end, he’s there to catch me. 
When I look up at Adam, I realize he’s fallen asleep. Getting up, I head to the bathroom before heading to the kitchen to get more wine.
I want him to know how I’m feeling, but I’m too afraid to initiate that conversation in case he doesn’t want to try. I wish I could read him better.
As I’m walking into the kitchen, I see that the rain is coming down even harder now. Before I reach the fridge, a huge flash of lightning streaks through the sky, then everything turns black. 
“Fuck,” I squeal. 
I hate the dark. 
Trying to make my way through his house without being able to see anything is proving to be more difficult than I thought. 
“Shit,” I yelp as I stub my toe on the island. Turning to walk back the other way, I run headfirst into a solid wall. 
Not an actual wall, no. But a solid wall of muscle. 
“Shit, are you okay? I thought you were asleep,” I say, not moving away from him. 
“Am I okay? I was about to ask you the same question. I heard you cuss at least twice,” he says, and although I can’t see him well, I hear a hint of amusement in his voice. 
“Yeah, sorry about that. I don’t do well in the dark. And then I stubbed my toe,” I tell him quietly. “I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
I’m glad it’s so dark right now, or else he would see the embarrassment flush my cheeks. This was not how I was hoping tonight would go, and I hate that I have to reveal that I’m afraid of the dark. 
A grown woman afraid of the dark. 
“No, you didn’t. I heard the thunder and woke up as the power went out. I wasn’t sure where you were, so I came looking,” Adam responds quietly.
It’s silly how something as little as him coming to find me makes my heartbeat faster and gives me butterflies. 
“Thank you. I, uh . . .” I take a deep breath before continuing. This isn’t something I like to share. “I’m afraid of the dark. I have been since I was little, so I’m glad you came to find me.” 
If I wasn’t thinking about the fact that his arms are around me still, I might have missed it, but I feel him pull me to him even more. 
“Vanessa, what would you like to do right now? I can help you get to your room if you’d like. I’ll grab you a couple blankets. I’m sure it’s going to get cold tonight with no power.”
“You think we’ll be out of power all night?” I ask, slightly terrified at the thought but trying to pretend I’m strong. 
I fail.
“Yes, they won’t fix it till around six a.m., small town life means they will just patch it up when daylight starts. If you’d like, I can start a fire in the living room and make a makeshift bed by the fire.”
“You’d stay with me, right?” I ask, nervous he’s just going to do all that and then leave me out here in the dark, scary living room by myself.
“Yes, Vanessa. I’ll sleep there too. Let’s go. Do you want to come with me while I get the stuff for the bed?”
“Yes, please!” I say, almost too fast.
“Right this way.” He laughs. 
We head down the hall to a linen closet, and I grab as many pillows as I can hold while he does the same with blankets. 
Heading out to the living room, he has me sit down on the couch while he starts to build a fire for us. 
Surprisingly enough, he builds the fire quickly.
“You’re good at that,” I tell him, thankful to have a way to get warm. 
“What? You think just because I live in the city and work in an office that I don’t know how to build a fire?” he shoots right back at me with a laugh.
“No, I just figured you’d pay someone to do it for you. You are a millionaire and all,” I say with a smirk.
“Millionaire? Don’t offend me. I hit that by the time I was twenty-five. With my own money, not just a trust fund either,” he says, in sort of a cocky way, but underneath that, I hear a mixture of pride and disappointment. “I think the term you’re looking for is, ‘billionaire.”
I’d think he was being a jerk if he didn’t end it with a wink and a panty melting smile. Adam is a proud man, and I want to know more about his story. 
“Oh, wow, I’m so sorry! How dare I,” I say, mocking him. 
“You’re forgiven.” He smiles back. “Here, have a seat in front of the fire and keep warm while I make the bed up.” 
Sitting by the fire, I watch as Adam makes a bed out of layered blankets and quilts. The rain hasn’t stopped, and is coming down harder than ever. It’s serene. Being in this house with Adam, with a fire going and the rain coming down, even without power, I can’t remember a happier time. 
When it comes time to do the pillows, Adam lays half of them on one side and goes to put the other half on the opposite side.
“What are you doing?”
“I figured, I, uh, I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable by assuming,” Adam responds, some of his confidence wavering slightly. 
“Adam, you’re not assuming anything. Put the pillows on the same side,” I respond, a lot more confident than I feel.
The smile I receive from Adam reminds me just what this man does to me. Just one smile from him and I feel my heart beating faster and the desire to climb him like a tree increases. 
“So, have you always worked for your father's company? I know you mentioned that you became a ‘millionaire’ with your own money,” I prod, hoping it’s not a touchy subject.
“No, I haven’t. I started doing cyber security and opened my own company. We were doing well. It always takes some time to build up, but within two years of opening, the company was doing well and I had many millions.”
“What happened? Why did you leave that behind?” I ask, suddenly curious to know everything about this man. 
“Well, at the time I was dating someone. You’ve actually met her. At the club,” he starts to explain.
At the club? I don’t recall meeting anyone at the club. 
Wait.
“That girl that kept hitting on you? Who got mad when I said we were dating?” 
“That’s the one. Holly. We dated for a couple years; she was with me when I started the cyber security company,” Adam begins. “She wasn’t exactly thrilled when I turned down my father's request to be a part of the company, but at the time she wasn’t too vocal about it.”
“She wasn’t happy you were starting your own successful company?” 
“Hah, now that’s an understatement. She hated it. Didn’t think I had made enough money yet. Even when I became a  millionaire, it wasn’t fast enough for her. So instead of waiting it out with me, she gave me an ultimatum. Start working for my father instead, or she was leaving me.” 
“Seriously?” 
“Yeah, and the worst part is, I was naïve enough to go along with it. Shut my company down and joined my father’s company. Now I’m here without her because eight months after I shut my company down, I walked into our apartment to see she had emptied all her things. She left a note that said I still wasn’t making enough money to give her the life she felt she deserved. We had gotten engaged, and she surprisingly left the ring with the note.”
“Holy shit,” Is all I can muster up.
“I need another glass of wine if we’re having this conversation. Would you like one?”
“Yes, please.” 
As he walks away, it’s hard for me not to be sad about everything he’s been through. 





Chapter 22

Adam


Walking away from Vanessa, all I can think about is how this evening’s conversation has not gone in the direction I was hoping for. In all honesty, I was hoping I’d have the chance to bring our relationship up.                                                                                                                           
I know she previously made it clear that she wasn’t interested in pursuing anything, but I can’t get over the feeling that she wasn’t entirely being honest with me, or herself for that matter. 
Grabbing a new bottle of wine and our glasses, I head back in to see Vanessa sitting on the bed by the fire. 
“Come sit down here with me. It’s starting to get cold, so I wanted to be closer to the fire.”
Part of me thinks I should offer her another blanket, but the other, louder part of my brain, thinks I should accept the closeness. 
I offer her a wine glass once I settle in next to her, before filling them both back up. 
“This is perfect,” Vanessa murmurs quietly. 
“What is?” I ask, not wanting to assume anything. 
“Just sitting here, by the fire, with a storm raging outside, and wine. Can’t forget the wine.” 
I’m about to respond when Vanessa surprises me by adding on, “It’s also been nice getting to know you. I’m not sure what to make of it, but I guess with everything that happened to you, it kind of makes me feel like we might understand each other more than most.”
It’s not a huge confession, but it’s a step in the right direction if she’s willing to admit that we have things in common.
“It is perfect, you’re right. It’s easy to keep people on the outside. I’ve been doing it for years. After Holly, I didn’t want a relationship. I didn’t want to build a connection with someone else. Trusting people outside of my siblings and Reece? Not going to happen.” 
It's quick, and if I wasn’t looking, I would have missed it, but I notice a flash of disappointment in her eyes when I say that, although I wasn’t finished.
“Then you showed up. From that first night, you made an impression on me I can’t forget, and honestly, one I’m not sure I want to forget.” 
In that moment, I realize just how close we have gotten to each other. Sitting side by side in front of the fire, all it would take is for one of us to turn our faces and we would brush the other.
Just as I’m turning to face her, prepared to make the first move, Vanessa leans in, surprising me by kissing me first.
Letting her have control for a moment, I wait as she tentatively kisses me. I do my best to wait patiently and allow her to explore me at her own pace. As she opens her mouth for me, I slip my tongue between her lips while grabbing the back of her head. 
Vanessa moans into my mouth, causing all of my control to snap. 
Using my hand to pull her head towards me, I take control of the kiss, biting her lip before kissing down her neck. Vanessa is equally as eager as I am, pulling me into her using my shirt and the back of my head.
I lean over and pull her onto my lap so she’s straddling me. When I realize my plan was to not let this go too far, I lean back and look into her eyes, almost laughing when she whines at the loss of my mouth on hers. 
“We need to slow down,” I tell her, breathlessly. Somehow kissing Vanessa gets me more riled up than sex with any other woman.
“No. No, we don’t,” she argues, leaning down to press her center on my already hardened cock.
“Vanessa, stop,” I groan out, quickly realizing it sounded like I didn’t want this when she starts to get up with a devastated look on her face. “It’s not that I don’t want this. Trust me, I do. I just want to make sure you’re sure about this. I want more than just a night this time.”
“I am sure,” Vanessa huffs out.
“Sure as in you’re not going to sneak out in the middle of the night or wake up tomorrow regretting this decision? If you can tell me tomorrow that you’re still interested and it’s not just because you’ve had an emotional day, I’m all in,” I tell her.
“Fine, I guess. But I really want this,” she whines.
“Vanessa, I need you to be sure. Like very sure. Because once I fuck you again, that’s it. There will be no one else. There will be no second guessing. We will figure it out. I want nothing more than to spread you wide open and make you cum on my tongue, over and over, until you’re begging me to stop, and I will, once you’re ready.” 
Feeling her shudder on top of me at my words makes me want to say fuck it all and take her right here, but I can’t. Not yet, at least. 
“I guess. Can we at least cuddle? It’s cold and I’m getting tired.”
“I think we can make that work.” I smirk. Pulling her down next to me, I snuggle her in, making sure she’s closest to the fire. It doesn’t take long until her breathing slows down and I can tell she’s fallen asleep. 
The next morning, I wake up when I feel something press up against me. Having slept like a rock last night, I couldn’t make sense of what it might be. I open one eye and see that it’s Vanessa, pressed all the way against me with her ass right up against my cock.
First thing in the morning, I wake up feeling Vanessa’s ass up against my cock. This is heaven.
Assuming she’s still asleep, I try to scoot out, so I don’t wake her up. But then, she starts to move, causing her ass to wiggle around on my cock. 
I can tell she’s finally noticed because her entire body stills. Just when I think she’s going to move, she presses back into me again, this time intentionally. Moving my hands from my side, I grasp her hip and pull her in closer. 
It's then that I notice that she’s no longer wearing pajamas. At some point in the night, she stripped down to just her panties and a shirt. 
“You. Are. Killing. Me. What is this?” I say, grabbing her bare upper thigh, just below her underwear. My fingers linger just below the thin piece of lace fabric. 
Hearing her quick intake of breath, I realize that she’s just as affected by me as I am by her. 
“It got hot in the middle of the night, but I didn’t want to put out the fire in case it got cold again. I hate sleeping without blankets, so I just, uh, took off layers to get comfortable. I’m not used to sleeping in clothes.”
As she says that last comment, my fingers brush up against the edge of her panties, causing her to whimper when I move them away.
“What did you decide?” I growl harshly at her. My patience is wearing thin. 
“I-I’m scared. But I can’t keep fighting this. I don’t know what it is, but I’m willing to try and figure it out, if you are, but if not, I under—” 
Before she can finish, I flip her over and roll on top of her, taking her mouth with my own. My hand comes up to grab her hair, while the other hand continues its hold on her hip. 
Unlike last night, there’s nothing tentative about her kisses. She’s nipping and biting at my mouth and skin, grabbing onto my ass to try and grind herself on my cock. 
“Slow down, greedy girl. I promise I’ll give you exactly what you want. When you’re ready.”
Leaning down, I kiss down her neck, causing her to moan. 
“I’m . . . ready, I promise,” she whimpers as I lean back and pull the t-shirt up and over her head, exposing her flawless tits that I can’t wait to mark up. 
“No, you’re not, but I promise you will be soon.” With that, I drop my head down, taking one of her nipples in my mouth and sucking hard as my other hand reaches between us, skimming over her clit through her panties. 
Leaning forward, I whisper in her ear, “I bet if I stuck my finger inside of you right now, you’d be soaking wet and dripping down my hand.”
“Oh my god. Just do it.” 
Slowly, I make my way down her body, kissing my way past her breasts, down her stomach, and stopping right above her panty line. In one quick motion, I grab her panties and rip them off her. 
“What the hell!” she yelps.
“They were in my way.” 
“You are hopeless.” Vanessa chuckles back. “You’re going to have to replace—”
Before she can finish that sentence, I’m licking a slow line up her cunt from the back all the way to the front before sucking her clit into my mouth. 
Within seconds, her hands are in my hair, trying to keep me exactly where she wants me, as I kiss, suck and lick my way through her pussy. 
“Don’t stop,” she moans, as her legs start to shake around me.
Wanting to make her hold off just a little longer, I stop and turn to her thigh before biting and sucking, causing her to whimper in both pleasure and pain. 
“Please,” she begs.
“Please what?”
“Make me come. Please, Adam.” 
My name comes out as a scream as I suck her clit into my mouth and shove two fingers inside of her, causing her to convulse all around me as she comes on my face. I don’t stop until she’s begging me to.




Chapter 23

Vanessa


I don’t have much time to come down from the first orgasm before Adam is working my body up again to a second one, using only his fingers this time.                                                                                                                                                       
His mouth comes back up to claim mine in a bruising kiss as his fingers expertly play my clit and find a spot deep inside me that no one has touched before. The combination of both sensations has another orgasm crashing down on me in minutes. 
As soon as he pulls his hand out of me, he brings his fingers up to his mouth and licks them clean. Seeing his determination to taste every bit of me spurs me on, until I’m shoving him onto his back and climbing on top of him. 
“Are you clean?” I ask him, his cock brushing up against me, just begging me to sink down on him. 
“Yes, I am. You?” he forces out, his hands gravitating towards my hips, rubbing me up against him. 
“Yes. Before you, it had been a very long time. I’m on the pill.” 
With those words out in the air, Adam quickly grabs my hips and pulls me down as he thrusts his cock deep inside of me in one quick motion. 
He holds himself there for a moment. It’s intoxicating watching him take quick breaths as he tries to gather control of himself.
I love the fact that I can affect him this way.
I want to break down his walls little by little. I want to watch them as they crumble around us, showing me the raw, unedited version of this man.
Moaning, I begin to rock back and forth on his cock, encouraging him to fuck me harder. It works, because instead of continuing this way, Adam flips us over and begins thrusting in and out of me at an unbeatable pace. 
Adam has this ability to know my body better than I do and starts to hit a spot deep inside of me that I was unaware even existed.
When he grabs my knee and pulls it over his shoulder, I start to see stars. My whole body begins to vibrate with pleasure, causing me to tighten and grip his cock tighter inside of me. 
Unable to control it, I start to come, feeling my whole body charged by his touch. His movements start to feel wild and untamed as he also falls over the edge, coming deep inside of me. 
Unable to move, I wrap my arms around Adam, loving the feeling of having him so close after such an intimate moment. 
“That was . . .” Adam takes a deep breath, his face in my neck. “Fucking incredible.”
Adam slowly rolls off me, but instead of letting me go, he rolls me with him onto my side. 
“I want you to know that I have never done that with anyone.”
“What? Given them an orgasm?” I joke, causing him to smack my ass lightly.
“No, smartass. I’ve never not used a condom with anyone. That was a first for me,” he says, never breaking eye contact with me. “If we’re being honest, I’ve never trusted anyone enough to forget about a condom. With you, I didn’t even question it.”
The weight of what he’s saying begins pressing on my chest, filling me with emotions that I thought were long dead. 
Having this man, who has been burned by someone he loved in the past, put this kind of trust in me makes me realize that I feel the same. I trust him. 
I give him a shy smile and nod my head, but I feel like he deserves my words. 
“I feel the same way. This was a first for me as well, but I couldn’t bear the thought of having anything between us. I wanted you that way—needed you that way—because I trust you. Whole heartedly.”
Adam’s eyes brighten with my confession, almost like he didn’t think I’d ever say those words.
In all honesty, I didn’t either. 
Leaning forward, he kisses me gently.
“Thank you, Vanessa. For trusting me. And for being someone that I can trust.”
Standing up, he walks into the bathroom before coming out with a warm washcloth to clean me with. 
Once he’s back, he snuggles me again before we both drift off into a contented sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]A couple hours later, what I expected to be an awkward morning turned out to be quite the opposite. I figured things would be weird for us, especially since neither of us are used to spending the whole night with someone. Luckily, everything with Adam has been easy.
When I wake up, his side of the bed is empty, but I can smell coffee brewing in the kitchen. Rolling over, I notice his spot is still warm, so he hasn’t been up for long. 
The smell of coffee is probably the only thing that could have pulled me out of the warm bed, especially with my body feeling so relaxed from the orgasms. 
Pulling myself up, I get redressed in a shirt and panties. I wrap a blanket around myself and go search for the coffee. 
Walking into the kitchen, I catch a glimpse of Adam wearing only pajama pants that hang low on his hips. He looks peaceful, standing at the window with a cup of coffee in his hand.
Taking a moment to admire him, I notice just how toned the man is. His back muscles alone make me want to climb him like a tree, but everywhere I look, he’s built. 
It’s enough to make my mouth water, and it isn’t until he turns around that I realize I’ve been caught staring.
“See something you like?” He smirks.
“I’m not answering that. Your ego doesn’t need my assistance.”
“No? Well, I can think of something that does.”
With that, he winks and passes me a cup of coffee he had already poured for me. 
“You’re insatiable,” I laugh. “Thank you for the coffee. I don’t function well in the morning without it.”
“I figured since we didn’t get much sleep, I probably shouldn’t let you wake up without some caffeine.”
“That’s very sweet of you,” I say honestly. “What’s the plan for today? It’s nice that the power’s back on.”
“Not much for today. I have work to do, and later this afternoon I have a conference call I need to take. I wouldn’t hold my breath about the power. Last time I checked the weather, there was another big storm coming in tonight. It’s supposed to get worse this weekend, so Reece and Amelia are heading down tomorrow instead of Thursday.”
“Well, that’ll make it easier. It’ll be nice to get the evidence over to someone who can do something about it. This whole thing has been wearing on my nerves.” 
I take another sip of my coffee and sit down at the kitchen bar next to Adam. Looking out the window, I don’t think I realized just how much property they have. It goes on for what looks like miles. 
“How big is this place?” 
“It’s a couple acres . . .” he says shyly. “Why don’t you explore for a while today? There’s a lot to look at, and we can meet up later. After I get some work and these conference calls done, we can meet up and I’ll make us some dinner.” 
“You cook?” 
“Out of everything I just said, that’s the first thing you’re going to comment on?”
“Well, I mean, it’s just a little surprising to me! I don’t know why, I just expected you to have someone who did all the cooking for you. I’m all for going out exploring today, but do you need my help with anything? Just because we’re here doesn’t mean I can’t work.” I laugh. “I do have all my things with me.”
Walking over to me, Adam grabs my coffee cup and sets it down on the bar before pulling me up to stand. He wraps his arms around me and places a soft kiss on the side of my neck, causing a shiver to run through my body.
“I want you to be able to relax today. Not have to worry about work or anything to do with your father,” he says, whispering in my ear. “Besides, everything I need to do today has nothing to do with security. Toby called me this morning and he has everything under control with that.”
“I mean, I guess if it’s all under control, I could take some time and go explore. I’m going to take some time to shower and get ready for the day before I head out. Do you need anything?”
Just then, Adam’s phone starts ringing.
“I’ve got to take this phone call. Please just try and enjoy your day. Also, remember that there’s supposed to be another big storm around dinner time, so try not to stay out too long,” Adam says with a smile before kissing my forehead and walking to his makeshift office to take his call. 
Sitting there for a bit, I finish drinking my coffee, and finally decide to eat something before I head out. 
It’s crazy to me how much has changed in such a short period of time, especially with Adam. Having not known him for very long, it’s surprising to me how much I trust him. 
My phone vibrates with a message from Blaire, breaking me from my musings.
Blaire: Tacos and drinks tonight?
Fuck. I just realized I never told her what was going on.
Me: I can’t. I’m sort of not in town right now. 
Blaire: What? Where did you go?
Me: I’m with Adam right now. Some things happened with my father, so he took me away until we get it figured out. 
Blaire: Wait, what? Call me.
Me: I can’t right now. Can I call you tomorrow?
Blaire: I guess! But I expect you to tell me everything.
Me: It’s a date.
Setting my phone down, I quickly finish my toast before getting up to go take a shower and get ready. I can’t wait to see their whole property, and it will be a nice escape to be outside and feel safe. 
[image: image-placeholder]It’s noon by the time I’m finally ready to leave. I tried to say goodbye to Adam, but he was still on a conference call, and I didn’t want to disturb him. Instead, I left a note, telling him I was leaving but that I had my phone with me.
I can’t wait to see what this place has to offer. 





Chapter 24

Adam


It’s nearly four p.m. by the time I got off all of my conference calls and finished up some work.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
The phone call that I received was from Reece, the VP of our New York office. He was calling to update me on some of the attacks they’ve been tracking. 
Reece is going to come down with my sister to the farmhouse to fill us in on some of the information. We don’t want to put anything online as we don’t know who Vanessa’s father could be working with, so it’s best if he just hand delivers it. 
By the time I got off the phone call, Vanessa was already gone. The storm has just started to come, and I can see the dark clouds rolling in through the window. 
I decide to call Vanessa and find out where she is so I can go get her, but when I call her, it goes straight to voicemail. 
“Fuck,” I mumble. This place is way too big to not have any idea where she went. 
Getting up, I grab the keys for the four-wheeler, figuring this will be the easiest way to find her quickly.
Starting at the main places I figured she would go, I head to the barn, then over by the little pond, but she’s nowhere to be found. 
The storm has finally caught up to us and the rain has started pouring down. I head to the edge of our property, and finally see her looking at the sunflowers. 
One thing that I love about my family’s farmhouse is the sunflowers. On one edge of the property, there’s an entire hillside filled with sunflowers, and even I can’t deny how mesmerizing it is. 
I quickly ride towards her to see her staring off into the field of flowers, lost in thought, apparently not paying attention to the fact that she’s getting soaking wet. 
“Vanessa!” I call as I’m riding over to her, but I get no response.
It’s not until I ride right up to her that she finally notices me, and the fact that she is standing in the pouring down rain.
“Vanessa! What are you doing? I warned you about this storm,” I say as I jump off the four-wheeler, running over to where she is. 
“Hi. Sorry, I was just thinking about everything that’s happened in the last month and got lost in thought. I can’t get over how beautiful these flowers are. I’ve never seen anything like this, and I guess I lost track of time.”
“You’re soaking wet. We need to get you back inside.” I grab her hand and try to lead her to the four-wheeler, but she’s frozen in place.
“Do you ever wonder why things happen? I’ve spent years building up my walls, not letting anyone inside, all because of my father. Why is it that in just under a month, you were able to dismantle my walls and crawl your way inside?”
“Things happen like that for a reason. People like us are closed off, but it’s not always from everyone. It’s a way we protect ourselves until someone just right comes along and breaks down our barriers and—” I say, but before I can go on, she cuts me off, visibly frustrated.
“I’ve tried for a month to put distance between us. I’ve tried to fight what I’m feeling, and for what? We still ended up here, and for some goddamn reason, I can’t keep my hands off of you,” Vanessa tells me.
I can visibly see her getting worked up, and the thought of going through this back and forth with her again is driving me crazy. 
We haven’t had the chance to talk about what we are, yet I still feel like we’ve made progress. This feels like we’re going backwards again, and I just want to put her mind at ease.
“Why is it such a problem with you? Why can’t you accept the fact that we both may have been burned in the past by those we loved? Maybe that’s what makes us work. Maybe parts of us find comfort in the fact that the other went through something, in a cruel twisted way, because that gives us hope that they won’t do it to us.”
“I don’t know!” she cries out. “I want to be able to trust. I don’t want to be this way. You’ve done nothing but make me feel cared for, but I’m still scared.”
“Do you think I’m not scared? Of course, I’m scared. The last time I cared about anyone, they fucked me over. We were engaged, and that still didn’t matter,” I growl out. “I’m terrified you’re going to hurt me, that you’re going to find someone better. But I don’t want to live my life terrified. I want to be able to try to put myself out there. And the only reason I want that is you.” 
Vanessa looks as if she’s about to cry, and all I want is pull her into a hug and hold her, but I’m afraid if I do that, we’ll stop talking and this conversation needs to happen. 
“Do you ever wonder if maybe the reason we can’t keep our hands off each other is because we aren’t supposed to?” I whisper. 
Something changes in her eyes. Vanessa went from having a face full of fear and anger to a look of understanding. The fear is still there, but now it’s clouded by a hint of desire. She looks beautiful standing here in the pouring rain, soaking wet and hungry for it. Hungry for me. 
“I’m not telling you that you should trust everyone. I’m just asking you to trust me. At least give me a chance. It’s going to be scary for both of us. The difference is, I’m willing to try. With you.”
There’s a long pause before she says anything, and right as I’m about to turn away to walk to the four-wheeler, I see Vanessa nod.
“O-okay,” she mumbles.
“Okay, what? I need you to use your words,” I tell her.
“Okay, let’s try. I . . . want to try and see if we can figure this out.”
It only takes a second for her words to register in my mind before I’m pulling her into me and kissing her. This kiss is fierce and fast paced. Her hands immediately go into my hair, pulling me in closer.
We kiss like this for a moment, like we can’t stand the thought of even a second away from each other. I lift her up by her ass and she wraps her legs around me. The way I’m holding her, there’s no doubt in my mind that she can feel how hard I am just from kissing her.
It's pouring down rain, but neither of us could care less as we’re only concerned with making sure our bodies are fused together. 
I could keep touching her, kissing her, tasting her forever and never tire of it. 
A big rumble of thunder comes in, breaking me out of my thoughts and shocking Vanessa.
“Well, it looks like we missed getting back before the storm hit,” I laugh. Luckily, I know this place like the back of my hand, and right next to the sunflowers is the barn. Refusing to put her down, I carry her over to the barn and out of the rain.
Closing the barn door behind us, I turn back around and push her against it, my mouth on hers and my cock rubbing against her clit. Reaching up under her shirt, I start massaging her breasts, causing her to moan into my mouth.
Wanting more, needing more, I reach under her bra and pinch her nipple. The sweet sounds she makes get under my skin and make me crazy for her. Before I even know what’s happening, Vanessa starts undressing me.
“Stop,” I command, almost too harsh, but not enough that she thinks I’m upset.
“Yes?”
“You finally admitted that there’s something more between us. If you think I’m making this first time quick, you’re out of your damn mind.” 
Setting her down, I back her up against the wall where we have the saddles stored.
“In fact, I’m going to take my time. Make you beg, make you feel even a fraction of the misery I felt wanting you,” I say softly, kissing the skin beneath her ear. “I’m going to get you so close, so fast, that you’re going to be ready to explode, but right before you do, I’m going to stop. Deny you the one thing you really want, just like you denied me. I need to know, are you okay with this?”
Vanessa’s looking up at me, her eyes blown out with desire. Slowly, she nods up at me.
“Words, Vanessa. I need your words,” I growl. 
“Yes, I want this.”
“I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do. If you ask me to stop, I will.”
“What. Do I need a safe word or something?” she chuckles nervously.
“It wouldn’t hurt. Now undress for me,” I tell her, as I slowly roll up the sleeves of my shirt. Taking off my watch, I set it aside. With the plans I have for her tonight, I want to make sure it’s out of the way.
When I set my watch down, I see that she has yet to move. 
“Is there a problem?” I ask, hoping that I haven’t crossed a line. 
The first time that we were together was a one-night stand. Those usually aren’t the situations that I let loose in. Women usually got offended when I would suggest it the first time we slept together, so I eventually stopped asking. There’s been a couple of reoccurring girls that shared similar interests, but never anything long term.
If she wants me, I need her to see all of me.
“Safe word,” she repeats. Almost like she’s trying to make herself understand.
“Look, I—” I start to say, but she cuts me off.
“No. That's a good idea. I’m basic, so red means stop. That’s my word,” she says, mostly confident.
“Are you sure?” I ask hesitantly.
“Yes, I’m sure,” she says as she unbuttons her pants and slides them down, taking her tiny lace panties off too. 
She slowly takes her shirt off before unclasping her bra and letting it drop to the floor. 
“Now what?” Vanessa asks, with way more confidence than she actually has. But I must admit, I’m proud of her for how she’s handling this.
“Have you ever been tied up?” I ask, slowly walking around her, my eyes drifting from her feet, up to her thighs, past her pussy, then up to her face.
As I say it, I watch the small shiver that runs through her body and the ever so slight clench of her thighs. Even without her words, I know she wants this.  
“No . . .” she murmurs, her eyes following my gaze to right next to the saddle, where our leather reins are. 
“Are you okay with it?” I question.
She thinks for a moment, looking between me and the leather, before nodding.
She catches herself and uses her words, “Yes, I’m okay with it.” 
“Then come here.” I nod towards where I’m now standing, right next to the reins. 
Vanessa walks over with confidence, yet I can see she’s nervous. Wanting to pull her out of her own head, I lean forward and pull her into a deep kiss, giving her time to explore my mouth until she’s panting. 
Pulling back, I turn her body so that her ass is up against my cock that’s threatening to burst through my zipper.
“Remember, you can stop anything you don’t want. You are the one in control here. You’re surrendering yourself to me, but you are in control of what I do.”
With that, I grab both her wrists and put them behind her back. Taking the reins, I quickly tie them there, snug enough that she can’t move her hands. 
I go down onto my knees and lean her forward so that she’s leaning on the bench, giving me access to her pussy. Unable to control myself, I lick from her clit, all the way back. Hearing her moan at the first touch has me ready to stop playing with her and sink my cock deep inside her cunt. 
Instead, I use two fingers and begin thrusting against her g-spot while sucking her clit into my mouth. Continuing, I refuse to stop until her legs are shaking and she’s teetering on the edge of release. Then, I stop. 
The moment I stop, Vanessa whimpers at the loss. Rubbing my hand over her ass cheek, I can’t help but love how smooth her skin is, how beautiful her tan ass is that I’m about to make red.
“Adam, do something, please.”
“As you wish,” I say, right as I smack her ass. Hard.
Vanessa screams out in both shock and pleasure as I massage where I smacked while rubbing her clit gently.
“That’s for thinking I’m a patient man and making me wait to have you like this again. I’ve been thinking about you every night with my hand on my cock, wishing for a chance to taste you again. Fuck you again.”
Vanessa starts to moan, rubbing up against me and trying to create more friction.
“Adam . . . please,” she cries out.
“What do you want?” 
“More.” She barely gets out as I stick two fingers inside her.
“More what? Want my tongue on your pussy while I finger your ass? Want more of my cock? Or are you a naughty girl who wants more of my hand on your ass?”
There’s barely even a moment of silence before she responds, surprising me.
“I want it all. Please. Just give me more,” she begs.
Pulling my fingers out of her, I rub and massage both of her ass cheeks, before leaning back and giving both sides two hard smacks. Before she can even cry out, I turn her body, giving me access to her cunt, and start eating her out. I can’t get enough, and when I stick my fingers deep inside to find her dripping with need, I can’t stop. 
I finger her, hitting her g-spot while sucking on her clit until she’s almost tipping over the edge.
“Adam . . . I’m . . .”
Right as she’s telling me she’s coming, I stop.
“Argh! Adam!” she screams as her orgasm abandons her.
“Are you ready to come?” I ask.
“I’ve been ready to come! You keep stopping,” she whines, making me chuckle.
“I know. But I’ll let you come this time.”
I suck and finger her all the way up to her orgasm, before leaning back, my one hand still rubbing her clit, as I smack her ass again with the other, causing her whole body to start shaking as she finally reaches her release. 
I don’t stop until her body has calmed down, making sure she rides out her orgasm. It takes a moment, but her breathing finally evens out. I begin massaging her ass, knowing it will be sore.
“That . . . was . . . unreal,” Vanessa mumbles.
I can’t help the laugh that comes out of me at how happy she sounds with the orgasm. 
“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” I start to help her stand up. “But we aren’t done yet.”
Her eyes are a mixture of desire and shock at the thought that we aren’t done.
“I don’t think I can come again.” 
I just smirk at her.
“Oh, you will. Just not yet,” I say, unbuckling my belt. “On your knees, Vanessa.”
I help position her with her hands still secured behind her back. 
Once she’s on her knees, I finish lowering my pants, pulling out my long, hard cock. Her eyes glisten with lust as she licks her lips like it’s the prize she’s been waiting for. 
“Well, what are you waiting for? It’s not going to suck itself.” I fist her hair, directing her mouth to my cock and nudging her lips open with the tip. As soon as her lip’s part, I thrust in, causing a soft moan to come from her. Pulling out just to the tip, I give her a moment to settle, which only makes her take matters into her own hands and begin sucking me deep into her throat. 
I can tell when she gets frustrated that I’m not going as deep as she wants, as she lets out a soft whimper, causing me to lose all control and thrust wildly into her mouth.
Her mouth feels incredible, as she licks, sucks, and grazes her teeth gently along me. As I hit the back of her throat, she swallows, allowing me to go further down her throat. I almost come right then. 
Pulling back just slightly, I hold her there, watching her eyes water from the pressure. If she continued, I would have come like a teenage boy. But there’s no way in fucking hell I’m coming in her mouth and not her cunt this first time.
But her fucking mouth is unreal. 
Finally gaining control, I pull back, allowing the tip to play with her lips before thrusting back in. Picking up the pace, I watch her eyes light up at my roughness.
“Good girl. Look at you taking all of my cock like you own it.”
My words spur her on, causing her to suck harder.
Pulling all the way out, I stop her again, my hand in her hair. This time, she pushes through the pressure of my grip and continues her display on my cock.
I take a step back and my cock makes an audible pop as it releases from her mouth. Helping her stand up, I untie her, rubbing her wrists where they were bound, unable to look away from her and the hunger in her eyes.
“You liked that, didn’t you?” I say to her more as a statement than a question, but I still revel in the fact that her eyes light up as she nods yes. 
Growling, I pick her up, putting my cock right where she wants it and slide her down to the hilt all in one motion, causing her to moan out against my neck. Holding on to her hips, I walk us over the wall, pressing her up against it with both hands on her hips. As I thrust in and out of her, it takes everything in me not to come just at the feeling of her pussy squeezing me so tightly. 
“Fuck, you’re so goddamn tight.” 
“Adam. Please, don’t stop,” Vanessa whimpers. “I need more.”
Without a second thought, I start slamming into her as hard and fast as I can, loving the moment I start to see her eyes flutter and her legs shake. 
I ignore the tingling sensation at the base of my spine. I refuse to come until she finishes again. When she starts gripping my shoulders so hard I can feel her nails making half-moons in my skin, I bring one hand down and apply pressure to her clit.
She explodes.
“Adam!” she screams as she comes all over my cock, panting against me, pulling me as close to her as she can.
The feeling of her pussy strangling my cock is enough to send me over the edge and I come. Hard. So hard, I have to put one hand on the wall to keep myself from falling over. 
“I thought you said you weren’t going to come again?” 
“I didn’t. I faked it.” She smirks breathlessly.
Swatting her ass, I shoot her a smirk of my own.
“If you hadn’t come, your cunt wouldn’t have choked my cock so hard that I came deep inside of you.”
Vanessa blushes at my comment, surprising me.
“Are you shy?” I chuckle. “After everything we just did, you’re shy when I talk about your cunt?”
“No. I just. Oh, shut up,” she laughs, smacking my arm.
Smiling, I set her down so we can both get dressed. It’s hard not to want to just hold her, but there’s been a small break in the storm outside, so it’s time to head back to the house. 




Chapter 25

Vanessa


The ride back to the house was slow. With the rain still coming down and it being practically dark, we had to take it easy. I wasn’t complaining though. After the events that transpired in the barn, it’s nice to have a moment to think while still being close to him.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
Adam is turning out to be nothing like I expected. He’s kind and loving and honest, and that’s not even including what he does to my body. 
The more time that I spend with him, the fewer walls I feel around my heart, but at this point, I’m not so sure if that’s good or bad anymore. I’ve been living my life on the surface for years, never letting anyone get close to my heart. I’ve always thought it was best for me.
I now realize that this has only hurt me more. Instead of protecting me, it’s isolated me, which just makes me feel alone and like the only person I can count on is myself. 
When I’m with Adam, I don’t feel this. All I feel is safe, and for some reason, I’ve been running from that. Now I want to let it consume me. I want to drown in it. 
As we pull up to the house, I see a car I don’t recognize. 
“Looks like Reece and Amelia got here early,” Adam says. 
Just then, the front door opens and two people come out onto the porch, obviously excited to see Adam. 
We hop off the four-wheeler and run up the stairs to get out of the rain. “Hey, sis. You guys are here early,” Adam says as he gives her a hug. 
“Yeah, the opposing counsel asked for an extension, so we finished up this afternoon. When we saw the weather was shit this weekend, we decided we might as well head down early. Hope we aren’t interrupting anything,” Amelia responds.
Adam just shakes his head and laughs.
I notice Reece is just standing there, watching Amelia and Adam, before finally looking at me.
“Hi, I’m Vanessa,” I say to Reece, reaching my hand out to shake his. 
“I’m Reece. Nice to meet you.” 
“Shit, I’m sorry. I’m the worst with introductions,” Adam says, almost embarrassed. “Amelia, Reece, this is Vanessa. Vanessa, this is my sister Amelia and my best friend, Reece.” 
As I go to shake Amelia’s hand, she pulls me into a hug. 
“Hi! It’s so nice to finally meet you! I’ve heard so much about you!” Amelia says. I watch as Reece and Adam share a look, trying not to laugh. 
“What’s so funny?” I ask Adam curiously.
“None of us used to be huggers until Amelia made it her mission to break everyone of that,” Reece says, laughing. “The first time she hugged me, I thought I was going to catch on fire.”
“And did you?” Amelia snaps at him with a smirk. “Now you love my hugs.” 
I watch as Reece and Amelia share a quick look.
“Love is a very strong word. Tolerate is a better description,” Reece says with a smirk. 
I get the feeling that everyone in this family, Reece included, is very close and enjoys joking around with each other.
“As much as I would love to sit here and listen to this conversation, before any family secrets are revealed, can we at least get inside?” Adam says with a laugh. “I found Vanessa out in the rain looking at the view. Needless to say, I think she’s frozen through.” 
He's not wrong. I’ve been in a constant state of shivers since we left the barn, but I didn’t want to complain.
“Come in, come in!” Amelia says, gesturing everyone through the door.
“I’ll get a fire going,” Reece says. 
“Anyone want some wine?” Amelia asks.
“Yes, please,” I tell her, looking at Adam who also nods yes.
“I’m going to go get a shower started for you so you can get warm,” Adam tells me, heading in the direction of the bedroom. 
Smiling to myself, I can’t help but notice how thoughtful he’s been. First, making sure that I’m out of the rain, and now, starting me a hot shower? These are things that even when I dated somebody, I’ve never had. I’ve had people help when I’ve asked, but that’s about it.
Looking up, I see Amelia and Reece both smirking at me, like they were just inside my brain.
“Uh, I should go take that shower,” I tell them, as a blush creeps up my neck. 
Turning to head to the bathroom, I hear Amelia chuckle. “I’ll have the wine poured when you come out. Enjoy your shower.” She smirks as I walk away.
When I get into Adam’s bedroom, I realize he’s already brought all my stuff in. He’s moved me in.
The thought makes me smile, and I continue towards the bathroom to find him. 
I find Adam already in the shower when I enter. He’s facing away from me and hasn’t noticed I’m here yet. 
I’ve never taken time to enjoy looking at a man’s body before, but fuck, Adam is a masterpiece. All strong arms and sharp lines, like he was carved from a wet dream. Watching the water trickle down his back and over the curves of his muscles is enough to make my core throb. 
Undressing quietly, I walk up to the shower to join Adam.
“Can I come in?”
Turning around, Adam smiles in surprise. 
“I wasn’t sure you were going to make it. My sister can be a bit of a talker.
“I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”
He wraps his strong arms around my body, and I let him hold me, shutting my brain off for this moment. This is a memory I want to burn in my brain. The tenderness he’s showing me is sending sparks to the walls around my heart—preparing to burn it down.
“Turn around,” Adam says, surprising me by grabbing shampoo and gently massaging it into my hair. Taking his time, he gently rinses it out before doing the same with the conditioner.
“You surprise me daily.” 
“What do you mean?”
“You just had me tied up and fucked me against the wall of your barn. And not even thirty minutes later, you’re running me a shower and washing me.” I shrug, unsure if I’m getting my point across. “I guess I just didn’t expect to be treated so well.”
“I think I’ve made my stance on you very, very clear. I care about you. And I’ll take whatever you’re willing to give me until you’re ready for more.” Grabbing the soap, he starts to massage my body, making sure I’m all clean as he talks. “That includes spanking your ass when you’re naughty and fucking you up against the wall till you’re screaming. But it also includes more. Like taking care of you when you’re cold or keeping you safe from your father.”
I freeze, not knowing what to say when he’s being so open and honest with his emotions. 
“I’m scared,” I express honestly.
“I know. And I understand. All I can do is hope you see how I truly feel. And realize that the risk is worth the reward to you. Until then, I’ll take what I can get.”
Rinsing my body off, I take the soap from Adam and start doing the same to him. Rubbing the soap all over his body is intimate, but not like earlier. It’s sweet and loving, and I’m giving him another piece of my heart that I’ve never given away before. 
Let’s just hope he doesn’t break it.
Once we are all dressed and warm, Adam and I start to head out in search of Amelia and Reece. Just as we’re about to leave the room, Adam gets a video call on his laptop from Toby. 
Not wanting Toby to see me like this, in Adams’ clothes, obviously freshly fucked and freshly showered, I sneak out of the room, leaving Adam to work. 
The thought of being with Amelia and Reece without Adam is a little terrifying, especially when I have no idea what they know, or what I should tell them about the situation with my father, or hell, even Adam and me.
What are we? What were we doing? I know we sort of implied we’re going to try a real relationship, but we need to have a conversation to sort it all out.
Following the sounds of their voices, I head into the living room to find Reece and Amelia sitting on the couch by the fire. Taking the love seat next to Amelia, I sit down, and grab a blanket.
“How was your shower?” 
It’s hard not to blush at her question, before she finally adds, “Did you get warmed up?”.
“All warmed up!” I say shyly, pulling Adams’ sweatshirt around me.
“How was your drive up here?” I ask, in an attempt to keep the conversation off of me.
“Not bad. It wasn’t until we got closer that we hit the storm,” Reece responds. “Glad we came down today, seeing as Amelia refused to take my car.”
“Mine gets better gas mileage and is better for the environment.”
“Yours doesn’t even use gas, Amelia,” Reece says quickly. “Why do you think we’re here early? There’s no way in hell I was driving her silly electric car through a storm.”
“She would have been fine,” Amelia says, confidently.
“Who would have been?” I ask, confused by what the hell they’re talking about now.
“Carmen Electra,” Amelia says proudly.
“It’s her car,” Reece says, obviously thinking she’s ridiculous.
You can tell these two are close, which doesn’t surprise me since Reece has known them since he was eight. 
Adam told me all about his family one night at work, and how Reece was his best friend ever since he was young. He’s close enough with everyone that he’s basically family.
“Whatever. You could have driven yourself.” 
“And let you drive that thing in a storm by yourself?” Reece says, almost astonished that she would even recommend that. “Your father would have killed me. Hell, your brothers would have too. No chance in hell.”
“What’s happening?” Adam asks as he walks out of the bedroom. 
“Honestly, I’m not sure, but they’re very entertaining,” I tell him. 
“They’re like this all the time. Constantly butting heads. But when you need them, they do great work together.”
“Hey, you two. Either get a room or knock it off. No more arguing.”
“Oh, shut up. You know that’s not arguing,” Amelia says with a laugh as she brings over the wine glasses and bottle of wine. 
“What did Toby have to say?” I ask Adam. 
If I wasn’t watching him, I wouldn’t have caught it, but a look quickly passes between Adam and Reece that I can’t quite decode.
“Just some updates about the day, and some information for me to follow up on,” Adam says in between sips of wine. “He doesn’t have any concrete information for us right now, but I’ll need to get with Reece and go over some things before too long.”
“Okay. Well, let me know as soon as you know something?”
“Of course.” 
Reece leans forward and grabs the wine bottle off the table and begins filling up the glasses again until the bottle is empty.
“Should we go debrief really quick? It shouldn’t take us long and will give Amelia and Vanessa a chance to talk about us,” Reece says to Adam with a wink. 
“Would you mind if we disappeared for a bit?” Adam asks me quietly. 
“Not at all. Go. Just promise you’ll tell me if there’s something I should know.”
“Promise,” Adam says before placing a kiss on my forehead, making me both smile and blush at the same time. As soon as he kissed my forehead, I realized Amelia was watching the whole thing play out with a smile on her face. How embarrassing.
“Hey, favorite brother. Grab us another bottle of wine before you go!” Amelia says as Adam walks by. 
“Nope, get it yourself,” Adam says with a smile to Amelia. 
Chuckling, Reece just shakes his head, as if he knew that was what he would say. Reece walks out of the living room and comes back a moment later with a bottle of wine in hand. 
“Here you go, princess,” Reece says, mockingly. 
It’s barely noticeable, but I see her eyes light up at his pet name, before quickly going back to joking. 
“Thank you, Mr. Lockhart,” she says, before quickly turning back to me. 
Reece smirks at me, before turning back to follow Adam to the office. 
Once he’s gone, I can’t help but break the silence with the question I’ve been dying to ask.
“Okay, I’m sorry, but there must be a story there,” I ask, unable to hold it in any longer. The tension between those two was thick enough that it made it hard for me to think.
“What do you mean?” 
“Don’t play coy. You and Reece? I feel like I need a cold shower just from being in the same room as you two. There’s no way there’s no story there.”
Amelia starts to blush before taking a long gulp of her wine.
“That conversation would need to happen somewhere else. With way more time and alcohol,” Amelia says with a half-smile. “For now, let’s just say there’s no story worth telling.”
I’m smart enough not to push it. I just met her. I don’t want to be rude. All I want is for her to know that if she needs to talk, I’m here.
“That sounds good to me. When you want to have that conversation, though, just reach out. A night out with some alcohol and good conversation can do us all some good.” 
Giving me a sweet smile, Amelia nods. “Thank you, I’ll make sure to keep that in mind.”
“But don’t think you’re off the hook, Vanessa. I want to know what’s going on too,” Amelia says.
“I really don’t know anything more than you. I’m waiting to hear from Adam what Toby had to say. But—”
Before I can finish, she cuts me off.
“No, no, no. I don’t care about any of that. We’ll get all of that figured out during the workday. What I want to know about is you and Adam. What’s the story there?” 
I can’t help the blush that forms on my cheeks. I knew this was coming, I just wasn’t quite ready to have this conversation yet.  
Although a little uncomfortable, it’s a welcome surprise that she’s taking an interest. 
“There’s not really much to say. He’s been helping me out,” I say, trying to be as nonchalant as possible. 
“Please, the look he gave you when they were heading out. Bringing you to his favorite breakfast spot, trust me, I had to hear about it from Caleb. Don’t even get me started on the fact that you’re a female, and he brought you to his one sacred place.”
“Wait, what? Where did he bring me that’s sacred?” 
“Here, silly. My brother doesn’t like to share this place with anyone that’s not family. He’s never brought anyone here before, friends or girls. Reece obviously doesn’t count.” Amelia looks at me, watching as everything she just dropped on me soaks in. 
“He didn’t mention any of that to me. I thought breakfast was just a coincidence until Connor and Caleb told me the place was special.” I take a large gulp of my wine, before saying fuck it and finishing the rest. “Did he ever bring . . .”
“Holly here? No. Absolutely not. He refused, even when our mother tried to include them,” Amelia tells me, as she pours me another glass of wine, opening the bottle Reece brought over.
“I thought they dated for a long time.”
“Yeah, they did. But she wasn’t really a good person, and Adam got sucked into her toxic cycle. It didn’t start out that way. She was nice. But a couple years in, she started to hate that Adam had his own dreams.”
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, has Adam told you about his cyber security company?”
“Yeah, a little bit.”
“Well, Holly hated that he used some of his money, money he had earned, and invested it in his company. She thought she should get some money to spend too. She was very spoiled, and since it was taking a little while for his company to get started, and he was having to work long days, she started to stray. Adam fought to make it work and ended up closing his company and joining our dad before he retired. He spent all of his time with her, barely any with us, because she didn’t want to. It made her happy for all of two seconds before she found someone who was already making more money, but Adam had already closed everything down.”
“That’s awful. I met her at the club last week.” I grimace, remembering her hands on Adam.
Knowing what I know now, I wish I had hit her. Or at least spilled my drink on her.
“Really?”
“Yeah, I went to the bathroom, and when I came back, she was talking to Adam. Shoving her tits in his face and refusing to take no for an answer. It pissed me off, so I told her Adam was mine and she could get lost. Then we went and danced.”
“I bet she hated that so much. I love it. Holly was always used to getting what she wanted, especially from Adam. Did he go along with it?” Amelia asks, obviously very excited about this situation.
“Well, he kissed me in front of her, then took me out on the dance floor for a while. And things got a little . . . heated?” I tell her, almost embarrassed to tell his sister any of this.
“This is great. He hasn’t been like this in so long. I’m so excited that he’s finally branching out. Ever since Holly, relationships have seemed really, um, transactional for him. I’ve been out with my brothers and seen the girls Adam has talked to. There’s been no emotions with him at all,” Amelia explains.
Hearing all of this from Amelia makes me feel good. I start thinking about how my relationship with Adam has grown over the last month. 
We’ve shared a lot with each other, and I know I’ve given him pieces of myself that I’ve never shared with anyone. 
“Shit, I’m sorry. You probably don’t want to hear all that. My intention wasn’t to sit here and talk about Adam and the women he’s been with. All I was saying was that it’s nice to see he’s finally let someone in. I was honestly starting to get worried that he was going to be alone forever. Not to mention, Holly sucked. You, on the other hand, I already like you. You seem perfect for him.”
Stopping herself from going on, Amelia grabs us another bottle of wine. Surprisingly, we’ve already finished the one Reece brought over for us.
“Honestly, it’s him who’s been perfect. I’ve, um, been sort of difficult to get to know and have made this whole thing challenging for him,” I tell her, almost apologetically. 
“He’s had to put a lot of work in to break through my walls, but honestly, he hasn’t backed down from taking each challenge head on. I guess in a way, it’s been nice to have someone actually fight for me instead of against me,” I tell her, before reaching for my glass of wine. 
“I can sort of understand that,” Amelia says. “In a weird way, I understand, even though our situations are a little different.”
I notice she’s looking down the hall where Reece and Adam went. I think our situation might be hitting a little close to home for her, but she’s not ready to talk about it. Plus, she barely knows me.
“My father sort of put me through the ringer of emotions, and it seemed silly to let anyone in after that. Adam has been persistent in trying to get me to see what’s right in front of my eyes. Sometimes, people take time to admit their feelings, but it’s important to not give up hope.”
Amelia looks up at me with a slight smile on her face, and her eyes are filled with an almost thankful look. 
“Thank you, Vanessa. For understanding, but also for being so open with Adam. He deserves someone like you, and it seems like you guys both deserve someone on your side,” Amelia says. “Now, want all the dirt on what Adam was like growing up?”
I have to laugh, because Amelia is really no different than her brothers. She’s so easy to talk to. Nothing like the friends I had growing up, except Blaire. 
It’s nice. I’m scared to get too comfortable, though.
Amelia talks for a little bit, telling me stories about her and Adams childhood. I love learning about his past with his family.
But I can’t help the nagging feeling in the back of my mind that the other shoe is about to drop.




Chapter 26

Adam


Stealing Reece away from the girls was not my plan for this evening, but after my call with Toby, it feels necessary.                                                                                                                                                                                              
I pass Reece a glass of scotch as he sits down in the chair across my desk.
“What’d you learn? I feel like we would pick up a different vibe on Vanessa if she was helping her father. I truly don’t think that she is,” Reece starts, misreading the situation.
“What? No, it’s not about Vanessa, it’s about Amelia,” I say, immediately shocking him. “Don’t worry. I don’t think Amelia’s involved in the attacks, but I think she may be the reason they’re happening.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Toby told me that all of the cyberattacks have been against lawyers, and that the information they are getting can be used for blackmail and financial ruin.”
“So, this has to do with Amelia because she’s a lawyer?” Reece asks me, confused. 
“It’s a little deeper than that. You know Scott? Scott Holmes, the other Jr. partner at their firm? From everything Toby could gather, he seems to be a link between everyone. How they are connected though, he isn't quite sure. Unfortunately, we can't use what he found as evidence, as it wasn't exactly legal." 
“So, basically, until we find evidence they get to keep doing this? That's bullshit." Reece practically growls. "And what exactly does this have to do with Amelia?”
“She’s up for that promotion at the firm, but now they’re stacking up Scott’s cases and ensuring he wins them all. I guess they’re trying to ensure he gets the promotion instead. They recently started to look into Amelia, and now the opposing lawyer has asked for an extension. It’s just weird.”
Neither of us speak for a moment. Reece is obviously deep in thought over what I just told him. The only sound that can be heard is the single ice cube in my scotch as I twirl the glass.
“What does this have to do with Marino?” he finally asks.
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. We haven’t been able to find a solid connection between Scott and Antonio. 
“This is all so bizarre.”
“Agreed. My concern is how I’m going to keep both Amelia and Vanessa safe. We’re out here because I know that I need to keep Vanessa safe from her father, and now I need to figure out how to do the same with Amelia from Scott.”
“Let me just stop you right there. I’ve got Amelia. I’ll make sure she stays safe,” Reece says, with a serious look on his face.
“Are you sure? That’s a lot to ask,” I respond. 
It is a lot. The thought that her safety is in someone else’s hands is terrifying to me. And that’s a big responsibility for him.
If I’m being honest, though, he is one of the only other people that I would trust to keep her safe. I know he won’t let anything happen to her.
“Adam, it’s done. I’ve got it. Her and I are both in New York, and we live close to each other. I’ll just help her move some of her stuff to my place, and she can use the guest room for a while.”
“You know she’s going to be pissed,” I tell him, laughing. My sister doesn’t handle being told what to do well.
“Eh, that’s a problem for another day. Right now, I just want to know what you know. We need to get back out there before the girls tell all of our secrets and drink all the wine,” Reece says with a smirk. 
Setting my empty glass down next to his, I stand up. 
“Honestly, that’s pretty much it. We keep the girls safe while Toby is digging into Scott and Marino to see if there’s something we are missing. Until then, we can talk to the girls about everything in the morning. Let’s go drink,” I tell him.
“Wait a second,” Reece says, stopping me from leaving. “You don’t actually think I’m going to let you leave without telling me anything about you and Vanessa, right?”
“I mean, I was hoping. There’s not really much to say. I convinced her to give it a shot, and she finally agreed. It’s new, so we’re just kind of taking it day by day.”
“Wait. You convinced her? You waited? Who are you and what have you done with Adam? Tell me more about this unicorn girl who changed you.” 
“Oh, fuck off,” I say, smacking the back of his head. 
Reece just rolls his eyes, laughing. I know he’s just giving me a hard time. No one close to me has seen me make any effort in a relationship in a long time. He’s probably just happy to see me happy.
“Come on, let’s go out there and talk with them. You’ll see.”
As we head out to the living room, we realize it’s gotten quiet, which with these girls is a concern.
Walking past the living room, I hear giggling coming from the wine cellar off the kitchen. As we stand there and wait, both Amelia and Vanessa come up, carrying two bottles each. 
“And then, he caught the foul ball with the drink he spilled all over the lady in front of him,” Amelia chokes out, laughing so hard I’m afraid she’ll burst.
Oh boy, she’s telling childhood stories. Great.
“What are you two talking about?” I glare at Amelia, who jumps when she realizes we’re standing right there. 
“Just some of your fun moments at sports games with your family,” Vanessa says, laughing. 
“Here, let me take those bottles from you before you drop them.”
Grabbing the wine bottles, I hand one over to Reece, who walks ahead to the kitchen to start opening it. 
“Well, I guess we should eat dinner.”
“Can we just order some pizza or something?” Amelia asks, as she’s snatching up her glass of wine from Reece. 
“Yes! Pizza, please!” Vanessa looks at me, almost pouting. I want to kiss those lips before shoving my cock between them. 
She smirks like she’s listening to my thoughts, which I don’t feel embarrassed about for one second. I want her to know all the dirty things I want to do to her. That way, when I lay her out on the counter and eat her like she’s my last meal, she won’t be surprised.
“Yes to the pizza. No to eating out.” 
“That’s not really the way to a lady’s heart,” Reece laughs out.
Guess I had one thing on my mind. I look at Vanessa, expecting her to be embarrassed, and am surprised to see her smirking.
“Yeah, that won’t do. You’re going to need to rethink that motto if you actually want us to work,” Vanessa says with a wink. 
I definitely wasn’t expecting her to be joking about us with everyone already. I haven’t even gotten a chance to tell her that I want to try, and that includes a commitment.
“She’s not wrong. It’s a deal breaker,” Reece says, behind his glass of wine.
“Oh, shut up, all of you. I meant no ordering pizza. I’ll make it.”
Getting up, I see they’re all laughing. It’s a great sight to see Vanessa getting along with my family. I can’t wait for her to meet everyone on Thursday. My mom keeps talking about how great it is that I’ve finally met someone. I just hope everyone feels the same when we’re all together. 
I walk into the kitchen, and Vanessa follows me. 
“Are you actually going to make the pizzas? Like, from scratch?”
“Of course I am. We aren’t having frozen pizzas. Luckily, I always have dough delivered when I come out here.”
“When you said you could cook, I figured you could make spaghetti, or barbeque, or something. I never expected this.” 
Walking over to her, I pull her in, kissing her softly on the lips. I pull back with a smile.
“There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me. I’m full of surprises.” Slapping her butt, I turn back to the fridge and finish pulling out the ingredients.
“Why don’t you go sit with Reece and Amelia? I’m sure my sister is dying to get to know you. I’ve got dinner handled.”
“Are you sure?” 
“Definitely. I’ll be out there once I put them in the oven.”
Unable to help myself, I lean in for a quick kiss, then give her a little push in the right direction. 
Quickly getting started on the pizzas, I take the dough out of the fridge, then start prepping the other ingredients. About fifteen minutes later, my sister pops into the kitchen.
“There’s no way you guys are out of wine again.” 
“No, smart ass. I just came to talk.” 
“Oh, is everything okay?” 
“Yes, Adam. Can’t your sister just want to talk to you?”
“Get it out already. I know that you and Mom are just going to do it again when she gets here.”
“Well, it’s just. You just seem different, Adam. You seem happy again,” Amelia tells me. “It’s been a really long time since I’ve seen you smile like you do with her. She brings something out in you that I honestly thought was gone forever.”
It's really fucking hard to hear your sister say these things to you. For a while, I never thought I’d be this happy again either. I just never realized how much it affected my family too. 
We forget that those who love us feel our pain. They want us to be happy more than we do sometimes, because they want what’s best for us.
“Thank you, Amelia. In all honesty, I’m the happiest I’ve been in, shit, I don’t know. A long ass time.”
“Then why does it seem like somethings on your mind?” she asks. 
This is the problem with my family. Everyone is so close and we can read each other so well that it’s practically impossible to hide anything from anyone.
“It hasn’t been the easiest path to us being together,” I start to explain.
“I know, she told me.”
“What?” 
“Yeah, she basically told me that she was a huge pain in the ass but that you were persistent.” Amelia smiles. “Honestly, it made me like her more. She’s someone you thought was worth fighting for. I know you wouldn’t fight for someone unless they really meant something to you.”
“You’re right, she really does. It seems unreal how quickly I’ve grown to care about her, but it’s there.” Leaning back on the counter, I run my hands through my hair. 
“Sometimes, I feel like I’m not enough. I finally get this girl to look my way when she’s been refusing to let her walls down for anyone. How do I know that I’m worth her time? I don’t want her to regret all of this and think I was a mistake.”
“Look, Adam. I don’t know her story very well, but I know yours. You have a big heart; you just refused to give it to anyone. You’re both going to make mistakes. It’s inevitable. As long as you’re both willing to keep trying and forgive each other when you mess up, you’ll be fine.”
Sometimes I think my sister knows exactly what I need to hear. It’s like she knows what my insecurities are without me having to even tell her. 
“Where do you even come up with this shit? It’s not like you’re the relationship expert,” I say with a smirk. 
“Oh, shut up, at least I’ve tried,” Amelia laughs back. “But in all honesty, I have an idea.”
After checking the dough, I look back at her, intrigued. It hasn’t quite been long enough, but if I don’t feed these people, they’re all going to be drunk, so I start making the pizzas.
“What do you think about setting up a date for her? You love it out here at the farmhouse, so why not set up the gazebo on the other end of the property? We could make it all pretty and get a nice dinner out there. Just think about it. It might really show her how you feel about her.”
“Okay, I’ll think about it.”
“Tomorrow really would be the perfect day, since mom and dad come in the next day.”
“Fine, but pizza for dinner. Pepperoni, lots of pepperoni, and honey,” I tell her. I know that will be the most memorable for Vanessa. “Oh, one more thing. Dessert. Something with whipped cream. She loves whipped cream.”
“You’re lucky I love you, brother. I’ll get the food and help you set it up tomorrow, but the actual date is on you. You know that, right?”
“Now who’s the smartass?”
“I’m going back out there to save Vanessa from Reece talking her ear off about sports. I mentioned her love of hockey, and he’s been nonstop talking about going to a game in Chicago.”
“Ha, I bet she’s actually loving it. She really, really likes to watch hockey.” I laugh, as Amelia heads out of the kitchen.
It’s crazy to think all of this is new. Being here at the farmhouse, with someone I care about, surrounded by my family, feels so normal.
I finish getting a salad ready, then quickly set the table before pulling the pizzas out of the oven. 
Calling everyone in, we all sit around the table eating, and for once in my life, I’m thankful for Holly. Thankful she sent me down the path she did. If I hadn’t gotten fucked over then, I might not be with my dad's company and may have never met Vanessa.
Sometimes, mistakes aren’t always what they seem at the time.




Chapter 27

Vanessa



The first thing I wake up to in the morning is my pounding head. The room is so damn bright. I must’ve left the light on when I went to bed. Rolling over, I’m surprised to see that the brightness is actually from the sun shining through the window.
What’s even more surprising is the sleeping man next to me. Even just in these couple of days together, I know he’s an early riser. In all of our morning meetings at work, he would always talk about being up for hours before to get an early start.
But it’s nine a.m. and he’s still asleep next to me. Chances are, he feels just as shitty as I do. There’s no telling how much wine we drank last night. Even after we had dinner, we stayed up for hours talking. 
Rolling over, I snuggle into Adam, enjoying being close to him. These last few days have felt really nice. It’s been nice being away from the city and just getting to spend time together.
As much as it terrifies me, Adam has given me no reason to think he’s going to hurt me. In fact, he has given me every reason to believe in him. Not only does he genuinely seem to care, but he also has a great family as well. 
I thought I would be more terrified of my decision to try a relationship, but honestly, I feel a sense of peace. I had anxiety at the thought of opening my heart and being hurt again, but when I met Adam, I felt the anxiety and fear surrounding a relationship start to fade. 
But then my anxiety decided to have anxiety about not being anxious, therefore giving me more anxiety.
“You’re thinking too loud again,” I hear Adam grumble, keeping his eyes closed.
“Well good morning to you too,” I tease, snuggling into his side. 
“What are you thinking about?” 
“I’m reflecting on these past few days and reveling in the fact that it feels amazing.”
Squeezing me, he rolls on top of me, holding all of this weight on his arms. 
“Besides that, what’s on your mind?”
“Honestly? It scares me that this feels so right. It terrifies me that I’m not scared. What if I fall again and it all comes crashing down on me?”
“Vanessa.” Adam leans in and kisses my nose. “If you fall, I’m catching you. I’m not going to let you get hurt again. I will take care of you and I will trust you. I promise.”
I can’t help the fact that my eyes well up with tears when I hear him say those words to me.
“Thank you, Adam. I will trust you too.” Leaning forward, I kiss him gently.
“Now, unfortunately, before I do anything else today, I need Tylenol. My head is pounding,” I whisper quietly. Already meeting my noise capacity for the day. 
Chuckling, Adam slowly rolls over and gets off the bed.
“Let’s get up and get you that Tylenol. I need coffee.” Standing up, he quickly throws on a pair of sweats before walking towards the door.
I can’t help but stare at him. He’s shirtless and wearing gray sweatpants, for fucksake. Feeling my body heat up, I want nothing more than to go over to him and run my tongue along his neck. I want him to lift me up and take me against the wall, fucking me until I forget my own name. 
“Are you coming?” Adam looks at me, desire flaring through his own eyes, as if he could hear my thoughts.
“Yeah, just a second.” Throwing on a sweatshirt, I figure my shorts are fine, and start walking towards the door. “Fuck, my head hurts.”
“Let’s get you some Tylenol.”
When we walk into the kitchen, I’m surprised to see both Reece and Amelia are already up. Amelia and I drank quite a bit of wine between us, and by the end of the night she didn’t feel so hot. 
“Good morning,” Adam says, walking to the cabinet for the Tylenol.
“It’s right here, brother,” Amelia mumbles, holding up the Tylenol bottle.
Sitting down next to her, I grab the bottle and swallow down a couple pills. 
“Not feeling too hot, sis?” Adam teases as he grabs us each a cup of coffee.
“Shut up. We aren’t twenty-one anymore. Some of us feel our mistakes.” 
Smirking, Adam joins Reece, who has a bunch of documents spread out on the dining room table. 
“I definitely can’t drink like I used to anymore, my head is pounding,” I tell Amelia. “How the hell are you two up this early?”
“Early? It’s nine a.m.,” Reece says, as he looks up from the table. 
“He had a revelation,” Amelia says, dramatically using air quotes. “He told me we had to go look through the files we had.”
“Yeah, and she’s been a whole lot of help,” Reece adds, his voice dripping with sarcasm, yet his smile lets you know he’s just giving her a hard time. “She’s been sitting at that island complaining all morning. Coffee’s too hot, the sun is too bright, it’s too early.”
“And you’re still an asshole,” Amelia says, cutting Reece off with a glare. 
“Never said I wasn’t. I’m nothing if not consistent.” 
Ignoring them, I stand up and go over to the table they are working at, looking through some of the papers.
“What’s all this?” I ask Reece.
“I was thinking about it this morning, and all of the things we have been looking for seem too obvious. In trying to find a pattern, we’ve been looking through financial documents, social circles, and where they live and work, and nothing has been lining up,” Reece says, running his hand through his hair, obviously frustrated.
“I realized that if they’re working with a partner, maybe it has nothing to do with their finances, and instead maybe it’s about their practice.”
“Have you found anything?” Adam asks.
“No, nothing is lining up. We’ve looked at the firms, and Scott hasn’t worked at any of the same places or lived near them. It’s fucking frustrating. There has to be a pattern and I just can’t figure out why I can’t find one.”
Reece looks dejected, almost pissed, which is a change from the man who seemed so happy last night. I know this could impact their business, but he’s taking this pretty hard.
Looking down at the papers, I land on a document from a case on one of the individuals who have been targeted. I recognize his name. 
“I have an idea.” Standing up, I start looking around the table. “Find me all of the documents that have to do with trials, or court cases, anything that has their names on it.”
“What do you mean?” Amelia perking up at my attempted lawyer talk.
“I mean anything that will list who the defendant and the plaintiff are, as well as who they were represented by.”
Amelia and Reece quickly start getting to work finding the documents I asked for, while Adam sticks around.
“What are you thinking?” he asks.
“Look at this.” Opening the document, I point to a name. Scott Holmes. “He was on the opposing counsel of this case. It got me thinking and I want to see if there are any more similarities between different files.” 
“Shit, ok. Let’s start looking.”
Going through the documents, we notice they were all the same. On each of them, Scott Holmes is listed as the opposing counsel to the individual being targeted by the hacking 
“What do you think this means?” Amelia asks, hovering over a document Reece is holding.
“What if they’re blackmailing these people?”
“This guy can’t afford that. He’s a Jr. partner, with debt up to his ears. He’s always discussing how he came from nothing and is going to be the best, and whatever load of BS he wants to give the ladies he’s hitting on that day.“
I vaguely hear them in front of me discussing the different ways we could approach this, but I’ve lost my ability to pay attention anymore.
My hands start shaking and my palms are getting sweaty. I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack. Unable to say anything, I sit down, dropping the paper as I do.
“Vanessa? Are you okay?” Adam asks me, worry coating his voice as he grabs my hand.
Staring blankly, I vaguely register that someone has picked up the document I had been holding.
“Fuck,” Reece says, as he makes the connection.
“Scott Holmes represented Antonio Marino.”
“What? You can’t be serious? How did we not catch this?” Adam shouts. 
“It looks like they were mostly able to keep it hidden because Scott was working with another lawyer. But it’s not a coincidence. Now that we know this, we have a lead to work with.” 
Realizing what this means, I swallow the lump in my throat before speaking.
“If Scott Holmes is working with my father, he’s probably going to try to put me away. If they blackmail all the lawyers into losing their cases, and plant evidence with the issue in the past with your father’s company, they could ruin me.”
“No. They won’t. We won’t let them,” Adam says quietly, his hand rubbing up and down my back.
“How will we stop them? He has everyone under his thumb now. Blackmail has always been his specialty.”
“We’ll stop them by working together to outsmart them. Besides, didn’t you say you had some evidence for me? See, your father may think he’s got the golden egg, but he picked the wrong lawyer.” Amelia stands up straight with a sly smile. “Scott’s a fucking prick who can barely do his job and is only there because of his daddy. Me on the other hand? I worked my ass off, which is why I’ll have no issue taking them both down. Do you have the flash drive you wanted to give me, so I can start looking through the evidence?” 
“Yeah, it’s in my room.”
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Walking to my room, my mind is a mess, but I'm trying to keep it together. I don’t need Amelia to see how emotional this is making me. 
“It’s right over here. In my suitcase.”
“Are you okay? I know this is a lot to take in,” Amelia asks me, her hand on my arm and her eyes filled with kindness. Just her presence is enough to make me feel like I’m getting a warm hug. 
What is wrong with my father? Adam and his family are the most kind, supportive people I’ve ever met, and yet my father thinks it’s acceptable to try and ruin them twice. I think it’s time. I finally have to stand up to my father.
“I’m . . . I’m okay. Honestly, I’m just ready to be done with this. Done with him.” 
Passing over the flash drive feels like a dam being released. Relief surges through me. With this information in the right hands, hopefully we can put all of this behind us.
Holding onto the flash drive in one hand, Amelia keeps her other hand on my arm and looks me directly in the eyes.
“I know good people. You can trust me. I promise. I will make sure that we get your father to pay for what he’s done. You have nothing to worry about.” Amelia gives me a hug, squeezing me before letting me go.
“Thank you. Seriously. It means a lot. I’m not really used to having people on my team. I kind of suck at accepting it.”
“Look, I get it. But we won’t let you down. I’m going to take a couple of hours and go dig through all of this and make some phone calls. Why don’t you take a bath and just relax for a while? I know the boys will be busy for a bit.”
“That sounds like a dream.”
Amelia slips out of the room, but pops back in a second later.
“Oh, by the way, I’ll be back in here at four to get you ready,” Amelia says with a smile, then slips out the door, leaving me confused.
What do I need to get ready for?
A couple hours later, I’m sitting in the bathroom while Amelia does my makeup. 
After Amelia told me about tonight, I asked Adam what was happening, but he refused to tell me. 
“Are you sure you can’t just give me a clue of what I’m doing?”
“Hmm, a clue?” Amelia pauses on my makeup. “It’s something with Adam.”
Ugh. No one was going to tell me anything.
“I hate surprises, by the way.” 
“This is one I think you’ll enjoy. I’m all finished with your makeup. You can get dressed now.” 
Standing up, I walk over to where she had hung the outfit. I put on the camel skirt with a black sweater tucked in and I realize just how comfortable I feel. 
I love that Amelia put together an outfit that not only looked nice on but is something that I genuinely like.
“I wasn’t sure what you had, so I just grabbed some things out of my closet,” Amelia says nervously.
I love that she put in the effort for me tonight.
“I seriously love it, Amelia. Thank you for this. Thank you for everything.”
“This is going to sound silly, and I’m sorry, I just have to say it. Adam, he’s special. He’s funny, kind, and he has a heart of gold, but he’s afraid to share it with anyone because he got hurt by somebody he thought he could trust. I just need you to know how thankful I am that you came into his life. He’s different now.” 
Amelia stands up and pulls me into another hug. 
“Adam has opened my eyes to a lot of things, and I’m trying my best to not hide from this.”
“That’s all anyone can ask. Now let’s go find Adam.”
Walking out of the room in search of Adam, I feel butterflies for the first time. 
I’m nervous, and I love it.





Chapter 28

Adam


Driving out to the field, it feels like I am in high school on my first date all over again. It’s surreal. My surprise for her tonight may be low-key, but with Amelia and Reece's help, we didn’t hold back.                                                                                                                                                                                                 
“Where are we going?” Vanessa finally asks.
“It’s a surprise, but it’s just about two more minutes down the road.” 
“Ugh! You’re infuriating.” 
I would believe her if she didn’t have a small grin playing on her mouth. Leaning over, I grab her hand and pull it into my lap.
We aren’t going far. In fact, we’ll still be on our property in a place she’s already discovered. It’s my favorite place on the farm. When I was growing up, I used to spend hours out here. It’s always just been my place.
When we pull up, confusion laces her features when she realizes we are at the barn again.
“We’re here,” I tell her, before jumping out of the car to go open her door.
“I’m excited, but I’m confused. Not gunna lie.” 
“That’s okay, it’ll all make sense soon.”
Grabbing her hand, I pull her around to the other side of the barn where everything’s set up. 
“I have one rule for tonight.”
“What’s that?” 
“No phones. I don’t want us to worry about the outside world tonight. I want it to be just you and me. Can you do that?”
“I can,” she says, smiling, before reaching into her bag and shutting her phone off. 
Unable to stop myself, I frame her face in my hands and plant my lips on hers. Sliding my tongue into her mouth, I devour her. My tongue exploring her mouth, my hands searching her body, determined to pull her closer to me. I love the feeling of her lips on mine. I love the little whimpers she makes as she fights for control.
All I can think about is my mouth on her. On her lips, her neck, her body, her cunt. I want it all. I want to taste her and devour her until she’s screaming my name as she comes on my face. 
I pull back, needing to put distance between us before I fuck her against my Jeep. While I’m not against the idea, I have a feeling she might be opposed to the cold.
“Fuck, you taste good.”
“Then come back here.” She begins kissing up my jawline, making her way back up to my mouth as her hands pull me back down.
“If we keep on like this, I won’t get to show you the actual date.” 
“I mean . . .”
“Come on, sunshine.” 
Grabbing her hand, I pull her into me, walking around the barn to where we set everything up. 
I know the moment she sees it, because her whole body freezes, and she stops walking. 
Reece and I spent a couple hours today setting this up. A small white canopy we used for one of my cousins’ weddings was put next to the barn filled with pillows and blankets. Fairy lights and candles are placed throughout, making our own mini oasis.
Oh, and the sunflower field.
“Adam . . . I don’t know what to say. This is, it’s beautiful.” 
When she turns towards me, I’m prepared for the look in her eyes or the way it makes my heart feel. The first date feelings I had in the car? They had nothing on these butterflies. 
Vanessa’s eyes are filled with so much happiness, desire, and even love. I want to grab her, to tell her how much she means to me, but I know I need to give her time.
Grabbing my hand, she surprised me when she pulls me over to the little blanket-bed and sits me down. 
Figuring she’s ready to eat, I start to reach for the pizza.
“Don’t move,” she whispers.
When she drops to her knees, I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. Her eyes never drift from mine. We continue having a conversation without words; the words too scary to say aloud, but ones we both feel.
Unbuckling my belt and undoing my pants, she pulls out my already hard cock, her eyes falling onto it. Licking her lips, she teases me, grabbing the base of my cock and running
her tongue up and down it, but never letting me inside. 
“Fuck, Vanessa. I need . . .”
“What do you need Adam? Tell me what you want.”
“I want you to make me come. Put me in your mouth and suck. Taste, lick, fuck my cock with your mouth until you’re swallowing it down your throat. Don’t stop until I’m coming.”
No other words are said, but when Vanessa’s eyes reach mine, I realize those words are exactly what she wanted to hear. Leaning forward, she opens her lips, letting the tip of my cock enter while her tongue begins exploring slowly. Her eyes looking right at mine. 
She’s teasing me. Testing me. Figuring out who’s in control. 
She lets me push my cock further into her mouth before pulling out slowly. 
“Stop. Teasing. Me.” My hands are in fists at my sides, doing everything I can to not take control of this. I want to give it to her, let her control my orgasm. 
Pulling back, my cock pops out of her mouth as she leans back on her heels.
“No.”
“Vanessa,” I growl.
“What are you going to do about it?” Her eyes are bright with desire. 
She’s challenging me. She wants me to take control.
Grabbing the back of her head, I guide my cock back to her lips, giving her just a moment to prepare before I shove my cock deep into her throat. 
Our eyes never break contact as one hand grips the back of her hair, and the other hand gently caresses her cheek. 
The two different sensations probably feel odd to her, one savage and demanding, the other loving. 
One thing I know for sure. The feeling of her mouth on my cock is fucking sensational. The grip she has on my hips, pulling me deeper into her throat as her tongue plays with my cock, her hand working what she’s unable to take.
The feeling starts slow at the bottom of my spine. I know it’s coming, but I fight it. I don’t want this to stop. I want it to keep going and going. When she lowers her hand from my cock, and slowly takes me back in, I can’t stop it anymore. 
She swallows and pauses, adjusting to the intrusion, before pulling back and doing it again. And again. 
Her eyes begin watering as she continues to fuck my cock with her mouth, my hands barely guiding her. The feeling that began low in my spine shoots up throughout my body, and unable to stop it, or even slow it down, I come. Hard. All the way down Vanessa’s throat. 
“Fucking hell,” I gasp, looking down at her with my cock still in her mouth. 
Slowly, she pulls back until I’m fully out of her mouth. She smiles up at me, happiness bursting from her eyes. 
She got nothing from that. That was purely for my pleasure. My orgasm. Yet my pleasure brought her joy. 
Pulling her up from the ground, I slam my lips against her mouth, demanding entry. Tasting myself on her tongue and hearing her moan has my cock wanting more of her. 
“You are unbelievable,” I tell her.
“No, Adam. This,” she spreads her arms out, motioning to our date set up. “This is unbelievable. You’re unbelievable. I’m in disbelief that you set this all up. For me,” she says, staring off into the sunflower field.
“Why wouldn’t I do all of this for you? I love you, Vanessa. I would do anything for you.”
She slowly turns her body towards me, and when our eyes connect, I realize what I just let slip.
Fuck.
I knew that my feelings for Vanessa were real and intense. These thoughts have been constantly playing in my mind. But saying it out loud? To her? That was nowhere near what my plan was for tonight.
“What . . . What did you just say?”
Ready or not, I guess it’s time to show my cards.
“I might not be able to explain it, I might know nothing about it, but ever since we met, you’ve consumed me. You’re all I can think about.”
“But . . . love . . .” 
“Vanessa, I have been blessed to be surrounded by wonderful people in my life. Blessed to watch my parents love story, their parents, and well, just to have the love of my family. I may not do relationships well; we all know I’ve been out of practice, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to try to give you anything and everything.”
“Why though? Why us? What about us makes you—”
I cut her off before she can even finish her sentence. 
Grabbing her hand, I lead her over to the sunflower field. It’s beautiful at this time of day with the sun setting and the bright colors painted across the sky.
“When I was younger, I think in middle school, my grandpa passed away. Nothing was wrong with him; it was just his time. I, uh, I didn’t take it very well. He and I were very close. He had always been my person, so it wasn’t easy for me.”
I feel her head lean against my shoulder as Vanessa tucks herself in to listen, holding my hand with hers.
“My mom found me one day, standing in the pouring rain, just looking at the row of sunflowers my grandpa and I had planted. I was upset, losing it, but being out here, I felt peace. When my grandpa died, my world lost its sunshine. It was dark and lonely, but the sunflowers brought some of that joy back.
“The following year, what had previously been a single row of sunflowers, turned into a small field of them. Every year it got larger and larger, until finally we had this.”
“It’s beautiful. When I was exploring, I was trying to take my mind off everything going on with my father. Honestly, nothing was working. It’s so calm here, but it let my brain have too much room to overthink,” Vanessa says, not moving her body from mine. 
“But then I stumbled upon these flowers, and just stared. I didn’t even realize it had started raining until you found me. It was so peaceful. I finally found a place that was so mesmerizing that I didn’t have the space in my mind to be upset.”
“That’s how I feel when I’m with you. That is why I feel like we are more. That is why I love you. You’ve brought the sunshine back into my life,” I tell her, pulling back just enough so I can see her face. “I have been searching my whole life for someone who makes me feel the peace I feel when I’m here, and I found it with you. I’ve wanted a team, to be someone's person, like I had with my grandpa. It’s you, Vanessa. It’s always going to be you.”
Her eyes mist over, but instead of the fear I expected to see in them, I see understanding, acceptance, and love.
“I get it. I felt the same thing when I came here. I love the feeling I get when I’m here, but even more than that? I love the feeling I get when I’m with you. For the first time, I feel like home isn’t a place, it’s a feeling. A feeling I get when I’m with you. I love you too, Adam.” I pull her closer to me and kiss her hard, trying to make sure she understands the depth of my feelings. Hearing her say those words to me, it feels like everything is finally coming together as it should.
Just when I am about to pull her into my lap, her stomach grumbles with hunger.
“Sorry, I sort of forgot to eat after we had breakfast,” she tells me, blushing. 
Pulling back, I smile. I have just the thing to make her smile.
“Here, let’s eat.” Standing up, I quickly grab the plates, handing her one before passing her the salad bowl, and finally, her surprise dinner.
“You-you got me pizza?” she says in disbelief.
“Not just any pizza, your favorite. I thought it would be perfect to have tonight.”
“I’m not sure what to do Adam, no one has ever done anything like this for me before.”
“All I want you to do is sit back, enjoy some pizza, and relax with me. We can learn this together. All I care about is you knowing you have my heart. Everything else, we’ll figure it out along the way.”
Smiling, we both grab some pizza and spend the next couple of hours talking and enjoying each other's company. 
As the sun begins to set, we explore each other’s bodies, making love with the stars above us and the sunflowers around us.
Laying there in peace, I can’t help but smile at the turn my life has taken.
“I love you, sunshine.”
“I love you too, Adam.”
Holding her, I know, without a doubt, this is where I’m meant to be.




Chapter 29

Vanessa


“What time is everyone showing up?” I ask Adam as we lay in his bed. We spent the entire morning tangled up together before the craziness of the day starts, but I knew our quiet time was coming to an end.                                                                                                                                      
“My brothers are going to be here around noon, and my parents will get here around three.” 
He leans over, pressing a kiss to my temple as he pulls me in closer.
“Well, seeing as it’s ten a.m., we should probably get up and get ready. I don’t think I need your brothers walking in on me naked in your bed.”
“I wouldn’t mind,” he says, rolling on top of me and pressing his cock into my core.
This man is insatiable. 
“We have got to get up!” I try to push him off me, but he doesn’t budge. 
Laughing, I try again. 
“I’m serious, Adam. If we don’t get up now, it’ll be your parents walking into the house.”
Giving in, he rolls off me and stands up with a smile.
“Fine. But don’t say I didn’t try.” He winks and gives me a boyish grin that makes me want to fall back into bed with him.
“You’ve already succeeded today. Three times. I think we can take a break,” I laugh, getting up off the bed to get showered and dressed. 
“I’m going to go get some coffee going. Meet me out there once you’re ready.”
“Sounds good. I’ll be quick.”
When he leans in and presses a kiss to my mouth, I can’t help but smile at his tenderness.
“Take your time. There’s no rush.” 
I grab some clothes and head into the bathroom, mentally preparing myself to meet his parents.
Oh boy.
Forty-five minutes later, I walk into the kitchen to find Reece and Adam sitting at the table. I had to have a ten-minute phone conversation with Blaire, freaking out that she hadn’t heard from me much. She wouldn’t let me off the phone until I filled her in on everything that’s happened. And I mean everything. 
She legit squealed into the phone loud enough that I thought the entire house heard when I told her about last night. The only way she let me off was with the promise of margaritas as soon as I got home. 
In the kitchen, I find Adam and Reece discussing something for work. They quiet down when I walk in.
“Everything okay?” I ask.
“Yeah, just debriefing a bit from the phone call with Toby this morning.” 
Fuck. I forget they were talking to him.
“Is everything good at the office?”
“Yeah, nothing Toby can’t handle, and definitely nothing you need to worry about. Relax,” Reece says.
Grabbing a cup of coffee, I sit down.
“Right before you came in, my parents called. They’re earlier than they expected, so they should be here within the hour. Not to alarm you or anything, but I think they’re dying to meet you.”
I’ve been so anxious to meet his parents and the thought of it happening soon. Like within the hour? That’s terrifying. I try to hide the nervousness on my face by taking a sip of coffee.
“You’re doing that thing again,” Adam laughs.
“What thing?”
“That one where you think too loud.”
Blushing, I can’t help but feel both embarrassed and ecstatic that he can read me so well.
“I’m going to leave you two here. I need to go shower and get ready before this place is a madhouse,” Reece says, walking over to the sink to put his dishes in. “Amelia mentioned she had some phone calls to make but would be back out here by 11:30.” 
“Awesome, we’ll see you in a bit.” 
As Reece walks out the door, I can feel Adam’s eyes fall on me. 
“Why are you so nervous?” he asks.
“How do you know I’m nervous?”
“I can read it all over your face. You’re not very good at hiding things.” 
“I guess I’m not trying that hard. I just, I’ve never tried to impress anyone before, and I feel like I already have strikes against me with my father being who he is. It’s intimidating.”
“No, don’t worry about that. My family gets it. They aren’t going to hold anything against you. Honestly, all my parents want is for us to find someone who loves us for who we are. Anything else is just a bonus for them.”
“I mean, I guess. It’s still awkward for me though.”
“Why don’t we go take a walk around the grounds? It’s not supposed to rain till this evening. That way, we aren’t just sitting here waiting.”
“Don’t you have to work?”
“It can wait.”
The smile on his face tells me this is exactly where he wants to be. 
About thirty minutes later, I watch as his parents SUV pulls up the long driveway. 
“Do you feel any better after getting outside?” Adam asks with a smile.
“I’m still nervous, but yeah, I guess I do feel better. Thank you, Adam.”
“Of course, sunshine.” 
He places a quick kiss on my forehead and then walks over to the car to help his parents with their things.
“Hi, mom. Hi, dad. This is my girlfriend, Vanessa.” 
Hearing him say those words out loud makes it so much more exciting. I haven’t heard those words in years, or wanted to, from anyone. Yet here I am, meeting his parents. 
“Hi, Vanessa! I’ve heard so much about you! I’m Charlene.” 
Smiling, I reach out to shake his moms hand, which she ignores as she pulls me into a hug. As she pulls back, his mom pauses and smiles at me for just a moment. It feels like this is an important moment, just between us. 
“It’s so nice to meet you. This is my husband, Alan.”
“It’s so nice to finally meet you, Mr. Maxwell,” I say with a nervous smile.
“Oh, just call me Alan. It’s nice to finally meet the girl who has our boy so smitten. Listening to him talk about you is like listening to a high school girl with hearts in their eyes.”
I can’t help the blush I feel rising up my neck, or the huge smile I now have plastered on my face. When I look at Adam, I see him smiling too. The smile that could drop me to my knees. 
“Thank you, Mr—I mean, Alan. I’m sure they haven’t all been good things, but I try.”
Adam pulls me into his side, before kissing the top of her head. 
“No, not all have been good things.” Adam says with a laugh when he notices my offended glare. “It’s mostly been the great things about you.”
“See, I told you. Just as cheesy as he was fifteen years ago.”
“Oh, come on, everyone. Let’s go inside and give him a break,” Amelia says, laughing. “Hi, mom. HI, dad. Sorry I’m late to the reunion. I was on the phone when you pulled in.” 
“Thanks, Amelia. At least someone wants to be nice to me.” Adam says with a laugh.
“I wouldn’t go that far. I just know it’s supposed to rain soon and would prefer to roast you inside where it’s warm,” she says with a wink. “Besides, Connor and Caleb are pulling up right now, and I would prefer to not help them bring their stuff in.”
I turn towards Adam, my smile firmly in place, and feeling calmer that I have in a while. Adam returns my smile, before gesturing for me to follow his parents while he waits for his brothers.
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But Adam was right; they were wonderful and didn’t hold my father's indiscretions against me. When Adam’s brothers arrived, they quickly unpacked their car and uncorked the wine. We sat around their living room drinking wine and talking. It felt good. It felt like I was a part of something.
“So, what’s it like working with Adam? Is he a huge pain in the ass?” Caleb jabs.
“I mean, I wouldn’t say he’s a huge pain in the ass, maybe just kind of a pain in the ass.” I smile into my wine at Adam’s overly dramatic scoff.
“Doesn’t surprise me,” Amelia giggles.
Just then, Adam hauls me into his lap and starts tickling my side. 
“If you want me to be a pain in the ass, I will be,” he jokes. 
“Adam, watch the wine before you knock it over,” his mom laughs. “I’m going to head into the kitchen to start getting dinner ready. You kids have fun.”
“Yes, mom,” Adam’s dad replies with a smirk.
Their father has the same boyish smirk that all of them have. I can see where they got their charming ways. He’s down to earth and very lovable. He’s already made me feel right at home.
Leaning down, I whisper into Adam’s ear, “I think I’m going to go help your mom with dinner.”
“Do you want me to come with?” he asks, a smile already on his face. 
“No, I’ve got it,” I tell him. “It’ll be a good chance for me to get to know her.”
“Okay, sunshine. Let me know if you need me.”
I’m only a little nervous as I head into the kitchen. I mean, I’ve never cared about impressing anyone’s parents before, and now I’m in someone's home trying to do just that. 
“Hi, Mrs. Maxwell. I was wondering if I could help you with anything?”
“Sure, sweetie. Come on in. Could you grab those potatoes over these and start peeling them?”
“Of course,” I tell her with a smile, walking over to the potatoes she has laid out.
“So how has it been? Being out here away from Chicago, away from the city life.”
“Honestly? It’s been incredible. I’ve enjoyed being away from the busyness of the city, and I’m so thankful to Adam for bringing me here, and to you guys for opening your home to me with everything happening. There’s just something about being out here that calms me.”
“I get it. It’s always been like that for me as well. When this place was passed down to me from my parents, I immediately saw myself bringing my kids all the time. It had a comfortable feel to it, where I instantly felt at home of. When Alan started to work more in New York, we spent less and less time here. Now the only times we really come out here are for our family getaways a couple times a year. But I never wanted to lose this escape, so we kept it.”
“I understand that. I’m sure it means a lot to Adam that you’ve kept it. He’s told me constantly how much he loves it here, especially the sunflower field. When he was telling me about his grandfather and the sunflowers, I completely understood why he loves it so much. I feel a connection here I can’t describe. It’s a magical place.”
“He told you about that? He told you about his grandfather and those flowers?” Charlene looks shocked.
“Yeah, I went exploring one day, and he found me in the sunflowers. He ended up telling me the next day about his grandfather passing away, and what this place truly means to him.”
When I look up at Charlene, I notice she has tears in her eyes.
“Are you okay? Did I say something wrong?”
“No, sweetie. Not at all. In fact, you’ve done everything right.” Dabbing at her eyes, she takes a moment before continuing. “When my father passed away, Adam shut down. I would find him out there all the time, so every year we planted more and more. He’s always kept that up, but over the years he didn’t want anyone to help. He wanted it to be his time to reflect.”
I take in all of Charlene’s words, letting the love she has for her child wash over me. 
“He never wanted to talk about it either. It was like when my father passed away, he took a piece of Adam with him. He never wanted to open up to anyone. In his last serious relationship, he refused to tell her about his grandfather and wouldn’t even let her come here. In all honesty, I was happy when they split up because I knew if he couldn’t be open with her, it was pointless.”
“When they split, though, it broke him even more. He didn’t want to talk about anything of importance. We would discuss work and day-to-day things, but never anything of value,” Charlene continues, but she doesn’t look sad anymore. Now she’s smiling. “I never thought I would get my son back. I thought he was going to remain the shell of who he once was forever. Until you. You’ve brought him back to us, opened his eyes and his heart. Thank you.” 
Charlene surprises me when she pulls me into a long hug. I can feel the love she has for her son through the hug, making me feel loved as well.
“Your son helped me through a lot and has opened my eyes as well. Maybe it’s not just me who’s helped him. Maybe we’re good for each other.”
“I have no doubt about that, sweet girl,” Charlene says, pulling back from the hug. “I’m sorry I’m such a mess. When I start talking about this, it brings out all of the emotions, although this time, they’re happy tears.”
Just then, the over dings with the rest of dinner being finished. 
“Should I go let everyone know it’s just about ready?”
“Please do. I just need to grab some plates and we should be good to go.”
Heading out into the living room, I see Adam laughing away with all of his family. It’s great to see him so relaxed and happy. It feels nice knowing I’ve had an impact in that. 
“Hey, everyone, dinner’s ready,” I say with a smile, my heart warming when Adam looks at me.
“On my way,” Connor says as he shoots up from the couch. “I love pot roast.”
Everyone quickly makes their way into the kitchen, except Adam, who lingers back with me.
“How was your time with my mom?”
“It was good. A little emotional. But good. She was thankful for us finding each other.”
“That makes two of us,” he says with a smile.
“I guess it makes three.” 
Leaning forward, he presses a chaste kiss to my lips.
“Let’s go grab some dinner before Connor eats it all.”
The night was perfect. We ate, talked, and drank wine until we were all falling asleep. I was so tired that Adam had to practically carry me to bed. 
But it felt like home.




Chapter 30

Vanessa


The next day went by too quickly. From a morning ride around the property, Adam’s family telling me more stories, and lots of food and wine, the day had come and gone far too fast. Before I knew it, we were loading his jeep and saying our goodbyes to his family. We promised to make our way to New York as soon as we could.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
I wish the weekend didn’t have to end. This little getaway from the city has been nice and really changed our relationship in the best possible way. 
As we pull away from the house, I can’t help but feel sad that we’re leaving. I’ve loved every moment we spent here. I loved this house and the time I got to spend with his family. I wish we could stay here in our own little bubble forever.
“Did Toby say what was going on?” I ask him as we get onto the road.
“No, he just said we needed to meet Monday morning to go over some stuff. Figured we would head back and have some time to relax in the city before then.”
“Okay. I don’t know why it just feels weird leaving already, and all the sudden we have a meeting early next week? I can’t wait for all of this to be over.”
“I know. It will be soon, I promise. Let’s just head home and grab some dinner. We can worry about everything later.” 
[image: image-placeholder]After a nice bubble bath, we’re sitting in Adams’ living room and relaxing with a glass of wine.
“I really loved this last week. Thank you for taking me there. It was . . . peaceful. It felt like a place you could truly make a happy home in.”
“I agree. I’ve always told my mom that I would buy that place in an instant, but they haven’t quite pulled the trigger. There’s been talk of them downsizing a bit out there, but who knows.” 
“It’s beautiful. I can see you being happy there. You were . . . different out there. More relaxed. It was nice.”
“I guess we’ll see what happens. I have to figure out my life first. As much as I love working with my family, it just doesn’t feel right anymore. I miss what I used to do.”
“I’m sorry that you’re feeling that way. Everyone deserves to do something with their life that they love. I know Holly didn’t support you in that. But I’m not her. If you want to do cyber security, I support you. One hundred percent. Besides, I could always work with you, too.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Adam says. He looks tired. Like all of this is wearing on him.
“Why don’t we go crawl in bed? All of this will still be here tomorrow.”
[image: image-placeholder]Waking up in the morning to a phone call from Toby was not exactly how I’d wanted to start my day. Apparently, this morning I needed to be in the office for a meeting with my father. Why wouldn’t Adam tell me about this when he left this morning? I feel used, scared, almost set up. 
Adam tried to call me a couple times on my way in, but I sent them all to voicemail. I wanted to see what this meeting was with my own eyes before I talked to him. 
It’s weird walking into this building after not being here for a week. It was a good week—even if it was for shitty reasons—a lot of good came out of it. At least, I hope so. I hope I didn’t open my heart to someone only to have them turn on me. 
When the elevator doors open, Trish is sitting there waiting for me. Her fake smile staring right at me. She looks so unhappy to see me. Big surprise.
“Good morning, Trish. I’m here for a meeting with Adam and Mr. Marino. I’ll just head back there.”
“No, you won’t. And his name is Mr. Maxwell, it’s disrespectful to call him Adam. They are having a meeting right now, and since you weren’t on the list of attendees for the meeting, you have no reason to go back there. Why you think you can just waltz in anywhere thinking Mr. Maxwell would allow it is beyond me.”
“Well, seeing as Adam is meeting with my father, I think I have some reason to be here. As for me calling him Adam? I feel like when he’s eaten my pussy like a starving man, I have the right to call him by his first name.”
Her jaw drops. 
“Um . . . I . . . you. That’s so inappropriate,” she whines.
“No. What’s not appropriate is you harassing my girlfriend when she was trying to join me in my meeting.” Adam’s voice comes out of nowhere. I was so caught up in the argument with Trish that I didn’t even see his office door open. 
“Is this how you treat all guests and employees? If that’s how you do your job, you have no place here at Maxwell Investments. Think long and hard on your answer before giving it to me, because I refuse to allow my employees to be inadequate.”
I look at Adam in shock. I can’t believe he stood up for me like that, but I love it.
“Mr. Maxwell, I’m sorry. I uh, I just, uh, didn’t know there was anything between you two, so I was just trying to do my job,” Trish stammers, cheeks red from embarrassment. 
“Now you know. Not that it was ever any of your business who I am dating. Please excuse us, we must return to the meeting.”
Pulling me with him, we walk to the conference room. I’m about to thank him when he stops and pulls me in for a quick kiss.
“We will talk later. For now, I just need you to trust me.”
“Trust you with what? What’s going on?” I stammer out. Nothing with my father is ever good, so this only terrifies me. 
“I’ll explain later. I promise.”
With that, we walk into the conference room. Amelia, Reece, and Toby are all sitting around the conference table, with Antonio Marino—my father—at the head of the table. Next to him is his lawyer, Scott Holmes.
“So nice of you to join us, daughter,” my father sneers at me. This is the first time we’ve been face-to-face in years, and he’s just as vicious as he’s always been. Adam squeezes my hand gently, trying to keep me in the moment. 
“What’s going on?”
Amelia looks uncomfortable, her eyes moving from her documents to across the table at my father, but never landing on me. 
“Oh, we’re just getting ready to sign some documents I had drafted up. Amelia and Adam were going over the finer details, ensuring it was a good deal for everyone, or at least, most everyone.” My father smirks at me.
My eyes lock with Adam’s, and my heart sinks. His eyes are pleading. Pleading for what, I don’t know.
But that alone speaks volumes. I'm getting fucked over. Again.
“I showed my evidence of what you did with my company years ago, which heavily impacted Maxwell Investments. From what they saw, both Adam and Amelia agreed it would be best for you to sign this confession, confessing to the crimes. You never know, if the individual turns themselves in, they might be punished fairly.”
Disbelief runs through my body. They set me up. 
They worked with my father. All of them. Adam, Amelia, and even Toby. All to get me to confess to his crimes.
He used bullshit evidence, and they’re still going along with it.
Was everything fake? Has this been their plan all along? I always knew this was a mistake.
Scott Holmes stands up, beaming like a cat that got the canary. With his slimy smile in place, he grabs a file folder and walks around the table toward Amelia and I.
I guess this is all happening now. God, I wish Amelia would look at me. I thought we were growing to be friends. She’s been so honest and forthcoming. She told me we would figure this out together, but was all of that a lie too?
Right as Scott is almost in front of us, Toby stands up, blocking his way, and grabs the folder from him.
“I’ll take it from here. Not sure we need a cat fight here in the building. That sounds like more paperwork.”
Scott just smirks, as if Toby’s talking about Amelia and not him, before looking over at Amelia and winking.
Who the fuck is this guy? 
As Toby walks over, Amelia stands up to grab the folder, but knocks over her purse and files from the table. Leaning down, I go to grab the stack of notes that fell out when I freeze. On the top, is a small note, barely legible, it’s written so small. 
But I can read it. Clear as day. 
Trust us. I promise.
Sucking in a deep breath, I grab the rest of the stuff she dropped and stand up, ready to face whatever this is.
I'm not mentally prepared for the possibility that I’m being stabbed in the back right now. 
I love him. I love his family. His parents. They all make me feel like I’m already part of their family. I feel at home with them. We fit. If he breaks my heart, I’m not sure I’ll ever recover.
Amelia walks the folder over to me, but instead of setting it on the table, she grabs the stuff she dropped from me before pulling her chair out and sitting down and opening the folder. Huh?
“Excuse me, you didn’t sign this yet. I told you my client would sign, but only if she signed last, in case her father decides to change his mind.”
Scott gets to his feet, grabs the file folder and a pen, and quickly signs on all the lines before passing it to my father to do the same. 
Once Amelia gets the document back, we all quickly sign it before she stands up, holding out her hand for Scott to shake.
Just then, Adam gets a phone call and leaves the room quietly.
I shake everyone’s hand quickly but refuse to shake my father’s. Scott looks like he just won the lotto. 
“Thank you for making this process easy for my client and me. Can I please have the confession? I’ll get it submitted tomorrow.”
“No, thank you,” Amelia says with a smile. “That won’t be necessary. It will be processed this evening. You and your client should expect to walk out of this building in handcuffs.”
“Excuse me? What the hell are you talking about? She’s the one who confessed,” Scott yells.
“You really should read things before you sign them. Lawyer 101, dumbass. You both just signed—with two witnesses present—your confession for the cyber-attacks as well as Mr. Marino’s hand in stealing money from our company.”
Scott turns bright red, anger flaring in his eyes. He steps toward Amelia like he’s about to hit her, but she holds her ground.
Just then, Adam walks back into the office, followed by his brothers, parents, and the police.
My father turns ghost white. 
“Long time no see, Antonio,” Mr. Maxwell says, no emotion in his voice. 
“I would have been fine with longer.” 
“Well, if that were the case, why would you steal from my company? I always find these things out.” His dad smiles, like he’s excited about the next part. “See, I found out why you stole the ten million, yet you don’t even have half a million in your bank account to show for it. Gambling. And not just any old gambling. You went broke, so you used a loan shark from the mafia and couldn’t pay him back.”
If it were possible, my father goes even whiter at being called out. 
“You motherfuc—”
“Ah, ah. I’m not finished. This is my favorite part. You tried to steal from me. But Luca Romano? He’s an old friend, so when we were talking and I told him everything going on, we knew it had to be the same guy. So let me put it to you this way. Luca has a message for you. Fuck with any of us again. Contact any of my family ever again, including Vanessa, he will end you.”
“My daughter is not your family,” he snaps.
“You don’t have a daughter. You lost her when you forced her to do your dirty work. Me on the other hand, I have two. She’s family now. Don’t fuck with my family.”
I can’t believe my ears. This man, who I unknowingly almost ruined, was claiming me as his own. Standing up for me. Protecting me against my own father. I look over at Adam and he just smiles. He knows how much having a team means to me. It’s nice to be a part of theirs. 
The officers walk over to my father and Mr. Holmes, arresting them both. Holmes put up a little bit of an argument, but the evidence was clear. They’re both going away for a long time.
As they walk out, my father tries to stop and talk to me one last time. Surprisingly, Caleb walks over to stop him.
“Let me make this a little clearer for your thick skull. Do not look at her. Do not talk to her. Do not attempt to contact her. If anyone connected to you ever reaches out to her again, I promise you will wish it was my father who got to you. Unlike you, we protect our own. Now get the fuck out.”
With that, the officers guide them out of the room. As soon as the door shuts, Adam rushes to my side.
I hold up my hand though. 
“No. I honestly don’t want to talk to you right now,” I tell him, before turning around and walking out of the room.
Fuck.
I’m so mad right now that they didn't let me know what was happening. They planned this behind my back while we were all together. It makes me wonder if he’s ever been honest with me or if there are more secrets.
I hear a knock at the office door. It’s Adam’s father.
“May I come in?” he asks, gently.
“Of course.” I try to give him a smile. “Thank you. For, you know, what you said earlier.”
“You don't need to thank me. We’re family, that’s what we do for each other.” 
Sitting down beside me, he waits a moment giving me time to continue talking.
“I haven't had a family in a long, long time. I’m not used to having people on my side.”
“Well, darlin’, you better get used to it. My son is head over heels for you. He wanted to tell you but knew this was the best way to ensure your father believed it. If you seemed shocked, truly shocked, we had a better chance of him signing the confession.”
“But—” 
I don't even get my sentence out before he starts talking again.
“Outside of Adam, you have his brothers, including Reece, Amelia, his mother, and me. We are all on your team and we won't let anything happen to you. Trust us. At least hear him out.” 
As he says that, Adam and Amelia come in.
“I’m so sorry you thought we were turning on you. We had to make them believe it enough to trust signing it. It wasn’t the most ethical thing, I know, but men like them don’t believe in ethics. If you would have known, they would have seen right through it,” Adam blurts out.
“I get it. Once I saw Amelia’s note, it all clicked into place. I’m just upset that I was blindsided. How did you do it?”
Smirking, Amelia looks at me.
“You helped,” she says, laughing. “I knocked over those folders, hoping you would pick them up and hand them to me. When Toby handed me the folder, I just grabbed the one on top instead. They don’t read shit. Scott thinks he’s perfect, so it was nice to cut him down a few notches.”
“It did feel good, didn’t it? I didn’t realize I’d been waiting for that.” Mr. Maxwell smirks.
“What feels good is being done with him and the past he gave me. I’m ready to move on.”
Walking over to me, Adam puts out his hand for me to take. I place my hand in his and he pulls me into him, kissing my head.
“I’m so sorry I couldn’t tell you. I wanted to. So badly. Everyone did. But we wanted to help you get away from him, and this is the only way we could think to do it.”
I believe him. I don’t think he did any of this to be cruel or to go behind my back. I think he was doing everything he could to protect me, and that makes me want to keep him. Forever.
“It’s okay, I understand.”
“Vanessa, I really am sorry. Please know how much you—”
Cutting him off, I pull him into a kiss. I lean back to look into his eyes and smile.
“I love you, Adam. It’s okay. Thank you for helping me move past this. I feel free for the first time ever.”
“I love you too. I want to be the one who helps you through these times in life. I want to be your support, your hope, your best friend, the person you can lean on when times get hard and smile with when it’s great.”
“You know, I was nervous after that first night. I thought I made the biggest mistake of my life,” I tell him, seeing a moment of nervousness on his face. “Little did I know that one mistake would end up changing my entire life, opening my eyes to the world around me. You’re stuck with me.”
“I know you guys are being super cute with all that lovey-dovey shit, but what do you think about going out to celebrate?” Caleb asks with a smile. “I think a lot of us are very excited to have all of this behind us.”
“Only if it’s tacos and I can invite Blaire. She might kill me if she doesn’t see me soon.”
“Definitely tacos. Everyone in?” Adam asks. 
Everyone’s smiles and nods bring me so much happiness.
After sending Blaire a quick text to meet us, we all head out to grab our stuff.
An hour later, we all arrive at the restaurant, ready for the tequila. 
Blaire immediately runs up to me, obviously having been here for a while.
“You’re here! I’m so happy!” she screams.
“I am! How long have you been here?” 
“Well, after you called, I left work and came straight over here. We weren’t doing anything important, so it’s fine. I wouldn’t miss being here for anything! Tell me everything that’s happened!”
“Let’s go grab a drink and sit. It’s a long story.”
Looking back at Adam, I smile. He’s sitting at the table with all of his siblings, parents, Reece, Toby, and Cynthia. He looks free. Happy. I love it.
Blaire and I walk off to grab drinks and then sit with everyone. It takes thirty minutes and another round before I’ve finished the story. She’s in disbelief but happy that everything is finally done.
“Hey, Vanessa. I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for not telling you about everything sooner. I knew how serious everything was and we just wanted to keep you safe,” Toby says, standing beside me. 
“Honestly, I understand better than most. Anything to do with my father is usually a tricky situation. No hard feelings.” 
He gives me a hug before signaling for Cynthia to come over.
The three of us talk for a few, mainly about work, before they head back to the bar to get another drink. 
Coming up from behind me, Adam pulls me into him. “Thank you for trusting me. I told you I wouldn’t hurt you. I won’t break your heart, sunshine.”
“I know. I trust you.”
Going from having no one I could lean on, to having a whole room full, felt like I was living someone else’s life. Trusting people, and truly meaning it, wasn’t something I ever thought I would have in life. None of this felt real, yet it felt like I was exactly where I was meant to be. 
If this was a dream, it was one I never wanted to wake up from.
It’s my dream and I’m living it.




Epilogue

3 Months Later- Adam


The sunrise was coming up over the barn when I heard Vanessa walking over to me. I had been up early, making sure to get everything ready.                                                          
It’s been three months since we put her father away. One month after that, my father asked me to step down as CEO. I would’ve been upset if it wasn’t everything I’d ever wanted.
My father wasn’t asking me to step down as an insult, more as an opportunity. Vanessa and I will now be leading Maxwell Security, a branch of Maxwell Investments. You see, my father was able to see me at my happiest, working alongside Vanessa, helping our company by protecting it. 
After talking with Connor, who was willing to step up for the role, he decided to make a big investment and put us in charge. We will be providing security for all of Maxwell Investments, as well as other companies in need. My mother was thrilled, happy to see Vanessa and I following our dreams together. 
The best part? It’s mostly remote, and they sold us the farmhouse.
“Good morning, handsome,” she says, passing me a cup of coffee.
“Good morning, sunshine.”
“Everything all ready? What can I help with?”
“You’re doing it. Just sit there and watch the sunrise.”
Grabbing the last of the seeds, I put them on our horse, Sadie.
“Let’s get going. I don’t want to do this while it’s too hot outside. I know it’ll take a while.”
Smiling, she sets her coffee down before walking closer and kissing me on the cheek. 
“Thank you for letting me be a part of this. It means more than you know.”
“Of course, sunshine.”
Climbing up on the horse, I help her up behind me, and slowly start heading towards the field.
“Why do you always call me sunshine?”
“That’s what you are to me. Since the first day I met you. The only bright part of my life. You embodied happiness, joy, and hope without even realizing it. Just like the sun, I knew I couldn’t live without you.”
She squeezes me tighter and I faintly hear her when she whispers, “This is a dream.”
Stopping Sadie, I hop off the horse.
“No, this is our reality. We create it. I don’t ever want to think of living a day without you. You’re my best friend, the person I can count on, and the love of my life. Meeting you that night wasn’t a mistake, it was fate. Vanessa Rossi, marry me. Make me the happiest man in the world.”
Jumping down from the horse and into my arms, Vanessa wraps her entire body around mine.
“Yes, yes. A million times yes.”
Kissing her, I gently grab her hand and slide the ring on her finger. This was everything I’ve ever wanted in my life. A peaceful home, an amazing job, and a wife I can always count on. 
“I can’t wait to do life with you. Forever,” I tell her.
Getting back on Sadie, we head to the fields to plant sunflower seeds. I do this every year, keeping my special place filled with beauty. 
“I think we should get married here. In the fall, when the sunflowers are the brightest. Recreate our date here with a wedding.”
“I love that idea.” 
She’s right, this is the perfect spot. 
The perfect place, with the perfect woman, celebrating our perfect mistake.
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